
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    House In Hiding 
 
      
 
    Uncertain Sanctuary, Book 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jenny Schwartz 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Reality’s newest sorcerer doesn’t want trouble, but it finds her anyway. 
 
      
 
    Just when Kira thinks she is getting a handle on what it means to be a sorcerer, the Emperor calls and drops a bundle of trouble in her lap. And he’s not the only one. For a woman intent on protecting her privacy, a whole lot of people seem to know how to contact Kira to draw her into their problems. 
 
      
 
    But when one of those problems involves saving children’s lives, how can Kira refuse to help? 
 
      
 
    Magic is misbehaving across Reality and Kira sets out to discover why. Her allies stand ready to help—and hinder—as she traverses the paths of Reality in a House which is developing its own quirky personality. 
 
      
 
      
 
    House In Hiding is a compelling and original fantasy novel of multiple worlds and beguiling mystery in the tradition of Ursula Le Guin and Diana Wynne Jones. 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    I rapped my knuckles hard against the unforgiving brass ornamentation on the steampunk telephone. Ow-oo! But I managed to catch the handset I’d dropped before it clattered to the library floor. Shock had made me clumsy. I raised the handset to my ear. “Uh, good evening, Emperor Cirrus.” 
 
    I goggled my eyes at Evander—the elf-cyborg, self-appointed security chief of the House—inviting him to share my astonishment. 
 
    The Emperor of Reality had phoned me. 
 
    Evander’s pale blue face set in the expressionless mask of his battle-ready mode. In truth, it was how he usually looked, unless alone with either Madra or me. Whatever Evander’s reason for visiting me in the library, he’d shut it down. 
 
    “I hope I haven’t called at a bad time?” the Emperor inquired. 
 
    “No, no, not at all.” I got a better grip on the handset and on my composure. 
 
    Evander got out his amage. He made a point of showing me as he switched it to record.  
 
    I grabbed his arm, and pulled him close. “It’s quite rare for me to receive phone calls.” 
 
    Emperor Cirrus politely concurred. “Multi-universal phones are rare.” 
 
    I hadn’t even realized that the library’s elaborate telephone had a name. Everyone in Reality used amages for communication. The telephone was an anomaly, much like the House, itself. Houses built and run by magic were incredibly rare since they were the creations of beings almost as rare: sorcerers. 
 
    “Sorcerer Kira Aist, please accept my sincere condolences on the death of your parents.” 
 
    My breathing stopped. I forced my lungs to work. This was the first time anyone had expressed formal condolences to me for my parents’ deaths. “Thank you.” My breathing had given away my emotional state, but my voice sounded clear and cold. 
 
    Evander put a hand on my back. I leaned toward him, and my acceptance was enough to turn his touch into a one-armed hug. In his other hand, he held the amage steady. He and I might miss the nuances of what the Emperor said, but we had a whisper in the House. Gale would pick apart a recording of the conversation. 
 
    “This must be a difficult time for you,” Emperor Cirrus continued. “Made more difficult by your unfamiliarity with Reality and with your new existence as a sorcerer. You have my sympathy. Indeed, it is why I called you. At a certain level of power it becomes challenging to find someone to talk to who understands the demands and responsibilities of your position.” 
 
    The Emperor fell silent. 
 
    I glanced at Evander. 
 
    He nodded encouragement. No, he nodded that I should offer encouragement. 
 
    Emperor Cirrus was heading somewhere with this conversation, but I had to indicate my interest. 
 
    “So it seems.” I shrugged at Evander. The odd phrase was the best I could come up with. 
 
    The Emperor accepted it. “Please, call me Cirrus.” 
 
    An invitation to be on first name terms with the Emperor of Reality? “Uh, thank you, Cirrus?” Despite myself, my intonation shaped his name as a question. “I’m Kira. That is, please, call me Kira.” 
 
    “Kira,” Cirrus repeated. “I’d like to invite you to the palace at Qaysar. An open invitation. If you give me a day’s warning, the staff will accommodate you at any time. I dwell in the aquatic section of the palace, but there is ample space for your House on land.” 
 
    “Thank you.” When in doubt about your response, go with good manners. A thank you didn’t commit me to anything. 
 
    “I look forward to meeting you in person, Kira. Meantime, we can talk on the telephone. If there is anything you need, including introductions to people who can help you adjust to Reality, I am happy to issue them.” 
 
    It was an astonishing offer from the Emperor of Reality. Chatting with a human, one of the least respected of the peoples of Reality, couldn’t be an appropriate use of the Emperor’s time. Cirrus acting as my social secretary/facilitator was even more preposterous. 
 
    Except that I was a human sorcerer.  
 
    Did the Emperor, and the Union of Worlds of which he was the elected head, have any established relationships with sorcerers? As a group, we had a terrifying reputation. 
 
    My personal reputation was more that of a pussy cat. 
 
    With impeccable timing, Madra prowled into the library and headbutted my hip. The scytha had grown to his full height, but had yet to add adult bulk. He was a naturally scary feline predator from the Goblin world. 
 
    According to Evander’s research into legends, Madra also possessed the potential to channel my magic and become a war cat. 
 
    I refused to contemplate the possibility. I wanted Madra to have as normal a life as a scytha could have in a House. He chased its robots around, trained with Evander, and was spoiled by me. 
 
    At times, though, I recognized that Evander’s assessment of Madra was more accurate than mine. The cub was a predator who’d aggressively defend his pack: Evander and me. 
 
    “Mrrr-aowrr?” Madra had picked up on our tension, and didn’t like it. He demanded an explanation. Not that scythas were sentient like elves or humans, but he was easily as smart as a dog. 
 
    Madra’s interrogatory yowl gave me an excuse to avoid the Emperor’s offer to introduce me to people; people he—or more probably, his advisers and security team—had vetted. “Excuse the interruption, Cirrus.” I didn’t stumble on his name. “I have a scytha I’m training. He’s curious about the telephone. I appreciate your call and the chance for us to talk later.” I grimaced. It wasn’t a subtle brush-off. 
 
    The Emperor refused to take offence, which was alarming in itself. “My days are tightly scheduled. However, if you call this number, my secretary will find a suitable time for us to talk within three days. In an emergency, she will put you through to someone who can assist you, immediately.” 
 
    “That is very kind.” 
 
    “You’re alone in Reality, Kira. It’s the least I can do. For now, goodbye and safe travels. I hope to talk with you soon.” 
 
    “Goodbye.” I hung up the phone and rubbed my sweaty palms against my jeans. 
 
    Evander pocketed his amage and gave Madra a firm pat. “Okay. Okay.” He repeated the stand-down order he was training the scytha to recognize. 
 
    I added an ear scratch as reassurance, for both Madra and me, and slumped against Evander. “The Emperor of Reality wants to be my friend.” 
 
    He gave Madra a final pat. “We should talk to Gale.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    “Where have you been hiding?” In the living room, Gale’s voice trailed off from indignation to faint worry. “I thought we were safely away from Sonorannel?” 
 
    “We are.” The red blanket on the largest sofa was slipping. I tugged it back into place before Madra jumped on it. When I sat beside him, he curled around to put his head across my thighs. I’d missed his tiny kitten stage and I regretted it. The big softie loved cuddles, but was too big to be a lap cat. “I had a call on the multi-universal phone in the library. Evander recorded it.” 
 
    Gale listened to the replay. Her feet in their red and white striped socks wriggled on the ottoman in front of her armchair. 
 
    Evander stood by the fireplace. 
 
    The recording ended. 
 
    “Emperor Cirrus.” Awe and glee mixed in Gale’s beautifully expressive voice. Communication was the raison d’etre for a whisper’s existence. Gathering information, analyzing, and employing it were her specialty. Gale had joined us in the House for a year to help me understand Reality as part of creating and managing my reputation as a sorcerer. Now, she had the involvement of the Emperor of Reality to play with. She rubbed her hands together. “I never expected the Emperor to call, personally.” 
 
    “He knows who Kira is,” Evander said. 
 
    Gale nodded vigorously, her sharp chin nearly touching her chest. “Offering his condolences for your loss was a smart method of conveying his knowledge. I anticipated that people would begin identifying you, Kira, around now. We had a few weeks’ grace for two reasons. The second, because people had withdrawn their agents from your planet when the registered World Walker Caravans ceased visiting. Anyone with an ongoing interest in humans would merely have flagged your planet for remote monitoring. With no one on the ground, it took a while for them to confirm your identity and your background.” 
 
    She tapped three fingers on the arm of her chair. “Which brings us to the first reason you were ignored for so long. You aren’t a priority.” Tap, tap, tap. “Although having the Emperor contact you means that I may have underestimated interest in you. You weren’t a priority when you announced yourself with your invitation for a scholar-in-residence position in the House. At that point, you hadn’t done anything big, loud, dramatic or evil.” 
 
    “But rescuing the interstellar liner from pirates changed that?” 
 
    “Pah.” Gale waved aside my suggestion. “One interstellar liner and a few pirates doesn’t rate a personal call from the Emperor. Not in itself. But you did allow goblin space force troopers to travel inside the House. That’s unusual for a sorcerer. Plus, you’re human. He suspects you lack a trusted network. This is an opportunity for the Emperor, and those he represents, to acquire a tame sorcerer.” 
 
    Petting Madra disguised my fidgety anxiety. “Who does Cirrus represent?” 
 
    “An excellent question because he represents different people on different issues. In this instance…” Gale drew her knees up and wrapped her arms around them. Kobolds were a long-lived people. Being around a century old made her merely early middle-age. She was full of energy and passion for her profession as a whisper. “I could guess, but it would only be a guess. Alliances on Qaysar are flexible constructs.” 
 
    “Discardable,” Evander said. 
 
    She contemplated his blank expression. “Less than you’d think. People may appear to abandon an alliance, but appearances aren’t everything. Diplomats seldom burn bridges. If you think you see a fire, it could be smoke and mirrors. Understanding why Emperor Cirrus contacted Kira now and in this manner and making the promises he did—promises or lures—involves identifying who believes they need to control her.” 
 
    “The Emperor can’t control me.” The House was impregnable and could vanish along the unmapped paths of Reality. 
 
    “Influence is a powerful weapon,” Gale countered bluntly. “He’s positioning both to make you an ally and present you as his ally. Maybe just being able to give the impression of a positive relationship with a sorcerer will win Emperor Cirrus what he wants.” 
 
    I had to remember that Gale’s explanation could apply equally to herself, and that she’d know that I’d know that. Once you began analyzing politics, things became convoluted. 
 
    “Emperor Cirrus is considered a reductionist,” she continued. “But there are layers and exceptions to such labels.” 
 
    I’d done enough research on Qaysar, the central world of Reality to which all magic flowed, to know that the political structure there divided into three factions. Delegates to the Union of Worlds were either reductionists, multipliers, or moderates. 
 
    Reductionists sought to decrease contact between worlds. They saw more threat than value in connections between worlds. They believed that humans should deal with humans, dinosaurians with dinosaurians, kobolds with kobolds, etc. and that travel by World Walker Caravans be tightly restricted. 
 
    Multipliers took the opposite position and sought to increase contact between worlds. They acknowledged the challenges of communicating across cultures and different peoples, but believed the gains outweighed the risks. 
 
    Moderates supported the status quo. If the status quo was reductionist, like now, then they supported the maintenance of reductionist policies. 
 
    But such broad labels as reductionist, multiplier, or moderate covered a diverse and volatile array of issues, alliances, and positions. 
 
    The Union of Worlds’ stated purpose was to pursue multi-universal accord and cooperation. 
 
    “The timing interests me,” Gale said. “The Emperor contacted you after you gave the scholar Carlene Saur sanctuary.” 
 
    “Potentially a very short term sanctuary,” I qualified the degree of my intervention.  
 
    Gale’s toes twitched. “I imagine that it’s the fact you intervened in a political matter that prompted the Emperor’s call. If Reality is to have a politically active sorcerer, people will want you on their side.” 
 
    “What if I drop Carlene off at the nearest dinosaurian planet and have the House vanish?” 
 
    “It’s an option.” Her tone was studiedly neutral. 
 
    Evander snorted. “Kira, you’re on watch lists, now.” 
 
    “There are uninhabited planets, and we could do short visits to populated places.” Even I didn’t believe me. I sighed a noisy, protesting sigh. “But you’re right. I’m not going to live on the run. Gale, if I say no to everything, after a while, will everyone leave me alone?” 
 
    “If your ‘while’ is measured in years, if not decades, maybe. I suspect this is why other sorcerers cultivate a fearsome reputation.” 
 
    “You said I could be mysterious.” 
 
    Being the professional she was, Gale overlooked the hint of accusation and complaint in my tone. “You are very mysterious,” she congratulated me, mockingly. “It won you a personal phone call from the Emperor.” 
 
    Evander interrupted the downward spiral of the conversation. “Is the phone call a win?” 
 
    Gale jumped out of her chair and began pacing. “It has potential.” 
 
    While she thought, I stared into the flames in the fireplace, considering my own problems—and a possible opportunity. “Does the timing of the call, hot on the heels of us—me—declining to hand Carlene to Mage-captain Smith, mean that the Exarch is behind the warrant out for her arrest?” 
 
    The Exarch was Patros Gorria, a lupine shifter general who currently led the Qaysarian Legion that provided security for the Emperor and the Union of World offices and operations across Reality. 
 
    “Evander, in the meeting with Mage-captain Smith and Carlene, when I said there was nothing he could bribe me with to hand over Carlene, you moved fractionally. Could the Exarch tell me who ordered Tahlia’s kidnapping and death, and caused my parents’ deaths?” 
 
    Gale ceased pacing to hang over the back of my sofa. We both stared at Evander. 
 
    He frowned back at us. “Saka Lokri will report back on her findings any day, now.” 
 
    Gale pulled Madra’s tail. “No matter how good your mage is, she has to operate in the shadow market, and she’s one person. Patros has agents in both the regulated and shadow markets. His intelligence on events on the Human world will be superior.” She batted at Madra’s paws as he rolled on his back to play with her. 
 
    In doing so, he squashed me. 
 
    In retaliation, I batted at his front paws. 
 
    Excitement turned his purring into a rough growl. He loved being the center of attention. 
 
    “What the Exarch knows and what he shares are two different things,” Evander said. 
 
    Gale retreated from the play with Madra as the cub wriggled and kicked. The back of the sofa served as a stout defensive barrier. “True. However, the Emperor contacted you, Kira, which means they’d likely cough up some solid information as a goodwill gesture.” 
 
    Madra toppled himself off the sofa and onto the floor. 
 
    I may have assisted with a little nudge.  
 
    The cub twisted around, stretched up, and began nuzzling my face. He’d learned Evander’s rule of no teeth while playing. I wrestled him back to the ground. His whiskers tickled and his breath wasn’t the sweetest. “I’ll wait till we’ve heard from Saka Lokri before I contact the Emperor or anyone else.” 
 
    “And after you’ve decided what to do with Carlene Saur.” Gale warmed her hands at the fire.  
 
    “Enough,” I said to Madra. “Okay.” 
 
    He licked my hand, accepting that the game had ended. Then he eyed Evander. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    Madra huffed, and went to curl up near the fire, nudging Gale aside. 
 
    “Pushy.” She scratched his ears. “Kira, even with the Emperor interested in you, you don’t have to change any of your plans.” 
 
    I nodded. Her conclusion regarding the recording of the unexpected phone conversation matched mine. There was no rush to decide whether to pursue contact with Emperor Cirrus or ignore him. I changed the subject. “Dinner?” 
 
    Madra sprang up. 
 
    Gale laughed as she got out of his way. “I’ll drag Lennu out of his workshop. I thought I was obsessive about my work, but that man takes it to extremes.” 
 
    Our resident alchemist was passionate about his research. He’d joined the House because I’d wanted someone to get use out of the well-stocked alchemist’s workshop. As a naga from Zosimos, stranded on Pacaya, he hadn’t had many other options. It had turned out well for both of us. He answered my questions related to alchemy and magic, and otherwise pursued his research into compounds to resist and dispel magic; research that could revolutionize defenses against magic. 
 
    Although not against the level of magic sorcerers commanded. We changed the nature of Reality with a thought. 
 
    Gale ducked out to the garden to take the shortest route to the workshop tower and Lennu, while Evander and I headed for the kitchen with Madra leading the way. 
 
    “In the library, before the Emperor phoned, you were going to say something?” I prompted. 
 
    Evander looked ahead, not at me. “Nothing important. You handled the situation on Sonorannel well.” 
 
    I doubted that the compliment was the reason he’d sought me out, but whatever he’d intended to say, he’d changed his mind. 
 
    “So did you and the House.” I patted a wall as we walked. “It was good to have backup.”  
 
    He grunted. In the kitchen, he fixed Madra’s dinner, combining diced beef with kibble. 
 
    I found the House’s suggestion for dinner—three types of pizza—and transferred them from the fridge to the large oven. A bowl of salad was ready, dressing already drizzled through it. I set the table, including water, and put the kettle on to make a pot of jasmine tea. 
 
    We were a disparate group, human, elf, kobold and naga, yet we all enjoyed pizza and jasmine tea. Although, admittedly, the toppings on the pizza Gale and Lennu would share were strangely sour to my tastebuds. 
 
    I trusted that the House had delivered dinner to Carlene in her room on the floor below. Micromanaging the House would be resented. It heard everything inside itself, and acted independently on my orders and for the comfort of our residents. Carlene might be a temporary and dubious guest, but the House would ensure her wellbeing. 
 
    Evander fed Madra as Gale returned with Lennu. “Eat your dinner and don’t fuss,” drifted in from the open door to the garden. Training Madra to accept Lennu’s presence was still a work-in-progress. The scytha instinctively feared snakes, and as a naga, Lennu’s scent roused Madra to flight or fight. He’d gotten better about it, but protecting his dinner from the big, bad snake remained an instinctual, growly action. 
 
    We all had our triggers. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Seated at the kitchen table with a post-breakfast coffee, I watched one of the House’s all-purpose waist-high robots trundle out balancing a tray filled with bowls of cereal, various fruits and nuts, and a jug of juice. Carlene’s breakfast would arrive at her room at eight o’clock. It was a polite wakeup call. An hour later, I’d interview her. 
 
    I sipped my coffee and jotted notes not only as to the questions I should ask her, but my concerns. I circled words and added arrows. Inculcated in me by countless family stories, both openly shared and whispered, of people lost to the Russian secret police, was a reluctance to surrender people to authority figures. Having authority didn’t guarantee it would be used well. On the other hand, I refused to shelter a true criminal. 
 
    Across the table from me was Gale’s empty chair. The whisper would be a better interrogator than me, but that wasn’t her job. Nor did I want her to bear any part of the responsibility for what happened to Carlene. 
 
    I’d been awake for two hours, exercised and had breakfast. The exercise had left me energized rather than taking the edge off my sense of urgency. I hated leaving issues unresolved. Moreover, Carlene wasn’t just an issue in herself. She was a puzzle piece in a larger decision I had to make. 
 
    Who was the Emperor? What did he want? Where did I stand in the political landscape of Reality? 
 
    I underlined magic siphoning in my notes. 
 
    At nine o’clock, I knocked on Carlene’s door. She occupied one of the guest rooms on the first floor, close to the foyer where she and Mage-captain Yonan Smith had presented their competing views on her future. I’d chosen not to surrender her to him, despite the warrant out for her arrest. 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    “Good morning, Sorcerer Kira.” Carlene appeared rejuvenated by her night in the House. I’d asked the House to block her use of magic, but she had performed miracles without it. Her feathers were clean and gleaming with health, her posture assured, and her red eyes clear and steady as they met mine. 
 
    With my boots on, I was a fraction taller than her. Actually, given her turquoise crest feathers, I was probably half a head taller. She was broader, though; her sturdy form reminiscent of the plumpness of a budgerigar. Her green and yellow plumage strengthened the resemblance. 
 
    Unlike yesterday, Carlene no longer seemed intimidated by me or the House. Now, she resembled her profile on social media: that of a confident, successful academic. The coat and boots she’d huddled in on the mountain last evening weren’t in evidence. She showed a dinosaurian’s typical disregard for clothing with her feathers and clawed feet uncovered.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said. “We’ll talk in the foyer.” Limiting her exposure to the House was basic prudence. She’d already seen the foyer, which made it the obvious location for our discussion. 
 
    We walked the short distance in silence. In the foyer, Carlene avoided the sofa she’d sat on last time and chose an armchair. Her green and yellow coloring clashed with the purple velvet. 
 
    In contrast, I sat on the same central sofa as yesterday, and my white shirt and faded jeans suited the purple upholstery.  
 
    Without Madra at my feet or Evander standing guard I didn’t have to worry about anyone reacting badly to anything Carlene said, so I opened my mouth to jump right into my questions.  
 
    Carlene beat me. “Thank you for your hospitality, Sorcerer Kira. I appreciate the opportunity to speak with you in person. I hope that even if you decide that I should return to Sonorannel to face the capricious justice of its court system that you’ll consider the problem of magic vanishing that I raised in my message.” 
 
    “I’m interested in hearing the details of it,” I responded neutrally. My notes were in my back pocket, including my curiosity about magic siphoning. “However, my primary concern is whether I’m harboring a murderer.” 
 
    She flinched. “No. Never murder. Even the warrant doesn’t detail my actions as murder. I admit, though, that my crime of transmogrification leading to death is a serious one. In other circumstances I would have stayed to face the consequences of my actions. I mightn’t have wished the student, Reuben Mumm, dead, but my actions contributed to his death. His family deserves that I face justice.” 
 
    Her chest feathers fluttered with a deep breath. “Unfortunately, what I’d face on Sonorannel would not be justice. I was being watched before I changed Reuben temporarily into a toad for his sexual assault of another student. The Union of Worlds fears anyone recognizing and announcing that the magic that sustains the paths of Reality, and thus, unites our multiverse, is vanishing. In fact, by the pattern of its disappearance, I believe it is not merely vanishing, but deliberately being siphoned. I mentioned my observations to a few people and was advised to stay quiet. As Mage-captain Smith explained yesterday, Sonorannel is in the early stages of recovering from the misconduct of a cabal of scholars. My colleagues and my family advised me to keep my crest feathers down. When I messaged you I hoped that someone outside of my circle of contacts could pursue what I could not.” 
 
    Her red eyes all but glowed with the vehemence of her speech. “I had no means of leaving Sonorannel and no ability to act freely on the planet. Hiding in an abandoned cabin in the mountains was hideous. If the Union of Worlds couldn’t capture me, they had, at least, managed to silence me. Then you arrived.” 
 
    And now she had hope. 
 
    I braced myself not to respond to the emotional element of her plea. “What evidence do you have?” 
 
    “A disk. It’s in my room. It has a copy of the files of data and my analysis that I expect the Legion has otherwise destroyed. They searched my home and office.” Her clawed feet scratched at the black and white marble floor. She seemed unaware of the action, of the soft scritch-scritch of it. “You can take a copy of the data. Of everything. But I have to keep the original.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll take a copy and study it. If I have questions—” 
 
    “Anything.” She rocked forward. “Ask me anything. Everything. I would be happy if you could offer an alternative to an emperor-level conspiracy.” She smiled thinly. “Contrary to what people believe, sometimes scholars would love to be proven wrong.” 
 
    “But you don’t think you will be.”  
 
    She clamped her feathered arms close against her sides. “No.” 
 
    Rationally, it seemed improbable that a conspiracy of the level she believed existed, one that siphoned magic from Reality, could exist and not be questioned, investigated and its actors identified in a thousand locations across Reality. 
 
    But if anyone could achieve that level of suppression, then Gale’s awe of the Exarch Patros Gorria, leader of the Qaysarian Legion, suggested that he was that man. 
 
    “It’ll be interesting to study your data,” I said. It would take a few days, which meant that I had an excuse for not dropping her off immediately at a dinosaurian location.  
 
    Despite what she might assume, we’d already left dinosaurian space behind and were traveling the paths of Reality to goblin space to collect Sylvesteri. 
 
    “Carlene, what are your plans? If you could choose, what would you do?” 
 
    “What do I want?” She smoothed the feathers along her arms, and then, along her thighs. “I’d like to travel with you and investigate what is happening to our Reality’s magic. I might have a solution or a method of countering the loss of magic. I know the problem is bigger than me, by far, but it feels as if this is my problem to solve. That said, I’d be satisfied if you promise to investigate, even if you return me to Sonorannel.” 
 
    I avoided the whole question of what I could and would investigate. “Is that where you’d like to be released, to Sonorannel?” 
 
    Her left shoulder rose, and she tipped her head toward it; her ear brushing its feathers. “As much as I want to go home, I can’t. Mage-captain Smith or someone like him would arrest me and I’d vanish…” She straightened. “If I can’t stay with you, please drop me at one of the space station hubs, a travel hub, and I’ll make my own way from there.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said quietly. 
 
    Her mouth twisted, and not into a smile. “If you conclude that I’m lying to avoid justice or that I’m a crazy conspiracy theorist, then contact Mage-captain Smith and he’ll fetch me from wherever you put me off.” Her statement underlined that she was at my mercy. 
 
    Was she trying to manipulate me? Probably. 
 
    Leaving her at a space station would be washing my hands of her fate.  
 
    I endeavored to keep my expression neutral as I rose. “I’ll make a copy of that disk, now.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    When he talked about his alchemical research Lennu enthralled me. His copper skin flushed and the coils of his lower snake body rippled. I understood how his ex-wives could have been drawn in, only to be broken by the realization that his passion was exclusive to his work. 
 
    My current questions about magic related to his research into compounds to resist and dispel magic, so he answered them readily, if impatiently.  
 
    He brushed his graying hair out of his eyes.  
 
    His gesture reminded me that I needed to find a hairdresser. My blonde hair was well overdue a cut and style. It required something better than me tying it back in a ponytail. I tugged at it, suddenly self-conscious. 
 
    “Magic is not the answer to everything!” Lennu proclaimed. 
 
    “So you’ve said.” 
 
    He smiled his crooked grin. 
 
    We were taking our afternoon break outside, enjoying the House’s artificial sunlight and the bright flowers of the cottage garden. Blue cornflowers and red poppies waved in a place that had no wind, but did have a scytha slinking through the closely-sown plants. 
 
    “Magic is like light or gravity.” Undaunted, Lennu repeated his insistent contention that magic was a force like any other force in Reality. “You harness it according to your needs and you can resist it. The difficulty with magic is the preconceptions people harbor. For millennia, we’ve acted as if the sole counter to magic is magic.” 
 
    He took a sip of his hot fruit juice. 
 
    I cradled my coffee mug, content to savor the aroma. I was in no rush to return to the library and continue my assessment of Carlene’s research into her contention that magic was vanishing from Reality. 
 
    I was ill-prepared to analyze her work, hence me setting up in the library and not in my office. I had books scattered and stacked high around the desk there, and I’d left the House with instructions to add yet more volumes while I was on my break. There were a number of concepts I had to get my head around to even begin to assess the validity of Carlene’s claims. 
 
    Magic had rules, even if sorcerers consistently ignored them.  
 
    “Every force can be resisted,” Lennu said. “It is the cost of that resistance that discourages people from the attempt. But not being willing to bear the cost is not the same as not having the option. Sh-eek!” 
 
    Madra leapt out of the garden and in between where we stood talking. His silvery fur with its golden undercoat, bristled. His tail lashed. A grumble of warning vibrated in his chest. 
 
    From the gym tower, Evander strode toward us. 
 
    I’d seen him ready for trouble, as when the House arrived on Sonorannel for me to talk with Carlene. I thought I’d understood how intimidating his appearance could be. He was a former elven ranger, trained to cut through enemy lines and survive. He was tall and broad, heavily muscled, and fast despite his bulk. A purple flush colored the milky-blue skin over his cheekbones. His left hand curled tightly around an amage. 
 
    Until today, I’d never seen him furious. 
 
    Lennu slithered away, fast. “I have test results to study.” 
 
    Evander ignored his departure. “My brother—” He gripped the back of his neck. For a few seconds he stared at the ground. He muttered harshly under his breath. “Hell’s hemorrhoids.” 
 
    Usually, glitches in the translation magic that enabled the House’s inhabitants to talk easily to one another made me laugh. This time I didn’t crack a smile. 
 
    “Hector called me.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath. Prior to this, Evander had only once spoken his brother’s name. Hector was younger than Evander. The family had clearly defined roles for the three siblings. Evander’s sister, Daphne, was the heir and would run the family corporation when their father retired. She’d also inherit the family estate and social position. 
 
    From childhood, Hector had been groomed to become a diplomat. He’d succeeded and was a diplomat on Qaysar, a player in the Union of Worlds. 
 
    Evander had been the warrior, the sacrifice to elven tradition and to cementing the family’s reputation for service. 
 
    I’d read up on his family, the Zami. They were nobility. Old media showed that they’d subtly flaunted Evander’s success as a ranger, until he’d been augmented against his will. Elven military scientists had turned him into a cyborg to fight their ancestral enemies, the other Fae, the goblins. But elves detested those who’d been augmented. They considered cyborgs to be repulsively unnatural. Evander’s family had disowned him. 
 
    Having confessed that Hector had called him, Evander didn’t continue. But he didn’t leave, either. If he didn’t want to talk more, he’d have left.  
 
    I tried a gentle prompt. “Has Hector reached out to you before?” 
 
    Between us, Madra stood on watch. His ears twitched, chasing sounds, and his head turned to scan the garden. Ever and again, though, his gaze returned to Evander. 
 
    “No.” Evander glanced down at his amage before shoving it in a pocket. “Hector said that our parents will invite me home for the harvest festival. He asked that I attend, for family harmony and the future. Daphne is pregnant.” 
 
    Family harmony. The same stupid family that had kicked him out. 
 
    I flicked the last of my coffee into the garden and dangled the empty mug from my fingertips. Evander had enough anger without me adding mine. I respected him. When I looked at Madra, the scytha’s loyalty and good manners were a testament to Evander’s training and patience. As angry as I was at Evander’s family’s abandonment of him, as a friend it was my role to help him stay open to possibilities, not shut them down. “I would give anything to have my parents back.” 
 
    His breath whooshed out as if I’d punched him. 
 
    My babushka used to say that eyes betray the soul. 
 
    Evander’s right eye was the one he’d been born with. His left was an augmentation, crystalline and complex. Both showed shock, but that was in how they’d flared wide, their pupils enlarging. What was happening in his mind and soul was far more complicated. Only he could navigate his emotions and choices. 
 
    But I could be there for him. 
 
    Madra was on alert for a physical, external threat. I knew that what tore Evander apart was internal. 
 
    What I hadn’t expected was that the core of his concern was for me. 
 
    “Kira,” he said softly, anger humming. “Hector wants to use me to get to you.” 
 
    I folded my arms defensively, and the mug dangling from my fingers knocked me in the ribs. 
 
    He tugged the mug free of my light grip. “There is no possibility of me arriving home in time for the harvest festival unless the House delivers me. Which means delivering you to Paratge.” His planet of origin.  
 
    “If we did, I would be safe in the House. With Madra.” I patted the scytha’s shoulder. “It’s hardly—that’s not the issue, is it? How did Hector know you were with me?” 
 
    Evander’s scowl twisted. “Mage-captain Yonan Smith saw me on Sonorannel.” 
 
    “Yes, but the House was blocking him from recording or transmitting anything…” I trailed off as Evander shook his head. “What?” 
 
    “He’s a mage. Mages have spells to extract memories. Once he had an image of me, he—or whoever is interested in you—would have run it through recognition programs.” 
 
    “And you didn’t tell me this, before?” I snatched my mug back. 
 
    “We kept Smith confined to the foyer. The scholar, Carlene, hasn’t gone any further than a guest room.” He ran a hand over the bumpy ridges of his navy-blue cornrows. “Magic isn’t my field.” 
 
    The inelegant sound I made was not quite a snort. “I have the magic, but not the learning or the cultural understanding of how magic is used to know what to expect.” 
 
    His shoulders slumped. “Which brings us back to Hector’s message.” 
 
    Evander had reason to worry. 
 
    I’d had sufficient discussions with Lennu to understand that magic had limits. Sneak attacks could take out even a sorcerer. 
 
    Besides, damage could be dealt other than directly. That was why Gale, as a whisper, was in charge of building my reputation. You could destroy a person by hurting their soul. You didn’t have to raise a hand against them. You merely had to know which buttons to push. Gale was there to build me an impregnable shell; something that gave Reality a public version of me, while protecting the true me. 
 
    I was far from invulnerable. Grief for my parents clung to me.  
 
    The hurt of his family’s betrayal clung to Evander. 
 
    “I would have deleted Hector’s message—” He ran a hand over his cornrows. “Do you know what my braids signify?” 
 
    I guessed that his question wasn’t a change of subject, but that didn’t help me. “Sorry. I just…they’re simply a hairstyle to me.” I didn’t add that they enhanced his warrior appeal. The tight, dark blue braids were extremely masculine against the pale, milky blue of his skin. 
 
    “The braids are for mourning. It’s a forgotten tradition. Survivors used to wear the braids to remember fallen warriors who are yet to be avenged.” 
 
    I stared at his head.  
 
    He had so many braids. 
 
    “I didn’t have enough room on my scalp for a braid for each of my brothers whom the scientists augmented and the military sent off to die.” 
 
    The casualties of war were his brothers, not Hector. 
 
    One hundred and twenty two elves had been augmented, against elven culture and without their permission, to become cyborg weapons in one of the repeating wars against goblins. When that became public knowledge, the elven military attempted to rectify the situation by removing the living evidence. The cyborgs were sent on suicide missions. Four, including Evander, survived. 
 
    One hundred and eighteen died. They died as outcasts. Vilified. 
 
    “Thirty seven of them had children, Kira.” His voice was hard, so hard, to hide his emotions. “Forty nine kids are growing up believing that their dad died a monster.” 
 
    I grabbed his hand and hung on for my sake as well as his. 
 
    His fingers curled with exquisite care around mine. “We were banned from all elven planets. We’re unnatural. Cyborgs.” 
 
    Other peoples in Reality didn’t care about augmentation. Shifters actively pursued it. 
 
    “Hector said he can get my ban lifted. And if mine is lifted…” He ran a hand across his eyes. “Just being on the planet is a statement. People hate me and what I represent, but I can use that hate. I don’t need to be a whisper like Gale to understand that I can use the attention I draw. What they did to us, it was a war crime against their own people. They augmented us.” 
 
    Madra pressed against our legs. 
 
    Evander’s voice dropped to a menacing rumble. “Do you know what happened to the scientists who experimented on us? We were sent out to die, but they…every single one of them continues to work professionally. The military discharged them, but they waltzed straight into the private sector. There is knowledge they gained experimenting on us that bought them continued privileges. They didn’t lose their homes or families.” 
 
    “We’ll go to Paratge,” I said huskily. His family were idiots and worse, but if even one of them took the opportunity of the harvest festival to repair their relationship with him, it would be worth whatever we encountered. “Whatever Hector plans, we can handle it.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have to.” 
 
    I bopped my head against his shoulder. “It’s what friends do. Madra knows that. He’s standing guard for you, now.” I guided our clasped hands to scratch the scytha’s ears. 
 
    “Hector has put me in the position where I’m using you to get something I want.” 
 
    I scowled at him. “Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    He blinked. That was a distinct break in his expressionless façade. 
 
    “You want justice.” I shook my hand free of his to tap his chest. “I know about wanting justice. You’re helping me find out who is doing what on Earth, that is, on my home planet, the Human world. You understand my need for justice and for keeping people, the human witches and mages, safe and unexploited. Why wouldn’t I want to do the same for you and your people? It’s not ‘using’ me when I want to help.” 
 
    “Okay.” He covered my hand where it pressed against his chest. 
 
    Madra huffed out a sigh and lay down, sprawling out in the House’s sunlight. 
 
    After several silent heartbeats, Evander spoke. “On Paratge, they won’t touch a cyborg.” His family wouldn’t touch him. 
 
    “Their loss.” I hugged him. 
 
    His answering hug was a fraction too tight for easy breathing, and the sort of hug I could have stayed wrapped up in forever. It was connection, gratitude, reassurance and more. 
 
    When he released me, he also changed the subject. “Carlene.” 
 
    I sighed. “I’ll offer her the chance to travel with the House. The data she supplied could be faked, but if it’s not, then there is a change in the pattern of how magic moves through Reality. I’m still working through her analysis, but it does seem that some magic is disappearing.” 
 
    “Which isn’t your problem to solve.” He paused. “She’s a wanted criminal.” 
 
    My shoulders slumped. “I can’t condemn her, Evander. I killed people using magic, and I did it deliberately.” 
 
    “You were trying to save Tahlia.” 
 
    I looked away from him. “Maybe with the guards. But Tahlia was dead when I…” 
 
    “When you killed the woman who had tortured the child to death and who you found in the process of desecrating her small body.” 
 
    I thumped the empty coffee mug in a jittery rhythm against my thigh. “Put like that, what I did almost sounds reasonable. Except, I’m a doctor. Was a doctor. I took an oath to do no harm.” 
 
    “You’ll bruise yourself.” Evander took the coffee mug from me. 
 
    I squinted up at him. Either the House’s artificial sunlight had intensified, or I was fighting tears. “I’m almost okay with what I did.” 
 
    “I’m not a counsellor, but we had some sessions in my early years in the Rangers. Some days you’ll be okay with what you did. Some days you won’t. Bad guys hurting kids…even when you’re not okay with what you did, I am.” 
 
    I pressed my lips together tightly and nodded. 
 
    He continued. “What you do with Carlene, you judge her on her issues, not yours. Have you talked to Gale about offering Carlene sanctuary?” 
 
    “Gale doesn’t approve. It sounds like you don’t, either.” 
 
    “Gale’s focus is your reputation.” 
 
    “A sorcerer harboring a fugitive,” I muttered. 
 
    “Most elves would see me that way,” Evander said. 
 
    My gaze shot to his. 
 
    He met my look steadily, expressionless once more. “As a fugitive. I ended up on a remote goblin space station, with next stop asteroid mining slavery, for a reason. I was out of options. Carlene isn’t. You. The House. You’re the option she wants.” 
 
    “I’m curious,” I admitted. “She hinted that she has an idea for countering the siphoning of magic.” 
 
    He stared away, in the direction of the gym tower that had become his territory and the heart of the House’s security measures. “Can the House continue to block her magic?” 
 
    I respected his security concerns. “Yes. I’ll keep that restriction active. If Carlene wants to use magic for her research or anything else, she can do so outside the House. Until we understand more of the situation.” 
 
    “If the Exarch is involved, we may never understand it. The games played on Qaysar are complicated.” 
 
    They were the sort of political games his brother Hector was adept in, and which Hector wished to pull me into. Possibly as an ally. More probably, as his pawn. 
 
    “We’ll be careful,” I promised Evander. 
 
    At our feet, Madra yawned, displaying his teeth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Madra shivered from nose to tail before yowling out a challenge to the world we’d just arrived on. Clearly, he recognized the sight and smells of the swamp he’d roamed the last time we’d visited the goblin planet of Vashti. It stretched out before us, shimmering with golden light and growing shadows as the sun set. Dusk called to Madra’s predatory instincts. He craved the hunt. 
 
    We stood at the top of the steps outside the kitchen tower door. To my left, the interspersed spikes and domes of the Amaranthine Fire Temple cut the horizon.  
 
    Sylvesteri would witness or be told of the House’s arrival and trek across the swamp to join us. 
 
    Having begged me to deliver him here, now he was desperate to leave. He hadn’t explained his reasons, and I hadn’t pushed. I didn’t know what practitioners of the martial art Sylvesteri practiced were capable of, and what they might have subjected him to at the temple.  
 
    He was a second star master of Stellar Strength, but there were others stronger than him; including the sage, Bian Que, whom Sylvesteri had been fanboy-eager to meet and learn from. 
 
    What had happened to upend Sylvesteri’s emotions? 
 
    Bian Que was a centuries-old goblin and a friend of my long-lived sorcerer ancestor, Baba Yaga. It wasn’t magic that had extended his natural lifetime by centuries. 
 
    Sylvesteri once explained that Stellar Strength literally translated as “of the stars, power”. Body follows soul. Soul goes beyond. The idea was that the martial artist first trained their body to reach the point where they could train their soul. Then in shaping their soul, they shaped their body. By Sylvesteri’s definition, a soul was the energy of memory and dreams. He called that energy aether or vitality. 
 
    Madra headbutted my hip, hard.  
 
    “All right. Run and play. Go!” As he leapt down the stairs and into the swamp, I wrapped the big feline in my magic. Now, nothing could hurt him and I’d be able to call him home. 
 
    Some might consider sending out a scytha to hunt as reckless. Evander had told me it was about letting Madra grow and not twisting his nature into a de-clawed pet. He trusted Madra not to attack without reason, and I trusted Evander. 
 
    It helped that the House and Evander had devised their own method of tracking Madra, and that they’d intervene if there was trouble. The House could act outside itself—as numerous monsters had learned as the House traversed the paths of Reality. 
 
    As an elf on a goblin world, Evander would stay inside the House. The two fae peoples were traditional enemies. However, he’d be watching me as well as Madra. 
 
    I made his surveillance simple by descending the stairs and sitting on the third from the ground. The decomposing, boggy smell of the swamp was less unpleasant than it sounded. Within minutes, the first fireflies of the night flashed their butts. 
 
    Two minutes later, my first visitor arrived, escorted by Madra. 
 
    It wasn’t Sylvesteri. 
 
    A short, skinny goblin with a gray cap over his bald head and boots splashed from the swamp ambled up to the House. 
 
    I descended the last couple of steps to meet Bian Que on equal ground. 
 
    He waved me back to the stairs, hitched up his robe, and sat beside me. 
 
    Madra watched the fireflies circle us. The scytha sneezed and disappeared back into the swamp. 
 
    “He won’t hurt anyone,” I said to Bian Que. 
 
    The venerable sage of the Amaranthine Fire Temple took off his cap and swatted at fireflies with it. “If he can catch them, he can eat them.” The swarm of fireflies darted back to the swamp. Bian Que replaced the cap on his head and peered at me sideways. “Anyone who approaches a House knows there is danger.” 
 
    But he sat beside me unperturbed. 
 
    Also, in silence. 
 
    I wondered why he’d sought me out. 
 
    I had a hundred questions, some of which he could answer. 
 
    He was Baba Yaga’s friend. He could tell me stories about my ancestor. He could, perhaps, explain why Sylvesteri desired so urgently to quit the temple and the planet. He could give me his perspective on the Emperor, the Exarch, and the Union of Worlds. 
 
    “Bian Que, can you explain how magic might leave Reality?” 
 
    A quizzical smile wrinkled his face with a myriad of life lines. “Baba Yaga’s child, indeed. Never the expected.” A slight pause. “You, a sorcerer, would ask a sage about magic?” 
 
    “I have asked an alchemist.” 
 
    “Have you asked your elf?” 
 
    My elf? 
 
    Had Bian Que asked Sylvesteri about the House and its inhabitants, or had Sylvesteri volunteered the information? Did it matter? My magic had bound Sylvesteri not to mention anything about the House or my magic. Evidently, he’d been able to talk about Evander. 
 
    “Evander Zami is far more interesting than the boy you dropped off at the temple.” 
 
    Boy. Sylvesteri was older than me. 
 
    “Goblins and elves don’t get along,” I said neutrally, uncertain if the ancient goblin aimed to sow mistrust. 
 
    Bian Que laughed. “I have no enmity toward your elf. Life has marked him, where Sylvesteri still views life as a game to be played.” He stood. “As for how magic might leave Reality…nothing is ever lost.” 
 
    Of course a sage would be cryptic. 
 
    With him standing and me sitting on the stairs, our eyes were on a level. “Kira, when Sylvesteri called you, why did you answer? You are not a courier service.” 
 
    My shoulders raised a fraction in embarrassment. Identifying my emotion as embarrassment was simple since the retort on my tongue was classic teenage defensiveness: I don’t have to explain myself to you. 
 
    No, I didn’t. But it would be helpful if I understood myself. 
 
    Bian Que nodded. Apparently, my silence and body language were a sufficient answer for him. 
 
    Out of loneliness, I was excessively loyal to the few people I’d encountered in Reality. Without purpose, I was rudderless; easily swayed to people’s requests. 
 
    That would change. Saka Lokri’s report was due any day. Then I could fashion a plan to help and protect human witches and mages. 
 
    “You’ll live a long time,” Bian Que said gently. “Time enough to accept your mistakes.” 
 
    I watched him walk away. 
 
    He faded into the swamp with the same surreal vanishing act as Madra. The similarity was an eerie reminder that the ancient sage was every bit as dangerous as an apex predator. 
 
    Sorcerers lived for centuries. Apparently, so did sages. As a cyborg, so would Evander. 
 
    In the swamp, a chorus of frogs belched, burped, and trumpeted. Their mating songs surged competitively before fading, only to resurge.  
 
    A swirl of fireflies heralded Sylvesteri’s arrival. Some seemed to be riding on his red hair, lighting it with a fiery glow. He swiped at them, one-handed. Over his other shoulder he carried his bag. “Good evening, Kira.” 
 
    “Hi, Sylvesteri. Madra.” 
 
    Sylvesteri’s steady approach broke rhythm for half a second as Madra brushed past him and joined me. 
 
    I put a hand on Madra’s back as I rose. Then the three of us strolled up the stairs to the kitchen tower’s foyer. Once inside, another set of stairs took us up to the kitchen. 
 
    An aroma of hot, scorched spices met us and grew stronger. I recognized the spice blend as one favored by shifters and kobolds. Lennu would be cooking, and Gale probably sitting at the counter, “advising” him. 
 
    Sure enough, when we emerged from the stairs, Gale turned to stare at us. “Hi, Sylvesteri.” 
 
    “Well met, Gale.” 
 
    I introduced him to Lennu, and noted his easy manner with the naga. I still had moments where Lennu’s serpentine lower body freaked me. Although hopefully I hid my reaction from the alchemist. 
 
    Madra headed outside to the garden. Whatever he’d caught in the swamp must have been substantial for him to ignore the idea of dinner. 
 
    Evander and Carlene were missing: Evander by choice, and Carlene because I hadn’t yet invited her to travel with the House. I wasn’t sure what boundaries I should set for her, when I hadn’t considered boundaries for the others. 
 
    “Soooo?” Gale kicked her heels against a rung of the bar stool at the counter. One syllable, pursed lips, and naked curiosity had Sylvesteri ducking his head, embarrassed. Gale was the best interrogator I’d ever met. 
 
    “You know how they tell you never to meet your heroes?” Sylvesteri muttered. 
 
    Gale raised an eyebrow at me. “Kira seems to like Bian Que.” 
 
    Sylvesteri’s head jerked up. “Yes. Yeah, he’s great. It’s not him. Or…uh, hi, Evander.” 
 
    “Hello.” Evander entered from the bedroom corridor. 
 
    Sylvesteri tried to avoid answering Gale. “I guess I should put my bag away. Same room, Kira?” 
 
    I nodded, entertained. 
 
    He hadn’t avoided anything. When he returned, Gale would resume the interrogation. He was a big boy. If he didn’t want to answer her questions, he could tell her that. 
 
    Half an hour later, we sat down to dinner. Surprisingly, the aroma of Lennu and Gale’s spicy stew went well with the more subtle flavors of the chicken and sticky noodles the rest of us ate.  
 
    Sylvesteri had returned in time to witness a robot trundling out with Carlene’s meal. He raised one thick eyebrow, but didn’t verbalize his curiosity. 
 
    Surprisingly, Lennu beat Gale to the questioning. “Bian Que. Who is he and why did you run away from him?” 
 
    Sylvesteri wound some noodles around his fork. “Bian Que is a sage of the Stellar Strength martial art. I’m a student of it.” 
 
    “Second star master,” I interjected. 
 
    He grinned at me. “Kira helped me to meet my hero. I’m very grateful. When I said earlier that people should be wary of meeting their heroes, I didn’t mean that I regretted meeting Bian Que. He even spoke to me.” 
 
    I blinked. From Bian Que’s conversations with me, I’d have characterized him as naturally sociable. 
 
    Sylvesteri hunched his wide shoulders. “I guess that seeing the reality of how Bian Que lives showed me that his path wasn’t mine, after all.” 
 
    “In what way?” Gale prompted. She rattled the ice cubes in her glass of tea. 
 
    Sylvesteri put down his fork. “Bian Que has all these extra centuries of life, yet he lives small. He hasn’t left Vashti—heck, he hasn’t left the temple and its surrounds—in over two hundred years.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand it. To achieve what he has, and then, stagnate.” 
 
    “If you have a passion, staying in one place to pursue it is sensible.” Out of all of us, Lennu would identify obsession as a reason for ignoring the wider Reality. If life allowed it of him, he’d never leave his workshop. 
 
    “But that’s just it,” Sylvesteri burst out. “Bian Que doesn’t do anything. His day is a round of normal. Wake, make his meals, exercise. Sometimes he agrees to meet with a visitor. The bishop told me I should be honored that Bian Que spoke to me, and I am. But why become a sage if you do nothing with it?” 
 
    None of us answered. 
 
    Gale focused on her stew. Effectually, that was her answer. Sylvesteri had lost her interest. 
 
    He slumped back in his chair. “I realize I sound ridiculous. Juvenile.” He poked at his meal. “I feel ridiculous. The temple seemed to close in on me. I didn’t want to wake up in a few decades and realize that I’d done nothing.” 
 
    I highly doubted that Bian Que did nothing in his day. I lost some of my respect for Sylvesteri. 
 
    It didn’t help that the neanderthal’s heavy brow added to the impression that he was sulking. 
 
    “What do you intend to do, instead?” Evander asked. 
 
    His interest surprised me. I glanced from Sylvesteri to him, and blinked at the intent way Evander studied the other man. 
 
    Sylvesteri’s slouch disappeared. His usual upright, ready-for-anything posture reasserted itself. “You caught me,” he said to Evander before smiling at me. “I’d very much like to go adventuring.” 
 
    “You wish to travel with the House,” I said flatly. 
 
    “Yes.” He put his fork down at precisely ninety degrees to the edge of the table. “I could be your personal assistant. I organized your messages on Alexandria, which admittedly wasn’t difficult. But there must be things that you don’t want to do that you can’t get magic to do. People things.” 
 
    He had everyone’s attention. 
 
    “People things?” I repeated. 
 
    “Things that people know how to do instinctively, but which are difficult to put into words. Isn’t that how sorcery works? If you can’t conceptualize what you want your magic to do, then using it is risky? I could do the things that can’t be defined or you could use me to bounce ideas off so that you can define what you want to do.” 
 
    “Kira has Carlene for that. A scholar understands magic better than you,” Gale said. 
 
    I glanced at her. Why would she tell Sylvesteri about our new long-term guest? I hadn’t even told Carlene she could stay. 
 
    Sylvesteri leaned forward. “Is that who the food was for? Why isn’t she eating with us? And you know, sometimes a non-expert can understand another non-expert’s explanation and needs better than an expert who is blinded and blinkered by their training.” 
 
    His convoluted sentence actually made sense. I smiled. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    He smiled back, blindingly. “Good.” He cleared his throat. “Did you find your scholar in the thousands of messages I sorted for you?” 
 
    Evander huffed in amused exasperation. 
 
    Sylvesteri wasn’t trying to be subtle. Sometimes the bulldozer approach could be charming. If Carlene had come aboard because of the messages he’d sorted, then it proved he could be helpful. 
 
    I almost said no, that Carlene hadn’t joined the House as a result of my offer to host a scholar-in-residence with the purpose of giving me someone to talk to about magic. I’d changed my mind about that idea after Baba Yaga advised me to be careful about scholars. 
 
    It was disconcerting to contemplate, courtesy of Sylvesteri’s question, that I was about to do what Baba Yaga had advised against, and host a scholar in the House. My motivation was no longer to have someone to talk to about magic, nonetheless… “Yeah, Carlene’s original message was from my scholar-in-residence idea.” 
 
    I ate some noodles, thinking about what else to add. “Carlene will tell you about her research, whatever she feels comfortable with sharing. She,” Gale and Lennu already knew this, and Evander, obviously, “has an arrest warrant out for her.” 
 
    Sylvesteri had resumed eating. With my comment, he froze. A noodle flapped from his lips. He sucked it in. “Sorry.” He wiped his mouth. “I don’t want to ask if,” he ducked his head and looked side to side, exaggeratedly, “if she’s criminal, but what’s the warrant for?” 
 
    Lennu had watched Sylvesteri’s antics blank-faced. Now, he brayed a laugh, sending spicy-breath across the table.  
 
    “Manners,” Gale chided, fanning away his breath despite the fact that hers would be every bit as volcanic. 
 
    “Manslaughter,” Evander said. 
 
    Sylvesteri lost the grin he’d favored Lennu with. “She killed someone?” His gaze darted from me to Evander. He winced. 
 
    Evander didn’t react. As a ranger, he’d definitely killed people.  
 
    I explained Carlene’s role in the inadvertent death of one of her students. 
 
    “Unfortunate.” Sylvesteri gave the story a minute of silence, and no one else spoke, either. “Kira, not to doubt you or the House’s ability to protect your own, but will Carlene be free to use her magic around us?” 
 
    His question won me sharply interested looks from the other three. 
 
    “No.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    After dinner, Sylvesteri helped me clear the table and clean up, while the others vanished to pursue their various interests. Not that there was much to do. 
 
    He released his dirty plate, the one over which he’d been playing tug of war with a cleaning robot. “Kira, when you dropped me off at the temple, we agreed that I’d find my own way home if I chose to leave. But you took my call. You came and collected me. Why?” 
 
    “Bian Que asked me that, too.” 
 
    Sylvesteri’s heavy eyebrows rose. 
 
    The answer was both simple and complicated. At its simplest, I hadn’t want to leave someone trapped in a foreign environment. I had too much sympathy for that experience, given how strange I’d found the adjustment to Reality. 
 
    But few actions sprang from singular, simple motives. I’d also wanted to maintain communication with Bian Que, Baba Yaga’s friend, and not annoy him by leaving an unwilling guest at the temple. 
 
    I went with the most dismissive answer, downplaying the issues involved. “I had time to spare.” It was true. I was waiting for Saka Lokri’s report on the Human world and the paths of Reality that led to it. “Collecting you filled in that time.” 
 
    “Will you keep me?” he begged with outrageous puppy dog eyes. 
 
    “As I said, I’ll think about it.” 
 
    He sighed and dropped the charm. “I’m not a cultural expert, a diplomat, and this isn’t any of my business, but…are you aware that dinosaurians despise cyborgs even more than elves do?” 
 
    “No.” I set down the container of leftover noodles that I’d been about to transfer to the fridge. “No, I wasn’t aware.” 
 
    His forehead wrinkled. “Gale lived on Alexandria, same as me. She’d have to know about the dinosaurians’ attitude to augmentation. They fear it. Their version of monsters are mechanized people.” 
 
    I put the leftovers away. 
 
    When Carlene entered the House, she’d been terrified. I’d thought it was due to Mage-captain Smith’s presence. Had it, instead, been that she’d used her magic on Sonorannel, identified Evander’s augmentation, and feared him? 
 
    Why hadn’t Gale told me of the possibility? 
 
    “Maybe Carlene isn’t prejudiced?” I suggested.  
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Evander could handle prejudice. He was prepared to do so in the heart of his family. But he shouldn’t have to watch people shrink from him in the House, in his own home.  
 
    On the other hand, it wouldn’t be fair to rethink my decision to offer Carlene a place here before she had a chance to show whether she was prejudiced or not about augmentation, and if she was, whether she’d make an effort to overcome it. 
 
    Condemning someone on the basis of generalizations was prejudice in itself. 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up,” I said to Sylvesteri.  
 
    He smiled. “I have a vested interest in a happy household since I want to travel with you.” 
 
    I swatted him with a tea towel. “You’re relentless.” 
 
    “Yes, and to prove it, I intend to make friends with Madra. If I can find him.” 
 
    “He’s probably in the garden. Happy hunting.” 
 
    Sylvesteri gave a mock shiver. “And now I feel like scytha-prey.” But he wasn’t scared of Madra. He wasn’t scared of any of us. Nor was he difficult to get along with. 
 
    In fact, there was no reason not to let him travel with the House, at least for a while. 
 
    “Goodnight, Sylvesteri,” I said with finality. My parents, astute businesspeople both, had taught me better than to rush into any decisions. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I must have punched my pillow half a dozen times through the night. I couldn’t get comfortable. This was the first night in the House that I struggled to sleep for a reason other than grief for my parents and the life I’d lost. 
 
    My insomnia was due to uncharacteristic wavering. I’d resolved to offer Carlene what she wanted: to stay with the House to further investigate the possibility that magic was being siphoned from the paths of Reality. However, Sylvesteri’s questions and concerns had resurrected my own worries about inviting a scholar into the House, especially when I’d yet to fully understand who I was as a sorcerer and my relationship with the House. 
 
    The weight on the other side of the argument was that if magic was being siphoned from Reality and the Legion had scared everyone else away from investigating it, and I had a chance to help resolve the problem, I’d always regret not intervening early. As my conversation with Bian Que had reminded me, given a sorcerer’s centuries-long lifespan, I’d have a lot of time for that regret to fester. 
 
    The argument that as a new sorcerer a major issue of magic wasn’t my problem rang hollow. When you saw a problem, it became yours. I hadn’t been raised to turn away from trouble. “That’s how it bites you in the butt,” Mom would say. 
 
    After a stingingly cold shower to wake me up, I sought Carlene out after breakfast and offered her a chance to travel with the House. “Are you sure you’ll be able to do your research while transient?” 
 
    “Absolutely. The data is collected from monitoring stations and stripped down probes across Reality. As long as I can get that data, and I have my methods,” her soft, down-feathered face set with determination, “I can work anywhere. Working here, with you, is my best chance to pinpoint what is happening—and a feasible solution.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” I wasn’t as confident about the existence of the problem, and therefore, the obligation to explore solutions as she was. But I couldn’t bring myself to dismiss it. “There are a couple of conditions to your traveling with the House. You’d only be able to use your magic in your lab or if you left the House.” 
 
    Her crest rose, feathers trembling with interest. “You have a lab for me?” 
 
    “The House has an empty scholar’s lab in the workshop tower. It’s above the alchemist’s workshop. I’ll introduce you to him after you’ve seen your lab. If you agree to stay.”  
 
    “Of course I’ll stay,” she said hurriedly. 
 
    “You’d have to bind yourself to the same vow the alchemist gave me, and my magic would enforce it.” 
 
    Her feathers flattened and her shoulders hunched as she inquired cautiously. “What is it?” 
 
    “The vow is simple. ‘By magic, I pledge not to share anything I learn, while traveling with the House, about you, your magic or the House. I will not hurt the House or any inhabitant of the House other than to preserve my safety if directly attacked.’” 
 
    After listening intently, she agreed, and repeated the vow word for word. 
 
    I felt the magic lock her to the oath. There would likely be loopholes, and a scholar would have the skills to find them, but I was confident that the House and I could cope with any trouble she might cause. 
 
    I smiled at her. “Would you like to see your lab?” 
 
    “I would. Thank you, Kira. This is more important than you imagine. I will find out what’s happening to the magic of our Reality. I promise.” 
 
    I led her out and across the garden.  
 
    Her eyes swiveled constantly, taking everything in. She didn’t dwell on the central tower or peer upward to the pool of unmaking at its top. 
 
    I wondered if she’d have sensed it if the House didn’t have her wrapped in a bubble that insulated her from magic. When we entered her lab and the House released the bubble, I’d watch whether she looked toward the tower.  
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    She was slightly less obsessive than Lennu in examining her new space, but she showed a similar professional absorption. The difference was that whereas Lennu had forgotten my existence as he’d greedily discovered everything his alchemist’s workshop held, Carlene slanted me an occasional assessing glance. 
 
    I filled the silence. “If there’s anything missing from the lab, put forward a proposal—a brief explanation of why it’s required—and I’ll get it.” Or the House would. But I didn’t want it acting, unchecked, as her fairy godmother. 
 
    “I doubt I’ll need to. This is a great lab. I’ll personalize it. Some rearranging. But all the equipment is here and space. This is the match of the best labs I’ve visited.” She made the compliment sound like a plain statement of fact. 
 
    “Would you like to meet your neighbor?” I asked. 
 
    “The alchemist? Yes. Neighbors and colleagues.” 
 
    I smiled at her enthusiasm. Whether it was genuine or not, I couldn’t tell; but it was polite. “Lennu is a naga from Zosimos.” 
 
    Her response was swift, smooth, and unrevealing. “I’m sure we’ll enjoy some interesting discussions.” 
 
    If Lennu being naga bothered her, she hid her unease. In fact, as soon as I’d made introductions—after prudently inquiring if it was safe to enter his workshop—Carlene took charge of the conversation. 
 
    It could have been any two professionals, anywhere in Reality, meeting and judging one another. It was a superficial discussion. Later, when I wasn’t present, they’d sort out their expectations and boundaries for sharing the tower. 
 
    Gracefully, after a few minutes, Carlene closed the conversation by asking if I wanted her for anything else. “Otherwise, I can’t resist the lure of the lab any longer.” 
 
    “Understandable,” Lennu murmured. 
 
    “Go for it,” I said. “Dinner is at seven. It’ll be a chance for you to meet the other three. Well, Evander you’ve already met.” 
 
    She smiled tightly. “Yes, indeed. And Madra.” 
 
    Evander was keeping Madra with him, today. The next couple of encounters Carlene and Madra had would be supervised. 
 
    Although, that said, the House was always on watch and would intervene to prevent trouble. Trouble like Madra viewing Carlene’s feathered appearance as meaning she was avian prey.  
 
    As Carlene withdrew upstairs, Lennu closed the door to his workshop behind her. “Gossip,” he said succinctly in response to my questioning look. 
 
    “You have gossip or you want to gossip?” I teased. 
 
    His lower body, the snake half, coiled tight. “The top scholars either become curmudgeonly isolationists or they prove adept politicians. By her conversation, Carlene is on track to become the latter.” He relaxed his coils to slide across to the counter beneath the window. “She was very polite. Scholars tend to treat alchemists as below them, our work less ‘pure’ than their scholarship. She didn’t.” 
 
    Warily, I stayed clear of the potions bubbling in his latest experiment. “Why does that bother you?” 
 
    “Because I like you, Kira. You’re of an age that you could be my daughter, and although alchemy is my life, I can see how you’re struggling to find your life…how much you miss your parents. They’re not here to advise you. To find your place in Reality, you’re having to extend trust to strangers, and sooner or later you’ll encounter people who aren’t worthy of that trust. Magic can’t protect any of us from betrayal.” 
 
    Absently, he picked up a wand and stirred the silvery contents of a gourd-sized cauldron. “Sometimes the betrayal isn’t even deliberate. Different expectations, different histories, and people act in ways you couldn’t imagine. Of all of us you’ve collected in the House, I suspect Carlene is the most like you. Remember that she isn’t. She might be a good person. She probably is, since Gale believes you have sound instincts, but Carlene is different to the friends you used to have, and you have to learn and accept those differences.” 
 
    “I thought I was, with all of you.” 
 
    He tapped the wand twice against the rim of the cauldron and laid it on the tray on the counter. “You accept our differences exceedingly well. Startlingly well.” 
 
    “You all accept mine. My ignorance of Reality.” 
 
    “You’re remedying that fast, but you’re doing so theoretically. Gossip, the things people want to say but don’t want to say on record, is as important as formal research.” 
 
    I frowned. “I don’t want to foster bad feelings in the House.” 
 
    “Groups bond in messy ways as well as healthy ones. Now, slither off. I have work to do.” His voice dropped to a mumble. “I should have left this conversation to Gale.” 
 
    “You’ve discussed this, me, with her?” 
 
    “Of course. You’re young. Heartbreak and disillusionment are inevitable, but we don’t want to witness it.” He smiled sadly at me. “We’re selfish like that.” 
 
    I gave him a hug, since his “selfishness” didn’t fool me. The two oldest members of the household worried for me. 
 
    Lennu worried that my desire for friendship and connection, for people to belong to, would set me up for pain. 
 
    All relationships carried that risk. 
 
    But had I made bad decisions out of loneliness? 
 
    I contemplated the question as I walked back from the workshop tower. 
 
    Shadows loitered in the black walls of the House. They sprang into subtle, gliding motion when light struck precisely the right angle as a person passed or when the careful activity of a gardener robot made the shrubs and small trees sway. Then the walls seemed to acquire depth. It was as if the walls of the House remembered everything. 
 
    Maybe they did. 
 
    I trailed my hand along the smooth walls of the central tower as I skirted it. I was very aware that above me, in the tower’s top room, open on all sides, a pool of unmaking lay still and mysterious. Even before I’d discovered its existence, I’d felt the eeriness of the void. 
 
    The ability to unmake was the heart of the House, and what that said about the nature of the House, and of the nature of my sorcerous magic which had called it into existence, was something I was considering cautiously and in sanity-saving stages. 
 
    Was my home, my refuge, rooted in the magical equivalent of a black hole? 
 
    The House’s artificial sunlight warmed my face and the bare skin of my arms and legs. It countered the chill of my thoughts and tempted me to linger. Folding my skirt beneath me, I sat on the lawn with my back to the central tower and my face toward the kitchen. The kitchen held comfort and the illusion of the normal (to me) human world I’d grown up in. 
 
    Out here…most of the garden felt familiar with herbs, vegetables, and flowering plants. Being framed by looming obsidian walls was my new normal. 
 
    I lay flat and looked up to where there were no walls, just artificial blue sky. Invisible beyond it, there was the blankness of the paths of Reality that the House walked. 
 
    The blue sky was as clear as if it overlooked a desert. 
 
    In childhood I’d lain out in our backyard and found shapes in the clouds. Dad would join me, occasionally. He’d be on his phone, taking business calls; his shirtsleeves rolled up and his platinum watch gleaming. He’d point and mouth the name of an image. Maybe he saw a pirate ship or a clown. I’d see animals: horses, chickens, fish. 
 
    I blinked. My eyes were watery, but not from the glare. “House.” I paused to clear my throat. “I think I’ll add some clouds to your sky. You can change the weather, tomorrow.”  
 
    My magic effortlessly created a cloud above me. I suggested it grow, shaping it with my hands into the rough form of a horse and sending it galloping up into the sky. A sailing ship followed, as did an ostrich and two rabbits. I created a cloud dragon and sent it soaring upward. 
 
    The magic infused the cloud creations and they cavorted across their blue canvas. I added two more dragons, one wingless like a Komodo dragon, and the other a Chinese sea dragon, serpentine and scary. 
 
    My original dragon flared its wings and swooped. 
 
    The other cloud creatures wisped into cirrus clouds, leaving the three dragons in command of the sky. 
 
    The first dragon opened its mouth and breathed fog, enveloping the garden in shimmering mist that pearled on my skin and started rainbows dancing. 
 
    If I required a reminder on the tricksy nature of magic, this was a benign one. The magical dragons were mischievous, not dangerous. But magic could destroy. Either it destroyed at my command, or it destroyed because I failed to define the parameters before I called it to change reality. The House encouraged me to forget the peril of magic for a sorcerer: how the great amount of magic we could call could act out. The House channeled magic with purpose, control and, to date, goodwill. I didn’t have to micromanage the House, but Houses were unique. When it came to using magic, I had to accept that it was a wriggling, impish, and possibly, chaotic force. 
 
    The House’s sunlight burned away the fog. 
 
    When I squinted upward, all but the first cloud dragon were gone. That one blew hand-sized snowflakes at me before darting out of sight behind the central tower.  
 
    I caught a snowflake on my fingertips. The perfection of the ice crystals splintering out to one another dissolved into water sliding down my fingers to pool in my palm and drip onto the grass. 
 
    Perfection had to be ephemeral. 
 
    I dried my hand against my skirt. Yes, I’d made some dubious decisions since creating the House. Loneliness messed with your mind. So did grief. Moreover, I’d had the shock of discovering Reality. 
 
    However, I couldn’t regret my decisions. I’d brought strangers into the House, but with Evander and Gale, they’d become friends. Lennu was, too, but to a lesser extent. He was never fully present, never shared himself, with anything or anyone as much as he did with his work. 
 
    Sylvesteri and Carlene might yet be transient visitors. 
 
    There were unexpected gifts due to loneliness. Friendships begun in shared college dorm rooms were an example. Proximity at a time of stress and change created unlikely lifelong friendships. Taking strangers into the House meant that I rolled the dice, but why shouldn’t I? As Bian Que had said, with my extended lifetime, a sorcerer’s lifetime, I’d have time to accept my mistakes. 
 
    Everyone made mistakes. 
 
    “Kira!” Evander called. 
 
    I sat up. 
 
     “Saka Lokri has sent her report.” 
 
    The cloud dragon flew around the central tower and spat snowflakes at Evander. They settled on his dark blue braids and the shoulders of his black t-shirt. “We have a new pet?” 
 
    “I’m not sure how long it’ll last.” Of course, I could wish the cloud dragon into non-existence, but I had no inclination to do so, and Evander didn’t suggest it. 
 
    He extended a hand and helped me up from the grass. 
 
    “Where’s Madra?” I asked. 
 
    “Sleeping and keeping Gale company in her office. I asked the House to keep him away from Carlene till you and I had spoken. Saka Lokri didn’t just send the report. She added a request. She wants to speak with you.” 
 
    I ceased brushing grass off my skirt. “With me, specifically, or with…” I took in his scowl. 
 
    “She deduced that the new human sorcerer was the most likely person to have ordered an investigation into your world.” 
 
    “It’s kind of obvious, when you think about it. Let’s read the report, then decide whether to talk to her. If we have questions, the conversation would be worth having.” I was also curious about the female mage he’d suggested I hire. Despite being a goblin and hereditarily Evander’s enemy, he respected her. 
 
    The House swung the door to the gym tower open before we reached it. 
 
    Inside, we passed the security control room on the way to his office. Obviously, I could go anywhere I wished in the House. It was my House. However, this was Evander’s space. He was the self-appointed security chief, and the House respected him as such. They trained together, sometimes with Madra, to keep me safe. 
 
    A sign of the high regard the House held him in was that it had placed the timer countdown for our arrival on Paratge in the security control room. I glimpsed the green lit display through the open door. 
 
    Seven days, thirteen hours and fifty one minutes till arrival. 
 
    The House wouldn’t stop for monsters in our path through Reality or for anything else. 
 
    Evander had less than eight days before he’d see his family again. 
 
    If he was keeping track of the countdown, he didn’t mention it. In his office, he handed me a scroll with Saka Lokri’s message and report. 
 
    I sat down in a visitor’s chair, while he sat on the other side of his desk and picked up a second scroll. We read in companionable silence. 
 
    Saka Lokri had put together a professional and engrossing report. I’d paid her heavily in magic—which probably helped convince her that she’d been hired by me, a sorcerer—and she’d earned it. She provided context on the Human world’s split from the Neanderthal world. How it reached back in time rather than splintering off contemporaneously, which was what the shifters hoped to do when they convinced the Emperor and Union of Worlds to allow them to create a world of form-changing shifters. 
 
    The Human world had splintered backwards in time over a hundred thousand years. That was why what I considered “my Earth” had little record of neanderthals. The path they’d taken on the Neanderthal world to develop into the space-faring people they were now had never happened on the world that splintered off from theirs, my world. 
 
    I’d already read about the Human world’s emergence in the House’s library. None of the books had been as clear and concise in their explanation of it as Saka Lokri. 
 
    The idea that splintering worlds could also splinter time wasn’t new. It had happened with the Fae world. Most scholars believed, along with all elves, that the Elf world had come first, that it was the primal world, and that the Goblin world splintered from it. But it had happened so long ago that there was room for confusion—if you were a goblin with a political agenda to push. With the Human world, although humans experienced the splintering as happening over a hundred thousand years ago, for the rest of Reality, it had happened in recorded history: twelve thousand years ago. 
 
    The Union of Worlds was far older than the Human world’s emergence, which meant that my world had been monitored for its entire life. 
 
    What had surprised me in researching my home world’s history in Reality was how little scholarly attention had been paid to it. 
 
    Saka Lokri’s report addressed that issue.  
 
    The Human world has been under-investigated for a few reasons. Firstly, from a commercial perspective, there is no incentive to expend resources on it. The world only has two known paths of Reality connecting to it. One leads in from the remote shifter planet of Dirus and was only discovered a thousand years ago. Previous to its discovery, the sole path to the Human world was from the dinosaurian planet of Amborella. Thus, scientific expeditions were staged from Amborella. 
 
    … 
 
    If the Human world had emerged as a nexus for Reality paths, then that may have overcome its enduring handicap of low ambient magic. As it is, the other peoples of Reality have no trade incentive to visit the Human world, and World Walker Caravans ceased covering the route from Amborella to Dirus two centuries ago. Officially. 
 
    Unofficially, caravans do make unregistered visits to the planet to scoop up what magic they can find. Predominantly, this is fossils, whether of the world walking birds that briefly roamed the planet or the magic of the world’s splintering that was caught in its amber. I would guess that this trade in illegal magical resources scarcely justifies the cost of the caravans and is a cover for people who desire to visit the planet for other reasons. Reasons you’re paying me to furnish evidence for, rather than speculation. Although the speculation is fascinating. 
 
    … 
 
    The Human world emerged with less magic than expected, and it continues to lose magic. The loss is far greater than can be explained by an illegal trade in magical resources. Something is fundamentally amiss 
 
    Scientists tend to find interest in things beyond commercial considerations. Therefore, even without the Human world providing a promise of wealth, intellectual curiosity should have driven scientists, and scholars in particular, to study the planet and the paths leading to it. Why haven’t they? 
 
    … 
 
    The dinosaurians resented that the Neanderthal world splintered to create the Human world when the dinosaurians wanted to become two people: the feathered and the scaled. It would be petty on a massive scale, but not inconceivable, that the dinosaurians’ resentment spilled over to prevent Reality’s engagement with the Human world. A lot of scholars are dinosaurians, and with Amborella as the staging post for caravans to the Human world until relatively recently, this could be the simple answer for the Human world’s backwater status. 
 
    But simple answers to complex situations require testing. 
 
    I’d like to talk to you about funding a deeper investigation into the Human world’s situation. There is an unregistered caravan leaving Dirus for the Human world shortly. If we can come to an agreement on costs and backup, I’ll be on it. 
 
    I looked up and discovered that Evander had finished reading and was staring at me. Of course he’d finish faster than me. The issues covered in Saka Lokri’s report weren’t as strange to him as to me; nor was he as emotionally invested. “What does she mean by backup?” 
 
    He shrugged a massive shoulder, muscles rippling beneath the thin material of his black t-shirt. It made the blue of his skin seem even paler. “I can’t mindread a mage, but she may mean the House lurking within range to extract her or deliver you to provide sorcerous support.” 
 
    “She expects trouble?” 
 
    “Mmm. It’s interesting because she’s typically confident in her own skills. With reason.” 
 
    I nodded. Evander had originally encountered Saka Lokri when she’d delivered soldiers into a warzone. The woman didn’t scare easily. “I should talk to her.” 
 
    He made one of those not quite grunt noises that guys make when they’re agreeing but their attention is elsewhere. 
 
    My mind was also whirring, trying to connect dots that maybe didn’t link together. Or maybe they did. “Saka mentioned a loss of magic. Doesn’t that remind you of what Carlene said about magic being siphoned from Reality? What if it started at the Human world and has spread?” 
 
    When I didn’t get an answer from Evander, my thoughts reverted to the mystery of how worlds split off. The scholarly accounts that I’d read skipped over the details. They knew that an immense concentration of magic was required, but they hadn’t been able to track where that magic went in the splintering of a world. The best that they could come up with was that the creation of a new world “used up” the magic. 
 
    With my own pool of unmaking sitting in the central tower of the House, I had a suspicion that the concentrated magic that triggered the splitting of worlds was actually a vast pool of unmaking, a void. Was that possible? Could a void splinter Reality and jump back in time? 
 
    I cast a wary glance out the window, but from my angle at the desk, I couldn’t see the central tower. With the void at the core of the House, could we time travel? 
 
    I shuddered. I’d never been a fan of time travel books or movies. The idea of meeting the past that had formed you, and changing it, because every action has consequences…nope, I couldn’t do it. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Evander asked. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “You were shaking your head and you seemed frightened. What don’t you want to do?” 
 
    Looking at him was grounding. He was a person one hundred percent present in the here and now. Some people looked forward, others back. He just was. One big hand lay relaxed on the desk beside the scroll that he’d put aside. 
 
    I put my own scroll down and rolled my shoulders, trying to relieve the tension across my upper back and neck. “I thought about how my world splintered back in time, and the idea of time travel. Even if it was possible, I’d never do it.” 
 
    He contemplated me for a moment. “Not even to see your parents?” 
 
    I screwed my face up in a tear-defying grimace. “No. I…it feels wrong. I couldn’t be their stalker, some phantom lurking around the edges of their lives. And they’d shake me if they thought I’d lost myself in the past, trying to bury myself with them, rather than healing and moving forward.” 
 
    A gentle smile softened his mouth and glowed in his eyes. “It’s obvious how much they loved you.” 
 
    “Wh-aat?” 
 
    His expression shuttered. He stared at the scroll on his desk. “You mention them a lot. The good things they did and said. They gave you strength and hope. You believe that Reality can be good. You trust people. All of that comes from love.” 
 
    I had experienced Evander’s compassion before. He looked like a warrior, and he’d claimed the position of protector in the House, but most of all—even if it was carefully hidden—he was kind. It was why Madra had responded so well to him and grown into a well-mannered, mostly domesticated scytha. 
 
    What I hadn’t expected, and that was to my shame, was the depth of Evander’s insight. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said softly. “I was lucky in my parents.” 
 
    He pushed his chair back from the desk. “Will you confirm to Saka Lokri that you are who you are, that is, the new human sorcerer?” 
 
    My parents would never have believed my new profession. When they’d emigrated from Russia, they’d left behind Dad’s mom’s belief in magic and Mom’s mom’s superstitions. Both grandmothers had fought back equally hard with their lone grandchild as the focus of their efforts. They’d insisted on sharing their beliefs with me. 
 
    From doctor to sorcerer. 
 
    “I think it’ll be worth talking to Saka, so yes, I’ll tell her who I am. I’m curious, as well. How will she visit my planet? No, I mean, I know she’ll travel there by World Walker Caravan, but once she’s there, how is it that humans don’t see her? She’s a goblin.” 
 
    “Saka Lokri is a mage. She’ll use a glamour.” 
 
    “Does everyone who visits my planet have to wear a glamour? Is it from when the glamours slip that we, humans, have stories about goblins and elves and shifters? We even have stories about lizard men, which would be the lacerta dinosaurians, but humans think they’re aliens.” 
 
    Evander arched an eyebrow at my rambling, but otherwise let me verbally meander while I thought. 
 
    It’s strange how the subconscious works on a problem, while the conscious mind thinks it is thinking about something else. 
 
    “I want to know about human witches and mages. We also have stories about them. But the journal articles and books I’ve skimmed on the Human world dismiss them as minor players. Little magic and less skill. Before me, Baba Yaga was the lone known human sorcerer. Do you think there are others? Maybe they exist, but never tapped into magic. Baba Yaga taught me how to create my House.” 
 
    I rubbed at my collarbone. “Evander, Saka’s report says there’s an illegal trade in fossils from Earth. Could they also be trading in magical humans, our witches and mages?” 
 
    His chair didn’t move as he stood. It was his muscles that absorbed and redistributed the force of his abrupt movement. He was so in control that only the speed of his movement revealed the intensity of it. “That’s what you suspect, what you fear? That’s why you’re having Saka Lokri investigate?” 
 
    “Slave trading exists in Reality.” 
 
    He ran a hand over his cornrows. “I don’t need the reminder.” His mouth clamped shut. He circled the desk to loom beside me. “If Saka Lokri finds any evidence of a trade in humans we tell the Legion and leave them to shut it down.” 
 
    “What if they’re in on it?” 
 
    “No. Carlene might have conspiracy tales about the Exarch and the Legion, but on this, you trust them. The Human world is officially closed. No registered caravans visit. Unregistered caravans are illegal. Yes, the shadow market is tolerated because it balances and allows pressures from the official, registered market a release, but it always exists with the risk of a clampdown. That’s one of the means by which the shadow market is kept in check. The Legion will not turn a blind eye to a trade in human witches and mages.” 
 
    He leaned forward, bracing one hand on the desk and the other on the arm of my chair. “Some fights aren’t yours, Kira. You have to be smart about your actions and allies. I’m not Gale to advise you on your reputation, but I can tell you that your choices matter. And that you have to pick your enemies.” 
 
    “My enemies?” 
 
    “Illegal slave traders are already the Legion’s enemy. If you get on their threat list—” He broke off and took a huge step back. “You’re not ready to take them on. They are the Legion’s responsibility.” 
 
    The harsh statement was also a valid assessment from the man who’d stepped up as the House’s chief of security. 
 
    If I brought attention to myself, I put everyone in the House in the line of fire. “The House can handle them.” 
 
    “Probably. But who’s to say that the slave traders don’t include a sorcerer?” 
 
    I goggled at him. “No!” 
 
    “They could. That’s the point. We don’t know enough, nowhere near as much as the Legion—” 
 
    “If the slave traders included a sorcerer, the Legion couldn’t take them on.” 
 
    Evander folded his arms. “The Legion could take you down. Not because they have a sorcerer in their ranks, but because they have lots of highly trained, combat-blooded mages. Think of Mage-captain Smith and imagine facing one thousand of him, each actively casting spells in a life and death engagement.” 
 
    My pulse and breathing accelerated. Sweat prickled on my palms. Visualizing the scenario Evander outlined was one source of stress. The ominous conviction in his tone was another. He believed the Legion could take out the House. 
 
    If they did, what would happen to the void, the pool of unmaking, at its center? “Has it ever happened? Has the Legion, or anyone, ever taken out a House?” 
 
    “Yes. Clashes between sorcerers are rare. You seem to avoid one another. But I read an account of two sorcerers clashing, fighting from their Houses as if from naval spaceships, and one House imploding. It gave me some ideas for our defenses.” 
 
    “It gave you some ideas…” I was stuck on the word, imploding. “When…where did it happen?” 
 
    He reached across the desk for his scroll. “It was in troll space. A kobold sorcerer attacked a troll sorcerer, and the troll’s House exploded.” 
 
    “You said it imploded.” 
 
    He shrugged, uninterested in the distinction. “Whatever happened, it messed up that area of space. It’s marked on maps as a no-go zone.” 
 
    “Where did you read about it?” 
 
    He looked up from the scroll to frown at me. “You’re really interested in this? You shouldn’t even think about confronting another sorcerer. In that sort of situation, we currently run and hide. Call the Legion. Call your new friend, the Emperor.” 
 
    I snorted. “He’s not my friend. I’m ignoring him.” I nudged my scroll, aligning it with the edge of the desk. “It’s hard to find information on sorcerers. Reliable information, not fairy tales masquerading as biographies and histories. Where did you read this?” 
 
    “A book in the library.” 
 
    “Thanks. House? Can you find Evander’s book and put it on my desk in the library, please?” 
 
    Evander reverted to the report. More precisely, he asked what I intended to do next. “Will you talk to Saka as she asked?” 
 
    “She’s guessed who I am, and I don’t see a problem in confirming her guess. Her report raises so many questions. I have to determine which questions are for her, and which ones are general knowledge or background stuff that I can find the answer to myself.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do everything yourself.” 
 
    “But I do have to sit and think about this.” I indicated the report on the scroll. “I’ll try and talk with Saka tomorrow, so if there’s anything you want to ask or say, let me know.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll take Madra for a rooftop run and think about it.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    In the kitchen I slapped together a cheese and relish sandwich, poured a glass of apple juice, and brought both with me to my office.  
 
    I still hadn’t personalized the room. Or maybe I had. Maybe the minimalism was exactly what I needed. Some things didn’t have to be rushed. Personal spaces evolved organically. The office would come to reflect my life and interests. 
 
    Just now, the blankness of it reflected that I didn’t belong anywhere. Creating the House had taken from me as much as it had given. What was the difference between a refuge and a prison when both locked you away from your life? 
 
    “Melodramatic much?” I muttered through a mouthful of sandwich, or as Gale would say, “Oi with the drama!” Obviously, there was a huge difference between being imprisoned and retreating somewhere safe. 
 
    Carlene’s situation bugged me. In a distorted manner, it reflected my own. We’d lost the lives we’d loved and worked for, and we couldn’t return to them. Maybe, one day, Carlene might manage to, but I wouldn’t. 
 
    Being a sorcerer had changed me. It was about more than my magic. It included my new knowledge of Reality and the potential place in it that I could carve for myself. 
 
    When I knew who I wanted to be.  
 
    Learning that was one step at a time. One decision. One action. My new life would emerge from the sum of the choices I made; just as my office would gain character and personality. 
 
    Sandwich eaten, I grabbed my amage and sent Saka Lokri a message that we’d talk tomorrow.  
 
    She messaged back with a time, four hours before now. 
 
    I appreciated her terse response, agreed, and muted the amage before I dived into the details of the report. 
 
    The human mind isn’t designed to visualize the multiple dimensions of Reality. I frowned over the charts attached to the report, trying to understand how the Human world could be a backwater when other planets existed tantalizingly close to it on the charts. 
 
    When I’d first started researching Houses, Reality, and Reality’s paths, I’d read that the paths traveled by World Walker Caravans were along routes originally discovered by Houses. 
 
    I lifted my gaze from the charts and stared unfocusedly ahead. “House, I wonder how many paths home you could find?” 
 
    No response. 
 
    The House was right. For better or worse, I was already home. I carried it with me like a snail. “Maybe finding paths to the Human world is something we can do later.”  
 
    Where was the line between talking to the House and talking to myself? 
 
    “After Evander has seen his family. And what will we do about that? How do we keep him safe? Physical safety is easy. Families hit you in the emotions.” 
 
    I checked my amage and found a message from Sylvesteri.  
 
    Do you need help with anything? 
 
    He also wanted a place to belong. He wanted an answer from me. 
 
    I switched off the amage, tucked it in a drawer, and left for the gym. 
 
    The House had customized sections of the gym tower to the varying needs of our guests. We were different sizes and peoples. We needed different exercise equipment and different incentives. 
 
    In the array of options, my favorite section was “The Beach”.  
 
    I started running and the treadmill picked up speed. The immersive experience extended to the quality of the air: the smell of salt spray, the lick of humidity, and the feeling of a coastal breeze. On the other side of the wall was a plunge pool with swim jets. When I’d had enough of running, I could strip off, jump in the pool, and swim against its artificial current. Or I could be lazy and simply float. It was salt water, as salty as tears. I’d shower clean when I’d driven all thoughts out of my head. 
 
    We were traveling the paths of Reality, but the House would give me whatever I required, wherever we were. 
 
    I could hide away in the House, forever. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I’d left dinner arrangements to the House, and it had produced an array of food options. Gale and I shuttled them out of the fridge, cooking or heating those that required it, and merely arranging those dishes best served cold. 
 
    Occasionally, I glanced out the window at Evander supervising Madra’s interaction with Carlene. 
 
    The scytha showed none of the nervousness he’d exhibited on meeting Lennu. The naga’s scent had freaked him out. Carlene’s scent seemed to leave no impression. Madra was polite and uninterested, and everything went smoothly. 
 
    At least, on Madra’s part. 
 
    Carlene’s body language was stiff and hesitant. It had to be difficult for her to face a creature as powerful and potentially threatening as Madra and have no access to her magic. Keeping that in mind, she was doing really well. 
 
    Evander gestured her inside, and followed with Madra. 
 
    While Carlene hurried on past the working section of the kitchen to sit at the table, Evander got Madra’s dinner ready. Madra brushed against him, purring so loudly the sound rumbled. He completely ignored Sylvesteri’s entry into the kitchen. 
 
    “Heya, kitty cat. What’s cooking?” As Madra exited, following Evander and his dinner without as much as an ear twitch in Sylvesteri’s direction, Sylvesteri laughed. “Snubbed by the feline. But something smells good.” He wandered up to the stove and sniffed at a gumbo and at a pan of sizzling fungi. 
 
    I’d introduced Carlene and Gale briefly. Now, I did the same for the dinosaurian and neanderthal. 
 
    Sylvesteri bowed, as graceful as ever, his emerald-green suspenders snazzy against the crisp white of his shirt above his wide black trousers. 
 
    Carlene put her hands together to return the greeting. Her fingernails were the shimmering color of polished oyster shells. Since feathered dinosaurians seldom wore clothes, they employed alternative methods of adornment. Given access to her magic in her new scholar’s lab, Carlene had evidently used it to polish her nails. What other, more substantive, magic she’d undertaken I didn’t know. 
 
    Unlike when Lennu and Sylvesteri joined the House, Gale refrained from interrogating Carlene. 
 
    As the dinosaurian sat at the table observing our interactions, no one tried to draw her into Sylvesteri’s chatter about the array of food. 
 
    “Something for everyone.” He filched a frying mushroom and waved it in the air to cool. “I haven’t had ghost ferns in years.” He nudged me. “How did you know how to cook them?” 
 
    “Kira didn’t. I did.” Gale was a pipsqueak beside his broad six foot tall form, but she nudged him aside. “Outta the way.” She had a frilly magenta apron over her blue and silver jumpsuit. The apron matched her sandals. 
 
    Sylvesteri got out of her way—after filching a second mushroom. He had to have asbestos fingers. “These are outstanding.” He slid into a seat at the table, opposite Carlene. 
 
    She’d chosen to sit near the window, on the side of the table furthest from the sofa with the red blanket that was Madra’s spot in the kitchen. Had Evander told her that fact? 
 
    He returned from feeding Madra, washed his hands, and began ferrying food from the counter to the table. 
 
    Sylvesteri pushed back his chair. “Do you need help?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Standing by the stove, I noticed that Carlene didn’t move. While Sylvesteri helped slide bowls along and generally arrange things for everyone’s convenience, she sat rigidly. 
 
    Evander put the pot of gumbo on the table and sat beside Sylvesteri. 
 
    “Sorry if I’m late.” Lennu entered and coiled up at the edge of the table where Gale could slide past him to sit between him and Carlene. 
 
    She slid into place and the House boosted her seat and produced a footstool from the floor so that Gale sat comfortably level with the rest of us. 
 
    “Sylvesteri.” I passed the plate of ghost ferns across Evander to the man who’d likely eat most of them.  
 
    “Thank you, sweet cook.” 
 
    Gale chuckled at his blatant flattery before turning to Carlene. “Help yourself to any of the foods. If there are any you don’t recognize, ask. One of us will know.” 
 
    Lennu was already helping himself to firecracker rice, making a ring of it on his plate preparatory to ladling gumbo into the center. His tastes were predictable. 
 
    Carlene didn’t ask what any of the dishes were, but served herself tidy helpings of mixed grain salad and sliced pickled meats. What she didn’t do was initiate any conversation. She listened, she watched, and her body language was very, very wary as Madra prowled in and leapt onto his spot on the sofa. 
 
    In contrast, Sylvesteri acted unfazed at having a predator curling up for a snooze behind his back. The Zen master continued his animated discussion about cooking techniques with Gale. He and Madra mightn’t have made friends, but they seemed relaxed even in close proximity. 
 
    Lennu and I contributed our culinary opinions to the discussion, while Evander ate with silent efficiency. It meant he was the first of us to finish. 
 
    The table still held lots of food. The gumbo pot had been scraped clean, but rice, grain salad, bread rolls and an array of cold meats were left over. Carlene’s gaze swept over the spread. “Does anyone else live in the House?” 
 
    Sylvesteri seemed interested in the answer as he scooped the last three mushrooms onto his plate. 
 
    The question was a reasonable one. Apart from the abundance of food, the kitchen table could have readily accommodated double the number of people seated at it. 
 
    “This is all of us,” I said. 
 
    “I have some work to do,” Evander said. “Excuse me.” He brushed past me, taking his plate to the sink before leaving via the garden door. 
 
    Madra stretched and followed him. 
 
    “Coffee?” Lennu suggested. “I’ve become quite addicted to the human bean.” 
 
    I was the only taker. 
 
    He made it Turkish style, thick and slightly gritty from the finely ground coffee beans. 
 
    The others finished their meals and accepted a honey-flavored liqueur from Gale. 
 
    Carlene raised her glass in toast. “To the interesting household I’ve joined. Thank you for your welcome. I’m interested to learn more about each of you, and of course, to talk about myself, if you’re interested.” She smiled as charmingly as Sylvesteri could. 
 
    No one mentioned that he was a guest, with his long-term residence in the House yet to be determined. 
 
    Lennu and I sipped our bitter coffee, staring at each other across the table. 
 
    Till now, Carlene had been quiet and I’d doubted Lennu’s suggestion that she was politically minded. Listening to her toast and her easy chat with Gale, I acknowledged his acumen. Carlene was someone who thought before she spoke. 
 
    “Kira.” Gale captured my attention. “I have a question. Carlene’s correct that we’re an eclectic group, and we supply a lot of the knowledge you’re catching up on regarding Reality. But the big gap is a sorcerer to advise you. Have you any idea why sorcerers aren’t reaching out to you?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I wish I knew.” 
 
    Carlene answered tentatively. “There are theories, hypotheses really, about how sorcerers’ pull on magic might render it unstable if they congregate.” 
 
    Gale skewered the scholarly response. “That doesn’t rule out conversations by amage.”  
 
    I contemplated my tiny coffee cup. It was odd to come up against the reality that Carlene not only knew more about magic than I did, she knew more about being a sorcerer than I did. On the latter topic she was a theoretical expert rather than personally experienced, but she still possessed answers that I lacked. 
 
    And Gale was right. No sorcerer had contacted me to help me understand my new situation. Baba Yaga had told me to leave her alone. I was on my own. 
 
    “Trust might be the issue,” Carlene said, composedly. 
 
    Sylvesteri leaned forward. “In what sense? Does Kira have to prove herself to other sorcerers to learn their secret handshake?” 
 
    Green feathers rustled with Carlene’s shrug. “Trust is always an issue. To protect herself, Kira had me vow to keep her secrets.” That was an over-generous interpretation of the vow she’d given me not to share what she learned about mine and the House’s magic. “But I didn’t get her vow in return that I’d be safe in the House. I had to make that leap of faith, unaided. With sorcerers, their power,” she looked at me, “your power is so immense that it raises the stakes. If your trust was broken, if you were betrayed, what would you do? If you break faith with us, we’re at your mercy.” 
 
    Carlene sipped her liqueur. “By the nature of your power, sorcerers play high stakes games. They might wait for you to prove that you have control of yourself and your magic before they include you in their games.” 
 
    Of all the ways I viewed magic, treating it as a game wasn’t one of them. 
 
    But maybe the dinosaurian scholar spoke of political games, such as those Emperor Cirrus had invited me to join on his team. 
 
    “I’ll have to learn the rules of the game.” I finished the last of my coffee, leaving a swirl of sediment in the bottom of the cup. “Goodnight.” 
 
    Often I tidied up after dinner. The chores helped to ground me. However, tonight, I left the House’s robots to tidy up if the others didn’t. 
 
    Trust.  
 
    I was unsure what Carlene had been trying to achieve, or provoke, by raising the issue of trust among us. If it was me she’d been trying to provoke, I accepted that trust was a two-way street. The vow she and the others had taken to travel with the House was a shortcut because we hadn’t had time to build trust.  
 
    Evander was going home, and he was trusting me to have his back when he did so. 
 
    I suspected that he was preparing for his return to Paratge right now. 
 
    He hated political games, but he’d play them to get justice for the veterans like him, living and dead, who’d been augmented against their will, then banished or destroyed. 
 
    I had to decide which games I intended to play. Paratge was simple. I’d back Evander’s plays. But with regard to the Human world, I couldn’t yet identify a clear path. 
 
    Madra joined me as I took a rambling route through the garden. When he guessed my destination, he deserted me for more interesting activities.  
 
    I pushed open the oak door to the arts tower and turned right to where the studios lined the corridors leading to the chapel tower with its theatre rooms. Beyond the chapel tower, the corridors were lined with dorm rooms and led to the workshop tower.  
 
    Craft studios occupied the first floor corridor. I climbed to the second floor which held studios filled with musical instruments and recording equipment. The floor above was for painters and other visual artists. The lighting in those studios was exquisite, and sometimes, to my human eyes, startlingly wrong. 
 
    I entered the second floor studio that the House had rearranged at my request. 
 
    Art wasn’t solely about the act of creation. The audience mattered, as well. Some critics believed that the audience was part of the performance. 
 
    In this studio, I was the audience, and the performers would never know of my existence. 
 
    This was an imbee studio. 
 
    Teleportation wasn’t something I intended to attempt. I’d successfully translocated objects, but the thought of collapsing space and time to send a living being through it was a hard “no” from my instincts. However, even with the speed the House moved along the paths of Reality, I’d never get to visit all the places that I felt I should understand. Add in that the best means of understanding a people was to live among them and the imbee had become a guilty pleasure. 
 
    Using it made me feel like a voyeur, even if that wasn’t true. The people I witnessed through it knew that their lives had become a performance. What they didn’t know was who was watching. 
 
    For myself, I’d avoid an imbee zone. I’d never want my life to be broadcast across Reality. However, plenty of people felt otherwise. Some even actively sought out imbee zones to confess their sins or act out their perversions. 
 
    Evander’s home planet of Paratge only hosted one imbee zone. It was on the opposite side of the planet to his family’s estate. Instead of a hospitable, temperate climate like the Zami family enjoyed, the Paratgen imbee zone existed within a mining and metal-working city with a dry, cold climate. Happily, for my sensibilities, that meant the elves who entered the imbee zone tended to be fully clothed. Nudity risked frostbite. 
 
    Other elven planets were less snobbish about the imbee experience and had upward of a hundred such zones. I’d tried out three before confining myself to the freezing Paratgen one. Its temperature was why I shrugged into a winter coat and tucked my hair inside the hood before I switched on the imbee. 
 
    The freezing Paratgen street corner shimmered into existence. Sound, temperature, and air quality effects kicked in. This was the imbee, an immersive broadcast recorded and distributed in as close to real-time as possible across Reality. 
 
    The elven teenager flicking a small ball from elbow to foot, against a wall, to the back of his heel, and back again, was both alleviating his boredom and showing off. 
 
    Suddenly, he lost his concentration, the ball dropped, and he ran after it. 
 
    A trio of girls his age sauntered past, well-bundled up against the cold, but still swaying their hips seductively as they laughed at the kid. 
 
    None of them crossed the yellow “X” that marked the eavesdropper—me and whoever else had tuned in via their imbee. The X was the spot from which all the recordings were made, reaching up twelve feet into the air. 
 
    Using the imbee required a willing suspension of disbelief; that is, the audience’s desire to fool their senses and inhabit someone else’s life for a few minutes or hours. Since he lacked that kind of desire or imagination, the imbee bored Madra. 
 
    I found it a convenient substitute for living among elves. I wanted a perspective on who they were and how they interacted when a sorcerer wasn’t—as far as they knew—among them. 
 
    I’d done my research. Research was the crutch—or an avoidance mechanism?—that had gotten me through the last few months. 
 
    I’d learned that elves were very conscious of their place in the world in a way that went beyond mere social status. It was like how in an ecosystem every species had its niche. That was how elves viewed their place in life: they had a responsibility to contribute to the whole. Rudeness involved trespassing on another’s niche and impairing their ability to fulfil their role. Hence, they detested imposing on others or being imposed upon. 
 
    They could be noisy, as the teenagers showed, but only in acceptable times and locations. 
 
    The kids moved on, the boy trailing the laughing girls and exchanging good-natured insults about gym class and school. 
 
    The stark beauty of the cold desert city had recently been enlivened by the addition of floral art in every form. Light shows and lichen plasters adorned clusters of turbinate buildings and, along with sculptures and perfume in public spaces, brought a sense of new, abundant life and hope. Everywhere on Paratge, despite varying climates and seasons, people prepared for the harvest festival. 
 
    For three days, the elves would party. The annual holiday celebrated that their society had sufficient for everyone for the coming year. Gift giving sprang from sharing (or boasting of) the abundance people possessed beyond necessities. 
 
    I sat cross-legged on the floor of the imbee studio and absorbed the lilting tones of elven conversation, the patterns of eye contact or avoidance (like humans, it revealed intimacy and connection) and the manner in which formality crept into casual encounters when an elf felt vulnerable. Manners armored an elf. 
 
    Evander had quickly abandoned that armor with me and allowed us friendship instead. We’d both taken risks out of loneliness, and gained so much. I wished I had the ability to prevent his family from hurting him further, but Paratgen and elven attitudes toward the augmented veterans was a battle he wouldn’t refuse. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    The next morning, I asked to borrow his security control room and the communication technology within it to talk with Saka Lokri. I could have used a studio or had the House install the equipment in my office, but I was in contact with the goblin mage because I’d asked for Evander’s help to investigate the situation of the Human world in Reality and he’d put me in contact with her. This wasn’t his investigation or his political cause, but I didn’t want to suggest that I was shutting him out of it. 
 
    “Do you want to stay or go?” I asked him. 
 
    “I’ll keep a watching brief.” He shifted down to the far end of the room where the communication technology wouldn’t capture his image or audio. He hunched over an open scroll,  stylus in hand, focused on his work. 
 
    I checked the time and messaged Saka, requesting a virtual meeting. 
 
    She accepted. 
 
    …three, two, one. Her image appeared on the screen: a middle-aged goblin with faded olive-green skin, a thin build and a wide mouth. Her yellow eyes were the fiercest part of her appearance, revealing an inner dynamism not matched by her physical frame.  
 
    Her face crinkled into a sly grin and her left thumb flicked out sideways. “Sorcerer Kira Aist! Well met.” 
 
    “Well met, Mage Saka Lokri.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “We can dispense with time-wasting formalities.” 
 
    “Agreed. I have a few questions regarding details in the report, but my main concern is your intention to go undercover in the Human world. What is the level of risk to you, and how can we mitigate it?” 
 
    “You will fund me?” 
 
    “Yes.” I could translocate a gold vessel, a store of magic, to her in seconds. Funding her investigation wasn’t an issue. 
 
    Saka’s shoulders relaxed. She retreated a short distance from the camera and shook out her hands. As her camera tracked her, the perspective altered sufficiently to show that she was in a combined office and bedroom, a very spartan one. Whatever she’d spent the vessels I’d already paid her on, it wasn’t on her everyday living arrangements. 
 
    “Are you in debt to anyone?” I asked before she’d answered my original question. 
 
    In my peripheral vision, Evander’s head jerked up. He stared at me. 
 
    If Saka was in debt to anyone it could compromise her dealings with us. 
 
    “You think I am poor?” She laughed, showing her pointy teeth. “I do not hoard money or magic. I spend it on my interests. What use has a traveler for belongings?” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I retreated, but didn’t apologize. 
 
    She raked her hands through her short, silvering hair. Her original hair color was a green so dark as to be nearly black. “I am interested in traveling to the Human world. Any risks involved, I can handle. But the bribe for inclusion in the World Walker Caravan is more than I can afford. They already have a mage to guard them, so I couldn’t work my passage. Your money I need. Your fuss, I don’t.” 
 
    Saka had the bluntness of my Russian grandmothers.  
 
    Some people might have found it disconcerting. I matched it. “You might—if someone is trading in human witches and mages.” 
 
    She frowned. “An illegal slave trade?” 
 
    Her report, on the scroll beside me, had been detailed. For instance, I knew that given a good journey, one not delayed by monster attacks along the path, she expected to arrive in the Human world, from Dirus, in four months.  
 
    The House could arrive in less than a quarter of that time. 
 
    Evander had spooked me about the power of those involved in the slave trade. He’d been adamant that the Legion should handle that sort of trouble. My conscience wouldn’t allow me to send Saka in to investigate anything that dangerous without being there to pull her out if necessary. 
 
    Saka looked to the right of screen and fidgeted with the tip of her left ear, bending it down, letting it spring straight, then folding it again. She folded and released it a dozen times before her gaze focused forward. “No. No slavery. No increased caravan population on the return trips. No hint of unexplained humans added to Reality. I wouldn’t have missed that.” 
 
    She put both hands up and pressed her ears awkwardly inward, over the crown of her head. That had to hurt, but her frown appeared preoccupied rather than pained. “There’s no one involved with the unregistered World Walker Caravans or based on Dirus or Amborella who is scary enough to completely silence gossip. There are brutal thugs heading up shadow enterprises in the region, but they’re not psychopaths. If humans were being trafficked, there’d be gossip.” 
 
    She lowered her arms to lace her fingers together on the table. “There is something wrong with the Human world, magic-wise, but it’s not a trade in witches and mages.” She shrugged and tapped her joined hands beneath her chin. “I’ll investigate—because I’m curious and you’re willing to fund that curiosity—but maybe the mystery needs other planets before it reveals itself. Magic doesn’t vanish. It has to be somewhere.” 
 
    Except that magic could appear to vanish by changing form; that is, by coalescing and forming a pool of unmaking. But wouldn’t an anomaly like a void have been mapped?  
 
    Saka slapped the table. “The annoying part is that I’ll be dead before then, which means I’ll never get my answers. If you humans weren’t so slow about space travel, I’d have a chance.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if she was being humorous or serious. “We mightn’t have space travel, yet, but haven’t the dinosaurians or someone identified habitable planets in human space?” Given that their planet, Amborella, had been the staging post for journeys to the Human world, I assumed they were the most likely to have explored it. 
 
    “No. Ha. With a lone inhabited planet to date, your Human world might be a backwater, but it’s a human backwater. One rule the Legion enforces and enforces hard, like blow up an armada hard, is that people can’t colonize outside their world. There were galactic wars about that sort of thing. Hence the Union of Worlds.” 
 
    The Union of Worlds, of which the Qaysarian Legion was the military arm, and the Emperor, the President of the Union. 
 
    “But elves fight goblins…” My voice trailed off even before Saka began speaking over me. 
 
    “Uh huh. Both are fae. They fight in the Fae world.”  
 
    “World” had a particular meaning in Reality. It wasn’t synonymous with “planet”. Rather it was the entire universe that connected to, or included, the planet the original people of the world  originated from. To make it more confusing to anyone not brought up in Reality—that is, humans—there were two rings of worlds: the primal world like Fae or Earth, and the second ring worlds that linked to them. For the Fae world, that was the Elf and Goblin worlds. For the Earth world it was the Dinosaurian, Neanderthal, and Human worlds. 
 
    I considered the situation. “Then, what do you expect to find on the Human world?” 
 
    She grinned. “I don’t know. That’s what’s so fascinating.” 
 
    Irrepressible curiosity. 
 
    Here I was worrying, while Saka was eager for an adventure. I gave up. “All right. I have a couple of questions about people and connections you mentioned in your report.” 
 
    We ran through them quickly. Saka had the whole web of tangled loyalties and operations in the region memorized. She never referred to any notes.  
 
    At the end she scooted her chair toward the camera. “You’re sharp. That’s good. You and I, we can do business. I will message you when the caravan departs. Send the gold vessel.” 
 
    I matched her terseness. “Coordinates?” 
 
    She rattled off her address.  
 
    Half a minute later, alarms shrieked around her.  
 
    Saka muttered loudly.  
 
    The alarms cut off.  
 
    She rubbed her ears. “Magical protections. You should have warned me. I’d have disabled them.”  
 
    I’d translocated the gold vessel to her bed. I grimaced. I hadn’t considered that she might have wards up. 
 
    “…cut through them like butter,” she mumbled.  
 
    “Anything else?” I prompted. 
 
    “No.” She ended the communication session. 
 
    I waved ironically at the blank screen. “Bye.” 
 
    “You scared her,” Evander said, his tone one of explanation, not criticism. “Now, she knows that her protections wouldn’t stop you if you were determined to get to her.” 
 
    “She’s impressive,” I said. 
 
    He didn’t look up from his scroll. “So were you.” 
 
    I smiled, before frowning. “Saka doesn’t believe there’s a trade in human witches.” I hesitated. “I think I might still ask the House to take us there in four months time. Just in case.” 
 
    “Having backup in place never hurts.” 
 
    My smile returned. “That’s true.” 
 
    First, we had to deal with his family and the elves of Paratge. 
 
    Satisfaction boosted my mood. The conversation with Saka felt as if I’d achieved something. Perhaps it had cemented my sense of purpose and progress, or validated my intent to protect human witches and mages. 
 
    Since I was on a roll, I messaged Sylvesteri, asking him to meet me in the dining room by the formal foyer. The luxurious room was where I’d eaten my first meal in the House. It had lured me in with cinnamon rolls and hot coffee. I hadn’t used it again. It had its own kitchen tucked behind it, but it was a commercial kitchen, the sort that ought to be filled by a restaurant staff. I’d poked my head in there once, been daunted by everything it contained, and hastily closed the door. 
 
    Dad would have howled at me for closing the door on possibilities. 
 
    Therefore, here I was, considering possibilities. 
 
    In the dining room, I strolled around the large table, assessing the room. The crimson and gold brocade drapes were drawn, concealing the blankness outside the House as we traveled the paths of Reality. Light came from two crystal chandeliers and reflected off the vast, polished table. The chairs were upholstered in a vibrant red, a shade darker than the drapes. Innocuous paintings of bucolic scenes graced the walls, almost overshadowed by their ornate gilt frames. 
 
    I turned from studying a purple-hued painting as Sylvesteri entered. “What do you think of the room?” 
 
    His stared blankly at me for a second before turning his gaze on our surroundings. Whatever he’d expected, it hadn’t included a request for his opinion on interior design. “It would seat fifty people comfortably. Eighty if they were fashionably crowded.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    His eyebrows rose even as his mouth quirked in a grin. “Why do I get the feeling I passed some sort of test?” 
 
    “Because you’re an intelligent and perceptive guy.” 
 
    He winked. “Glad you recognize my virtues. Handsome, too.” 
 
    And very easy to flirt with. The laughter in his voice invited me to continue the banter. 
 
    “But not really personal assistant material.” 
 
    He sobered. “No.” He let the silence stretch out, which meant he knew when not to speak. 
 
    Conversation was a rhythm of silences as well as speech—and thank you, Gale, for that whisper adage. 
 
    Nudging a chair aside, I perched my butt on the edge of the table. “Sylvesteri, would you be comfortable traveling with the House without a job?”  
 
    His response was immediate. “No.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so.” And I was pleased. I much preferred that everyone in the House had the self-respect of earning their way, even me. I was learning how to be a sorcerer with a House. 
 
    The others also shared that view. Except for Carlene. She was pursuing her interests, not mine. She was using the House’s resources to stay safe and survive while she pursued research into magic siphoning, which was her obsession; one that she wanted me to share. In effect, she’d maneuvered me into the role of her patron. I wasn’t paying her, but she was getting room and board, plus protection. 
 
    “The House has a few rooms like this one. Smaller dining rooms, a grand ballroom, even a small theatre. I don’t want to use them at the moment. I don’t want to entertain. But if I did choose to entertain, I want how we use them to be ready to go.” 
 
    His forehead wrinkled. The best description of his expression was “encouraging incomprehension”. 
 
    Ignoring how my hands would leave palm and finger marks on the gleaming surface of the table, I gripped the edge of it. “The House has potential that I’m not using, but worse, that I’m not ready to use. Evander has taken over security details, and you’d have to liaise with him—to talk to him.” I wrinkled my nose at how I’d fallen into employing business jargon. “I’d like you to sort out what rooms we could use to entertain guests or if we have official visitors, and how we’d use them. The rooms would have to be able to handle diverse peoples and cultures. I’m not sure if the translation magic will translate this term accurately, but you’d be a majordomo. In charge of how the House hosts people.” 
 
    His bewildered expression cleared. He checked his understanding of what I’d said. “Like a hotel manager, but responsible for guest services and entertainment rather than sleeping arrangements?” 
 
    “That and more. An events manager, but we don’t know what events will occur, if any. It would be unusual because the House would be your partner and do things, rather than you managing staff.” 
 
    “Robots.” 
 
    “And magic,” I said. “You’re good with people, all kinds of people. There aren’t really many jobs to do in the House. If you can think of something other than majordomo, I’m happy to hear it. You don’t have to answer, now.” 
 
    He smiled, crookedly. “Have you run this idea past Evander?” His grin vanished at my headshake. He stuck a thumb under one of his braces and ran it up and down, contemplatively, before snapping it. “You give me too much trust, Kira.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Gale is guiding you in building your reputation, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    This time he snapped both braces before lacing his fingers behind his back. The stance drew attention to his barrel chest. Not that it seemed a deliberate move. His eyes were serious and the dip of his mouth almost unhappy. “If I did this, I’d be a big part of building your House’s reputation. Having that sort of opportunity, to work closely with a House, Gale must know a hundred—a thousand—whispers who’d kill for the chance. They’d be better qualified than me.” 
 
    He made a valid point, but in doing so, he also demonstrated the shrewd acumen a majordomo required. 
 
    I hesitated. “You mightn’t be the best person for the job if I intended to entertain any time soon. However, I mightn’t entertain for years. This is preparation work. Hard slog with perhaps no measurable, actual outcome. If I employed someone whose professional identity was wrapped up in this sort of work, I’d feel pressured to entertain or host officials or do something to validate their efforts. I don’t feel that pressure with you because your identity is as a Zen master. This would be a job for you, a means of earning your travel pass, not crucial to who you are. I think this would work for both of us.”  
 
    His gaze searched my face. “Carlene mentioned trust. That’s what you’re offering me. Thank you, Kira. Not only for the chance to travel with you, but for respecting me, for giving me the opportunity to earn my place. I will always be your friend. I mightn’t always do things the way you would, but I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    Sincerity rang in his voice, as if my offer had touched a chord in him. 
 
    I cleared my throat and swallowed my answering emotion. Being able to give someone a home, a place to belong, was a tremendous privilege. I lightened the moment. “Are you saying yes?” 
 
    He smiled, blindingly. “Yes.” His hug was a fast rib-crusher. “This will be immense.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” I caught my breath. 
 
    “Evander will hate my ideas,” Sylvesteri continued. 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    He giggled.  
 
    High-pitched neanderthal laughter still sounded odd to me. “Why will Evander…?” 
 
    “The safest House is the one no one enters.” Sylvesteri clapped his hands together. “This will be fun!”  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Clever Sylvesteri had lured Evander into a discussion of the security concerns for hosting a one-day conference. The idea, as he’d said to me, was that we’d “start small.” 
 
    A conference in the House wasn’t what I’d call small. A thirty minute, one person visit was what I’d call small. 
 
    Evander shared my opinion. He blocked Sylvesteri’s strike with frustrated force. “Keep them in the foyer.” 
 
    Sylvesteri’s lure for the initial security discussion had been an offer to fight Evander; his martial art against Evander’s skills. Neither mentioned Evander’s augmentations. The fight simply went at an ordinary, unaugmented speed. In fact, it went significantly slower than either participant could fight. Sylvesteri slowed it down for conversation. 
 
    “Oh, come on.” He tried a bladed jab under Evander’s ribs. “You can’t host an entire conference in the foyer. For a start, bathrooms.” Evander hooked Sylvesteri’s ankle. Sylvesteri turned his fall into a roll. He popped up, stance wide and balanced. “I’m talking to the House about preparing ancillary rooms. If they’re mobile that would be ideal. The House could shift them in where needed. You can tell the House what security you want incorporated in their design.” 
 
    A garden robot tugged at my shirt.  
 
    The men were fighting on the lawn with Madra and me as their audience, and the cloud dragon peeping from the roof of the chapel tower. Not that we’d been invited. We’d just tagged along. Evander had prudently worn Madra out first with a prolonged tussle, roughhousing for an hour, so that the scytha wouldn’t leap into the fray. 
 
    So far, between exhaustion and his training, Madra watched obediently from the sidelines. The House’s robots and my magic were ready to intervene if his self-control snapped and he leapt to join the men. 
 
    I didn’t think he would. From a scytha perspective, this was a) a play fight that he hadn’t been invited to join, and b) it was Evander’s fight and the cub backed Evander to win without assistance. 
 
    Madra did, however, turn his head to study me when the garden robot tugged insistently at my shirt. 
 
    The House refused to talk, but it had its own methods of communication. Dispatching a robot to bring me somewhere was significant. 
 
    Evander and Sylvesteri’s fight paused as I rose from the bench at the edge of the herb garden. Evander knew that the robot escort was out of the ordinary. 
 
    I waved at him to keep fighting. 
 
    To my surprise, Madra ignored the action of the fight to follow the robot with me. 
 
    It led us to the library where the steampunk telephone, a.k.a. the multi-universal phone, was emitting blue lightning between its two antennas. My pace quickened from a walk to a sprint. 
 
    Madra raced beside me. 
 
    Lifting the handset vanquished the lightning. I grimaced. Here I was, a sorcerer, being bossed around by an inanimate piece of technology. Just because the phone rang didn’t mean I had to answer it. I’d share that bit of wisdom with the House once I finished the call. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Good evening, Kira.” 
 
    I recognized Emperor Cirrus’s resonant voice, and adjusted to the time difference between us. On Qaysar, it seemed his day was nearing its end. Was his phone call to me one last chore? 
 
    “I hope you are well,” he continued.  
 
    “I am thank you, and how are you?” 
 
    Our exchange included all the formalities Saka Lokri had dismissed. However, the Emperor had experience in dispatching inessentials swiftly. He came to the reason for the call. “I apologize for phoning you without requesting a few minutes of your time first. A mystery has been brought to my attention that I believe may interest you. It is certainly suited to you.” 
 
    “You have me intrigued, Emperor Cirrus.” 
 
    “Simply Cirrus, please, Kira. And I hope you are intrigued. Scholars have brought an anomaly to my attention. As Emperor, it is my duty and privilege to oversee the pool of magic collecting in Qaysar. It will be millennia yet before the pool is large enough to power the splintering of Reality to create a new world, but until then, I and my successors will serve to protect it and the Union of Worlds. The magic of Qaysar is the most potent symbol and unifying force of the Union.” 
 
    He sighed. “Unfortunately, a group of scholars have recently found evidence that suggests some of the magic that should be flowing along the paths of Reality to Qaysar is missing. They haven’t proven that there is a problem.” 
 
    This sounded a lot like what Carlene had described. Her data was highly suggestive of magic vanishing, but wasn’t indisputable proof. Fluctuations were natural in magic as in any other system. 
 
    “If there is a problem,” Cirrus said. “It’s one we must get ahead of. I refuse to be the emperor the Union shatters under, which is a risk if our disparate members suspect each other of being behind the vanishing magic. At its worst, it would be theft.” 
 
    “But for what purpose?” I murmured. 
 
    Cirrus sighed even more loudly, like the crashing of waves. “Oh my dear, there are always power-hungry people, from business people and politicians to cult leaders and ordinary megalomaniacs.” 
 
    Ordinary megalomaniacs! 
 
    “There is one possibility the scholars put forward that would be difficult if not impossible for the Legion to investigate, and that is the idea of a failed world.” 
 
    I stared at the phone, at Madra—who twitched his whiskers at me inquisitively—and back at the phone. “I’ve never heard of a failed world.” 
 
    “With reason. It’s a scholarly hypothesis that they’re unable to prove since it requires roaming Reality away from World Walker Caravan paths, and that’s something only Houses can do.” 
 
    Which meant, only sorcerers could do it. Which was another reason for scholars to resent sorcerers. Could it also be why Carlene was so intent on traveling with the House? 
 
    “Failed worlds are also known as echo worlds,” Cirrus said. “If they exist, the hypothesis is that they’re a natural event—as opposed to guided by the Union—where Reality attempts to create a splinter world but fails. Nonetheless, the act itself leaves ripples. Some of those ripples could be sucking in magic.” 
 
    I scratched Madra’s ears as I listened to the Emperor’s explanation. The failed world hypothesis sounded weak. “Wouldn’t something like that require a big enough pool of magic that even if it happened away from World Walker Caravan paths it would be recorded?” 
 
    “Apparently not. As the scholars explained it to me, the echo world fails at the initial stage of creation, that is, before a pool of magic is required. In effect, the act of creating a splinter world gets stuck, and the ripples of the echo world are it trying to progress. And stalling.” 
 
    “I guess it’s possible.” 
 
    Cirrus responded with warm reassurance. “I understand your skepticism, Kira. However, if we—you—could find evidence of an echo world, that would be a political lifesaver.” 
 
    I got the picture. “A neutral, natural phenomenon would be to blame for magic vanishing, and not a political player. The latter option would open up the potential for war.” On that basis, how could I refuse? “I wouldn’t know what to look for.” 
 
    “A secretary will send you everything you need to know, including names and contact details for people who’ll be happy to answer your questions. An echo world is an improbable proposition, but if magic is vanishing, I’d like to have the possibility under consideration. Thank you, Kira.” He rang off before I could question him or set limits to what I would do. 
 
    I replaced the handset. “I didn’t actually promise to do anything.” 
 
    “Mrrr-aow?” 
 
    “I’ve been volunteered,” I told Madra. “What do you bet Cirrus’s secretary sends the briefing on echo worlds within the hour?” Even if it was evening at the Emperor’s Palace on Qaysar. 
 
    However, I had my own source of information. 
 
    When I crossed the garden toward it, Evander and Sylvesteri had disappeared. We would arrive on Paratge, tomorrow, so although Evander enjoyed the distraction of his bout with Sylvesteri, he’d be focused on his imminent homecoming. It would be a challenging three days. 
 
    “Find Evander,” I ordered Madra. I sent the scytha off to give Evander undemanding company, but also because Carlene remained nervous in Madra’s company and I wanted her to answer my questions with a hundred percent focus. 
 
    I knocked at her lab door and received an invitation to enter. “I won’t interrupt for long.” 
 
    “A break from squinting at data is welcome.” Carlene regarded me curiously. I hadn’t interrupted her work before. “Would you like a cup of tea?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I just had a phone call from Emperor Cirrus.” 
 
    Her red eyes opened wide. A second later she stuttered. “W-wow.” A green feather fluttered to the floor. Carlene grabbed a chair and shoved it toward me. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    Since I’d already resolved to do so, I did. 
 
    At the end of my story, she rolled up the scroll she’d abandoned to talk to me. In contrast to Lennu’s alchemist workshop which had a new object on the counters or his desk each time I entered, Carlene had reduced the number of items on display. Her workspace held two screens mounted on the walls, three rolled scrolls and a gizmo I couldn’t identify. Everything else had been tucked away. 
 
    “The failed world hypothesis,” she mused. “Few scholars would risk their tenure investigating it. Obviously, they face the issue of going off registered Reality paths that the Emperor mentioned. If it could be proven…” She ruffled her feathers. “Even unproven, it’s a seriously good political distraction.” 
 
    I gawked at her. I’d never considered that it was the political aspect of my conversation with Cirrus that would capture her attention. “There are scholars who share your suspicions about magic vanishing, and they have Cirrus’s attention.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. She gave me a pitying look, as if I was too naïve to be safe. “Let’s be real. The Emperor’s attention is fleeting. If they had access to him, the ability to claim his attention when required, that would be different, but that hasn’t been proven. As of now, the problem they presented to him, he has passed to you.” 
 
    “Which you gain from,” I said. “I’ll give you the scholars’ contact details. You’re not alone in searching for evidence of what is happening to magic, if anything.” 
 
    “You’re still skeptical.” She ducked her head. “Which is fine. I understand. But it proves my point about the Emperor’s level of engagement because he’ll be even more skeptical of unsubstantiated claims. But he didn’t mention the Exarch?” 
 
    “No. He did mention a cult or cults?” 
 
    As weird as that sounded to me, she shrugged it aside. 
 
    I let the question go as I stood. The secretary’s briefing ought to arrive on my amage shortly. 
 
    Carlene tilted her head, peeking up at me. “And the Emperor didn’t mention possible solutions beyond the improbability of a failed world?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her crest feathers trembled. “There is one possibility, but it’s almost as out-there as the failed world hypothesis. It’s a legendary spell called the Spell of Amber. It is said to have the ability to help maintain Reality by sealing it as is. Even against sorcerers.” 
 
    I smiled wryly as she let the silence between us draw out. “If you’re waiting for me to be offended at the idea of sorcerers having limits, you’ll be waiting a long time.” The idea that someone, or something, could stand against my magic was reassuring. Or would be, if I believed it.  
 
    “Oh, well.” She rubbed her hands one over the other. “Tenho Zilarra was a famous elven mage three centuries ago. His lifework was to design spells that could match a sorcerer’s power. Most scholars dismiss his claim that he achieved seven such spells as pure self-promotion. Indeed, many viewed him as a charlatan in his own lifetime. However, in his last will and testament, he bequeathed a grimoire, the Ignis Grimoire, to whomever could find it. To that mage, he said, he gave the power to alter Reality far more fundamentally than any sorcerer.” 
 
    “A big boast,” I said. 
 
    “Colleagues and former apprentices came forward with stories that supported it.” Defensiveness colored her voice. “The grimoire has unique magical protections and failsafes against sorcerers. I believe it exists.” 
 
    “You believe? So, no one has found it?” 
 
    She rolled a scroll between her hands like a large cigar. “Mmm. Or if they have, they’ve hidden it themselves. But I don’t believe anyone has found it. Tenho Zilarra was devious. Combine that trait with his power as a mage, and he was powerful, and I think he outdid himself and made the Ignis Grimoire impossible for a scholar to find. It’s ironic that I think that you, as a sorcerer, are our best chance of locating it, even though it was designed as a defense against your kind.” 
 
    My kind. The phrase reeked of prejudice, but Carlene’s expression was hopeful.  
 
    I shouldn’t take offence at a poor word choice that had, perhaps, been exaggerated by the translation magic of the House. “I wouldn’t know where to begin to track it down.” 
 
    “Tenho Zilarra left clues in his will. Interpreting them is a hobby of mine. I have some ideas.” 
 
    Did I want to track down the grimoire of an anti-sorcerer elven mage? Not really.  
 
    Could I resist a puzzle? Absolutely not. 
 
    “Message them to me sometime.” I pushed the visitor’s chair back into place. In Carlene’s lab, everything had its place. “I’ll study Cirrus’s evidence for magic disappearing and the hypothesis for an echo world, first.” 
 
    She mirrored my movements, standing and lining up her chair with her desk. “Will you message me a copy?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled, nervously. “I’m not usually this obsessive. Worrying about what the vanishing magic might mean, in addition to having been on the run from the Legion, I’m not myself.” 
 
    I returned her smile. I recognized the tension in my facial muscles that meant it was a fake, courtesy smile. It was the best I could do given how unsettled I felt. “You’re fine.” 
 
    She ducked her head. 
 
    I walked out, closing the door silently behind me. I exhaled an equally silent sigh before heading for my office. 
 
    As I crossed the garden, neither Evander nor Sylvesteri ambushed me to ask what the House had wanted. The cloud dragon swooped low and blew a flurry of snowflakes at me. 
 
    “I do not need to chill.” I laughed as I brushed the tiny ice crystals off my face. 
 
    My amage was in my office. I dropped into the chair behind my desk and scrolled through the new messages. The contact details I’d given for scholar-in-residence applications on Alexandria still received a steady stream of spam. In among, it I found the imperial secretary’s message and downloaded a bundle of attachments that I sent to a scroll. 
 
    I needed a new amage and this time I’d be careful who I gave my contact details to. For now, I switched off the current amage and stashed it in the top drawer of the desk. From the drawer below I took out the notes I’d taken regarding Carlene’s research into the possible siphoning of magic. I tapped a pen against them. 
 
    My office was too empty. 
 
    I picked up my notes and the scroll and went to the library. Being surrounded by books felt cozier, although I didn’t want to turn my office into a miniature library. Each room had its own purpose, and met distinct moods. 
 
    The office was for when I had to stay alert. The library was for when I could get lost in my work, including following rabbits down rabbit holes—in the research sense. 
 
    I started by reading up on echo worlds, then reading Cirrus’s case for whether one was affecting Reality. 
 
    I coiled my hair around a pencil until it hurt, then unraveled it. The evidence in the report could be twisted to support half a dozen varied explanations, including the existence of an echo world. What was clear was the veracity of Cirrus’s claim that a House was required to investigate echo worlds. No one else could venture off known paths to traverse Reality. 
 
    Think of Reality as a ninety nine point nine percent impenetrable mass. The tiny veins running through it are the paths the World Walker Caravans travel, both registered and unregistered. It takes a House to hack a new path through Reality or to find and traverse forgotten paths. 
 
    I rested my head on the desk and groaned. 
 
    Cirrus was Emperor of Reality, president of the Union of Worlds. Of course he was playing politics. But if I was caught in his games, caught by my concern about if, where, and why magic was vanishing, I had to identify all the ways he might attempt to use me. 
 
    For instance, what was out there in the region the report indicated that the Union of Worlds might want me to cut a new path to? 
 
    Suspicion was healthy if it kept you from doing something, the consequences of which you’d regret. 
 
    I didn’t know enough yet to know what I’d regret. 
 
    The telephone rang. 
 
    I eyed it suspiciously. This time there was no blue lightning. It hadn’t extended its antennas. However, an amber light flashed and the clamor of an ambulance siren grew louder. 
 
    Only Cirrus and Baba Yaga had ever called me on the multi-universal phone. My stomach tightened with anticipation. I wished for it to be Baba Yaga.  
 
    I lifted the handset. “Hello?” 
 
    “Kira.” 
 
    “Baba Yaga?” 
 
    She launched into a diatribe. “Vnuchka,” granddaughter, “do you never listen?” She didn’t pause in her rant. It was a rhetorical question. “No scholars.” 
 
    “You said no scholars from Alexandria.” 
 
    “Are you a lawyer to nitpick words?” 
 
    I was a little ashamed of myself. But my anger exceeded my embarrassment. “If you’d explained why not or been here for me, maybe I wouldn’t have invited a sorcerer to find refuge in the House?” 
 
    Baba Yaga swore in Russian, asking our ancestors to behold their youngest daughter. “So stupid!” 
 
    “Baba!” I protested. 
 
    “Why would I talk to you?” she demanded. “Why? Why? When you do not listen.” 
 
    “Because I need answers. That’s why I’ve done almost everything I’ve done. I need answers, Baba. I don’t know what it is to be a sorcerer.” 
 
    “It is what it is.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Abruptly, her voice dropped. The histrionics were over. Mom had been that way sometimes, enjoying the drama. But serious business never got wrapped up in pretty ribbons. “Listen, Kira.” 
 
    A chill slid down my spine. “I’m listening.” Despite her accusation, I always listened. 
 
    “You must develop your own relationship with magic. No sorcerer will come near you till you do. Even now, talking with you, it is a risk. We are not so far apart as you think. But sorcerers will avoid you until your magic settles. It is a courtesy to you, and also, a precaution to protect themselves. You are powerful, vnuchka. Your House proves that. No sorcerer will risk confusing your relationship with magic or muddling its bond by being near you now.” 
 
    “Baba—” 
 
    “Listen,” she snapped. “Few are as honorable as sorcerers. The wolves view your unpreparedness as vulnerability. Protect yourself. The House will act for you if you stay inside it. In that, you are luckier than many baby sorcerers. Do not be stupid.” She ended the call. 
 
    “A timeframe? How will I know when my magic is settled? What is settled? Who are the wolves?” Baba Yaga couldn’t hear my questions, but they still streamed out. “Do you know about my interest regarding human witches? Do you care what happens to them? What are you doing? Aargh!” 
 
    If the telephone wasn’t such a beautiful piece of equipment, I’d have thrown the handset. 
 
    The truth was, I was worried. But I was jumping at shadows. Baba Yaga herself had said I was safe in the House. 
 
    I concentrated on my breathing till my heartrate calmed. 
 
    Tomorrow, we’d arrive on Paratge, and Evander would leave the House. It was him whom I should worry about. 
 
    I’d directed the House to land undetectably on his family’s estate. The House had a range of protections beyond its walls that would keep us safe while we were in its vicinity as well as inside it.  
 
    Evander would insist he could, and would, look after himself. 
 
    However, the House and I knew he was ours to protect. Just as we’d watch out for Madra—not that I’d be letting the goblin feline out to roam on a civilized elven planet. 
 
    It was Evander’s emotional well-being that I couldn’t protect. 
 
    Baba Yaga might be irritating, but my sole remaining relative cared about me. 
 
    Evander didn’t even have that. His family had disowned him. Now, they welcomed him back because his younger brother wanted access to me.  
 
    Ignoring the library desk covered in my notes and research volumes, I went in search of Evander. 
 
    He and Madra were in his office. 
 
    I crouched and scratched Madra’s chin. 
 
    His purrs escalated to a beehive rumble. 
 
    Evander spun on his chair to watch me. 
 
    “In the garden, the House sent a robot for me because the Emperor called.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Then Baba Yaga phoned.” 
 
    His pupils flared in shock. 
 
    I grinned ruefully. “I’m a popular girl, today.” 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    “A bit overwhelmed.” I recounted both conversations briefly, and added Carlene’s mention of the grimoire. By the time I finished, I was up and pacing. Maybe “a bit overwhelmed” was an understatement. “Believe it or not, I came here to ask you how you’re going.” 
 
    He ran a hand over his cornrows and ended by rubbing his neck. “Don’t worry about me.” He crossed to the window. 
 
    Tomorrow, he’d be visiting his family and family home, the place where he grew up and which he never thought he’d see again. His banishment had been rescinded, temporarily. Hector had arranged a three day visa for Evander. It would allow him to reside on the planet for the length of the harvest festival. 
 
    “I’m not pushing you,” I said carefully. “This is your family and the fate of augmented veterans is your cause. But I’m here for you. Whatever you need.” I put a faint emphasis on “you”. “Whatever your brother or anyone else is planning, we’ll deal with it. Don’t, please don’t, refrain from asking for something you need because you have some mistaken idea it would be using our friendship. Friends help each other.” 
 
    With two large steps, he halved the distance between us. He halted, abruptly, as if a chain had pulled tight and checked him. “Kira, when I saw you on Space Station Gilda, I’d given up.” He swallowed hard. “I’d let myself be shunted further and further from life. The next stop would have been the asteroid mine.” 
 
    I repeated what he’d told me weeks ago. “No one survives slaving as an asteroid miner.” 
 
    A bitter smile curved his mouth. “I’d have survived longer than most.” The painful smile vanished. “But in the end, I’d have died.” He clenched his hands at his sides. “I was looking to die. Not in combat. Not trying to fool myself that I could make my life and death meaningful by doing something heroic. I dreamed of dying quietly, uneventfully. Unrecorded.” 
 
    I closed the remaining distance between us and touched his right hand. “That’s vicious.” His fist relaxed in shock and I slid my hand into his. “Punishing your family. They’d never know what happened to you.” 
 
    Bemusement clouded his clear eyes. “I hadn’t considered…hadn’t meant…damn.” 
 
    I squeezed his hand. “The tricky subconscious gets you every time. Kind of like my magic.” 
 
    “Unexpressed, unaccepted desires.” He stared at me for a few seconds before wrapping his other arm loosely around my waist. “I’d given up till I looked at you in the space station and your eyes were as lost as mine. A sorcerer, brimming with power, and you looked lost. But you also looked at me. You didn’t flinch or ignore me, and when you took on Madra because no one else wanted him, you gave me something dangerous. Hope.” 
 
    My chest hurt as I had to push my next breath through constricting emotion. 
 
    “You are why I chose to live, Kira.” 
 
    I hid my face against his throat, burrowing out of sight. “Don’t make me cry.” 
 
    “Not my intention.” His big chest moved in a determined inhalation. “I want you to know that you’ll always have my loyalty. Nothing and no one will ever come before you for me. Reality can tear apart, as long as you’re safe.” He ran his hand up and down my spine. “But that doesn’t go both ways. I can’t be the most important person in your life.” 
 
    I froze with my teeth digging into my lower lip to stop myself from crying. The threat of tears receded. 
 
    “Kira, you talk with the Emperor. You can ally with the Legion. You are, or can be, a major player in Reality. You’re a shining star and I’m a shadow. Don’t let my problems on Paratge hurt you. I won’t let them hurt you.” 
 
    I pushed away from him. “I don’t want a hero, Evander, or a protector. You’re not the only person who needed someone the day we met. You held me when I grieved for my parents. You don’t get to take that back. If I want to be there for you on Paratge, I will be.” 
 
    He simply stared down at me, all emotion locked away. 
 
    “Stubborn,” I muttered. But he was a soldier going to war. Me adding to the pre-battle tension wasn’t fair, and wasn’t why I’d come to find him. “You’ll succeed, Evander.” I lightly touched his braids. “You’ll get the forgotten warriors their justice.” 
 
    And if he needed my help, he’d get it; regardless of whether he wanted it. 
 
    I stalked off to arrange for the House and my magic to spy on him.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    We arrived on Paratge in the early evening. 
 
    The House remained shielded and concealed. It and Evander had a detailed security plan for his visit to his planet of origin. Their plan centered on keeping me safe. 
 
    My plan centered on keeping Evander safe, emotionally rather than physically, and that was much harder. It started with maintaining a watching brief.  
 
    However, the reason I had my nose pressed to the kitchen window was plain and simple curiosity. This was his home, or had been. He’d grown up here, as had millennia of his ancestors. The Zami estate had been in his family for that long. The planet of Paratge had been settled so long ago, via World Walker Caravan migration, that its origins were mythical. 
 
    The landscape didn’t disappoint. It resembled Tuscany, but as if viewed through a lavender filter. It was agrarian perfection with tilled fields and pastureland, carefully tended coppices and wilder copses, orchards and flowering gardens framing old stone and timber houses. The manor house was a castle occupying a prime position overlooking a wide river with houseboats and party rafts moored along it. 
 
    The House sat on the far side of the river. When it extended its stairs, they’d act as a bridge. Since we were currently concealed, “stealthed” was Evander’s military term for it, when he emerged it would be as if he appeared out of thin air.  
 
    I knelt on the sofa for the best view of everything. 
 
    Madra watched beside me, uncertain what my intent, nervous behavior meant. Being as Evander had trained the scytha, Madra expressed his uncertainty as guard behavior. His ears and nose twitched alertly, searching for threats. “Mmrr-aow?” 
 
    “I’m not sure when I’ll be back,” Evander answered. 
 
    Startled, I bumped my forehead against the glass. “You snuck in,” I complained to Evander as I turned around. “Wow.” 
 
    He’d dressed up for his return home. Typically, he wore casual clothes or exercise gear. On occasion, he’d outfitted himself for combat. But I’d never seen him in festival garb. 
 
    A cherry-red vest embroidered with twining flowers stitched in silver was tied at his waist by a silver cord. Below it he wore flowing trousers in navy-blue silk, the same shade as his hair. He’d tied off each of his braids with silver bands. Silver for mourning and magic. The wide trousers were tucked into tightly laced, black ankle boots. 
 
    “You look like a genie,” I said. 
 
    He frowned at me. “A wish granter?” 
 
    I grinned. “The translation magic glitched. A magical person, yes, but you’re more than that…humans don’t have any stories of genies ready for war. You’re a warrior genie.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said dubiously. But the skin over his cheekbones flushed faintly purple.  
 
    Whatever my words, my admiration of him was obvious. 
 
    I felt my own face heat. I changed the subject. “I won’t listen in to your private conversations.” 
 
    “We’ve been over this,” Evander said. “I don’t care what you hear or see. I can and will look after myself, but if the House spying on me reassures you, do it. And if you wish to join the surveillance team,” amusement crinkled the corners of his eyes, “that’s fine. But trust me to handle any situations.” 
 
    “I trust you.” It was his family I doubted. Fortunately, when I’d told him last night that the House’s security protocols for Paratge now included tracking him, he’d given me a long look before accepting the surveillance. “And no one will know the House and I are spying.” 
 
    “They’ll suspect.” However, like me, he trusted in my magic’s supreme deviousness to prevent anyone gaining embarrassing evidence of my espionage. “Be good,” he said to Madra. 
 
    I suspected he meant that message for me, as well. “Be safe.” 
 
    A minute later he was walking down the stairs, crossing the river, to the pasture beside it. 
 
    I ran for my office, with Madra trotting beside me. “We’re going to look after Evander. Or just worry about him. One or the other.” 
 
    Decorating my minimalist office had been easy once I had a purpose. The wall opposite my desk now held a massive screen that the House could divide to show different perspectives and scenes. It had launched a slew of espionage devices, each “stealthed” by my magic, so that we had coverage of the Zami estate. Most of our attention, however, centered on Evander. A sliver of the House’s attention was given to monitoring the program we’d bought—at Gale’s recommendation after I’d asked for her advice—which analyzed media coverage on Paratge for anything that might affect Evander. 
 
    It was amazing what magic and money could achieve. While not as immersive as an imbee experience, nonetheless, I could sit in my office while virtually accompanying Evander into the hornets’ nest of his family life. 
 
    “Remember to filter the audio,” I said to the House. “No matter what Evander says, I shouldn’t be eavesdropping on his private life. Except if someone threatens him. Or is manipulating him. Use your best judgement.” 
 
    Madra curled up on the bed the House had brought in for him. It had foreseen that he’d stay to guard me. 
 
    On screen, Evander had almost reached the castle. He’d attracted attention. Men nearly as big and scary as him were converging. Guests, uninvolved in security, turned their shoulders; observing him fascinatedly even as they flaunted their ostracism of him. 
 
    A man with collar-length dark blue hair and similar facial features to Evander strode out from the main doors to meet him. He also wore a vest and flowing trousers, but his outfit was yellow and magenta. “Evander, well met.”  
 
    The House was right not to filter the audio. This was a public spectacle. 
 
    Evander showed no expression. “Well met, Hector.” 
 
    The brothers neither hugged nor shook hands. A skilled diplomat, Hector filled the awkwardness by handing Evander a slip of paper. “Your three day visa.” 
 
    Evander pocketed it, unread. 
 
    Seven security personnel lurked around them, highly visible. 
 
    “Come on in,” Hector invited. “You’ll want to do the water ceremony.” 
 
    Evander assented by walking past him. 
 
    For a second, Hector glared, before masking his expression. 
 
    Evander’s mask was battle-ready blankness. No one would learn his intentions from his face. 
 
    Hector’s mask was one of polite urbanity. The slight smile on his face added to his attractive appearance. He was civilization, soft and groomed, mannered and sly. 
 
    Did Hector realize that he’d invited war into the house? 
 
    I imagined gossip streaming out from the manor house and across Paratge. A cyborg had dared to come home. 
 
    If only they knew. Evander dared so much more. 
 
    What did Hector want? 
 
    He guided each of Evander’s encounters with their immediate family: their mother and father; their sister, Daphne, her pregnancy showing; her husband; an aunt; and their maternal grandparents. 
 
    Each time Evander greeted them with a “well met” and their name. He identified them for me. 
 
    In return, they either nodded taciturnly or uttered a chilly greeting. 
 
    If in his heart of hearts Evander had hoped for a welcome when they saw him in person, they crushed that hope.  
 
    It made the question of what Hector expected from Evander’s visit all the more pressing. What had been worth this heartache and, from the Zami family’s perspective, their social embarrassment? 
 
    I couldn’t comprehend what Shakespeare once described as “vaulting ambition”. Macbeth couldn’t justify his actions: “I have no spur. To prick the sides of my intent, but only. Vaulting ambition, which o'erleaps itself,…” 
 
    Why waste your life trying to achieve more when there was no purpose to it? Wanting more for a reason—to protect your family, to grow your community, to measure how well you met challenges compared to your colleagues/competitors—I could understand. However, wanting more power, resources, or anything else solely to have more, was empty striving. 
 
    Having greeted a few family members and splashed his way through the ritual cleansing of the water ceremony, Evander allowed Hector to shepherd him off into a private room. Clothes lay strewn over the bed and on a chair, with shoes abandoned beside the chair. 
 
    Hector picked up the shirt and trousers from the chair and dropped them on the floor. “Father is still refusing to have robots in the house, and the staff are distracted.” 
 
    “I learned to clean up after myself years ago.” 
 
    “So you did, ex-Captain Zami.” Little brothers had a knack for getting under the skin of their older siblings. 
 
    Evander didn’t react to the taunt of his stripped rank. 
 
    “You didn’t bring any luggage,” Hector said. “Do you intend to camp out or is your sorcerer’s House lurking nearby?” 
 
    “What do you want, Hector?” 
 
    Hector abandoned games and old animosities. “To meet her.” 
 
    “To what purpose?” 
 
    Hector turned aside, checking his appearance in a mirror, and not so subtly, observing Evander’s reflection as well. “A sorcerer is a rare harvest guest. I promised Mother you would produce your sorcerer. It was her price for convincing Father to allow your return. You were always sentimental.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t promise what you can’t deliver.” 
 
    Hector laughed. It was a chime of five notes, exquisitely false. “You convinced Kira Aist to bring you here. You can convince her to show herself. Wouldn’t she like to meet your family?” 
 
    “No.” Evander’s tone was flat and deadly. “No one wants to meet you. The crawlers out there.” He jerked his chin at the window and the gardens beyond. “They are reliant on Zami goodwill or else want to exploit a connection. No one wants to breathe your air if they don’t have to.” 
 
    “I’m not a cyborg.” 
 
    “I’m aware. You’re the nice brother. We both succeeded in becoming who the family groomed us to be.” Evander walked out. 
 
    Hector swore. 
 
    The House’s surveillance tracked Evander as he took a circuitous route through the manor house and out to a side garden that ended at the hedge line to the orchard. Security types, in purple uniforms, made a point of demonstrating their presence. 
 
    “Replay Evander’s meeting with his father.” 
 
    The right upper corner of the screen showed the brief exchange when Hector guided Evander into their father’s corner of the main hall. 
 
    “Harvest welcome,” Othello Zami said. 
 
    “Well met, Othello.” 
 
    “He twitched, didn’t he?” I asked the House, Madra and myself. “Evander’s father. He didn’t like Evander calling him by name, rather than Father, even after he himself gave Evander the greeting reserved for encroaching, unwanted guests. Go back, again. There. Even before they spoke. That flicker across Othello’s face. The sight of Evander scared him. Was it because of the augmentations? Other guests drew away, but they didn’t seem afraid. They don’t really believe Evander is dangerous, that he’d hurt them. But Othello was afraid.” 
 
    On screen, Evander crossed the pasture to the river. 
 
    “Two hours.” That was how long he’d lasted in his family’s home. “He saw his father’s fear.” 
 
    A robot rolled into my office carrying a chocolate bar. The House thought I needed comforting. 
 
    I thought Evander’s family needed a kick up the butt. None had genuinely welcomed him. Everyone had avoided even accidental contact with him. 
 
    “Make yourself visible,” I said to the House. 
 
    I watched with satisfaction as the screen split into nine different shots to show the elves’ shock and fear at its appearance. 
 
    The Zami manor house was large. It was a castle. 
 
    The House was bigger—and it stood on dragon legs. 
 
    “Madra, let’s go meet Evander.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Madra headbutted Evander’s hip. 
 
    Evander rapped his knuckles against the top of the scytha’s head. 
 
    Tough guy greetings exchanged, Evander addressed me. “You watched?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    He sighed. “It went better than I thought it would. I’ll go back for dinner. I want them accustomed to seeing me around.” 
 
    I knew the broad outline of his plan. He had to endure his family until the third night. “If you need me to meet with Hector—” 
 
    “I don’t trust him.” 
 
    Nor did I. But Hector didn’t scare me and I was curious. “I’d like to experience a harvest festival. If your family invites me, I’ll attend.” 
 
    “Hmmph.” 
 
    I smiled. “You do your thing. I’ll do mine. I won’t get in the way of your plans.” 
 
    There was silence as he realized he couldn’t dissuade me. “If you go, you should take Madra.” 
 
    “Mmmrrraaoowh.” Madra was keen. 
 
    I pulled his ears. “I think the House has scared everyone sufficiently. Adding Madra would be gratuitous.” 
 
    “Satisfying, though.” He sauntered off. 
 
    I gave Madra a pat on the shoulder to encourage him to follow Evander down the bedroom corridor. 
 
    Stretching, I yawned and considered my afternoon. In taking a break, I’d achieved my primary purpose: to remind Evander that he wasn’t alone. Here in the House, we valued him. Now, I grabbed a quick lunch before returning to my office. 
 
    I couldn’t spend all my time spying on Evander’s family. That would be creepy. I left the screen up, displaying happenings on the Zami estate, but asked the House to mute the feed. I grabbed a number of scrolls and brought up the key reports from the information package sent by the imperial secretary. On a fifth scroll, I opened Carlene’s essay on the Ignis Grimoire. 
 
    Shuffling the scrolls, I picked out the one which proposed various strategies for handling the situation if magic was proven to be vanishing from the paths of Reality. 
 
    The more I learned about Reality, the more I realized that people, whatever their form or background, shared the same compelling emotions: fear, joy, greed, and so forth. It meant that I recognized what was happening better than Cirrus and his cronies might have anticipated. 
 
    For instance, a ploy of the powerful, of those benefiting from the current system, was to mislabel or even demonize dissenting voices. Followers of a system of belief that challenged the status quo didn’t necessarily equate to a cult. In fact, most times they wouldn’t be a cult. They could be a political group, a faith group, homesteaders, the list was endless. But the cult label appealed to those who protected the status quo—the lobbyists, media, and business interests. Cults fascinated and distracted the general public. 
 
    According to the imperial secretary’s information, the cult they might blame for the vanishing magic was one centered on a dinosaurian mage who’d been dead for seven hundred years. 
 
    Peseshet Kus had been a ductu, a feathered dinosaurian, like Carlene. However, unlike Carlene’s subtle yellowish-green plumage, Peseshet Kus had possessed a brilliant scarlet and cerulean-blue plumage. She’d also been a vampire, or near enough. The woman had eaten hearts.  
 
    Ew. The public relations experts who’d chosen this cult as a potential scapegoat were smart. A mage who’d specialized in blood magic would be a horrifying distraction. 
 
    I imagined if a cult had formed around Dracula. The media would go mad for the idea. 
 
    Cynicism crept in. Did the cult genuinely exist or was it a product of the imperial PR team? 
 
    The thing about rabbit holes in research is that you never know how deep you’ll fall. I lost three hours to bemused research into the Cult of Kus and their incredible claim that they could resurrect her. They hoped to open a portal from our Reality to the Realm of Regret. 
 
    I’d been raised to believe in the existence of a heaven and a hell. Out here in Reality, philosophers used less theologically-weighted terms to argue the existence of three realms: the Reality we existed in, named the Realm of Struggle, along with the Realms of Acceptance and of Regret. 
 
    I’d first read about the three realms in The Qaysarian Heart, a conspiracy book centered on the farfetched claim that Emperor Cirrus was the end product of a long term plan by his family to control Reality. I’d sensibly “filed” the book with its absurd collection of paranoid fantasies in the trashcan. However, I had also sought out more reputable sources to read up on the idea of three realms corresponding to the human idea of our plane of existence having a heaven above and a hell below. 
 
    It turned out that everyone in Reality had versions of the same story. 
 
    In the Water world, cthulhu like Cirrus believed that people were reincarnated in our Reality until their soul achieved what I’d call transcendence, but which the aquatic cthulhu called dissolution. The other kind of dissolution was if they did something so bad their soul vaporized. 
 
    The varied ideas about souls that existed across Reality intrigued me. I had questions for Sylvesteri, who was our resident soul expert given that he was a second star Zen master whose goal was to train his soul. 
 
    But for now, I was stuck on the sheer audacity of the PR ploy to explain away the possible loss of magic from the paths of Reality. 
 
    The Union of Worlds would claim that the Cult of Kus dreamed of opening a portal to hell to pull their goddess-mage through it into our Reality. 
 
    It was an incredible story. A “vampire” back from the dead. 
 
    If the idea of a vampiric cult failed, then the imperial staff had a terrorist group lined up to take the blame for “stealing” magic. 
 
    The Free Magic Movement proclaimed that the use of magic shouldn’t be subject to the rules of mundane, civilian society. Its members sought the right, by virtue of their magic, to live outside the strictures of society, to “breathe the air of freedom”. According to the imperial bundle, that was code for them wanting to rule megalomaniacally over the mundane, which was most of the population. 
 
    I pushed back from the desk. “Cirrus,” I muttered. “Your PR team is insanely good.” In the public imagination either story would bury scholarly concerns about magic vanishing. 
 
    If the Qaysarian PR team tackled elven attitudes toward cyborgs, how quickly could they change Evander’s situation? Uprooting entrenched prejudice would challenge even the most talented and well-resourced publicist. 
 
    I hunted down the House’s resident whisper expert. “Gale, what have you heard?” 
 
    She stopped pedaling behind her desk. She was seated on one of those exercise-while-you-work torture devices. “A lot of excited chatter. The House made an impression. People are speculating if you have an alliance with the Zamis.”  
 
    “Hell hasn’t frozen over.” 
 
    “I hear you.” Gale gulped some water. “The prejudice against cyborgs is strong. There was chatter about attacking Evander. The appearance of the House killed that off.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    When I’d asked Gale to recommend a program to analyze media coverage regarding Evander’s return to Paratge, she’d handed it over to me. She’d also mentioned that she intended to eavesdrop on private and military communications regarding Evander. 
 
    He had asked for her advice on how to proceed on Paratge. He’d gotten her personal engagement. 
 
    “It’s a lost cause,” she said to me. “But he won’t give it up.” 
 
    I wasn’t alone in worrying about how he could be hurt. 
 
    Evander might believe either that he was invincible or that what he suffered didn’t matter, but we believed otherwise. 
 
    Gale resumed pedaling. “Interesting surprise in the Paratgen Justice database. Hector has arranged visas for you, me and Carlene.” 
 
    The visa for Gale, I understood. That she was traveling with the House was public knowledge on Alexandria and, given how whispers gossiped, across Reality. However, that Hector had arranged a visa for Carlene, one which granted her a three day amnesty on Paratge, was troubling. Carlene traveling with the House was not public knowledge. 
 
    Gale and I traded concerned frowns. 
 
    “No visas for Sylvesteri or Lennu,” she added. 
 
    “Are visas required for every planet we visit?” It was an idle question. I had no intention of applying for visas. 
 
    She snorted. “You’re a sorcerer. No.” 
 
    The visas were delivered an hour later. A man in a purple security uniform hammered a sign in front of the patch of ground where the House had previously anchored its stairs. The stairs were retracted at the moment. The sign read, “Sorcerer Kira Aist, and company, please join us.” The visas were left in a neat leather case at the base of the sign. The man bowed to the House, swiveled with military smartness, and marched back to the manor house. 
 
    I saw all of this on replay, along with Evander. 
 
    Recalling what Hector had said about their father not allowing robots as servants, I had the House send one out to collect the leather case. The visas proved to be disappointingly boring sheets of paper. 
 
    Gale snatched hers. “Off to dress, darlings.” 
 
    We were in my office. I’d already informed Carlene of the opportunity to join in the elven harvest festival. She’d been politely unreceptive. I passed her visa back to the robot and asked the House to deliver it to Carlene in her lab. 
 
    If she changed her mind, she had two more days. It also demonstrated, in case she was having doubts, that she wasn’t a prisoner in the House. 
 
    Evander remained in my office, butt perched on the windowsill and eyes lowered to study the floor. Whatever thoughts passed through his mind, none showed on his face. He wore his usual t-shirt and combat trousers, but he radiated danger. He hadn’t been able to shed his edge. Even in this downtime, he remained on an active mission. 
 
    He glanced up and caught me staring. “Gale will be safe. The welfare of guests at the harvest festival is a solemn responsibility. They’ll look after her. She’s a whisper, not a criminal.” With the latter statement, he could have been referring to Carlene’s status or his own. 
 
    Although his sole crime was to have survived his unwanted augmentation. 
 
    “The House will watch over both of you,” I promised. 
 
    I certainly watched when he departed three hours later, half an hour after Gale’s exuberant departure. 
 
    She hadn’t dressed in elven costume. Instead, she’d indulged her own unique style with a tangerine and turquoise outfit with a balloon skirt and sturdy pink boots. Security personnel had met her, bringing a hoverboard to save her from having to tramp across the pasture. Hector and his mother had received her at the castle doors. 
 
    Evander’s reception had been a widening circle of shoulders, rippling outward as he ambled through the buffet tents and musical performances. Following him on screen showed me the over-the-top celebration the Zami estate hosted for the harvest festival. 
 
    Striding through it in his knee-length embroidered silver robe over a tight cherry-red tunic and black trousers, Evander looked like its ruler. 
 
    It was no wonder that, despite their prejudice against augmentations, the elves couldn’t resist third and fourth glances at him. None of his augmentations were obvious. He appeared as the epitome of an elven lord from their epic romance movies. 
 
    The security personnel who trailed him could have been his retinue. 
 
    I smiled wryly at the thought and attempted to concentrate on Carlene’s report on the Ignis Grimoire. It failed to hold my attention, but I lingered in my office till Gale and Evander returned. 
 
    Neither sought me out to debrief. 
 
    I rubbed my tight neck muscles and retired to my room to soak away the day in a hot lavender-scented bath. On the way there, I was distracted by my closet and the challenge of choosing an outfit suitable for a sorcerer visiting a harvest festival. 
 
    Evander’s family couldn’t be allowed to re-enforce his exile early. Preventing that might mean me baiting the hook with my own appearance. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “I would like to visit the harvest festival,” Carlene said at breakfast.  
 
    That explained her early rising. Usually, Evander and I were hours into our day before she began hers. Today, she’d arrived in the kitchen in time to catch Evander eating his bowl of cereal and me hovering over the coffee machine. 
 
    “An hour or two this afternoon. In the daylight. Before people are intoxicated and shadows hide things.” Clearly, Carlene had reservations about her visit. 
 
    “You don’t have to go,” I said. “Mmm.” The coffee was so good. 
 
    “I may never have another chance to attend an elven festival, or indeed, to set foot on a non-Earth planet.” She squished against the counter as Evander walked past to rinse his cereal bowl. 
 
    “You’ll be better off without my escort,” he said. “You’ll be safe. My family takes guest rite seriously. They’ll ensure the amnesty on your visa is respected.” In other words, the Zami family, or rather its security force, wouldn’t allow the police to arrest their guest on her outstanding warrant from Sonorannel. 
 
    Carlene puffed up her feathers. “I am not scared. I will have my magic, outside the House. This is a courtesy I offer you.” 
 
    I filled in for his non-response. “I won’t be attending the festival, today. Gale might.” 
 
    Gale was another person who preferred to sleep in. I’d catch up with her, late morning. I wanted her to approve the note I’d written to the Zami family before I delivered it. 
 
    Carlene strutted off to her lab. Through the window I saw her and Madra snub each other as their paths crossed in the garden. Madra was licking his lips after a breakfast of live munchkin. 
 
    “The kids will be freaked to see a dinosaurian.” Evander whistled Madra to him as he headed for the gym tower. 
 
    Children. Yesterday, Evander’s family and their guests had been assiduous in keeping children away from him. 
 
    I could imagine the House exploding in a firebomb of glitter before I could envisage any situation where Evander would hurt a child. 
 
    Wretched, evil prejudice hurt him. 
 
    I got Gale’s tick of approval for my note and had it delivered by robot to Hector, the robot happily invading the manor house in search of him. I’d helpfully labelled the robot, “Sorcerer’s Minion”, so the security personnel reluctantly permitted it to pass. It received a closer guard than even Evander. 
 
    On screen, I watched Hector read my note. 
 
    “Thank you for your invitation. I will join you for dinner, tomorrow night.” 
 
    I would join them on the concluding night of the festival, mere hours before Evander’s visa expired. If they desired a meeting with me, they couldn’t kick him out early. Or they could, but they’d make the situation extremely awkward. 
 
    Hector scribbled a note. “I look forward to it, and will present myself at seven to escort you to the feast.” 
 
    I spent a quiet morning in my office with a break for yoga in the garden. “Showoff,” I muttered at Madra as he stretched fluidly. 
 
    The scytha was growing into his massive frame, bulking up with muscle, but he was also far more agile than he’d been. The change was part of his maturation, but also a result of Evander’s training.  
 
    Later, he napped while I lunched. The screen showed Evander wandering through the celebrations on his family’s estate, but also visiting places that must have been favorite spots for him as a child. He rubbed equine noses in the stables, threw bread to fish in a circular pond, and stood for long minutes, at a distance, staring up at a forlorn, rickety treehouse. 
 
    When he came into contact with people, the House raised the volume from a low murmur to eavesdropping range. 
 
    Hector joined Evander in staring at the treehouse. The younger brother was slighter and shorter than Evander. Both wore the vest and flowing trousers that were de rigueur for single male harvest festival guests during the day. Hector was lean and muscular, just not as impressive as Evander. 
 
    Arguably, a diplomat was never off-duty during a celebration like the harvest festival, but the slight slump in his posture and the furrow between his eyebrows suggested that maybe Hector was having a genuine moment.  
 
    The brothers were being observed, and not only by me. Security personnel loitered at a short distance, and curious guests stared while strolling past. 
 
    Hector lowered his voice. “We were never really children. We were assets Father and Mother cultivated.” He stared at the treehouse with its coiled rope ladder. Evidently, guests’ children weren’t to play in it. With plentiful staff on the estate, someone could have repaired the treehouse and made it safe. “Say your good-byes and don’t come back.” He turned away. 
 
    “Hector.” 
 
    The diplomat’s shoulders rose and squared. His expression smoothed into noncommittal politeness. He glanced at Evander over his shoulder. 
 
    “I miss you,” Evander said. 
 
    Hector flinched. It was a shot to the heart, from the heart. Hector coughed and cleared his throat. He gave Evander a condescending glare. “You should look after your sorcerer. Emperors and exarches have destroyed fledgling sorcerers before.” 
 
    Evander watched him walk away; watched how two security personnel closed in to flank Hector. He gave absolutely nothing away regarding his reaction to Hector’s final statement. 
 
    Was it a manipulation or a genuine warning, matching Evander’s truth with his own? 
 
    Tomorrow night, I’d speak with Hector myself. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    The elven children—and many of the adults—stared in fascination at Carlene as she wandered through the harvest festival. The sunlight in Paratge brought out the blue tones in her green plumage which was glossy and smooth. Her red eyes sparkled with interest. She acted demurely. She allowed the Zami security personnel to guide her through a tour of the festival’s key features while keeping her out of the manor house. 
 
    She smiled and declined any food samples, but admired craft stalls and children’s impromptu dancing. 
 
    They approached the circular stage. 
 
    The security personnel stiffened. 
 
    Evander hadn’t accompanied Carlene. He’d given her a chance to mingle with the festival guests without his pariah status. However, he was also approaching the stage—currently the sole active performance venue—and doing so on a course to end up near her. 
 
    I couldn’t guess at what security protocol the Zami guards operated under, but they obviously had orders to keep the problem guests separated. 
 
    Carlene’s three guards closed in, attempting to subtly urge her away. 
 
    She dug in her claws. Literally. She stepped off the path and her unshod feet sunk into the grass. “Your singers are wonderful.” 
 
    The circular stage reminded me of a carousel, but instead of colorfully painted horses rising and falling in an automated canter, singers stood on it holding hands and facing out. They sang a cappella, their voices ringing out clear or muffled depending on which direction they faced and where a particular audience member stood. The singers’ purple robes draped elegantly from their shoulders to pool at their feet. With that sort of trip hazard, it was no wonder they didn’t move. 
 
    Movement was delivered by the puppets who capered around the base of the circular stage and erratically climbed empty space to dance in midair. One fired something forward. 
 
    Carlene sang a loud shrieking note as she lunged in front of Evander. 
 
    Before he could grab her shoulders and put her behind him, blood exploded from her. 
 
    I was running in the next instant. Neither the House nor I had anticipated an attack on Carlene—or that she’d put herself in danger to save one of us. 
 
    Madra raced ahead of me. 
 
    We crashed out of the kitchen tower door as Evander ran up the last of the steps. He carried Carlene in his arms. 
 
    The dinosaurian mage’s feathers were drenched in blood. 
 
    “She’s alive,” Evander said. 
 
    We’d done this dance once before when Madra was injured. I edged aside for Evander to lie her down on the floor of the tower foyer. 
 
    In my wide-ranging research—my attempt to understand Reality—I’d studied the various peoples’ biology. I knew what a healthy dinosaurian’s body should look like and how it should function. But I couldn’t slam Carlene from near death to full health via magic. As I’d done when healing Madra, I had to heal her through the natural stages of trauma response and recovery, but accelerating everything with carefully guided magic. 
 
    Dimly, I was aware of Madra yowling a furious war cry outside. I trusted Evander and the House to prevent him attacking anyone. I certainly trusted that no one would hurt him or any of us. Our softly-softly approach had ended with the assault on Evander and Carlene’s near-fatal injury. Without my magic, she would die. Bones and organs had shattered. 
 
    I spent two hours hunched over her on the foyer floor, piecing her back together. Given that I had magic, two hours was an eternity. It was a measure of how close she came to dying. 
 
    As she healed, I kept her sedated. Adding the memory of her blood coating her, me and the floor wouldn’t help her recovery from trauma.  
 
    When she was breathing normally, with her skin sealed and unscarred, I used my magic to clean away the blood. “House,” I croaked. “A bed.” 
 
    A robot rolled one in, instantly. 
 
    “Let me.” Evander crouched, gathered up her limp body, and laid Carlene on the bed. 
 
    I whimpered as I tried to rise, and pins and needles attacked my feet and calves. I’d knelt unmoving for too long. I sat on my butt and massaged my calves. 
 
    Evander’s large hands nudged mine aside. “How long will Carlene sleep?” 
 
    “Till morning.” I’d restored her body and I could keep her asleep, in a natural sleep, that would steady her mind and emotions. The pain of restored blood flow faded. “Thanks.” 
 
    He continued massaging. “House, take Carlene to her room.” 
 
    The robot pushed the bed out of the foyer, into the corridor to her room. 
 
    “Gale is watching Madra.” Evander helped me up. More accurately, he picked me up and put me on my feet, holding me till we’d both confirmed I could stand alone. “Madra thinks he’s guarding her. What do you need?” 
 
    I shook my head. “How are you?” 
 
    “Fine.” He looked to where Lennu waited. 
 
    The alchemist slithered forward. “Evander provided me with a sample of Carlene’s blood and scrapings from his own clothes. That, plus analysis of the recording of the incident, means I am fairly confident of the form of attack.” 
 
    “Do you know who?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” Lennu cleared his throat, avoiding Evander’s gaze. Carlene had been hurt on Evander’s family’s ancestral land in an attack aimed at him. It was likely that someone Evander knew had been involved. “The attack was triggered automatically, perhaps by a spell designed to activate in Evander’s presence. By that, I mean that the first attack was magical, the second alchemical and the third physical, a crude explosive. Each form of attack triggered the next, and happened so close together that they were experienced as a single strike.” 
 
    Evander added, emotionlessly, “Carlene perceived the magic igniting. She shielded me from it. It was the alchemical attack that shredded her shield. Brutal, plain explosive nearly killed her.” 
 
    “She’ll live,” I said flatly, the simple statement stripped of intonation by my exhaustion. “I’ll be in my office if I’m needed.” 
 
    Once there, shame crawled over my skin. I’d cleaned off Carlene’s blood, but couldn’t shed my sense of guilt. It was why I craved solitude. 
 
    I’d been so superior, criticizing Evander’s family and the other elves for their prejudice against cyborgs, that I hadn’t considered that the doubts I’d entertained about Carlene, doubts based on the fact that she was a scholar, were borrowed prejudice. Baba Yaga distrusted scholars, so I should. Sylvesteri claimed dinosaurians despised cyborgs, so I’d interpreted Carlene’s awkwardness with Evander as revulsion and fear. At least I hadn’t turned her out of the House. But I hadn’t treated her as a friend as I had with the other residents. 
 
    And then she’d gone and risked her own life to save Evander. She’d been critically injured, and yes, he’d immediately brought her back to the House and I’d healed her and she was fine, but that didn’t lessen the offence I’d committed against her. 
 
    If I’d told her that he was wrapped in a magical bubble of protection, that physically or magically he couldn’t be hurt, she wouldn’t have tried to save him from the attack. 
 
    I hadn’t anticipated that she would have the same moral standards as Evander or me and try to save an innocent. 
 
    I had to make it up to her. 
 
    I found the notes I’d jotted down from her essay on the Ignis Grimoire and the elven mage Tenho Zilarra. I grabbed a scroll and went back to where she’d copied the instructions left in his last will and testament. 
 
    To hold the tome of freedom, 
 
    first free your mind. 
 
    From Reality’s hold, 
 
    find your path through the maze. 
 
    I didn’t care what the words said. What mattered to me, as I tried to shape the intent into which I’d push my magic, was that these were Tenho Zilarra’s words. They were how he’d hidden what I sought for Carlene.  
 
    The Ignis Grimoire mattered to her. I would find it. 
 
    “Where is it?” I asked my magic. “Show me on a map on the screen.” I stood in front of the screen that had formerly shown happenings on the Zami estate. 
 
    An image of Reality appeared. 
 
    I pushed more magic at my intent. “Find the Ignis Grimoire. Show me where it is in Reality.” 
 
    It felt as if I leaned into a hurricane-force wind. 
 
    Carlene had warned that the grimoire held spells designed to act against sorcerers and that Tenho Zilarra had protected his life’s work. 
 
    The elven mage’s work wasn’t as effective as he’d claimed and Carlene believed. 
 
    I pulled on my magic and the resistance broke. The screen flared with light and zoomed in on a location. I rubbed at my chest as I studied the screen. It showed fae space. We were in the Fae world. As I stared, the image zoomed in. 
 
    A planet appeared in the center of the screen. Peri. 
 
    I would check later if it was elven or goblin or if they managed to share it as the dinosaurians and neanderthals shared Alexandria—although dinosaurians and neanderthals didn’t hate each other the way elves and goblins did. Earth people didn’t have a history of war. Or rather, we did, but there was no one we’d rather fight than our own people. Thus, dinosaurians fought dinosaurians, neanderthals neanderthals, and humans, as I well knew, eagerly fought humans. 
 
    The planet vanished as the image zoomed in on a continent, then a country, a region, then a city, and finally, my magic highlighted a property. 
 
    The Anthropological Library of Peri Space. 
 
    “And inside the building?” I pushed my luck with my magic.  
 
    The image on the screen changed. It led me through the front doors and downstairs. It was daytime in the library, but I only saw one librarian behind a desk and two elves at widely separated tables. The image burrowed further and further into the stacks until it lit up a book. 
 
    The book’s title was not Ignis Grimoire. 
 
    Nor was the author Tenho Zilarra. 
 
    I assumed that the book’s appearance was a glamour. Midden Research on Failed Settlements of the Pre-Stellar Era by Dr. Dullar Poo. 
 
    Tenho Zilarra had possessed a sense of humor, of a kind. 
 
    I tried to translocate the grimoire to me, and fell over. I barely managed to get my hands down first to brace myself against a face plant. 
 
    I rolled over onto my back and panted. I felt very, very strange. I had a pulse beating in my feet and my head wanted to fly away. I concentrated on breathing, while asking my magic to heal and protect me. 
 
    The weird sensations eased. 
 
    Apparently, some of the old mage’s anti-sorcerer protections worked. 
 
    Evander ran in, moving with silent, terrible urgency. 
 
    “I’m fine.” I sat up, hastily. “I’m okay. The House panicked.” I could guess it had fetched him even if I didn’t see a robot guide. 
 
    Evander ignored my babble and compelled me to lie back down while he employed combat medical training to check my condition. 
 
    He sat back on his heels. “You seem okay.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    He helped me up, scrutinizing my every movement. 
 
    “I really am fine.” I patted his chest. His arm remained around my waist. “I wanted to find the grimoire Carlene wants, the one that she thinks can stop magic vanishing from the paths of Reality.” 
 
    “You found it,” he said, grimly. 
 
    I winced at his disapproval. I couldn’t fault him for worrying when the House had undoubtedly freaked him out, and then, he’d found me lying on the floor. His heart was racing in his chest even if he appeared calm. I patted him again before I moved away. “I found the grimoire without any problem.” Some resistance, but no actual trouble. I fudged the distinction a little. “But when I tried to translocate it, it resisted. We’ll have to fetch it in person.” I smiled at him. 
 
    He frowned back. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “House, um, sorry for worrying you.” And you, I added mentally, looking at Evander. “Can we go to Peri when we leave Paratge?” 
 
    Evander’s gorgeous, icy blue eyes narrowed. He recognized the Fae world. 
 
    “It’ll be a short visit,” I promised. 
 
    “You don’t owe Carlene anything.” 
 
    I thought otherwise. 
 
    He tugged at my hair. “The other day you said you needed a haircut.” 
 
    “Where did that come from, the change of subject?” 
 
    “The House should go somewhere neutral, like Pacaya,” the shifter shadow market where I’d hired Lennu, “and you take the time to do normal things.” He’d released my hair and now massaged the tension knotted at the base of my neck. 
 
    I rested my head against his shoulder. “I don’t think we do normal.” 
 
    “I think we could, if we tried.” 
 
    I half-laughed; a puff of rueful resignation. 
 
    “I’m going to examine the site, in person.” 
 
    His calm statement evoked immediate opposition in me. I clamped my mouth shut so as not to launch into a litany of “no, no, no and heck no”. 
 
    We knew his presence on Paratge was highly risky. My magic had kept him safe and breathing in the void of space. It could keep him safe here among his family—safe except emotionally. How would he face his family and former friends? What if they expressed disappointment that the attack hadn’t killed him? 
 
    He hugged me. “Trust me to do this.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Evander returned to the festival late afternoon. He wore his ordinary clothes: white t-shirt and black combat trousers and boots. 
 
    His father came out in the equivalent of a golf cart to intercept Evander’s approach from the House to the site of the attack. 
 
    “This isn’t wise,” his father hissed at him. 
 
    “I was invited for the harvest festival, and I will attend it. All three days.” 
 
    Othello Zami hid his hands in the long sleeves of his robe, but not before I’d glimpsed—and certainly Evander had—the way Othello’s fingers curved into claws. The old elf was in the grip of a strong emotion, but I couldn’t tell if it was rage, fear, regret or something else. “I can’t guarantee you won’t be attacked again.” 
 
    “You already failed Carlene.” 
 
    “She jumped in front of you.” 
 
    Evander looked away from his father, toward the stage. 
 
    Carlene’s blood had been cleaned away, but the stage was empty. Maybe that was a sign of respect. Maybe it was due to superstition or fear. 
 
    Evander raised his voice to address his father, the security personnel, and the guests avidly observing the real life drama. “I am not welcome on Paratge. This is my last harvest festival on ancestral land, and I will not cut it short because you failed to protect a guest. But to be clear, all of Paratge could attack me and at the end, I’d still be standing.” 
 
    It was a declaration of his faith in me. 
 
    His father took it as a statement of his augmentation. “Unnatural abomination.” 
 
    Evander saluted. 
 
    Othello ignored his golf cart and stalked back to the manor house. 
 
    Half of the security personnel followed him. Half stayed around Evander. The latter shifted uncomfortably as he stared at them. 
 
    A thickset man, somewhere between Evander and Othello in age, approached Evander. 
 
    “Philostrate,” Evander acknowledged him. 
 
    “Captain Zami.” The man extracted an amage from a pocket. “May I send you the report of our investigation into the attack on you?” 
 
    Evander gave him his amage address.  
 
    The man entered it, fidgeted a moment, then pocketed the amage. He lingered. “The attack was triggered remotely. It was a tripartite attack. First, magic, then alchemy, and finally, physical. The dinosaurian withstood the magical bomb, staggered under the alchemical blast, and was helpless in front of the physical detonation. None of them touched you. Does she live?” 
 
    “That is a question Othello didn’t ask.” 
 
    Philostrate scrubbed a hand over his face. “Neither your sorcerer nor you took a death price. I’m assuming if the dinosaurian had died, you would have avenged her. But I would like confirmation she lives. I…am sorry she suffered because our people failed to keep a guest safe.” 
 
    “She lives.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Philostrate hesitated. “Live well, Evander.” He retreated back to the manor house. 
 
    Evander returned to the House half an hour later, changed into a robe over dark green trousers, and went, uneventfully, to dinner. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The final day of the harvest festival started far too early, after a nightmare woke me. 
 
    The nightmare continued when I encountered Evander’s stubbornness in the kitchen before my first coffee of the morning. The man had a new plan, one which I doubted. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Evander’s family and everything on Paratge were his business, not mine, but I couldn’t help the question. 
 
    “Madra will enjoy it.” 
 
    I grimaced.  
 
    Madra would enjoy roaming the Zami estate with Evander. His presence would also terrify its inhabitants and guests. I’d replayed the recording of yesterday’s events, and Madra had been vengeance incarnate as he’d yowled his fury from the steps of the House, while I’d focused on saving Carlene. 
 
    “I’ll escort you to dinner,” Evander said. The question of Madra was closed. 
 
    He knew that Hector had offered to escort me.  
 
    “Seven o’clock.” I drowned my doubts in coffee, while Evander and Madra ventured out to stretch their legs, and not so coincidentally, to put the Zami security force through a terrifying workout. 
 
    I crunched my way through a bowl of granola, and went to check on Carlene, who I found awake and staring at the ceiling. 
 
    “I’m contemplating the fact that I’m alive.” 
 
    “I bet.” Rather than hover, I sat on the edge of an armchair. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Shocked. Relieved. Strange. You must have healed me. Thank you.” 
 
    I didn’t want, or feel that I deserved, her gratitude. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you Evander was protected.” 
 
    She pushed back the yellow silk quilt covering her and swung her feet to the floor. Her feathers were flattened in some places and rumpled in others. “I’m not sure it would have made any difference. Instinct honed by training drove my reaction. Much to my surprise.” 
 
    She stretched cautiously, then with more vigor; indicating an absence of pain. “Back on Sonorannel, Mage-captain Smith inferred that I didn’t appreciate how privileged I am. That’s not true. I was raised to understand that with the talent for magic I was born with came a responsibility to protect mundane people from magical attack. I felt the magic launch at Evander…I stepped in front of it automatically. And my shield would have held. It was the alchemical attack that followed which got me.” She tilted her head and added, ironically. “Evander has a high class of enemy.” 
 
    “The alchemical explosion rattled you. The physical bomb,” shredded, “hurt you.”  
 
    “Ah.” She peered down at her chest and stomach. She’d been ripped open. Gutted. “I need a steam bath.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it. I just wanted to check on you, and to ensure you know you’re not alone. If there’s anything you need, if you want to leave the House or visit someone who can help you, I’ll arrange it. Thank you for trying to save Evander.” 
 
    She laughed quietly, at herself. “Even if it was unnecessary. I will recover, Kira. Dinosaurians are resilient. We process trauma differently to other people. It is done and gone. Our physiology doesn’t relive it.” 
 
    “I’d read that, but still.” I wiped my hands down my thighs. She might be willing to pretend, or even to feel, that her trauma was past. However, I remembered her and Evander covered in her blood, and how it had coated my hands. “I found the grimoire you wanted.” 
 
    She froze before whispering. “You found the Ignis Grimoire?” 
 
    “Yes. On Peri, a fae planet.” 
 
    “Tenho Zilarra’s grimoire is on Peri?” Hope and yearning mingled with incredulity. “You found it so simply?” 
 
    Dinosaurians were tough. She was one hundred percent distracted from yesterday’s trauma. “Go. Bathe. Enjoy steaming your feathers. I’ll tell you about finding the grimoire over breakfast.” 
 
    “I’ll hurry.” She scurried for her bathroom. 
 
    “There’s no rush.” I heard the click of her steam room door. “I think I need another coffee to keep up with her.” I couldn’t shrug off yesterday’s events as easily. But I tried. 
 
    After talking with Carlene and Gale over their leisurely breakfasts, I burned off energy and anxiety with thirty minutes of high intensity exercise, showered away the sweat, and settled in my office. The desk chair had never felt so comfortable. 
 
    Via the screen, the House kept me up to date on happenings on the Zami estate, while I went back through the bundle of information from the imperial secretary and searched for evidence—or its absence—that the Spell of Amber that Carlene believed could seal the paths of Reality against the siphoning of magic might be necessary. 
 
    The pattern of magic in certain regions of Reality was fluctuating; fluctuating but with a marked downward trend. 
 
    The problem was that depending on your vantage point, the layout of Reality changed. A planet that seemed close in one view, appeared much further away in another. That was an aspect of maps that people forgot. 
 
    Maps weren’t reality (reality with a small “r”—a.k.a. the real world). Maps were a tool to interpret, understand and present reality. What they also included was their creators’ biases. The complex factors contributing to the distortion increased when a map had to describe Reality. Maps of routes through space were comprehensible to my mind, which was accustomed to a three-dimensional perspective. Maps that added the paths of Reality, connecting impossibly distant points, spun everything out of order. 
 
    That said, a lot of the variations in magic, and especially the variation in readings of magic levels against what modelling expected, seemed to happen in proximity to the Human world. 
 
    I chewed on a pen, wrote scattered notes, and considered whether Saka Lokri’s investigation would benefit from this data. I’d already shared it with Carlene, who was technically a fugitive from justice. Why not share it with an unregistered mage? 
 
    In between worrying about Reality, I spied on Evander and Madra as they toured the older sites on the Zami estate. They spent the day away from most of the guests at the harvest festival. Evander had Madra wait outside the chapel in a move that had the puffing, panting security detail waiting with their hands on their pistols. 
 
    Not that a pistol would stop Madra. I’d ensured that Evander and Madra were wrapped in magic that would protect them from everything. Evander’s claim to his father was accurate. Everyone on Paratge could attack them, and they’d still stand. The planet could explode, and they’d survive. 
 
    From my perspective, the interesting point was that Evander trusted Madra alone in hostile territory. He expected the scytha’s training to hold and that Madra wouldn’t attack unprovoked. 
 
    His trust was justified; although Evander also didn’t linger in the chapel. 
 
    I asked the House to note some of the symbols in there and add them, appropriately, to our chapel. I’d already added a small shrine in a corner. The shrine wasn’t purely about prayer. The colorful icons and the flowers I placed there were a means of connecting with the memory of my family. 
 
    At ten to seven that evening, with the Paratgen sky darkening to purple and the flames of torches leaping to life, the House swiveled so that the foyer tower faced the festival. I also asked it to close the distance between itself and the manor house. 
 
    Tonight, I wore high heels to match the fire-inspired gown I’d chosen for my role as the sorcerer whose guest had been attacked. My shoes weren’t spike-heeled, but they still weren’t appropriate for trekking across a paddock. The House’s stairs would deposit me on a paved road. 
 
    Would deposit us. 
 
    Evander waited for me in the foyer. He was a stark figure, uncompromising, with his tight shirt and trousers the same navy-blue as his braids, and a silver robe worn over them. 
 
    If I was fire and fury, he was death. 
 
    “You are beautiful,” he said. “You’ll hold all their attention.” 
 
    “That was the plan.” 
 
    For tonight, I was the distraction. I also intended to get some answers; like why Hector wanted me here. 
 
    At one minute to seven, the House swung open the double doors to the foyer. The Zami manor house and the array of tents and buildings repurposed for the festival stretched out before us. 
 
    When the House had moved a few minutes earlier, Hector must have hurried from where he’d expected to meet me at the river. Now, he stood waiting. 
 
    I rested my hand lightly on Evander’s arm as the House transformed the stairs to an escalator, and carried us down to the festival. 
 
    Hector bowed. 
 
    I released Evander’s arm and he walked off in the direction of a delicious smelling barbeque. 
 
    We’d left Madra in the House or he’d have enjoyed a snack. 
 
    “Well met, Sorcerer Kira Aist.” 
 
    “Well met, Arbiter Zami.” 
 
    Weren’t we polite? Except that as the senior member of the Zami family, Othello should have greeted me.  
 
    I’d also seen little of Daphne, the Zami heir and Evander’s sister. Perhaps her pregnancy was difficult, or perhaps she was avoiding the brother she’d discarded. 
 
    Evander’s mother floated around in her circle of friends. I recognized her type of high society powerplay. Not by a flicker of an eyelash would she acknowledge anything which challenged her desired view of Reality and her place in it. 
 
    “Please, call me Hector. Also, allow me to apologize for the attack that injured your guest. Father, and all of us, are grieved that she was hurt while enjoying our hospitality. How is Carlene?” 
 
    “She has recovered, but she won’t be rejoining the festivities.” 
 
    Hector expressed appropriate regret, and added that he hoped I would enjoy the festival. He extended his arm in invitation. “Will you walk with me?” 
 
    I kept my hand at my side. “Of course.” 
 
    He recovered smoothly from my rebuff, matching his pace to my inquisitive ramble. In my heels, I matched him for height. His tangerine robe over pale yellow matched my fiery dress. People cast intrigued, wary glances our way. A few were brave enough to linger and elicit an introduction to me. Hector only gave them a minute or two. He was a skilled host, briefly explaining the stalls, entertainments, and foods around us. 
 
    Music pulsed on the air. Natural fragrances perfumed the night. Islands of light drew people like moths, while pools of shadow encouraged those wanting the illusion of privacy. 
 
    Hector guided me to one such pool where we were surrounded, but apart. “Emperor Cirrus has reached out to you. He is a reductionist. He believes in isolating worlds. For the prosperous, insular cthulhu such a mindset is natural and beneficial. For humans, it would be self-destructive. You are markedly behind, and have much to gain from the Union of Worlds.” 
 
    I decided to assume that the “you” he meant was collective humanity, and not me. I had been ignorant of Reality, but I was learning fast. 
 
    Hector became personal, his gaze earnest. “You will, obviously, make your own choices. But please, before you believe anything Cirrus brings to you, contact me for an alternative perspective. I also have my biases. I am a multiplier, believing in the benefit of open worlds and trade. You have seen with Evander the damage that closed societies can do to their own. Imagine what they do to outsiders.” 
 
    Suddenly, security personnel in their purple uniforms ran for the tellaire. They had to dodge around the guests, dressed in the finest clothing, who hurried from it. 
 
    Hector smiled. “Evander is taking his chance.” 
 
    My gaze swung to him in shock. 
 
    He laughed, even as he noted my emotional investment in Evander’s actions. “A harvest festival can achieve multiple goals. Do you wish to stay longer, Sorcerer Kira Aist, or shall I return you to your House? I’m sure my brother will catch up with us.” 
 
    Given that Evander’s short speech would be over before I reached the tellaire, and that the House had instructions to record it, I swiveled to return home. Hector had guessed my purpose in attending the harvest festival. There was no compelling reason to continue the charade. 
 
    The rule of law on Paratge had archaic roots. One of its core principles explained why, in banishing cyborgs from Paratge, the elves prevented them from challenging their banishment. For a law or ruling to be challenged, the challenge had to be submitted to the parliament or supreme court, and to do that, the challenger had to present proof that their submission had been spoken in a tellaire and heard by one hundred citizens. 
 
    The principle was based on the tradition that “the truth must be spoken and heard before it can be acted on.”  
 
    Used respectfully, the principle maintained social bonds. However, if the principle was abused, it effectively silenced opposition voices. People could be locked out of tellaires, shunned and unheard. 
 
    Tellaires were ancient amphitheaters. They had been the first construction on Paratge, built while people lived in temporary structures. They were gathering places; the original sites for justice, and for recording and celebrating everything from birth to death. 
 
    On this final night of the harvest festival, people brought their meals to the Zami family’s tellaire. They would listen to the official harvest storyteller tell the tale of the year that had been. Gathered together were many times the hundred citizens whom Evander needed to hear his challenge to the involuntary augmentation of veterans, their destruction and banishment. 
 
    The security personnel couldn’t clear the tellaire in time to prevent Evander reading his challenge to a hundred citizens. Nor did they have the ability to bar him from it. 
 
    Even without my support, he’d have fought his way in. My magical protection gave him the power to stand his ground, peacefully. 
 
    Evander caught up with Hector and me five paces from the House’s stairs. 
 
    Hector ignored him and bowed to me. “I look forward to future conversations.” And, deliberately. “Kira.” 
 
    How much of Hector’s actions were for us and how much for our audience? He had ongoing ties on Paratge. His diplomatic service began here. Whatever his scheme, as part of it, he’d given Evander an opportunity to fight for the silenced veterans and their memory. People would criticize him for his brother’s return and challenge. 
 
    People needed something bigger to distract them. 
 
    I gave my magic a simple instruction. 
 
    The stones of the manor house turned transparent. Shrieks resounded inside it. Then laughter mingled with shouts of embarrassed anger. People who’d been doing things that required privacy would hate me. 
 
    Just to share the embarrassment fairly, I lit up the pools of shadow outside. 
 
    The shrieking redoubled. 
 
    I took Evander’s arm and ascended the stairs. As soon as the doors shut behind us, I asked the House to depart. “Hector guessed what you were going to do.” 
 
    “He likes to claim omniscience.” Evander sighed and rubbed a hand over his braids. “I’m tired.” 
 
    Heart-tired. Emotionally exhausted. 
 
    I hugged him, quickly. “Good night, Evander.” 
 
    He started up the stairs to his bedroom. 
 
    I dived into the corridor that led to Gale’s office. 
 
    Madra burst out of her door to greet me with rough affection, rubbing his muzzle against me to mark me as his like the giant cat he was. 
 
    “Hey, beautiful boy. Were you worried, gorgeous?” 
 
    “Nah, I knew you’d be fine.” Gale chortled. She pushed a plate of ham sandwiches and a glass of cider across her desk, nearer to the visitor’s chair. “Sit. Watch. Evander did good. So did you.” 
 
    I kicked off my shoes and ate as, in replay, Evander marched down the central stairs of the tellaire and took the stage. The official storyteller retreated to a seat in the audience. 
 
    Security personnel hovered, uncertain. Evander hadn’t attacked anyone. Could they eject him merely for being there? 
 
    In the audience, a few people fled, but most stayed in place, curious. 
 
    “I am Evander Zami. I was a ranger captain. I was grievously wounded in the last war against the elves. Without my knowledge, certainly without my permission, I was augmented. So were one hundred and twenty one other members of your military. 
 
    “When the secret program to create elven cyborgs was exposed, we were the dirty reminder of what elven military and society can stoop to. We were sent to die in combat. Four of us beat the odds and the military’s murderous orders, and survived. I stand here on Paratge to speak for all of us. 
 
    “We are not to be forgotten. Your duty is to remember us and prevent this happening again. We were banished and died to save our superiors and your politicians embarrassment. 
 
    “But what happened to the scientists who did this to us? They live among you. They still work in their professions. They are respected, comfortable. They are allowed to live with their families, to love and be loved. To be remembered. 
 
    “I challenge for justice. I ask for an inquiry. I demand that those who died,” he touched his braids, “are remembered for the honor with which they served. May their children remember them with pride. Do not let evil steal your true heart.” He thumped his chest. 
 
    The recording ended. 
 
    “Very patriotic,” Gale approved. She threw a box of tissues at me. 
 
    I caught them, and blew my nose. “Evander can submit his challenge to parliament, now.” 
 
    “It’s a start.” Her realism verged on cynicism. 
 
    “I don’t think Evander believes he can change elven culture. But I hope it’s eased the burden he feels to honor those he lost.” 
 
    She topped up her liqueur glass. The air smelled of honey. “That’s up to him.” 
 
    Before she could begin analyzing what Hector had said, I excused myself. 
 
    Madra prowled out with me. We wandered through the garden. 
 
    “Do you know what justice is?” 
 
    He looked up at the central tower. 
 
    His disinterest didn’t matter. I was talking to myself. “It’s about revealing the truth. When the truth is there, when everyone has to face it, then there is justice. That’s what we were trying to do on Paratge. Evander wanted people to face the truth.” My voice dropped to a whisper. “To care.” 
 
    Babushka used to warn me how much people hated and feared the truth. Some patients want you to lie. Their families want you to lie. But you never owe anyone a lie. 
 
    I shivered, feeling cold. Then I glanced up at the House’s night sky. The cloud dragon had breathed fog at us. “Pest.” 
 
    It darted behind the central tower. 
 
    The truth challenged people. Lies were easy. Lies and evasions. 
 
    I buried a cold hand in Madra’s fur. “You remember Bian Que, don’t you? The old man with the swamp?” 
 
    Everyone wanted something from me as a new sorcerer. Baba Yaga had warned me, and she’d had Bian Que do the same. Yet it had taken Hector’s elaborate attempt to cultivate me as an ally for the truth of what Bian Que said weeks ago to fully unfurl in my mind. 
 
    Sorcerers are Reality’s peacekeepers. 
 
    If it had been a simple statement about the power I now wielded, I could have filed it away. Instead, the phrase had recurred and driven me to learn more about the Reality that had become my shared responsibility. 
 
    To be a peacekeeper meant sacrifice.   
 
    The Union of Worlds survived and flourished because an unaffiliated, unpredictable force could smack into its operations (commercial, political, and military) at any time. That force was sorcerers. 
 
    Any string that Hector managed to attach to me, even one as light as a cobweb, would change that incalculable balance; that wariness that helped to keep the Union of Worlds and all the players in Reality from unopposed ambition. 
 
    The same held true for people other than Hector; from the Emperor to the human friends I’d left behind in New Zealand and Russia and across the globe. 
 
    I had to sacrifice those ties to be a truly independent force. 
 
    I sank down on the ground and hugged Madra. Sorcerers weren’t alone by choice, but because of their sense of duty. With great power comes great responsibility.  
 
    Evander understood. As a survivor, he’d stood alone among his people to speak the truth. His ability to speak for the fallen and forgotten meant he’d had to, whatever the emotional cost. 
 
    I finally had a sense of who I was as a sorcerer. I was alone. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Most messages on my amage went straight to trash, but I’d set up an alert for messages from a short list of people. That chime rang out as I read through Gale’s analysis of the impact of Evander’s challenge. 
 
    The day after the harvest festival, when everyone ought to have been stuporous from over-eating and otherwise over-celebrating, they were instead engaged in a planetary-wide, and beyond, debate on the fate of the augmented veterans. 
 
    The majority opinion was that Evander should never have been allowed on Paratge. They howled for the metaphorical heads of the officials who’d granted his three day visa. The Zami family were criticized for putting their political ambitions ahead of the common good. This latter criticism was about me, not Evander. However, overall, the popular mood was resentment at Evander for unearthing a decently buried scandal. 
 
    Gale’s professional opinion as a whisper was that the media had been well-seeded to foster that feeling. The speed of the response impressed her. “…achieved by military and scientific institutions aligning. They have reputations to protect.” 
 
    A minor, but vocal, movement supported Evander’s challenge and committed to carrying it through in his absence. 
 
    I wondered if he’d involve himself in their action or if he saw his role as complete. I’d have to ask Gale her opinion on whether his personal involvement would help or hinder the challenge, and the wider debate on attitudes to augmentations in elven culture.   
 
    Ting! T-trring! 
 
    The message was from Saka Lokri, requesting an urgent call, both visual and audio. 
 
    “Can we do that here?” I asked the House. I was hiding out in my office; just as Evander was dealing with his own issues in his space in the gym tower. 
 
    In response to my question, the screen on the far wall pulsed concentric green rings, signaling waiting. 
 
    “Connect me to Saka, please.” 
 
    Her image appeared. I saw her back in what appeared to be cloud patterned orange pajamas. “Saka?” 
 
    She whirled around to face her camera and screen. “Kira. Thank the gods. I was wrong. I was arrogant. There is gossip that gets past me. Can you get here?” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    On screen, Saka appeared to be trying to twist her ears off, she was so agitated. “I know this isn’t your problem, but the kids need a hero. No one else cares about them. Do you know even their government calls it a school for strays.” She growled. The goblin literally growled as she bared her teeth. “I had no idea. Sitting here in my self-righteous superiority, the all-knowing mage—” 
 
    “Saka! What is happening?” 
 
    She pinched her nose and clamped her mouth shut and with her free hand counted seconds with taps of a finger against her cheek. At twenty she released her nose and took a gasping breath. “There’s a damn big secret here on Dirus and they hid it from everyone, including the Legion. I’m ashamed I missed it, but I’m in illustrious company on that one.” 
 
    Before I attempted to lunge through the screen and shake her, she got to the point. “It’s linked to the Human world. That problem I thought I’d have to go to your world to investigate, the question of why your planet’s magic is so low, it has to be linked to the problem here. At one end of the path is your planet. At this end is Dirus. In between is a magical instability and it’s pulling hard on the magic users here, the young and undefended ones. They’re going crazy.” 
 
    “Crazy” wasn’t a medical diagnosis. It was a catch-all term that non-medical people used for variations from the norm—or, despicably, as an insult. 
 
    “Crazy in what sense?” 
 
    “First, mania. Perceiving things that aren’t there. That escalates till they attempt to fight the phantasms. They burn through their magic, and maybe something else happens. They end up either dead, dying as they react to the things only they see, or else non-responsive.” 
 
    Saka paced in a wild, worried circle. “The government of Dirus knew and they hid it. They got their children out, if they had magic, but otherwise they buried the issue. For economic reasons!” She shouted the last three words. “They prioritized off-planet investment over children.” 
 
    “Scum do that,” I said. 
 
    “They threatened and killed good people to keep the information away from the Legion. It’s a backwater, here. That’s how they managed it. Fend off the Legion and there was no one to uphold the rights of the vulnerable.” 
 
    Her chair rocked as she dropped into it. “The matron for the Young Mages’ Orphanage found me. Dead of night, creeping up to my room. So damn scared. They’ve killed the headmaster and senior tutors. We have to get the children off Dirus, now.” 
 
    We were on our way to Peri to appropriate the Ignis Grimoire for Carlene. An old book didn’t rate compared to children in danger. “I’m not sure how long it’ll take me to get to Dirus.” 
 
    “Try the Legion,” Saka ordered. “I don’t dare to. I’m guessing messages to them is what Dirus’s mages have concentrated on blocking. Communicating with a sorcerer…I’m hoping your protections are safeguarding this conversation.” 
 
    I had wanted to keep my dealings with Saka Lokri secret so that she could investigate the Human world safely. So I hoped magic was protecting our conversation. To be sure, I added, Magic, keep this between Saka and me.  
 
    “I don’t know how far out Legion spaceships will be. Months maybe. Dirus has a dull reputation.” She growled again because obviously the dull reputation had served its government well, allowing it to evade scrutiny, but it hadn’t helped its vulnerable citizens. “They keep the World Walker Caravans that do visit Dirus to the city they land in, and ‘dissenting’ voices away from them. I’m stuck in that city. What it cost the matron, in fear and physical suffering to get to me, I don’t want to imagine.” 
 
    The concept of a city of landing was self-explanatory. 
 
    For example, the registered path to the Human world opened in the Middle East, to the west of the Caspian Sea. The nearest town was Tabriz, one of the cities of the fabled Silk Roads. On the maps of Reality, it was my planet’s city of landing. However, people from Reality weren’t restricted to Tabriz or the Middle East. They could spread out around the globe. On Dirus, they couldn’t. 
 
    “Where is the orphanage?” I asked Saka. When she gave me the details, I trusted the House would remember them. “Can you make it to the orphanage? Is the matron with you?” 
 
    “She’s gone back. Alma is a witch. She has very little magic to protect the children with, but what she has, she wants to be there to use.” 
 
    I respected that level of self-sacrificing dedication. 
 
    Evidently, so did Saka. 
 
    “I will tell the Legion,” I told her. “And I’ll get back to you on when I can reach Dirus.” 
 
    Six days, eight hours and forty two minutes flashed up on the bottom of the screen. 
 
    “Six days, eight hours,” I said to Saka, interrupting her before she could respond. 
 
    “Six days.” She pulled at her ears. 
 
    It wasn’t enough. When you were desperate to help people, your best was never good enough. “Maybe the Legion will be closer. Or maybe they can put the fear of the Exarch into the government and get them to transport the children off-planet?” 
 
    “Or maybe they’ll make the children vanish? No witnesses. There are over three hundred children, Kira. Nearly one hundred of them are comatose.” 
 
    I interrupted. “The matron is keeping them alive?” 
 
    “Apparently, they eat and drink, and…diapers.” 
 
    “Not truly comatose,” I mused. 
 
    Saka folded the tip of her left ear. Fold, release. Fold, release. “No one home, though.” 
 
    “Potential for recovery,” I countered. 
 
    “Gods, I hope so.” 
 
    I said my own prayer. “Six days. Hold on.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    The group message that I’d sent via amage asked everyone to gather in an hour in one of the conference rooms in what I’d renamed the public tower, the one with the grand entrance, foyer, dining room and other arrangements for entertaining. I’d told them it was urgent, but to save their questions. 
 
    When I arrived, even Lennu had beaten me to the conference room. I’d had to sit and think about the collision between the shock of Saka’s news and her demand for help, for a rescue, and my epiphany last night about a sorcerer’s essential independence. 
 
    I had to rescue the children. I wouldn’t be me if I didn’t. But I had to open my eyes and identify each string that tried to attach itself to me. If I saw it, I could cut it. 
 
    And if I decided not to cut it, then I had to live with and manage the consequences. 
 
    In the conference room, Madra prowled from his place at Evander’s feet to nudge me for a pat. 
 
    It helped to have him with me. I began, abruptly. “I had a call from Saka Lokri, a mage investigating on my behalf happenings in the Human world. She’s on Dirus at the moment, waiting to join an unregistered World Walker Caravan to my planet.” I outlined the situation she’d described. “The children are my priority. Figuring out what the magical anomaly is comes second.” I looked at Carlene, who nodded. 
 
    Her feathers were ruffled in distress. “The children are catatonic?” 
 
    “Something like that. I would like to believe we can reverse their state, but I can’t risk using my magic without understanding their condition. Is there anything you…” My voice trailed off as she shook her head. “Can you research possible conditions and cures?” 
 
    “I…” Her voice stuck. “I will try.” 
 
    Her lack of hope gutted me.  
 
    Evander hauled us into discussing practicalities, things that we could achieve. “If the House settles over the orphanage it can protect us while we ferry the children inside.” He simply assumed we would take them in. He hadn’t considered that I’d try to outsource this to a spaceship crew and then protect their ship. 
 
    We were the children’s best chance at a swift, safe extraction. So we would act. 
 
    Despite the awful situation, I was relieved to observe Evander’s withdrawn, somber attitude replaced by alert resolution. Some of the tension locking my muscles eased. I wasn’t alone in this. “We have over three hundred children, with nearly a hundred immobile. As well as however many adults remain caring for them. Sylvesteri?” 
 
    His large hands were on the table, tightly curled into fists. “The House can handle them. I’ll go over the dorm rooms and we can repurpose classrooms, if needed. The garden will give them somewhere to run.” He thought aloud. “If they have pets?” 
 
    “We take them,” I said. “Madra will adjust. Toys, mementos. The House robots will ferry things. We’ll concentrate on settling the children.” 
 
    Sylvesteri’s face showed the same anger, pity, and determination I felt. “You said Dirus is a shifter planet?” 
 
    I’d spent some of the hour on rudimentary research. “It was settled by lupine shifters a few millennia ago. It stagnated. It’s poor, militaristic, isolated. Fertile ground for dictatorship. 
 
    “And the Legion ignores it?” Carlene asked. 
 
    Lennu answered. “That’s what they do. They did it with Zosimos, my home planet. The Legion, despite its legendary status, can’t be everywhere.” 
 
    I glanced at Gale. She was my expert on how Reality functioned, politically. 
 
    “Let me look into a few things.” With her customary exuberance squashed, the essential toughness that made her a successful whisper shone through. “If the Legion is a month away, then we can save the children without them. They can do clean up.” 
 
    Sylvesteri thudded his fists against the table in frustration. “We’re six days out. Tell the Legion now and they can twist arms and ensure the children are shipped out, now. Six days. Anything could happen.” 
 
    Gale turned on him, a finger jabbing the air. “Anything could happen, you’re right. But we could make the situation worse. Neither the Legion nor us are there, on-planet. I need time to judge the political situation on Dirus.” 
 
    Combative for once, Sylvesteri glared back. “The Legion has whispers, too. They’ll analyze the situation before they act.” 
 
    Carlene kept quiet. She harbored suspicions against the Legion, including the very personal one that they intended to use the warrant for her arrest to apprehend her and spirit her away for questioning on matters unrelated to her crime. Matters involving the vanishing of magic. Matters that might relate to what was happening on the paths of Reality leading to Dirus and affecting the magically gifted children. 
 
    I respected that she refrained from adding her emotional opinion to the volatile discussion. 
 
    Lennu intervened. “Seems like the Legion has done sweet heck all for Dirus.” 
 
    Sylvesteri turned to me. “You’re a sorcerer, Kira. If you do this, go all in. Do you trust this mage’s intel?” 
 
    “If you’d seen Saka, you would, as well. The House recorded the conversation. Gale, you can watch it back for what you see.” I glanced at Evander. “Both of you.” 
 
    “I’ll watch it,” Gale said. 
 
    Sylvesteri hunched his shoulders. “I’d like to watch it, too, but we can’t waste time. Comatose children? We can’t delay because of prejudice against the Legion.” Gale opened her mouth, but he spoke over her. “Kira, if you want the Qaysarian Legion’s help, you’re a sorcerer. Use your status. Go to the top and demand to speak to The Exarch.” 
 
    I rubbed my arms. The bundle of information from the imperial secretary had included contact details for Patros Gorria, the Exarch. The head of the Legion was notoriously difficult to reach, but he’d made an exception for me. The note attached to his contact details had promised a personal response. 
 
    If I contacted the Exarch to ask for the Legion’s assistance I’d be tying a string between us, myself. Would it be worth it? Strings could be cut. Could I phrase the request as reprimanding the Legion for failure in their duty? Whatever we did, if we worked with the Legion then we forged a connection. 
 
    “General Gorria will want to know about Dirus,” Sylvesteri said earnestly. “He’s lupine, himself, and a grandfather. These children…children trigger every decent person’s protective instincts.” 
 
    Saka had asked me to contact the Legion. She was on the ground in Dirus and she wanted the Legion brought in. 
 
    However, I trusted Gale more than I did unknown whispers in a security force I’d never worked with. “Three hours,” I said to her. “Unless you find a compelling reason to suspect that contacting the Exarch will cause more problems than it solves, I’ll call him in three hours. Gale, I’d like you and Evander to sit in on that conversation.” 
 
    Both nodded: Gale vigorously; Evander curtly. 
 
    “Lennu and Carlene, can you tackle the problem of the children’s condition from your different perspectives?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Lennu started out of the room. 
 
    As she followed him, Carlene whispered, “This is a nightmare.” 
 
    My heart panged. “Carlene, you’re recovering, yourself. If you—” 
 
    “I have to help,” she interrupted me. “Children.” She ran out of the room. 
 
    “A society that doesn’t protect its children is a dying one,” Gale said. “But this wasn’t all children. The Dirus government determined that these were expendable.” 
 
    Evander shoved his hands in his pockets. He and the other augmented veterans had been considered expendable. 
 
    “We’ll save them,” I promised rashly. 
 
    Gale patted my back as she exited. “We’ll do our best.” Her promise had realistic parameters. “Sylvesteri, come with me. Convince me that the Legion can do what we can’t. Because you know, boy, a sorcerer is every bit as frightening if we want to put the Dirus government on notice that the orphans are protected and to get them the heck off-planet.” 
 
    I listened to Gale’s footsteps fade down the corridor. 
 
    There were only her footsteps. Sylvesteri could move as silently as Evander. 
 
    “My reputation isn’t as scary as the Legion’s,” I admitted. 
 
    That wasn’t news to Evander. He studied my face. “It could be. The skills you use to heal and to help can also injure and destroy. You don’t have the mindset where everything is a potential weapon. I do. You don’t have to be present on Dirus to threaten its government. You can translocate bombs into their buildings. Your aim doesn’t have to be finetuned. Near enough is destruction enough.” 
 
    I swallowed nausea. 
 
    “Or you let Patros Gorria deliver the threats,” Evander said, gently. “I respect Gale and her determination to analyze the situation for herself, but the Exarch has experience in wielding his reputation as a weapon. If he sees a benefit in threatening Dirus, let him. We concentrate on getting there as quickly as possible, which the House is doing.” 
 
    Madra added a comforting rumble. They were both attempting to reassure me. 
 
    “I’ll watch Saka’s conversation with you,” Evander continued. “Have you shared it with Gale?” 
 
    I hadn’t. “House, can you?” 
 
    The House could and would. 
 
    “My office?” Evander suggested. 
 
    Oh. He wanted to watch Saka’s recording with me, literally with me. “Mine would be better. I have some information on Dirus and on the vanishing magic. I’d like to combine what the imperial secretary sent me with whatever information I can pull together on the region around Dirus, and extending to the Human world. There are Carlene and Saka’s reports.” 
 
    We walked and talked. Verbalizing what I’d done and intended to do helped lessen my feeling of helplessness. 
 
    Evander’s reminder of my power had shaken my sense of self. I didn’t self-conceptualize as a weapon, but I was. Those strings I’d been musing on, if someone tugged them, I could unleash a planet’s worth of destruction. 
 
    But living in isolation wasn’t the answer. I needed company and I needed people who would call me on my mistakes and on indulging negative emotions like self-pity. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Evander sat straight-backed in my office, staring at the screen long after it had gone blank. 
 
    When he finally spoke, I jumped. I’d been doodling on a page in my notebook. The page now sported a sketch of the tellaire on the Zami estate with arrows shooting out of it. Apparently, my subconscious mind was stuck on how much change Evander had tried to initiate. 
 
    I snapped the notebook shut. “Two missions?” 
 
    “Two missions for you. A third for the Legion. Cleaning up the governmental corruption on Dirus is their problem. They’ll have to call in the Union of Worlds’ auditors and arbiters. But the first two missions are potentially interlinked. First, is to rescue the children and heal them. Where they go after that is their, and their teachers’, decision. The second mission is to determine what has gone wrong in the flow of magic in the region. That doesn’t have to be your mission—” 
 
    “But it could be linked, is linked, to the children’s condition and recovery,” I concluded. “So, the first mission is to get the children out of there. The second is to work out what’s happening with the magic around them. Their government might have some ideas.” 
 
    “Saka, too.” 
 
    I nodded at his reminder. “I don’t know enough to solve the second problem.” 
 
    “I doubt any individual does.” 
 
    His response surprised me. 
 
    He tapped a finger against his thigh. “You’re the commander. For this mission, regarding what we and the House do, it’s your call. Everyone is committed to rescuing the kids. How we heal them is the unknown. The question, then, is how much do you want to commit to the second mission, solving the mystery of what’s happening to the magic, on the chance that it will produce a solution for the children’s recovery?” 
 
    I answered, slowly. “It depends what we’re asked to commit.” 
 
    “What you’ll be asked to commit,” he clarified as he agreed with my point. 
 
    I looked down at the notebook. “I can’t become anyone’s puppet.” 
 
    “Like my brother’s. What did Hector say to you?” 
 
    From one difficult conversation to another. “Not to trust the Emperor. To talk to him, to Hector, for an alternative perspective. And that he wanted you to take the chance to challenge in the tellaire.” I fidgeted with my pen. “Do you think he meant that or was he merely annexing part of your achievement?” 
 
    Evander’s tight, fierce grin acknowledged my question. “Hector is an excellent diplomat. Everything he does serves more than one purpose. Kira, I’m done with Paratge, now. What they do in response to my challenge is their fate. My life is here with the House, or wherever I land if you want me gone.” 
 
    “I don’t. I won’t. You have to have a place to call home.” 
 
    A twitch of one shoulder shrugged away my concern. “The kids on Dirus require a home. If we can’t be sure it’s safe to return them there, then we’ll have to find them another refuge. Patros Gorris can do that. Any lupine society would take in children he brought them.” 
 
    “You’re in favor of me contacting the Exarch.” 
 
    “I think we need help. None of us are experienced with children, and these children are traumatized and damaged. Unless Gale comes up with a reason to doubt the Legion with regard to Dirus, then I think we prioritize evacuating the kids. If Patros can arrange to get them off-planet via spaceship immediately, then we let him. If he can’t or if he decides the risk is too great, then we’ll beat the Legion there and we take the kids in as planned. We can drop them off at the nearest Legion base.” 
 
    “Should we? Should we trust them to the Legion?” 
 
    “Yes.” Gale joined the conversation as she walked in the door. “But that’s to consider later. For now…the Exarch. I don’t think you should speak with him, Kira.” 
 
    I blinked. I hadn’t expected her advice to contradict Evander’s. 
 
    “I think you should contact him.” She hopped up to perch on the windowsill. “But Evander should speak with him.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The conversation with Patros Gorria was to happen by multi-universal phone.  
 
    “Do you know how rare these are?” Gale fidgeted beside the ornate brass telephone in the library as we waited for the Exarch’s scheduled phone call at four o’clock. “Are you aware of everything they can do?” 
 
    I had read up on multi-universal phones. They were amazing. They also couldn’t currently hold my interest. 
 
    Evander stood on the other side of the phone, seemingly relaxed, but in truth, alert and on guard. 
 
    Around us, the House was in a similar state of readiness. Unless I was projecting my own sense of nervousness onto it, the House vibrated with urgency. The impression was subliminal, emerging as a tingle across my spidey sense. The House was straining to reach Dirus as fast as possible. Any monsters who crossed our path through Reality would be swatted aside. 
 
    On Gale’s advice, I had messaged Patros Gorria Saka Lokri’s information on Dirus and requested that he coordinate with the House’s chief of security the best strategy for rescuing the children.  
 
    “Then we’ll see what he wants and how smart he is,” Gale had said of the Exarch.  
 
    Patros Gorria was as smart as his reputation promised. His assistant had messaged me back thirty minutes later to schedule a phone call with Evander. It the Exarch wanted an alliance with me, the new sorcerer, he had to play by my rules. Once he learned them, he could start to twist them. 
 
    Gale was energized and eager for the game. 
 
    Evander stoically agreed to play the role she defined for him. He and Patros Gorria would talk veteran to veteran. Neither were mages. Both could call on advice from experts to interpret what was happening to magic in the region. 
 
    The phone buzzed. 
 
    Evander answered. “Evander Zami.” 
 
    “Captain Zami, well met. Patros Gorria.” 
 
    “Well met, Exarch Gorria.” 
 
    The terse exchange had a neutral tone, one of men offering password and counterpassword. 
 
    The Exarch got down to business. “Trouble on Dirus. Your informant has a solid reputation. We’re pulling data on magic in the region. Fluctuations, I’m told. No one suspected that trouble on the paths could influence a planet.” 
 
    “Can you help the children?” 
 
    “Sorcerer Kira Aist’s message said her House can be there in six days. Our nearest ship is twenty five days out. You got a plan for rescuing the children?” 
 
    “We haul them out when the House gets there. But if you can get them on a spaceship and off-planet before then, don’t delay for us.” 
 
    Patros Gorria barked a laugh devoid of humor. “The Legion will be scrambling to catch up with the situation on the ground before you arrive on Dirus. I can’t stir up muck till the children are out. If I show any interest in their well-being, they become potential hostages.” 
 
    Gale nodded grim agreement. She was standing with her legs twisted around one another and her gaze so fierce on the phone that she seemed to want to drag the truth from it by sheer force of personality. 
 
    “You get the children,” Patros said. “Then I’ll stir up muck. If you want to help with any of that, I’m open to it. If you choose to drop the children and go about your business, you’ll already have me in your debt. Those children are lupine orphans. They should have been found families. I’m taking the offences committed on Dirus personally. What do you need from me to extract the children safely?” 
 
     “Nothing.” 
 
    There was a fractional pause. “Good man. I’m assigning one of my staff as your liaison. Mage-captain Irmeli Arkadis. You discover you need anything, call Arkadis. You and this mission are her priority.” 
 
    “Thank you, Exarch.” 
 
    “Call when you have the children.” He rang off. 
 
    Gale and I inhaled simultaneously. 
 
    Evander composedly restored the handset to its cradle. 
 
    There was an immense amount to unpack in that conversation. The Exarch hadn’t asked to talk to me or for Evander to pass on a message. Nor had he mentioned Carlene and the fact that the House harbored a fugitive. Patros had focused on the children, and although I wished that he could have arranged for them to be whisked away by spaceship today, my disappointment was tempered by the sense of his genuine concern for them. 
 
    Gale confirmed my perception of the conversation. “The Exarch trod softly. Astute liaison selection. A mage-captain, equal rank to Evander, but with magical knowledge.” It went without saying that Gale would research the mage-captain.  
 
    “What did you think?” I asked Evander. 
 
    He’d pulled out his amage. “Mage-captain Arkadis has messaged me. I keep my contact details private.”  
 
    “Hector had them,” I said. 
 
    “Mmm.” Evander read Arkadis’s message. 
 
    Gale raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    I realized that Evander hadn’t answered my question. I didn’t know what he thought of his conversation with Patros. “Evander?” 
 
    “Arkadis offers to work with Carlene.”  
 
    That was a showstopper of a statement.  
 
    “I’ll loop you and Gale into the conversation.” Evander tapped at his amage. “Arkadis is taking for granted that we can extract the children. She is focusing on the next problem. Their recovery. Which is linked to solving the mystery of what is happening to magic in the region. Kira, do you mind asking Carlene if she wants to work with a Legion officer?” 
 
    “I’ll ask.” I shared his concern about Carlene. The dinosaurian mage had suffered a lot of trauma recently, and despite what she’d claimed about dinosaurians’ resilience, she’d taken the news of the children’s plight hard. After nearly dying yesterday, the children’s catatonic condition underscored that magic couldn’t guarantee safety—could, in fact, jeopardize it. “I think Carlene’s scholarly instincts, her professional curiosity, will outweigh her suspicion of the Legion. As long as she’s out of their reach in the House.”  
 
    He pocketed his amage. “You asked what I thought of the conversation. The Exarch accepted me as the Legion’s point of contact with you. I didn’t think he would.” 
 
    “Stubborn idiot,” Gale muttered. 
 
    “I’m an ex-ranger outcast,” he said to her. “I accepted your advice to stand in for Kira so we could keep her out of a tangle of politics. But this has raised my profile beyond what I deserve.” 
 
    She snorted. “You’re not so special.” She saved a certain brand of tartness for him. It cut through. “On entering the House, all of us raised our profiles, as you call it. Get accustomed to your status, Mr. Chief of Security. Once Kira took the House to Paratge for you, and stood by you there, retreating into the shadows wasn’t possible. Chief of Security gives you privacy.” 
 
    Evander scowled, baffled. “How?” 
 
    Gale jabbed a finger at him. “People tell stories. Pretty, young sorcerer. Heroic outcast. The other role for you in this narrative would have been as Kira’s consort.” 
 
    He jolted, and literally took a step back. 
 
    Well, that was insulting. 
 
    Gale wasn’t finished. “Kira obviously respects you. Giving you standing as the House’s chief of security explains your relationship. Simple words.” She pointed between him and me. “Bodyguard.” 
 
    It was the role Evander had chosen for himself, and trained Madra to share. 
 
    He ran a hand over his braids. The cornrows were as tight as ever. He hadn’t shed his responsibility toward the augmented veterans, even if he’d said he’d finished with Paratge. “Back to the children. Sylvesteri correctly guessed that Patros would feel responsible for them. He is entrusting their well-being to us. That makes us allies.” He looked at me. “We can deal with that later. We don’t rush…anything. Now that we know we’re responsible for their rescue, we take the six days to plan for their extraction and for what happens next.” 
 
    He frowned. “This won’t be like our fight against the space pirates. That occurred well away from anyone else and we could manage the variables. On Dirus, we can be blindsided. Civilian environments are problematic and children are the worst extraction targets. I’m the sole member of the household with combat experience. Managing your emotions during and after the active stage of the mission is our weak point. Our strategy has to be flexible, but we must adhere to it.” 
 
    My stomach hollowed out. He meant that if we saw one child in danger, we might have to leave them to save ten others. “Doctors make those sort of hard calls.” That’s what triage was. When resources couldn’t cover everything, you had to prioritize. Then you had to live with your decisions; decisions that others lived and died by. “We’ll follow the plan, and your lead. You’re in charge of the mission, Evander. That wasn’t just something I said for the Exarch.” 
 
    “If we reach Dirus before anyone there thinks to install people inside the orphanage then we’re golden. The House can control the environment.” He’d trained extensively with the House. If he said it, it was true. 
 
    Gale interjected. “The Exarch was promising to keep a lid on Legion interest till you gave the all clear that we have the kids safe. If Kira maintains a secure communication line with Saka, we can get details of the situation on the ground. We won’t go in blind.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Saka Lokri made it to the Young Mages’ Orphanage a day ahead of us. She was our eyes on the ground, as well as our means of communication. Only the matron was told of our imminent arrival, and Saka convinced her not to vary the children’s routine in any way. So far it seemed that no one in the Dirus government was concerned about the orphanage. If we maintained that indifference for another twenty four hours, the children would be safe. 
 
    Another eleven had become catatonic. 
 
    The House arrived on Dirus and planted its legs over the orphanage. 
 
    Like all human children my age, I’d grown up reading the books and watching the movies about young wizards and their famous school. 
 
    Dirus came as a harsh reality check. 
 
    The Young Mages’ Orphanage was a cinderblock compound. Everything was shades of gray. There were bars on the windows. Not physical ones, but magic, trapping the children inside. Maybe those bars were a recent addition, meant to protect the children from what was reaching for them from the paths of Reality, but I doubted it. 
 
    I was taking Saka’s word that Matron Alma Euri was on the children’s side. 
 
    Whatever magical protections the compound possessed disintegrated with the House’s arrival. No more than the rest of us was it prepared to tolerate delays. 
 
    Inside, the matron should be informing the remaining five staff that they were being rescued. If any of the staff wished to stay on Dirus, they could. The children weren’t being given a choice. They’d be safer with us, so we were taking them. 
 
    Either Alma ran a tight ship or the children were scared enough to run without second-guessing who they ran to. Within twenty minutes she had those who were mobile lined up, each holding a bag of possessions, and ready to leave. 
 
    We’d debated which of us should greet them. By which I mean, I’d argued Gale should, as she was the least scary of us, and everyone else had voted for me. 
 
    Carlene had quietly clinched the matter. She was the one who’d grown up as a mage. “Kira, they’ll be in awe of the House and the sorcerer who commands it. Evander wants everyone moving fast. If you give them an order, they’ll obey.” 
 
    “At least until they get to know you,” Sylvesteri had added with a grin. 
 
    A matching grin had flickered at the corners of Evander’s mouth. 
 
    “I am not a pushover.” 
 
    But I was. 
 
    “I am Sorcerer Kira Aist. Dirus isn’t healthy for you, so you’re going to spend a few days in the House while we take you somewhere better. Come on in,” I said to the four lines of children and the teacher standing in front of them. 
 
    A girl and boy at the front of the center two lines squared their shoulders and stepped forward. The girl put a hand on the teacher’s arm, and urged her forward. 
 
    The stunned teacher stumbled into speech. “Thank you. Come along, children.” 
 
    “What about—” the boy began, and broke off at the sight of Evander approaching in front of a small army of robots. 
 
    “Evander is my chief of security. He’ll oversee the robots evacuating your friends.” 
 
    Some of the children began crying. 
 
    I met the teacher’s eyes. 
 
    She’d recovered. She raised her voice, snapping a command. “Move out!” 
 
    Dirus was a militarized society. 
 
    The children lurched into a ragged march. 
 
    The House had extended a ramp from the lowest level of the chapel tower.  
 
    Evander and the robots skirted around our group and followed Saka’s directions to the dormitories with the catatonic children. We’d feared scaring the awake and aware children, so the stretchers the robots carried were folded into innocuous packs. 
 
    Dirus was an insular society. The planet had few visitors, and those who did arrive by World Walker Caravan stayed at the city of landing, over a thousand miles from the orphanage. 
 
    Between us, Evander and I had already exposed the children to an elf and a human. If they’d glimpsed Saka, she added a goblin to the mix. Therefore, Gale, Sylvesteri, Lennu and Carlene waited out of sight. 
 
    Madra stayed with Gale. 
 
    Like the Pied Piper, I led my group of children up the ramp and left to the dormitories. We fitted in a large common room with sofas and floor cushions, toys, games, and books. The children crowded one another as they stared around, then back at me. 
 
    “This is your room. You have this floor and the two above. Matron will decide who goes where. Your friends who are sleeping,” it was the kindest word I could think of, “have specially prepared rooms on the floor above.” 
 
    I didn’t promise a cure. 
 
    Some of the children noticed. They were all being quiet, but not all could focus on me. Some stared around the colorful room. Others were focused inward, their eyes blank. Those were the ones that worried me. I counted seven. 
 
    “When you’ve settled in, I’ll return and get to know you.” 
 
    I wanted to observe the children who’d been affected by the magic siphoning, but who remained conscious and capable. I also had to reduce their fear. A sorcerer scared people, and the House was intimidating in itself. When they got to know us, the children would lose their fear. 
 
    That needed to happen as soon as possible. A sense of security helped people heal. 
 
    “I’d like you to stay on this floor while Matron settles your friends in upstairs. She’ll let you know when you can visit them, and when it’s okay to explore.” I glanced at the teacher whose furry, pointed ears flicked in every direction, revealing her sense of being in danger even as she kept that emotion from her face. “The House will stop anyone from wandering anywhere unsafe.” Or off-limits. “Try to relax. There is a kitchen on this floor and bathrooms. Make yourselves comfortable.” 
 
    Resisting the temptation to hug a few of the youngest children, I hurried off to check on the evacuation of the orphanage. The older children needed hugs, too, but they’d be prickly and protective of their independence and near-adult status. 
 
    Madra would have to become a cuddle buddy. Pets were easier to trust and confide in than people. 
 
    I ran upstairs to meet the first robots returning with their bedbound young patients. 
 
    Saka and Matron Alma accompanied them. The latter was skeletally thin. Her gray dress hung off her wide shoulders, the straight fall of it interrupted by the jut of gaunt hipbones, but there were no curves. No softness. Life had stripped the woman to the bone. 
 
    I mentally chastised myself. In focusing on the children’s state, I’d failed to consider how close to collapse their remaining caregivers would be. With others available to take responsibility for the children, how many of the six adults would fall apart now that they could let go? 
 
    In contrast, Saka Lokri radiated energy. She was hyped to be part of the rescue effort. Whatever challenges she’d encountered on her journey here from the city of landing, she’d evidently surmounted them and avoided detection. 
 
    I focused on immediate issues. “Matron Alma, I’m sorry for the infringement of their privacy, but the House will monitor and record the children as we leave Dirus. Hopefully, distance from the planet and from the paths leading in the direction of the greatest magical fluctuations will lessen their symptoms. If their condition worsens, the House will reverse its journey. Although we won’t return you to Dirus and your government’s influence. I don’t expect the children’s condition to worsen. We’ve been working with the Legion—” 
 
    Alma interrupted. “You’re in contact with the Legion?” 
 
    “Yes. Would you like to speak to them? Is there someone in particular who’d reassure you?” 
 
    The middle-aged lupine took a shaky breath and another. 
 
    Robots brought in more children, laid them in their beds, and returned for the remaining children. 
 
    Three of the adult staff entered and watched Alma and us from the corners of their eyes while fussing over the unresponsive children. 
 
    “Later,” Alma whispered. 
 
    I followed a robot out and into the orphanage, passing the remaining staff member, a tall man who walked rapidly and worriedly beside a tiny child carefully borne on a small stretcher by a robot. 
 
    The man noted my presence, and moved to be between me and the child. 
 
    As much as I disliked his mistrust, I respected his protective instincts.  
 
    With the adult lupines inside the House and the few children yet to be evacuated unconscious, Sylvesteri and Lennu joined me in entering the orphanage. 
 
    “Horrible place,” Lennu said. 
 
    The nostrils of Sylvesteri’s wide nose were pinched. He was suffering a lot of emotion, but had it under control. 
 
    Everywhere we looked in the orphanage spoke of subsistence level existence. There were spartan conditions, and then, there was this.  
 
    “It’s as if their society wants to extinguish their spirit,” I said. 
 
    Evander strode around a corner. He’d heard me. “Look closer. There are gaps. The staff here have been struggling for a while. They’ve lost people to the government’s security forces, but they’ve also sacrificed or sold off things to keep this place going.” 
 
    “They didn’t have much to start with,” Lennu said. 
 
    The House had sent in surveillance technology. When we left Dirus, we’d have access to a model of the orphanage complete with measurements for a range of factors. Carlene had been adamant that we had to have data on the children’s environment as well as their individual and collective condition. 
 
    Mage-captain Arkadis had agreed that the more data we possessed, and shared with the Legion, the better. 
 
    Robots carrying four children passed along the T-junction at the end of the corridor. Joining up behind them were three large robots trundling along with stacks of belongings. 
 
    “That’s everything,” Evander said. 
 
    It was damn little. 
 
    Lennu tightened the coils of his tail as he turned around. “The compound reeks of guilt.” 
 
    Sylvesteri stared at him with an arrested expression. “Guilt? Yes. All of this…” He punched a wall. 
 
    The plaster crumbled. 
 
    My gaze met Evander’s watchful eyes. This was what he’d warned me about: our emotions could jeopardize the mission. 
 
    We were lucky that the House had arrived and locked down the compound and the area surrounding it before the Dirus government could send anyone in to setup a hostage situation. 
 
    “The guilty hate those they’ve wronged,” Lennu said. “The people who left the children here to suffer had to convince themselves that the children didn’t deserve anything more.” He left us to follow the robots. His voice echoed back to us. “I had to see this for myself.” 
 
    Sylvesteri glared at the hole in the wall that he’d created. “I doubt this place would even burn.” The darkness in his voice was a shocking departure from his usual casual good humor. 
 
    Evander inserted himself between us. 
 
    His action jolted Sylvesteri back to the here and now. He jogged off after Lennu. 
 
    We were strangers with secrets in our pasts that could strongly and unexpectedly impact the present. 
 
    Even my commitment to saving the children had echoes of old trauma. In New Zealand, my young patient, Tahlia, had died because unnamed people wanted to learn about the magic I’d used to heal her. 
 
    Now, on Dirus, young people were dying because of their magic. I couldn’t have refused Saka’s request to help them. 
 
    “They won’t come back here,” I said to Evander. 
 
    He clasped my hand. 
 
    The children wouldn’t have to return to this bleak existence because we’d give them other options. 
 
    Evander and I were the last out of the orphanage, and we didn’t lock the door behind us. As soon as we were inside the House, it retracted the ramp. 
 
    I leaned against the foyer window, no longer frightened of the moment the world outside vanished. 
 
    Blankness pressed against the glass. The House had left Dirus for the paths of Reality. 
 
    Non-sorcerers found it nearly impossible to hold amage conversations while traveling the paths. However, bolstered by the House’s magic, we’d never had a call drop out. 
 
    Evander called Mage-captain Irmeli Arkadis. “The children are in the House. We’ve departed Dirus.” 
 
    “Any trouble?” 
 
    “No. The government wasn’t expecting us.” 
 
    “Good.” Arkadis’s crisp voice came through clearly. Evander’s news meant that the Legion’s head office hadn’t leaked. 
 
    I respected the neanderthal mage. She was ten years older than me, and whilst not a doctor or mage-healer, her education had included magi-medicine and that made her my gateway into a field of study I hadn’t explored. 
 
    As busy as we both were, I hadn’t bothered her with questions the answers to which I could learn through basic study. But she had become the person I raised discussion questions with; the what-if and how-about questions. 
 
    Carlene was lost in her scholarly world of magical theory as it related to the paths of Reality and, specifically, to Dirus. In the six days journey to the orphanage, she’d seldom emerged from her lab. 
 
    Whereas Arkadis had worked with me to define what we should look for in the children. 
 
    Evander led the mission. 
 
    I had responsibility for the children. 
 
    A few months ago I wouldn’t have been able to contribute anything to the preparation. However, all the time I’d spent in the library, trying to learn about Reality, and the research that I’d disparaged as random, had actually given me a solid basis for understanding how mind-blowing magi-medicine was. 
 
    The discipline wasn’t about using magic to heal. It was about the study of people with magical talent, from the weak users, the witches, through wizards and into the most common powerhouses: mages. Their physiology differed from their mundane peers. 
 
    Arkadis suspected that sorcerers were something else again. “Look into that yourself, Kira, and don’t trust anyone with what you learn.” 
 
    I liked her for her blunt speech. 
 
    Not that I monopolized her time. Evander and Arkadis pored over the reports the Legion had on Dirus and on the region of Reality through which a path linked it to the Human world. 
 
    Now that he’d given her the all clear, telling Arkadis that the lupine orphan mages were safe, she’d have the Legion scholars analyze the situation. She’d also unleash Union of Worlds’ auditors and arbiters on the Dirus government. 
 
    “Is Kira there?” she asked. 
 
    “She can hear you,” Evander said. “Otherwise we’re alone.” Except for the House, but if a mage-captain had to have that spelled out, then she wouldn’t have made the rank of captain. Heck, she wouldn’t have survived being a mage. 
 
    “Arkadis, the adults look as bad as the children, but I think they’re simply worn out.” 
 
    “They would be, but I’ll check their readings, too, if you send them.” The House was forwarding her the children’s measurements. It would add the adults’. “About the other young Dirus mages, the ones with families. I had a lieutenant investigate, discreetly. Data analysis, no questions.” Nothing to raise flags. “The families have been sending them off-planet, spreading them around mage schools on other shifter planets so that no one school noticed a substantial spike in enrolments from Dirus. They’ve been staying on for holidays or work, claiming the fare back to Dirus is prohibitively expensive. Those children with extended family outside Dirus went to them.” 
 
    I leaned against Evander as we shared his amage. The Dirus diaspora had unobtrusively absorbed the fleeing mage children. “They’re kids. Someone must have said something…” 
 
    “Not with family back on Dirus, family who could be hurt,” Evander said. 
 
    The government had allowed the children to leave, but had held their families hostage. It was the same tactic we’d feared they’d use with the orphaned mages. Except we’d been lucky there. People as selfish and evil as those in government hadn’t been able to imagine that outsiders would care about the children they, themselves, had abandoned. 
 
    “No one talked,” Arkadis confirmed Evander’s conclusion. “But now that we have the children safe, we can dig into Dirus.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The House traveled slowly away from Dirus, giving us time to monitor the children and respond to any worsening in their condition. The orphanage staff slept in shifts so that there was always someone with the catatonic children and with those awake, aware, and growing venturesome. 
 
    Madra proved a hit with the children. He channeled his inner cuddly self for the littlies to hug him and crawl over him and even fall asleep between his front paws.  
 
    I made sure the House took photos. Madra with the youngest children was adorable. 
 
    The older children also hugged Madra, but they did so in between their appointed duty to brush and exercise him.  
 
    “Giving the children responsibility for exercising Madra was a brilliant idea,” I praised Evander as he and I spied on the antics in the garden from his office window. 
 
    “Caring for a pet is an ordinary kids’ chore.” His words were dismissive, but he smiled. 
 
    Evander was an even bigger hit with the children than Madra. They clambered over him, roughhoused, and cuddled as if he wasn’t a huge, scary combat veteran—or maybe because he was. 
 
    I wondered at the psychology of trauma recovery. 
 
    The children hadn’t warmed up to me or anyone else in the House, but they had responded with startling swiftness to the first signs of kindness from Evander when he’d introduced Madra to them. 
 
    If you grew up neglected and fearful in a militarized society, maybe it was natural to gravitate to the strongest person who showed you kindness. Evander and Madra were obviously powerful protectors. 
 
    The children were polite to me, and reserved with everyone else. Sylvesteri had tried to charm them with games and martial arts lessons, and been met with wary compliance to his directions. 
 
    Today was the day the House would cease lurking in the vicinity of Dirus and set out for the shifter planet of Shvan. We would take the journey slow. Slow for us. The concept of speed was relative. A World Walker Caravan would take over a year to make the journey. We’d stretch it out to four and a half weeks.  
 
    Evander and I had compromised on the time difference. We agreed on the prudence of hiding from the Legion how fast the House traveled the paths of Reality. However, the children would benefit from moving into permanent quarters with other lupines. Consequently, we’d resolved that the House would arrive in the vicinity of Shvan in nine days and return to lurk mode till the four and a half weeks were up. We’d be close to help if the children needed it. 
 
    The Legion had a base on Shvan and had purchased a nearby warehouse which they’d already demolished. Mage-captain Arkadis informed me that a new school building and dormitory would greet our arrival.  
 
    I hoped we could have all the children awake and aware by then. “I’m going to check in on the sleepers.” I did so half a dozen times a day. 
 
    “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    As we entered the garden, the children ran up to us, avoiding me, but circling around to swarm Evander. He picked two up and listened to the oldest boy’s stammered request. 
 
    “We f-f-finished our homework. C-c-can we run the obstac-c-cle c-c-course?” 
 
    Five more of the oldest students stood close by, eyes imploring. 
 
    “You finished early,” Evander said. “If you have Matron’s permission?” 
 
    A chorus of voices answered him, including the littlest ones who couldn’t run even the modified obstacle course yet. “Yes!” 
 
    Evander looked to where Alma sat on a bench by the doorway to the chapel tower. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He looked at me. He wasn’t required in the hospital ward, a fact he knew. He’d accompanied me for other reasons. 
 
    I smiled. “Go. I’ll catch you up on progress, later.” 
 
    Alma stood as I approached. She retained the distressing habit of avoiding eye contact, then forcing it. Staff deaths had put her in a position of authority which she hadn’t sought. She was a woman who preferred taking orders. That was probably what had saved her. The Dirus government had viewed her as blindly obedient. 
 
    I respected her courage tremendously. 
 
    She was terrified of me and the House. It showed in her rigid body and in the readings the House took of everyone from Dirus. Yet she kept herself available, along with her staff, so that the catatonic children were never alone with me. 
 
    I hadn’t eavesdropped on her conversation with her acquaintance in the Legion, but whatever they had said had convinced her to cooperate with me. In the House, I led the team to unravel the children’s condition. 
 
    Magi-medicine specialists across the Legion assisted me, filtered through Arkadis. The mage-captain appeared thinner each time we managed a visual as well as audio conversation. 
 
    For three days of slow travel away from Dirus, the active children had shown an increased ability to focus, their readings had calmed to within normal parameters, and their magic, on the fourth day, acted reliably.  
 
    The House rules were simple. The children—and adults from Dirus—could use magic in their section of the House: the dormitories, common rooms, and classrooms. Outside of those rooms, the House bubbled their magic, just as it did for Carlene. 
 
    The dinosaurian scholar continued to hide out in her lab, obsessed with the puzzle of the fluctuating magic in the region. There was no doubt now but that a dangerous magical anomaly existed in human space and the surrounding region, including Dirus. The challenge was to define it, and either unravel or contain it. 
 
    Saka also devoted her energy to the problem. She had a temporary lab in the workshop tower, and worked there and in the Dirus dorms, where we often encountered each other. 
 
    I had days of experience now to understand how the Dirus diaspora had kept the secret of the trouble on Dirus. They simply didn’t talk to strangers. 
 
    Alma had sought out Saka for help, and Saka had risked herself to reach them after contacting me, and yet, the orphanage staff still shut her out of their confidence as clearly as they did me. 
 
    The House recorded everything, and I hadn’t needed Gale to point out how cautiously our lupine guests acted. They assumed they were under surveillance, and they gave away as little as they could. 
 
    Only with Evander and Madra did the children relax and behave naturally.  
 
    The adults never relaxed. 
 
    For their sake we’d chosen to take them to the Legion base on Shvan. The planet had a substantial lupine population and could provide a solid path to integrate them into civilian society. Both children and adults would need ongoing support. 
 
    One hundred and nineteen students from the age of four to seventeen were catatonic. Twenty three had died on Dirus. It was the older students who’d died. 
 
    As I entered the hospital ward, beds stretched out along both walls, sixty on either side. My preference would have been to break them into cozier spaces of no more than twelve to a room. However, lupines preferred to be together, and our Dirus survivors were accustomed to regimented, communal living. It comforted the staff and the children who visited to see the sleeping children together. 
 
    In fairy tales, the sleeping princess is woken by a kiss. People interpret the kiss as an expression of love, and it is, but it’s also a symbol of hope. 
 
    The princess is lost. Her experience of evil sent her fleeing, locking herself away in her own mind. With a kiss, the prince shares with her a call to live. 
 
    Apples are laden with metaphorical power. In the Garden of Eden, tasting the apple results in the loss of innocence and a life of struggle. In Sleeping Beauty, it means closing your eyes to life’s possibilities. Opting out. 
 
    The cure is love, and love is connection. 
 
    Our Dirus guests understood that instinctively, and kept their helpless loved ones close. They clung resolutely to the hope that they would recover. 
 
    It was my job to make that happen. 
 
    The Legion’s magi-medicine experts had identified the cause of the children’s catatonic state. Magic users across species possessed an additional organ to the majority of the population. Where the pulmonary arteries connected to the lungs to pump blood to be oxygenated before being circulated around the body, a small globular organ, the sahar globe, added magic to the blood. 
 
    Attempts had been made, most notably by shifters, to graft in artificial sahar globes. The augmentation always failed. 
 
    A magic user had to be born. They couldn’t be made. 
 
    Except that when I’d had the House scan me, I lacked a sahar globe. Sorcerers were the exception to many rules. 
 
    With the catatonic children, their sahar globes had been eroded to the point that they leaked.  
 
    No one had a definitive explanation of how magic accumulated in sahar globes, but the holes in the children’s globes explained why they showed symptoms of both magic poisoning and magic malnutrition. 
 
    No magi-healers had ever managed to restore a sahar globe. The very fact that it was magical seemed to prevent magic healing it. 
 
    For the children who were awake and aware, time and distance from Dirus were the best medicine. Their sahar globes retained sufficient integrity to regenerate themselves, just as livers could regenerate. 
 
    For the catatonic children, I was their sole chance. They were so fragile that I didn’t dare rush their healing. I’d asked my magic to rejuvenate their sahar globes at the most deliberate of paces, no faster than the active children’s natural rate of rejuvenation. Magi-medicine was complex. Children were delicate: fast to fall sick, fast to bounce back. Everything the damaged sahar globes had affected in their bodies had to be given a chance to heal. 
 
    With the House finally speeding away from Dirus, the Legion was monitoring the children remotely. I had the opportunity and responsibility to check on them in person. 
 
    The youngest children still had folded, floppy ears that would prick up as they matured. I touched a little boy’s ear gently as he lay comfortably on his back, his small body barely disturbing the flat blanket. 
 
    “Damien tried,” Alma said. She waited at the foot of the bed. “The headmaster. The Ftafi took him.” The Ftafi were the Dirus government’s secret police. Not that they were so secret. They were the bogeymen that kept civilians from revolt. 
 
    I didn’t ask what the Ftafi had done to Damien. I’d read the Legion’s report. 
 
    That report had infuriated me. The Legion had known things were bad on Dirus and they hadn’t intervened. 
 
    Sovereignty of planethood was a key principle in the Union of World’s charter. The Legion had to be responding to a significant threat to override it. The magical anomaly impacting Dirus opened that door, and the Legion was, belatedly, charging in. 
 
    Some of the information they’d shared with Evander hinted at chaos contained by brutality. Evander mightn’t have been educated as an arbiter as Hector had been, but Evander could break down both what the reports meant and how badly Dirus varied from the norm. 
 
    The Legion had to operate within rules and regulations. 
 
    Sorcerers didn’t. 
 
    Paradoxically, the more I worked with the skilled and determined Legion mages to help the Dirus orphans, the more I valued my independence. 
 
    It wasn’t that I believed the Legion was bad. It was that I saw its limitations. 
 
    “Hans saw how erratic the children’s magic was, and Damian tried to wrap his magic around their sahar globes to protect them. But he was stretched too thin, and then, he was gone.” 
 
    Alma gripped the bed’s foot rail. 
 
    Gale had helped our Dirus guests choose new clothes. Despite an array of options, and Gale’s colorful encouragement, the staff continued to wear gray. It wasn’t merely habit. They were in mourning for everyone they’d lost. 
 
    Perhaps they also mourned their home. 
 
    It would be worth it if—when—we saved the children. 
 
    I wished for the day when all the beds in here were empty and the children were outside with their friends, playing. 
 
    After checking on the sleeping children, I wrote up my notes. For Alma’s benefit, as she sat opposite me at a table in a corner of the room, I summed them up. “The House is leaving the Dirus region, and so far, there are no negative reactions. The House will continue monitoring the children and alert me to any changes. As always, if any of you notice anything that worries you, tell us.” 
 
    I sent my notes to Arkadis via amage. When I looked up, Alma’s gaze skipped away from me. I smiled tightly. “I’ll get out of your hair.” 
 
    Two of the female staff lingered in the middle of the room, their straight-backed chairs drawn together for low voiced conversation. Like Alma, they watched me when they thought I wasn’t aware. 
 
    “I’ll check if Evander has exhausted the children on the obstacle course.” 
 
    Alma surprised me. “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    The obstacle course wasn’t the one Evander trained on. He and Sylvesteri had designed this one with the children’s limitations in mind. It challenged the older children, and was frankly impossible for the younger ones. 
 
    The oldest children looked happily tired out, but still stood and cheered on the younger ones who were running, but really playing, over the obstacle course with Evander’s assistance. The House, sneaky and enamored with the children, had lowered many of the obstacles and, I was sure, would have turned parts of the ground rubbery to absorb the shock of any falls. 
 
    Excited shrieks and even an occasional giggle pierced the air. 
 
    The cloud dragon sat on the roof of the gym tower, observing, but kept its fog and snow to itself. 
 
    I wiped a hand over my eyes. The ridiculous thing was that the tears in my eyes weren’t for the children’s happiness. They were for Evander. 
 
    I hadn’t fully understood what the elven scientists had stolen from him when they’d augmented his body. 
 
    Evander had done his duty for his family and society and served his planet as a ranger. He’d been tough and lethal. But watching him with the children, it was obvious that God had designed him to be a family man. 
 
    In augmenting him, the scientists had made him repulsive to elves, and thus, stolen from him the chance of a family. 
 
    “The children are happy. Why do you cry?” Alma asked her first ever personal question. 
 
    How could I answer when doing so exposed Evander’s private life? 
 
    Except, his augmentation was public knowledge. 
 
    And I feared that rebuffing Alma now would destroy any chance of building better understanding. 
 
    “Evander was augmented against his will. Elves despise cyborgs. He lost his chance at having a family. With the children, it’s obvious what he’s missing.” 
 
    Alma’s mouth dropped open. She stared from me to Evander, then back to me. “Elven women wouldn’t find him attractive?” 
 
    “Not once they learned of his augmentation. And he’d tell them.” 
 
    Alma slapped her hands against her thighs. “All elven women can’t be so stupid.” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    She smiled uncertainly. “Is that why you enhanced his augmentation, because you feel sorry for him?” 
 
    The blood drained from my face. I felt lightheaded and gripped the edge of the bench. “What?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Alma said quickly. “I shouldn’t have mentioned it. Hans teaches the children about augmentations and how to use them with magic even if none of us can afford them. We won’t tell anyone about Evander. None of us will spill your secrets.” 
 
    Hans was the tall, skinny teacher. 
 
    “I don’t doubt you can keep secrets.” I was talking to fill the silence while I grappled with my shock. “What did Hans tell you?” 
 
    Alma twisted her hands together wretchedly. 
 
    I covered them with mine. “I’m not angry, Alma. I…” I felt as if I owed her the truth. “I didn’t realize I’d enhanced Evander’s augmentations. What does Hans think I’ve done?” 
 
    Alma forgot her aversion to sustained eye contact and searched my face. “You didn’t know,” she breathed. “Sorcerer, and your magic acted out of the kindness of your heart.” She turned one of her hands and clasped mine. “Hans doesn’t know how your magic has changed Evander’s augments, how they function, but he says he has never seen magic wrap around augments as seamlessly as with the elf.” 
 
    “I’ve changed Evander.” 
 
    In front of us, he ran the course with a small boy, lifting him up and over obstacles; keeping the child safe. 
 
    “Change isn’t bad,” Alma said tentatively. “The change that took us from Dirus to here is good even if it scares us. Elves are not skilled in augmentation. Even if they stole knowledge from shifters—and Hans recognized some of the augments in a modified state—they don’t know how the augments affect elven physiology and psychology. I think Evander is healthy and in balance with his augments because of you. That is good to know.” 
 
    “I have to tell him,” I whispered. 
 
    “We will not tell anyone,” Alma promised. It was a promise she mightn’t be able to keep, depending on the pressure the Legion put on her and the other staff. She rose and called the children to her. “Juice and cookies in the dining room.” 
 
    The sweaty, happy mob ran off. 
 
    Madra lay down, panting, at my feet. 
 
    Evander joined me on the bench. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Alma says my magic has affected your augmentation.” 
 
    I honestly tried to give him time to process the news, but as minutes passed without a response, my discomfort increased. “I’m sorry. I’ve read that magic is tricky. I didn’t consciously try to change you. It just happened. I don’t even know what the changes are or what they’ll do or…I don’t know if I can change you back.” 
 
    I got up and put some distance between us, hugging my arms around myself. 
 
    He stretched his legs out. 
 
    Madra rolled over to chew on a boot. Spending time around the children had brought out some of the scytha’s kitten instincts. 
 
    Evander ignored the sharp teeth fake-gnawing on his boot. “I trust you.” 
 
    My response whipped back without thought. “Now, you know you can’t.” I concentrated fiercely on not crying. Evander was the victim here, not me. “I did the same thing your scientists did. I changed you without your permission.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    His acknowledgement of the truth struck me so keenly that the threat of tears dried up. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Madra released the boot. “Mmrr-aaow?” He came to me and rubbed his muzzle against my hand. 
 
    I petted him. “You said I might change Madra into a war cat. Maybe I’m doing that without knowing, as well.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Evander said. “You were too strongly against the idea. Kira.” 
 
    I looked at him between shame and hope. 
 
    “You acted unconsciously. Or your magic acted without your conscious awareness. You didn’t change me maliciously or out of scientific curiosity. I forgive you, although you don’t need forgiveness.” 
 
    “I really, really do.” I craved a hug, but I’d forfeited any right to his kindness. I deserved to lose a friend for my carelessness. My magic was my responsibility. “And if…if you don’t want to stay, you have options. The children would love for you to go with them wherever they settle or the Legion would hire you in a nanosecond.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “O-okay,” I said shakily. I had a second chance and I would do better. 
 
    Evander studied his left hand, turning it palm up, then flexing the fingers. 
 
    I’d never asked him about his augments. I knew about his eye, but I didn’t know which other parts of his body had been mechanized. 
 
    He curled his hand into a fist. “Could the House have done this? It and I worked together to improve your security. If it saw something in me that needed changing to keep you safe, might it have acted?” 
 
    “The House—ow!” 
 
    An exercise mat rose up and smacked me on the butt.  
 
    Evander stood. “I’ll assume that means the House didn’t change me.” 
 
    The mat floated back to its place in the obstacle course. 
 
    I glared at it. “Apparently not.” 
 
    “You’ve been enjoying studying magi-medicine.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    He cupped my face with one large hand, his thumb smoothing across tear marks. “I’m not angry with you. Don’t be angry at yourself.” 
 
    “I’m responsible for what my magic does.” I edged closer. 
 
    He took the suggestion and wrapped me in a hug. 
 
    The jagged, frightened parts of me settled as I hugged him back. “Thank you for being kinder than I deserve.” 
 
    “You’re still learning. Losing your parents and learning about Reality was so tough that it hid how easily you slid into being a sorcerer. This, the changes to me, are one of the problems we had to expect. Maybe this isn’t a problem as much as it is a revelation of what sort of sorcerer you’ll be. You said Baba Yaga is staying away so as not to influence how your relationship to magic develops.” 
 
    Dismayed, I pulled away from him. “I can’t just use my magic subconsciously. Hopefully, this hasn’t hurt you. But subconsciouses are nasty. The magic could create nightmares.” 
 
    “Oi with the drama.” 
 
    My mouth twitched as he teasingly repeated one of Gale’s catchphrases. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “You’re also panicking. Kira, you’re comfortable with me. We’re friends. You were a doctor on your planet, and now, you light up with passion at studying magi-medicine. It’s not surprising that your magic would seek to heal me.” 
 
    “Heal? How can you be so calm about what I’ve done to you?” 
 
    He held out his hand and waited for me to clasp it. “Because you’re you. When you told me, it was like being blasted by lightning.” 
 
    “Because I broke your trust.” 
 
    This time he wouldn’t let me pull free. “I had to think it through. Yes, you had changed me without my permission, but I guarantee your magic is continually healing you without your conscious direction. No matter the different places we’ve been, you’ve never as much as caught a cold. No stray viruses have struck you down.” 
 
    I gaped at him. 
 
    Amusement crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Gale has a list of vaccination certificates longer than your arm. I assumed I was immune due to the augmentations. While Carlene is a mage strong enough to protect her health. But you, you stayed healthy instinctively. How can I feel betrayed when you extended that natural instinct to heal to me?” 
 
    I stopped to think about it. “If I’d known what I was doing, I’d have asked your permission.” 
 
    “I give it to you.” 
 
    Feeling his hand in mine, seeing the concern in his eyes, I confronted an awkward truth. “I’d heal you even without it.” 
 
    His teeth flashed in a grin. “I know.” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    “You care too much to leave anyone hurting.” He turned me around and slung an arm over my shoulders. 
 
    Madra meowed an inquiry. 
 
    “We’re okay,” he said to the scytha. 
 
    Actually, he said it to me. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I rubbed the space between and a fraction above my eyebrows. According to Hindu tradition, it was the location of my third eye. If it was, I wanted it to close. 
 
    It turned out that teaching myself to “see” magic in the manner Hans did had some nasty side effects, like sparkly lights, a headache, nausea, and vomiting. 
 
    I sat on the edge of my bathtub and contemplated whether I was willing to risk being as far away from the toilet bowl as my bed. 
 
    So much for Evander’s claim that my magic didn’t permit me to get sick. 
 
    However, this was my own fault. After learning that I’d changed his augmentation, I’d spent every spare minute investigating the magi-medicine journals for an explanation of how Hans had detected what I’d done. 
 
    I could justify the research because if I could “see” magic in the way Hans did, then it would help me tweak and adjust the children’s recovery. 
 
    So I’d gone all in at trying to wake the ability in myself. 
 
    Now, I wondered if I’d caused brain damage. 
 
    My stomach settled sufficiently that I risked standing and brushing my teeth. I walked cautiously back to my room. 
 
    The House solicitously dimmed the lights. 
 
    I crawled into bed. The sheets were smooth and cool against my heated skin. I lay there with my face buried in the pillow. After a few minutes, I rolled to my side. 
 
    Hans could “see” magic because he’d been born with mutated skin. It wasn’t a bad mutation, but it was rare. Normal skin perceived things like touch and temperature. In a rare few magic users, their skin perceived magic. Primarily through the skin of his face, Hans perceived how magic flowed around his environment. He’d taught himself to focus that perception. 
 
    Not that I’d asked Hans about his talent. The power imbalance was too great for me to ask anything of the Dirus guests. He wouldn’t feel able to refuse, and his abilities were private. He ought to be able to refuse to answer my questions. 
 
    Instead, I’d studied late into the night in the library, focusing on case studies of magical senses. 
 
    Trying to replicate the ability without modifying myself had proved simple. It was the effects of using my new ability that I had to adjust to. Unfiltered, it was too much feedback for my brain. 
 
    I’d already asked my magic to check the other members of the household for any changes in them caused by my magic. Nothing had shown up, but neurotically, I had to confirm their unaffected state for myself. 
 
    I slept for an hour and woke up without the headache and nausea. Maybe my magic had healed me. I showered away the remaining icky feeling of having been sick, threw on jeans and a peasant blouse in burnt butter brown, and headed for the kitchen. I needed food. 
 
    I grilled patties and slapped together burgers with tomato, lettuce, and cheese. Halfway through my second burger, I almost choked as two of the lupine children ran into the kitchen. 
 
    Unless they were with Evander and going to the gym tower and its obstacle course, the children never ventured beyond an imaginary halfway line in the garden, one that bisected it through the central tower. I’d given them freedom of the garden, but Alma had ordered them to stay in “their half”. 
 
    It was strange to witness the power the powerless exercised by limiting themselves. 
 
    Taking less than you’re offered was a survival strategy my babushka would have spat on. She’d grown up hearing the tales of people who’d survived the Soviet gulags. Survival meant taking everything. Sacrificing anything to make a point would have struck her as insane. 
 
    I didn’t like it, but I didn’t push. 
 
    Creating a dependency on me, even if it was one they resented or feared, wouldn’t help. We were escorting our Dirus guests to freedom, and that meant they’d have to live with their good and bad choices. When you were free, you couldn’t blame “the system” for your failure. 
 
    But now, two kids burst into the kitchen. 
 
    “Their eyes are open!” 
 
    I dropped my burger and ran with them. 
 
    Evander raced from the gym tower, slowing his run to the pace of the two older children with him. 
 
    We found Madra already in the hospital ward, but tucked out of everyone’s way beside the corner table. 
 
    Nearly forty of the children had their eyes open, and their gazes tracked movement. 
 
    Staff were touching them, talking to them, and openly crying. 
 
    I hugged the two kids who’d fetched me as we watched the subdued, happy chaos. This was what triumphant hope felt like. Opening their eyes and focusing didn’t guarantee a full recovery, but it was significantly more than we’d had before. 
 
    Rather than frighten the waking children with an alien, I donned a glamour and assessed them under the guise of a lupine. 
 
    Their gazes slid over me indifferently to fix on the faces they knew. 
 
    At the end of my round, I reported to Arkadis and the Legion magi-medicine experts, with Alma, Evander and Saka listening in. “Their bodies show no signs of strain. Their systems are functioning within predicted parameters for this stage of recovery. Well, you’ve seen the data.” They’d poured over the House’s data, while I assessed the children in person. “I’d like to continue the current treatment plan.” Which was a grand way of saying that my magic would continue to restore the children’s sahar globes. 
 
    The experts agreed, although one added a caveat. “As with the children who remained alert, at a certain point I think you should allow their sahar globes to regenerate naturally.” 
 
    Arkadis agreed even as she shut down the discussion. “We’ll reassess on a daily basis.” 
 
    Within a week, the children were going to the toilet themselves, albeit sometimes with assistance. I hadn’t dared to rush repairing their sahar globes, but restoring muscle was a different story. Soon they were walking up and down their dormitory.  
 
    It was no longer a hospital ward. 
 
    I was there at the corner table, discussing the situation quietly with Saka, Alma and Arkadis, who was on the amage, when one of the formerly unresponsive children cracked a joke. The joke was lame, something about a toothbrush, but it required cognitive humor processing. 
 
    The children stared at us: the goblin and the human laughing wildly, and Alma fighting to stop her laughter turning into sobs. Then two girls laughed, and another three children. Laughter rippled through the room. 
 
    I breached my policy of respecting personal space to give Alma a one-armed hug. “There is our proof. They are recovering mentally as well as physically.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    A week before the House was due to arrive on Shvan, I withdrew my magic from its task of restoring the children’s sahar globes. The organs continued to regenerate, naturally. 
 
    My ability to “see” magic had established itself as an equally natural ability. I could choose to perceive the magical element of my environment and the people in it, or not. 
 
    I hung out in the gym with Evander. “None of the others have been affected by my magic. Only you.” 
 
    “Have you worked out what it’s done—is doing to me?” 
 
    I squinted at him as he skipped rope. “It’s there in potential. I don’t know the specifications for your various augments, but I suspect they’ve changed from what the scientists grafted in. I believe my magic will make them function the way you want them to, and it’ll adapt them, or the result of them, to protect you from their kickback. I think what Hans saw is that my magic has soaked into the augments.” 
 
    He halted. 
 
    I took the rope from him and began skipping like a princess, one leg in front of the other. Idly. 
 
    Evander wasn’t fooled. “Now for the bit you think I won’t like.” 
 
    The rope slapped the floor softly, like a barely heard echo to my footsteps. “When I look at your augments, there’s as much magic soaked in them as in the House’s walls. I’ve tried to look at them the way Hans must have seen them, and I’m going to have to trust that the magic is showing me the truth.” I stopped skipping. “It tricked him. It showed him the magic winding around the augments and not soaked into them. And when I asked the House and checked with my magic, it showed him blank walls. It didn’t let Hans analyze its form.” 
 
    I concentrated on wrapping the skipping rope around its handles. “You’re unique, Evander. You hold a potent store of magic, the sole purpose of which is to protect you by acting through your augments in the manner you chose to use them.” 
 
    “The gold vessels you filled with magic to pay Saka, do they hold less or more than my augments?” 
 
    “Less. And to be clear, I mean that each of your augments, individually, holds more magic than is stored in a vessel.” I shrugged unhappily, helplessly. “Sorcerers operate by unique rules. But…the magic won’t let anyone else see it if I tell it to hide.” I lifted my gaze from the skipping rope to him. “Should I?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I swear you’re still independent. You can leave any time and live a normal life. Be whoever you want.” Be with whoever he wanted. 
 
    His gaze searched my face. “When you say you didn’t change any of the others in the House, did you heal them?” 
 
    “I checked. No. Apart from Carlene, obviously, when we saved her life. It’s only you where my magic got away from me.” 
 
    His breathing hadn’t quickened while he skipped. But now, the skin over his cheekbones flushed purple. “Did your magic fix me because I was more broken—” 
 
    I tossed the skipping rope onto a weight bench and gripped his arm. “I never saw you as broken.” 
 
    He stared down at me intensely. “Then the other explanation is that you saw me as yours. Your magic healed me as it would heal you. Am I…” His deep voice broke. He continued hoarsely. “Am I yours?” 
 
    He’d said he’d always protect me. That I was his everything. 
 
    My fingers dug into his arm. “You said that I was the most important person in your life, but that you couldn’t be that for me. Has that changed?” 
 
    “I’m selfish, Kira. I know you deserve more than me, but if you want me—if even your magic thinks I’m yours—then I am. I want to be.” His chest heaved. “I want you.” 
 
    His family and all of elven society had told him he was expendable, unwanted. 
 
    I stretched up on tiptoes and kissed him. “I want you.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Gale cornered me in my office the evening before we were due to arrive on Shvan. “Soooo, you and Evander.” 
 
    I blushed. 
 
    She cackled. “Good for you.” 
 
    I smiled, demurely. “We’re taking it slow. With our extended lifespans, why rush the anticipation?” 
 
    She choked on her laughter. “That is not you. That’s all Evander.” 
 
    My smile collapsed into a scowl, but a happy scowl. “He’s a romantic. I appreciate it, and he makes me tingle, but it’s exploding any idea I had that I was patient.” I laughed at myself. “He’s right, though. Till the children are gone, feelings like this are a distraction. The children deserve my attention.” 
 
    The mirth vanished from Gale’s expressive face. “They’re healing, Kira. You saved them.”  
 
    I tilted my head to the side. “You helped Evander and me.” 
 
    Her eyes widened innocently. 
 
    I borrowed a move from her playbook and pointed a finger at her. “You made sure he had the role of chief of security, not consort. He was free to choose to be my lover.” 
 
    “You were freed, too,” she responded, quietly. She slid off the windowsill she’d perched on. “Choose love first, Kira. Everything else falls into place.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    The House settled over the new orphanage on Shvan. Unlike the gray compound on Dirus, these buildings were painted a vibrant blue with orange gutters and white window frames. Flowers grew in freshly raked garden beds. There was a green sports field and a pit that I recognized as a safe training ground for young mages. 
 
    None of it was enough to entice me out, but the children would thrive here. 
 
    Maybe I’d have considered visiting Shvan and the Legion base if Arkadis was there. We’d become friends over the past month. The cynical side of me suspected that was what the Legion had hoped, and that they’d selected her as liaison to get me onside, an ally like Hector had wanted me to be. 
 
    I hadn’t spoken to him since Paratge. Nor did I intend to. 
 
    With Mage-captain Irmeli—she hated her first name—Arkadis, I thought the risk that she or her superiors might want to use her friendship with me was worth taking. A friendship couldn’t be exploited if you were willing to end it. 
 
    And yes, I was aware that starting a friendship with the assumption that it would end, and end unpleasantly, was not healthy. 
 
    The point was, since Arkadis was on Qaysar with the Exarch, I had no reason to venture onto Shvan. 
 
    Our small group of Dirus refugees were eager to stand on their own feet. 
 
    Evander got hugs the night before they left us. 
 
    I had this: the rows of our children lined up, saluting me. It was a show of gratitude, Dirus-style. 
 
    I smiled and waved back at them. “Be happy!” 
 
    A few of the children smiled back briefly. Survival, not happiness, had been their goal for their short lives. The children marched down the chapel tower ramp. 
 
    Saka strolled out with them. The mage was too independent and restless to travel with the House. 
 
    Evander stood to the side with a hand on the scruff of Madra’s neck. 
 
    When the doors closed behind the children, the three of us ran to the foyer window. The House would ensure we could see out, while no one could look in. 
 
    Gale joined us. “Did you have Saka vow to keep your secrets?” 
 
    “No.” I was changing; growing and evolving; recognizing who I was in Reality. “Keeping my secrets is my responsibility.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    With the Dirus contingent’s departure, I’d asked everyone to gather in the conference room. I’d detoured to my office to collect my notes and a scroll. I could have translocated them to me, but I preferred to steal a few minutes alone. Watching the children march out of the House had raised a troubling new issue. This would be my life. Unless I chose to settle the House somewhere, people would come and go. Relationships would be transient. Add in my extended lifetime and unless I settled among long-lived trolls, I’d watch people age and die far too fast. 
 
    I’d recognized that sorcerers had to be independent to act as effective peacekeepers. But perhaps that independence also protected us. How many times could you lose people before your heart developed scar tissue? 
 
    The door to the conference room stood wide open and voices emerged clearly. 
 
    “They liked you.” Sylvesteri laughed. “Sorry, Ev. I don’t mean people shouldn’t. It’s just that I’m normally the charming one. Those kids were a tough audience, and their teachers…whew. I wonder if everyone from Dirus is so closed off?” 
 
    I walked in as Gale crunched a stick of celery. “It’s a survival mechanism,” I said. She and I had discussed the Dirus refugees.  
 
    From a whisper’s perspective, even repressing their emotions and actions, they’d given away a lot. They were survivors, and we respected their toughness. 
 
    I glanced back into the corridor. 
 
    Lennu hurried toward us. 
 
    I took a seat near Evander. 
 
    Carlene stood at the front of the room near a screen and staring down at a scroll.  
 
    Once Lennu entered, I began without preamble. “Carlene is going to bring us up to speed on the mystery of the vanishing magic, hereafter known as the incomplete vortex, so that you understand our next steps and your options.” 
 
    Sylvesteri’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    Gale’s inquisitive gaze went to Evander, who hadn’t twitched.  
 
    Of course he knew what I intended to do. 
 
    “Carlene?” I handed over to her. 
 
    She put the scroll down on the table. “We have tracked back the disturbance on Dirus to fluctuations in a wider region of Reality. Here we have a simplified model.” 
 
    The screen showed Dirus, the Human world, Amborella, a troll planet and other fixed points in Reality as well as paths between them. 
 
    “It’s an extremely simplified model,” Carlene stressed. “Conceptualizing Reality is difficult, and in this instance, we’re adding in the complication that the region takes in backwater planets and the unexplored Human world, while skirting up against a no-go zone in troll space. There are even more unknowns than normal.” 
 
    Lennu interrupted. “The no-go zone?” 
 
    “It’s included as a border, a boundary line for the area we’re interested in.” Carlene tapped the screen between the Human world and Dirus. “The no-go zone was created a long time ago when two sorcerers fought. It’s been observed ever since, and there is no evidence that it is involved in the incomplete vortex.” 
 
    She widened her focus back to all of us. “What we’re calling an incomplete vortex is a movement of magic across a substantial region, greater or lesser in degree, but pulling somewhere in Earth space.” She switched to a new image. “I’ve been studying this with scholars on Qaysar and in the Legion. We can’t agree on the center of the vortex. There simply isn’t enough data.” 
 
    She held up a finger. “It’s also fair to say we’ve concentrated on the fringe of the incomplete vortex for how it is affecting Dirus, specifically, the young mages on Dirus. We have two competing hypotheses, as well as an idiotic notion about an echo world.” 
 
    “Echo world?” Sylvesteri mouthed at me. 
 
    I shook my head that it wasn’t important. 
 
    Carlene didn’t notice. She was passionately absorbed in her research, and in outlining it. “Acting on an incorrect hypothesis would worsen Dirus’s situation, which is why Kira has agreed to take the House to acquire the data we need to plug into the two opposing models that express the hypotheses.” 
 
    She blanked the screen. “The first is simply that magic is being siphoned toward the undiscovered center of the vortex along the paths of Reality. The opposing hypothesis is that the magic that appears to be vanishing from Reality is, in fact, concealing an increase in magic. The erosion of the children’s sahar globes could be explained by this. Instead, of being drained into non-existence, they might have been flooded. 
 
    “Think of the paths in Reality as tubes that magic flows through. As extra magic floods through them, it puts pressure on the walls. Magic begins to seep out. As we currently only monitor magic in known space or in the paths of Reality, we can’t measure what’s happening outside those paths. It could be that what appears to us as a decrease in magic is explained by the fact that we are now measuring only the magic that remains in the paths and hasn’t leaked out.” 
 
    Her crest feathers rose high. “Under this hypothesis, if we were to push more magic into those paths or—as I had initially considered—if we performed magic to reinforce the paths, we might cause a catastrophe at the end points of the paths where their magic releases.” 
 
    Sylvesteri scratched his heavy jaw. “Ultimately, on Qaysar.” 
 
    Carlene nodded. “Exactly. The Exarch and Legion should worry about this.” 
 
    “Except that they’re convinced of the first hypothesis,” I said. 
 
    Her clawed feet scratched agitatedly at the floor. “Not completely, or they’d have acted.” 
 
    “Unless there’s a political reason not to,” Gale observed. She pushed up the sleeves of her pink and white candy-striped sweater. It matched her striped tights which were on display since she sat on a tall chair with her feet on a rung. It brought her level with Evander’s slouched height. “Earlier, you said the House would go on a journey to acquire data. Why do the scholars need the House?” 
 
    Lennu answered. “Proving an hypothesis requires data from outside the existing paths of Reality. Only the House can venture there.” He waved his hands, miming lines and tubes in the air. “World Walker Caravans place and repair the monitoring devices along the paths of Reality. They can’t venture outside the paths. The House can. To prove or disprove Carlene’s hypothesis, the second hypothesis, requires data from outside the paths.” 
 
    I expanded on his response. “Fortunately, we have time to collect the data. The children’s recovery gives us that, and the Legion will monitor and provide safe passage for other mage children needing distance from Dirus. That might be a band aid solution.” I glanced at Evander who’d been unhappy with it. A “solution” that forced children to leave their homes and, potentially, their families, was far from ideal. “But it gives us time to determine exactly what is happening and how to rectify it.” 
 
    Carlene agreed. “It’s not only Kira and the House doing the data collection. Legion-funded scholar caravans will travel the relevant paths updating the monitoring equipment and observing.” 
 
    She leaned back against a table, finally admitting to some of her exhaustion. She’d been working almost around the clock on understanding the incomplete vortex phenomenon. “The problem is that monitoring equipment isn’t neutral. It’s always influenced, in design and placement, by current paradigms. Those paradigms also influence how we model Reality. The incomplete vortex challenges the existing paradigm—the way we understand how Reality operates—and we must have additional data to analyze the situation.” 
 
    I refocused the discussion. “In pursuit of that data, the House will travel from Shvan to the neanderthal planet, Quedlin. In this case, the journey is the important bit, not the destination. I can’t tell you how long the journey will take or what we’ll encounter. The House will remain in the vicinity of Shvan for twenty four hours, so you can decide if you’d rather opt out of the journey.” 
 
    Sylvesteri jerked his head back, offended. “We go with you. I know I won’t be much help, but I’m not abandoning you.” 
 
    I smiled. “You signed up to see diverse places and people, not travel through the blankness of Reality. If you stay on Shvan, the Legion will arrange passage for you on their spaceships or World Walker Caravans to wherever you want to go.” 
 
    Sylvesteri did me the courtesy of holding his tongue and at least pretending to consider his response. 
 
    Lennu rose higher as he tightened the coils of his lower body. “I’m staying. I’m invested in solving this problem even if alchemy isn’t the best lens for understanding it.” 
 
    Feet kicking in her buckle shoes, Gale grinned. “Kira, you have to view this from our perspective. If we left the House, now, what could we do that would be more interesting than traveling with you? And personally, I’ve never visited a neanderthal planet.” 
 
    “You’ll love it,” Sylvesteri said enthusiastically. “We love having visitors and entertaining. It’s a good thing you’re an extrovert or you’d be overwhelmed.” He barely paused. “And I’ll be there to guide you around.” 
 
    Evander nudged my shoulder with his. 
 
    Yes, he’d told me they’d all want to come on the journey through unmapped Reality. 
 
    I nudged him back. No one liked an I-told-you-so-er. 
 
    A chuckle rumbled in his chest. 
 
    I smiled. “Well, if you’re all intent on joining in, we don’t have to stay here another day—unless you have plans on Shvan?” 
 
    A chorus in the negative answered me. 
 
    “Then, next stop, Quedlin!” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Carlene caught my elbow as we exited the conference room at the rear of everyone else. 
 
    One glimpse of her anxious expression, and I gave Evander a pat to keep going before stepping back into the room with the dinosaurian scholar. 
 
    Her eyes were redder than ever with tiredness. “I know the data collection is vital, but before Dirus, you mentioned that you’d found the Ignis Grimoire?” 
 
    “On Peri,” I confirmed. “But I don’t think we need Tenho Zilarra’s Spell of Amber in it, any more. If your hypothesis is correct, then sealing the paths would trigger an explosive release, or multiple releases.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” Carlene said tensely. “But if I’m wrong.” She flashed a quick, unconvincing smile. “Which does happen.” She cleared her throat. “I’d like to be able to study the grimoire while the House is traveling.” 
 
    I considered her request. And it was a request. She wanted me to change my direction for the House: to travel first to Peri, and then, back to Shvan to traverse the unknown region of Reality between it and Quedlin. “Carlene, I think that if the first hypothesis is correct, I can restore the paths as effectively as the Spell of Amber—if the consensus is that they require fixing. The incomplete vortex should really be tackled at its center rather than around the edges.” In my opinion. But then, as a sorcerer with a House, I had a different perspective on magical dangers than that held by mages and scholars. 
 
    Carlene clasped her hands together at her chest. “I think the grimoire is important.” 
 
    I had a flashback to how her chest had been torn open by her attempt to protect Evander. I owed her, and I trusted her scholarly judgement. I was curious, though. “Why didn’t you raise this in the meeting?” Even if, in scholarly paranoia, she thought one of the others might leak the information that the legendary grimoire was on Peri, discussing that fact wouldn’t reveal that it was in the Anthropological Library of Peri Space. 
 
    “Oh. Um. I should have. Sorry, Kira. I wasn’t thinking.” Her shoulders slumped even more. 
 
    “You need to sleep for a day. Take a health break from your research.” I studied the passion burning in her eyes. “You really think the grimoire is worth delaying the data collection?” 
 
    Her throat and chest feathers trembled. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then we’ll go get it.” 
 
    She hugged me for the first time. “Thank you. Thank you, Kira.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Personally, I was happy to have an excuse to visit Peri, an elven planet in Fae space. It meant that Evander could enjoy the relaxation of walking among his own people, and maybe buying a few familiar things or sharing experiences like a restaurant meal with me. 
 
    We were a day out from the planet, still traveling the paths of Reality, when Evander showed me the photos the children had sent him of their new home on Shvan. 
 
    I was receiving daily medical reports on their recovery, but these photos meant more. I smiled as I leaned close to study the screen of his amage. “Luann’s ears have pricked up.” 
 
    “She’s howling with the big kids now.” He swiped through to the video at the end of the message.  
 
    The children waved at the camera. The staff stood around at the edges of the group. Even without knowing them, it was easy to pick out the new staff—three lupine mage teachers—from the old. The new ones smiled. The staff from Dirus maintained blank faces. 
 
    Madra nudged me, nearly knocking me over with his demand for attention. 
 
    I resumed brushing him. “You miss them, don’t you, Madra?” 
 
    He was mopey. Even his purring was subdued. 
 
    “Do you think we could take him with us to the library on Peri?” I asked Evander. 
 
    Amusement curved his mouth. It was less a smile than a smirk. Evander was contemplating something wicked. “Why not? Madra knows how to behave.” 
 
    The elves of Peri, on the other hand, would have no idea—or precedent—on how to react to a tamed goblin feline. 
 
    I’d ensure that my magic protected Madra and the rest of us. The rest of us being Evander, Carlene and myself. In her eagerness to acquire the grimoire, Carlene had insisted on joining the retrieval operation. 
 
    I smiled at Evander. Our “retrieval operation” would be to stroll into the Anthropological Library of Peri Space and take the glamoured Ignis Grimoire from the shelves. 
 
    We set out the following afternoon. 
 
    The House had settled undetectably over a stretch of parkland that was mostly empty in these last days of winter in the city. In adherence to Evander’s security protocols, I had my magic turn us invisible until we were a couple of blocks away from the park and three blocks from the library. 
 
    Heads turned at the sight of our group. 
 
    A dinosaurian, a human and a scytha stroll into a city accompanied by the most handsome, awesome elven Ranger captain in Reality. Yeah, I was smitten with Evander. 
 
    We held hands as we walked. 
 
    No one challenged us as we entered the library. 
 
    I inhaled the unique, dusty scent of the quiet space. Instinctively, I lowered my voice to a murmur as I confided in Evander. “My first kiss was in a school library.” 
 
    He smiled. “Mine was at a birthday party at the zoo, behind the galah-ha aviary. I still remember those birds’ jeering calls.” He slanted a look at me. “My kissing has improved since then.” 
 
    “Fishing for compliments?” I teased. 
 
    “Hoping for a kiss.” 
 
    Walking on his other side, Carlene’s feathers ruffled in annoyance.  
 
    I bit my lip to stop a giggle. I couldn’t sense any threats, so why shouldn’t Evander and I enjoy the moment? 
 
    Madra padded along, sniffing and curious. He sneezed, explosively, and rejoined us. 
 
    “Poor boy.” I scratched his ears. “You’re used to the House’s impeccable housekeeping.” Unlike ours, the Peri library was visibly thick with dust. I refrained from touching the stair railing as we descended to the basement. 
 
    “I can’t sense it,” Carlene whispered. 
 
    Nor could I, but my magic remembered the route through the maze of shelves. 
 
    “Here we go,” I gestured her into an aisle, then pointed. “Midway along that shelf. Midden Research on Failed Settlements of the Pre-Stellar Era by Dr. Dullar Poo.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose.  
 
    “I’m not kidding.” I laughed. 
 
    Madra sat on his haunches between Evander and me. I faced Carlene. Evander and Madra stood lookout. 
 
    I could hear the voices and footsteps of people milling together to work up the nerve to approach. I took a step toward Carlene. 
 
    She waved me back. “We agreed. Tenho Zilarra hated sorcerers. It’s safer for me to touch the grimoire, and I’ve taken every precaution.” Those precautions included refusing to allow my magic to bubble her in protection. 
 
    I stepped back, reluctantly. “Be careful.” Behind me, I felt the warmth of Evander’s solid back. 
 
    Carlene stretched up and took the grimoire from the shelf. Its glamour collapsed. “The Ignis Grimoire.” She held it reverently. “This means everything.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, but she continued speaking. 
 
    My translation magic failed. I couldn’t understand what she said. To my ears, she spoke five syllables of gibberish—and vanished. 
 
    “What the heck?” I darted forward. 
 
    Evander grabbed my belt and hauled me back. 
 
    “The grimoire took her somewhere,” I said urgently. 
 
    He shook his head. His expression was grim, but his eyes sad. His hands were gentle. “Did you understand what she said?” 
 
    I tried to twist away. “It didn’t translate for me.” 
 
    “My family is old. My father insisted we learn High Elvish. I’m sorry, Kira. Carlene planned this. She said, ‘Airs of heaven, take me.’ I’m guessing it was a teleportation spell. Perhaps one of Tenho Zilarra’s.” 
 
    “No. Teleportation is too risky. And to attempt something like that, and so fast, she’d have had to prepare it earlier and hold it.” I fell silent. 
 
    People clustered behind us, kept at bay by Madra’s growling disapproval. 
 
    “Carlene used me,” I whispered. “She needed a sorcerer to find the grimoire…” I stared at Evander. I was wide-eyed, horrified and betrayed. “What does she want it for?” 
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