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     Author’s Foreword

     Well, here it is; the second half of the beginning of the third and, as planned, final Maiyim series. Unexpected Reactions and Hypothetical Notions were plotted as a single novel, but it was too long to leave as a single volume, so I stopped after the adventure in Horalia. That turned out to be an excellent stopping point. Then all I had to do was write a new prologue an I was ready to go.

     In a way that was a blessing. When I first started writing I could plot an entire book in a few days and then it would take me about three or four months to write. However my stories were not tightly plotted in advance. In one, in fact, the plot outline only covered the first two or three chapters and then finished with, “and we’ll see where that takes us.”
     These days it takes me far longer to plot a novel than it does to write it, however. I don’t know that my writing has improved all that much, although I would like to think it has, but my plot sketches are much more detailed and thought out in advance.

     So much for writing habits, however, the proof is in the results, and I hope you like what I’ve come up with.

Jonathan Feinstein
Westport, MA
April 5, 2010

          Hypothetical Notions

                Prologue

      Jaspar Felth chuckled as he came on duty that night. He was carrying a large, antique analog clock under his arm and it was the highlight of his week when he hung it directly on top of the glaring red digital time readout in his office. He checked the time, three twenty-seven A.M. and carefully set the hands to half past three. “Close enough for government work,” he nodded happily and went to sit down at his desk. In a room filled with lights, meters and various other illuminated readouts, that old clock was like an oasis in a desert to him. He turned on his coffee maker and headed for the large desk at the back of the office.

      The office was large for a room on Midbar, the solitary natural satellite of the planet called Maiyim. Space was available at a steep premium on an airless world where most habitats had been carved into the ancient rock. However, this room was large by necessity. Only a room this size could hold everything it had to. Jaspar knew that by planet-bound standards the room was ordinary, but it was twice as large as all but the common room in his own home.

      As chief engineer in the Candletown Power and Light, Jaspar could set his own hours. He preferred being here when the rest of Administration was not. It allowed him to actually get his work done. He was not alone in the plant, not by a long shot. A fusion plant could never be left to run on its own without constant monitoring, but the men who kept the station running knew their jobs and if they had to interrupt Jaspar it was for good reason.

      He had only been at his desk a few minutes when some blinking lights caught his eye. The far wall of his office was filled with blinking lights of one denomination or another, but as the chief engineer he knew which ones should be blinking under normal operation and which ones should not.

      The plant played host to tourists once a week and visitors often remarked on how difficult they thought it must be to keep track of all the lights, dials, monitors and whatnot at each workstation all of which were smaller and less complex than the monitor wall in Jaspar’s office, but the simple truth was that it was not difficult for a person to learn which were which at a workstation where he spent the better part of his workday. Jaspar, however, knew them all. That was his job.

      He got up from his desk and started toward the wall of lights, but part way there he remembered his coffee. Sending a quick thought in the general direction of the coffee maker, the ceramic cup that held the hot black liquid floated up and into his hand. Any good engineer was also an accomplished tech-mage although Jaspar knew he could never have performed that particular party trick in the full gravity of Maiyim with the ease and grace he could up here.

      He took a sip and studied the lights and nearby dials. It was not a major problem. It might have become one had no one noticed, but at the moment it was just a minor bit of imbalance. It was probable that had he missed it, one of the night-shift men and women would have caught it in a few minutes and made the necessary corrections. But Jaspar was up and figured he might as well take care of it himself.

      As he investigated, he realized it was even more minor than it had seemed at first and might even have been left for the morning crew to handle, but Jaspar’s policy was to take no chances. Fusion power was too finicky to take chances with. If you found a problem you handled it immediately.

      Jaspar made the needed adjustments, but they only corrected the problem for a few seconds and then the balance shifted back again. It was not a dangerous imbalance and it did not seem to get worse, but somewhere there was an issue causing it, and Jaspar wanted to know what it was.

      Deep in concentration as he inspected the other readouts and monitors, Jaspar sensed the slight but sudden drop in air pressure subliminally. Over a decade on Midbar, however, was enough to make him act instinctively even before he knew why. His ears popped as he hit the switches that would seal all compartments in the power station. There had been a blow-out and on the moon that could be deadly.

      As he became consciously aware, he remembered that the power station’s air supply was isolated from that of the rest of Candletown and that, by his actions, each section of the station was now self pressurized. Wherever the leak was, it was somewhere in the plant. Jaspar raced back to his desk and called for reports.

      “Mister Felth,” the shift leader, a stout Granomish man in his late twenties reported, “It’s a seam leak in one of the emergency airlocks. The automatic wards kicked in as advertized before much air was lost and we have a crew on their way there now.”

      “Thank you, Garret,” Jaspar replied to the white-faced man in the video screen. The color of Garret’s skin was natural, all Granomen had chalk white skin. Jaspar, had light skin for a human, but compared to Garret’s, Jaspar’s skin always seemed dark. Granomen were also shorter than humans in general, but so many of them were natural engineers. Scientists still argued whether that was a cultural or a genetic bias. “Have you been monitoring the power imbalance in Chamber Three?”

      “We have been aware of it, sir,” Garret responded, “but the solution seems to be escaping us. We can make adjustments but then it just slips back again.”

      “Perhaps we are working at cross-purposes,” Jaspar remarked. “I’ll look into the matter more closely.”

      “Could it be related to the blowout somehow, sir?” Garret asked.

      “I don’t see how it could be,” Jaspar shrugged, “but I’ve seen stranger things. I’ll let you know what I find.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Garret replied and signed off, allowing Jaspar to get back to work.

      Jaspar tried a different approach then and sought out the cause of the imbalance. Using the great bank of indicators and the terminal set into the wall next to them, he attempted to find a direct cause. When that became unapparent he started looking for indirect ones. Finally, he decided to look at Chamber Three through a tech-magic simulator that would allow him to see the contents of the chamber as though walking through it.

      Direct viewing rarely showed anything useful, but by the time he resorted to it, Jaspar was running out of options. If he could not find a cause, he would have to shut down Chamber Three, allow it to cool and would need a team to go in and perform the long and dangerous procedure that would remove all traces of harmful radiation. Then they could carefully fire the chamber up again.

      Most visitors to the plant were mystified as to why they called it a chamber in the first place. The word made it sound like a large and spacious room and, while it was large, there was not much extraneous space within it. They also thought that there would be a miniature sun in the heart of the chamber. After all, didn’t the sun burn by hydrogen fusion too?

      In truth, the chamber was filled with particle colliders and lined with specially treated energy absorbing panels. There was room for men to move between the colliders, but just barely, and normally inspections could be accomplished via camera, just as Jaspar was doing now.

      Finding no visible problems, Jaspar announced to the plant that Chamber Three would be shutting down in five minutes. He waited as acknowledgements came into his office and then after that time, he began the shut-down procedure. 

      Suddenly one of the monitors turned a bright, but sickly, yellow green and was filled with what seemed to be an odd glowing symbol. Jaspar turned immediately to look at it and died instantly. All the lights, dials, indicators and monitors on his wall died as well in a shower of small explosions. The room was dark before his body hit the floor.

     Part I – Tamlin Sloane

     One

      A woman’s voice was singing an old sea shanty, two or three centuries out of date to say the least, but it was heavenly to Jerry Carter’s ears. The Maiyim Bourne was singing, or rather the spell-created personality he simply called Maiyim, the same name as the world they lived on, was singing. She stayed carefully just inside the cabin of the antique yacht, however, so that she could not be seen from shore. Jerry was at the helm and Islandtwist was seated beside him. Maiyim had originally appeared in the form of an elderly and now deceased wizard named Oceanvine, but she could look like anyone she wanted to really and much preferred to appear as that same Oceanvine, but at the age of nineteen, pretty, of average height, with deep brown eyes and very long, shiny black hair.

      Jerry took one last look back at the docks of Tarnsa and was surprised to see Amelie Rentoner and Duke Natan of Horalia still standing there. Amelie waved enthusiastically and Jerry waved back just as a larger ship moved between them and he finally lost his view of the inner harbor. “Maiyim, I think it is safe to come out on deck now,” he told her.

      “All right,” she agreed and suddenly materialized on Jerry’s right side. As a magically generated hologram, Maiyim did not need to actually walk from place to place and as often as not, she did not.

      Jerry had found the Maiyim Bourne several months earlier while supervising the demolition of the old warehouse that belonged to his father’s business. His father, Marvon Carter, had given Jerry the boat and suggested he take some time off. Some time before that, Jerry had been headed down a treacherous path of alcohol and wild nights, but when he managed to turn himself around and show some responsibility, Marvon chose to reward the positive turn in his son.

      Jerry had not known much about sailing, but had friends who did. So he left Keesport with three of them. Two had been on the same dark path Jerry had been on, and soon got themselves in trouble with the law in one port and stole items from the Maiyim Bourne in another. Jerry left those two behind in disgust on the island of Mek, but his third companion, Alarn, was a true friend and stayed by Jerry’s side for most of the summer until Al’s mother had fallen ill and he rushed back to help out at home. By then, however, the Maiyim Bourne had woken up.

      Early on in his voyage, the image of Oceanvine, a female wizard who had been dead for nearly two centuries had appeared and explained that the boat was actually a gift from the gods with all the powers, priviledges and responsibilities that entailed. Jerry had commented sourly that he might not be the most responsible person to give such a gift to, but Oceanvine had told him it might be time to grow out of that and that he should think of the Maiyim Bourne, “as a test.”

      The Maiyim Bourne, as Oceanvine had warned, was a magical boat and had been designed to supply her owner and crew with whatever they needed, within reason. The closets in her cabins would supply whatever clothing the opener desired, although one’s unconscious mind often caused them to produce unexpected items. The “food box,” which looked like an antique refrigerator, could produce any sort of food or drink. There were drawers that produced paper products, shelves on which any chart or map in the world could be found and there was equipment on board that could never have existed when the boat was new, such as the computerized terminal connected to NetMaiyim. Connected it might be, but without any of the usual means of connection. It did not use wires or satellite dish. It was just on whenever they needed it. There was a ship-to-shore comm. set onboard that worked perfectly even though the method of such communications had changed several times during the boat’s residence in Jerry’s warehouse. There was also a medicine cabinet that produced whatever medications were needed, many of which seemed to never have been invented on the World of Maiyim. Jerry suspected there were still more amazing gifts on board, not counting the always-full money bags in the cabins, that he had yet to discover.

      The Maiyim Bourne was also indestructible and it was not until Al pointed out how unlikely that the original rigging and sails could still be useable, never mind intact, after two centuries that Jerry began to realize just how special the boat was.

      “Think of it as a test,” Oceanvine had advised.

      “Think of it as a test,” was also the unofficial motto of Islandtwist’s family. Islandtwist, or just Twist for short, was a journeywoman mage. She was of medium height and pretty with long and wavy reddish-brown hair. She was also extremely intelligent and talented as a mage and so was teaching in her family’s school for mages in Olen County. Twist was directly descended from Oceanvine; both Oceanvines, in fact. As Jerry learned, there had been two wizards by that name, the younger being the great-granddaughter of the first. Twist was also descended from a long line of other wizards starting with the now legendary Silverwind the Great, so perhaps it was only natural that she would take instantly to the Maiyim Bourne, which, according to legend, had once belonged to Silverwind.

      Twist was a natural teacher of magic and had instantly started teaching Jerry as well. He was potentially a good student, she knew, but sometimes she really had to push him to bring out his best.

      What neither Jerry nor Twist had expected was that the boat could actually think for herself. The same spell with which Oceanvine had communicated over the centuries to Jerry, had also impressed many memories and the seed of sapience into the spell complex that were the yacht’s enchantments. So after a while the personality of Maiyim had woken up. At first Maiyim projected herself into the image of the elderly Oceanvine, but soon she decided to use an image of Oceanvine from when she was roughly the same age as Twist and Jerry.

      Maiyim had been a timid soul at first, never showing herself to anyone but Jerry and Twist. But while still shy among strangers, she had gained some confidence as they sailed around Rallena, the largest island in the Emmine Archipelago.

      “So which course have you charted for us?” Twist asked Jerry, turning now to look seaward. Ahead of them the Quarna Strait was relatively busy with several ships and a dozen smaller boats in sight.

      “Well,” Jerry began, “at first I thought we should take the fastest and simplest course to Methis’ Forge. That would be by sailing around the northern end of Horalia and going by way of Methisia, but it seems to me that I’ve heard that the confluence of the Nildar and Methis Oceans can be treacherous.”

      “I’ve sailed through there before,” Methis pointed out. “I’m indestructible, you know.”

      “So you say,” Jerry replied easily, “but I’m too fond of you to put that to the test.”

      “And while you might be indestructible,” Twist added with a gentle smile, “we are not. If we capsize, I imagine we’ll be thrown all over the cabin and could easily be hurt even though you would not be. But, Jerry, isn’t it much longer to link the Chain and sail through the Bellinen Archipelago?”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘much longer,’” Jerry shrugged. “It’s a little longer, sure, but we would have more places to stop along the way. And we would have ports to take shelter in during a storm. On the Outer Seas, we would have to deploy the sea anchor and ride it out.”

      “We’ve done that before,” Twist pointed out.

      “Did you enjoy it?” Jerry asked. “Me neither. And to tell the truth, I think the trip through Bellinen would be more interesting. We can always come home the other way and that way we will have circumnavigated the world.”

      “Okay,” Twist agreed. “So we link the Chain Islands and cross Bellinen. What about the Sea of Aritos? That has a pretty rough reputation as I recall.”

      “It’s the only stretch of the Outer Seas we will have to cross,” Jerry replied, “and not all that long. We’ll cross it when we get there… literally, I guess,” he added with a chuckle. So I suppose we should set a course for Kanaduin. We should be there in two or three days even if we can’t hydroplane our way there. Actually, if you’ll take the helm, I’ll program in the course and bring up something for lunch as well.”

      Twist nodded and slid over to sit behind the boat’s wheel while Jerry went below. The same NetMaiyim terminal could also be used to program the navigation unit that sat by the helm. On it, the pilot could view a nav. chart with their course plotted as well as their actual position and the compass heading they would need to bring themselves back on course should they stray from the plan. It also calculated their estimated time of arrival based on current speed, but Jerry had noticed that last was only accurate assuming a constant wind speed, which, on the water, was never a good assumption.

      He had just finished that and was headed for the food box when a strange sound filled the cabin. It was an oddly distorted whistling sound that lasted a few seconds to soon be replace by the sound of a man’s voice counting downward, “Ten, nine, eight, seven,” the voice paused a second and then continued, “five, four, three two, one… Good evening to all the ships at sea.”

      “Evening? Jerry asked. “It’s not quite noon yet.”

      “Not here,” Maiyim said from just behind him, causing him to start a bit. It was easy to forget Maiyim was the boat and that she could project her holographic image in more than one place at once.

      “Nobody uses the ionosphere to skip radio messages off any more,” Jerry pointed out while the voice continued on to give what sounded like a local marine forecast.

      “All is quiet now in the Quarna Strait but the recent storm has moved on to the Probellinen Islands,” the voice told them.

      “They don’t sound like they are either,” Maiyim remarked.

      “What recent storm?” Jerry asked.

      “Travelers should be on the lookout for rough weather there real soon,” the voice told them.

      “I don’t recall any recent storms,” Jerry added while the voice started counting down once more.

      “It might have stayed out to sea,” Maiyim suggested and the voice skipped the number six once more and then finished. There was a dead air hiss from the radio and then it went quiet too.

      “It sounds like the one we heard before we met Amelie,” Twist remarked when Jerry reported what he had heard. “We thought that was some sort of coded message. Maiyim, dear, do you know if the frequencies on that old radio are still in use?”

      “Well, obviously they are,” she replied earnestly. A moment later, she added, “but according to Net Maiyim they are restricted frequencies, used by local services like police and fire departments in Bellinen and for long-range communications between stations on Robander’s Island. Jerry, I guess someone is still skipping signals off the ionosphere after all.”

      “Evidently,” Jerry agreed. “I forgot about Robander’s, There are only a few research stations there and probably none of the comm. satellites cover them adequately.”

      “That’s a good guess,” Twist agreed. “It would hardly pay to launch satellites only a few hundred people would use.”

      “Well that didn’t sound like anyone in Bellinen or Robander’s,” Jerry remarked. “It was a weather report for here and the Probellinens. Maiyim, could you check the forecast for storms, please?”

      “We can expect scattered showers tomorrow and the next day, but there aren’t any storms being predicted,” Maiyim replied a few moments later.

      “Definitely a coded message,” Twist decided. “Wish I knew what it meant.”

      “Why?” Jerry asked. “Doesn’t sound like it has anything to do with us.”

      “Perhaps not, but I am curious,” Twist admitted. “Well that old radio may not be of much use anymore, but maybe I can figure out those messages if we hear any more of them.” Jerry shrugged at that. “So are you ready for your next lesson?” Twist asked him.

      “Next lesson?” he asked. “While we’re sailing?”

      “We’ve done that before too,” she reminded him.

      “Not with so much sea traffic around,” he argued.

      “Well, I’ll steer, you practice, dear,” she told him. “You need work on your illusions.”

      Jerry sighed. “I knew I shouldn’t have given you the helm.”

      Twist laughed and gave him a few basic instructions. “Don’t forget your warm-ups with the hex nut,” she added. Jerry had been using a hex nut they had found on board to practice telekinesis. He was fairly good at that by now, but Twist insisted he use it every time he started a new lesson, just to get him going. Jerry concentrated and the nut floated up from inside the cabin and then he got down to business.

      Two days later they made port in Kanaduin.

     Two

      “Thank you, Harbormaster,” Jerry told him over the radio. He was wearing headphones to cut down the wind noise in his ears, so Twist could only hear one side of the conversation. “Yes, I know which dock that is. I was here a few months ago in the middle of the tourist season. Thank you again. We’ll be there shortly.” Jerry took off the headphones and told Twist, “We need to retract the foils as we enter the mouth of the harbor. Kanaduin is a busy port and they have speed limits here.”

      “That’s fine,” Twist replied. “Do you want to take the helm and should I pilot us in the old fashioned way?” There had been a time before all ships had been fitted with mechanical engines some mages were able to make a living by propelling ships using a special adaptation of telekinesis.

      “Actually, I think I could use the practice with the pilots’ spell,” Jerry replied.

      “Okay. You take the helm,” Twist replied. “I’ll strike the sails and retract the foils.”

      “Do it in the other order,” Jerry suggested. “You remember how I nearly fell into the drink at your cousin’s wharf?”

      Twist nodded. On approaching Frederick, Lord Olen’s private wharf, Jerry had attempted to arrive flamboyantly with water splashing magnificently all around the Maiyim Bourne. In practice, however, the boat slowed so rapidly when he struck the sails that he nearly went overboard. Only Twist realized it because the mainsail blocked anyone else’s view, but it was not a mistake she cared to duplicate.

      A few minutes later they were moving silently through the harbor. “Would you like to use my staff?” Twist offered. In earlier lessons Jerry had discovered the energy storing and funneling properties of a mage staff. There was no special spell that made a staff work, if was really just a battery for magical energy that a mage might use.

      “I don’t need it,” Jerry told her. “The entire boat is like one giant staff.”

      “That’s the energy that powers the spell complex of Maiyim Bourne,” Twist pointed out. “It’s part of Maiyim’s personality too.”

      “No, it’s okay,” Maiyim told them from just inside the cabin. “He isn’t really using much, although it does tickle a bit. Well I think that sensation is tickling,” she added uncertainly.

      “Jerry,” Twist told him, “this is an imaginative solution, but the practice will mean more if you use energy from sources other than Maiyim. There is energy all around you in the air and water. Use that instead.”

      “That’s not as easy,” Jerry grumbled.

      “That’s my point,” Twist told him firmly. “Unless you can find a way to be a mage without ever leaving Maiyim Bourne you’re going to have to do it. In fact you did just that perfectly in Horalia last week. Why not now?”

      “Why make it harder than it needs to be?” Jerry countered.

      “Because you’re still an apprentice mage,” Twist replied. “Well technically I suppose you might be entitled to call yourself a journeyman. You do have a bachelor’s degree, but only a few months worth of training as a mage.”

      “I can’t see calling myself a journeyman,” Jerry admitted, “especially within your mother’s hearing.”

      “You shouldn’t let Mom intimidate you,” Twist admonished him.

      “She doesn’t,” Jerry denied. “Not really, but I’d really rather have Moonsong accept me than…uh…” he trailed off.

      “What are you trying to say?” Twist asked, obviously amused.

      “Well,” Jerry stumbled verbally. “You and me, uh, you know?”

      “I know what?” Twist teased.

      “Oh come on, Twist!” Jerry retorted exasperatedly. “We’ve been sleeping together since we arrived at Castle North.”

      “We were kind of forced together,” Twist laughed. Jerry looked confused and she finally relented, “No, Jerry, I like being with you. I could have had you sleep on the couch. You offered to often enough and I didn’t move back to the small cabin, did I? A girl just likes to hear the words sometimes, is all. Yikes! Are we going to slow down?”

      While they had been talking, Jerry had continued piloting the Maiyim Bourne toward her slip without slowing down their pace. One part of Twist’s mind exulted that he had been able to maintain the spell throughout the conversation, but the more vocal part was bracing for the impact.

      “No worries,” Jerry chuckled. “Water slows us down way faster than air. Watch.” Jerry slacked off on the pilots’ spell and the boat did, indeed slow down rapidly. Just a few quick corrections brought them to within inches of the dock where they expertly lashed the boat to the cleats. The dock was only half full but Jerry had chosen the slip at the end as the harbormaster had directed him.

      “Should we go into town tonight?” Islandtwist suggested once Jerry had paid their port fees.

      “We can if you like,” Jerry nodded, “last time I was here I didn’t really take the time to look around, but I thought we were planning to leave in the morning.”

      “An hour either way wouldn’t make much of a difference,” Twist admitted, so they decided to see if there were any good movies playing at one of the local cinemas.

      “Last spring I might have found most of these interesting,” Jerry admitted after they had toured the area, “the action films especially, but not now.”

      “After our adventure in Horalia,” Twist agreed, “I’d rather watch a romantic comedy. To tell the truth I have more of a fondness for the old flat films than these modern Tri-D works and the ancient silents grab me most of all. That’s something the entertainment industry has forgotten, I think. The new movies try to grab you by fully immersing you in the action with three-dimensional characters that move all around you as if you were in a crowd of people rather than watching them from a distance. The thing is, a viewer of a silent movie is far more involved with the story because he has to watch everything and read the captions. You cannot just sit there and listen; you have to be really alert to enjoy the film.”

      “That could be,” Jerry nodded noncommittally, “but we seem to have arrived on the off night for the local art theater.”

      “Do you want to stop in a pub on the way back?” Twist asked.

      “Not really,” Jerry replied. The answer surprised him, but when he thought about it, he realized he was telling the absolute truth. He felt no desire whatsoever for a drink and had not in the week since they had rescued Duke Natan’s son in Horalia. “Why don’t we go back to Maiyim Bourne? I’m sure Maiyim misses us and we can catch up on the news.”

      “Last time I looked at the news,” Twist laughed, “we were in it. But that’s fine. It was a nice evening for a stroll.”

      “Yes, Kanaduin’s a nice quiet town, these days,” Jerry replied. “It wasn’t always like this, you know.”

      “I know,” Twist nodded. “It was in Saltspray’s memoirs. She and Oceanvine were here on the Maiyim Bourne when the marines landed and re-established the rule of law here.”

      Maiyim greeted them cheerfully as they stepped back into the cabin, but added, “That was a short night out.”

      “Not much happening in town,” Jerry replied. “Once the tourists go home, the tourist traps aren’t all that interesting. Anything in the news?” Maiyim paused a moment. It was a mannerism, Jerry had come to associate with her checking out what she could find from NetMaiyim. “I meant maybe we should watch or listen together.”

      Maiyim smiled, but then reported anyway, “Most of the commentators and editorialists are still discussing the ramifications of what happened in Horalia.”

      “That could be blinding them to news from the rest of the world,” Twist remarked. “Is there anything that might indicate further activity by the Sons and Daughters of Maiyim?” The Sons and Daughters were a group of the ultra-rich with an extremely conservative agenda aimed at establishing themselves as the ruling elite of the world. Until recently, very little had been known about them and most that had been shrugged off as a kooky conspiracy theory. Jerry’s friend Al, however, had spotted a meeting of the Sons and Daughters on Mount Candle the previous summer and then there had been the incident at the annual Harvest Festival in Horalia. Now, at least, the Emmine House of Lords was on alert for them and the word was spreading. The problem was, the Sons and Daughters had members in nearly every government in the world. The word could not spread without their knowledge.”

      “Nothing I can discern,” Maiyim admitted, “unless they are involved in the Eldist counter-revolution in Saindo.”

      “If they are, they are more likely to be siding with the military government,” Jerry remarked. “Anything of note happening closer to home?”

      “An orange security alert was declared across northeastern Emmine through the Probellinens yesterday morning,” Maiyim informed them. “The government expects a heightened risk of terrorism, but no details have been given.”

      “Exactly where we are headed,” Twist noted.

      “I wouldn’t worry about that,” Jerry shrugged. “We’ve been having orange alerts once or twice a year as long as I can remember. We never hear any details, supposedly because the government doesn’t want the terrorists to know what they know, except the raising of such an alert tells them anyway. The odds are there has been more activity on NetMaiyim than usual or else this is in reaction to the attack in Horalia.”

      “A bit after the fact, isn’t it?” Twist countered.

      “Yes, but that’s nothing new. I don’t recall there ever being an incident happening while the alert was orange and if the Security Department ever declared a red alert it would likely be during an actual incident,” Jerry explained.

      “The Department of Security is advising that pleasure craft stay off the sea lanes at this time all across this region,” Maiyim told them. “That just came in.”

      “Advising or enforcing?” Jerry asked.

      “Advising,” Maiyim replied.

      “No problem then,” Jerry told them. “This is just another of the usual warnings. We had to deal with this in the family business all the time. All the commercial ships will be out there and a lot of Coast Guard and Navy ones too.”

      They left before breakfast the next morning, but after the first hour, the wind slacked off and they were left with Maiyim Bourne’s keel in the water. After the breath-taking speeds the yacht was capable of, Jerry found the comparative slow going a bit dull, but it gave him ample time to work on the magic exercises Twist assigned to him.

      “More wards?” he asked that first day of the trip to Chastigon.

      “Wards are one of the most important basics of magic, Jerry,” Twist informed him, “but for the next few days I want to show you how to counter a standard ward.”

      “How do you do that?” Jerry asked. “Distracting the mage who cast it?”

      “That would work,” Twist agreed, “unless the ward had been cast using its own energy supply. You’ve done that yourself in practice.”

      “So I drain the energy from the ward and it collapses, right? Jerry asked.

      “What if you didn’t want anyone to know you had been there?” Twist countered. “You can’t just recast the spell, no two mages can cast completely identical spells, that’s why cooperative magic is so rare. And sometimes you don’t want to disrupt a ward in any case, depending on what it might do.”

      “You have not taught me much about diagnostic magic either,” Jerry pointed out.

      “One thing at a time, dear,” Twist replied, “although we should put that in your curriculum soon. What I want to show you is how to pass through a ward undetected. Cast a ward over the hatchway into the cabin,” she commanded. “Make it as strong as you possibly can.” Jerry looked up from the helm and did so. Twist got up and inspected his work. “Looks very good,” she told him. She rapped against it with her hand and found it was like hitting a stone wall. “Very nice. Strong! But watch this.” She walked down into the cabin as though it were not there.

      Jerry’s face fell several notches, but then he remembered a previous conversation. “You’ve mentioned that before. You called this a conventional ward and that you could… um… pass through it, I think you said.”

      “I likely used the term ‘phase,’” Twist told him, stepping back up on deck. “Here, let me take the helm. You’re going to be busy for a while, I should think. Okay. Now I want you to do what I just did.”

      “How?” Jerry asked.

      “Close your eyes and take a look at the ward,” Twist told him. “Examine it with your magical senses as the comic books might say.”

      “That does sound rather hokey,” Jerry admitted. “What is the scholarly term for it?”

      “Supranormal perceptivity,” Twist replied, “but no one calls it that except in scholarly journals. ‘Magical senses’ says it all and everyone knows what you mean. Anyway, I’ve already shown you how to examine the flow of magical energy if not how to diagnose it. Use that to examine your own ward and see which way the energy is flowing.”

      “It seems to be sheeting downward,” Jerry replied. “Do I really have to do this with my eyes closed? You’ve always said I should try to do magic with them open.”

      “I would prefer that,” Twist admitted, “but you have to start somewhere. Still if you can see what you need to with them open, go ahead. That’s fairly advanced and even I shut my eyes for a moment when doing this sometimes.”

      “Not this time though,” Jerry guessed.

      “No, not this time,” Twist admitted. “You put a lot into this ward, just as I instructed, so it is easy to see, but that’s not important just now. All you need to know and understand is how the energy flows, then you need to let it continue to flow through you unobstructed as you attempt to pass through the ward.”

      “How do I do that?” Jerry asked.

      “Ah,” Twist breathed. “Now that is what you have to figure out. It really should not be too hard for you, but it isn’t something I can explain any better than I just did. Just like each mage casts spells a little differently, we each handle this differently as well.”

      “Are there mages who cannot do it?” Jerry asked.

      “Quite a few,” Twist admitted. “This is not something everyone can do and only the mages with better than average potential can master it.”

      “But you think I can?” Jerry asked skeptically. “I’m just a beginner.”

      “A beginner who has already invented a new offensive spell, Jerry,” Twist pointed out. “The real key to magical potential is imagination. You have that and more. It’s not really all that hard to do once you figure out how, it’s just that most mages can’t figure it out and all the explanations in the world won’t help.” 

      After a few more minutes of encouragement, Jerry turned to look at the ward. The concept of letting the energy flow through him seemed simple enough, but in practice it was harder than it sounded. For the next hour he worked at the problem and once nearly succeeded, but ended up getting stuck halfway through when he lost his concentration along with his balance and only managed to get free by dispelling the ward. Then he was badly off balance and crashed headlong into the cabin.

      “That was really pretty good,” Twist admitted after being assured Jerry had not hurt himself. “It took me two days the first time Mom had me try it.”

      “Did you get stuck too?” Jerry asked, having picked himself up off the deck.

      “No, but then I wasn’t trying it on a moving boat either,” Twist admitted. “You do have to keep up your concentration especially the first few times you try it.”

      “I guess I’m too easily distractible,” Jerry remarked.

      “Not so bad,” Twist replied. “Let’s break for lunch and then you can try again.”

      “Couldn’t I have just redirected the energy flow around me?” Jerry asked a few minutes later as they were eating pizza from the food box.

      “You could have,” Twist admitted, “but only because you cast the ward yourself. If I had cast it, such a stunt would have disrupted the ward.”

      “What if we had cast it together?” Jerry asked.

      “Um,” Twist thought a moment. “I don’t know. Possibly you might have. We should probably try that sometime when we’re closer in our relative abilities. You do recall – I’ve said this several times, I think – that cooperative spells are best cast by mages who are close to equal in ability. It’s much safer that way unless one is really very good. My Dad could probably work cooperatively with an apprentice without much danger. Cooperative magic is his strongest suit, in fact, but I’m not that good,” she admitted, “yet.

      “Anyway, this is a technique you really want to master,” Twist went on. “It’s really not so much about walking through someone else’s wards. That’s a nice stunt if you want to be a burglar, I suppose, or a spy, but the real use is for being able to cast spells through a ward that you did not erect. You can always cast spells through your own wards, but not someone else’s, not unless you can phase through it.”

      Jerry worked on the problem for another hour after lunch before making the breakthrough at last. Once he got through a ward of his own, he insisted Twist cast one for him. “I won’t know I have it for certain until I can do it on one I didn’t cast myself,” he insisted. 

      However, he made quick work of Twist’s ward as well until she made a change and challenged him, “Try this one.”

      He tried and got a sharp shock for his troubles. “Ow!” he complained and tried again and again. “What am I doing wrong?” he asked finally.

      “Nothing,” Twist admitted. “I don’t know anyone who can get through one like that unless they cast it themselves, although according to Saltspray it is possible, just very much more difficult, but she did not say how it was done so I never learned the technique and don’t know anyone else who knows it either.”

      “What about Methis?” Jerry asked. “She’s a goddess. She must know, right?” The main goal of their current journey was to take the goddess Methis up on an invitation to study with Her, but She lived on the other side of the world so it was likely to be a very long trip.

      “She probably does,” Twist agreed. “We shall have to ask her. Until then, however, we have enough to do. What about your mage name?”

      “I’m an apprentice, you’ve said so, yourself,” Jerry countered. “I don’t get a mage name.”

      “Not officially, but I was Islandtwist long before I got my journeyman’s degree,” she argued. “And I have also told you that technically you could claim journeyman status.”

      “Not in magic,” Jerry shook his head. “My degree was in business. Even tech-magic was a mystery to me until you started teaching me.”

      “Even so, Jerry,” Twist told him earnestly, “You will be taken more seriously as a mage if you choose a mage name. You may not know as much as most junior class magic students, but what you do know you can use like any journeyman I know or better. Besides, if you don’t pick a name soon, I may just do it for you.”

      “Or maybe I will,” Maiyim added playfully, appearing on deck in her usual “Old School uniform” of a cream-colored skirt and a brightly-colored floral-printed blouse. The print pattern was one only favored by the Orenta of the Bellinen Archipelago with the exception of those mages who had attended The Olen School where Twist’s family taught. There the academic robes were each printed with a floral pattern of the same style. Twist often wore a similar outfit, although since leaving Horalia she had been wearing jeans most of the time. “No telling what I might come up with, you know.”

      “I’ll think about it,” Jerry told them both.

     Three

      Sailing into a light wind nearly all the way, they spent the next four days tacking back and forth before they came within sight of Chastigon Island. Normally tacking back and forth like that would have kept both Jerry and Twist too busy to worry about Jerry’s lesson, but  they were not headed anywhere very rapidly.

      After doing a quick calculation, Jerry found they would not be anywhere near land when they wanted to stop for the night, so instead, they swung northward so that they would  avoid the busiest of the commercial sea lanes during the night and relied on Maiyim to let them know if they came too close to another vessel. The boat was equipped with radar even though there was no dish to be seen, and Maiyim used it as a form of long distance vision to see beyond her deck. It was not as good as normal vision by a long shot, but without it, she would have been blind to everything not within her hull.

      Jerry’s prediction that all the commercial ships would be out as usual, however only proved to be half correct. Certainly ships were sailing, but there seemed to be far fewer in what should have been the busiest lane that led from the Great Bay into the Nildar Ocean and those who were out were proceeding in clumps, often with a Coast Guard vessel in attendance.

      Finally when they approached the port of Tamd a pair of cutters approached the Maiyim Bourne and refused to let the boat enter the harbor. “I am sorry, sir,” a lieutenant informed Jerry, “but the port is closed to all arriving vessels until further notice.”

      “That’d ridiculous!” Twist protested when it appeared Jerry would accept what the officer was telling him. “We’re a small sail-powered boat, an antique, in fact. How could we possibly be a threat to anyone?”

      “I am sorry, Miss,” the man replied. “Our orders are to turn all vessels away from the port of Tamd until further notice.”

      “And how long is that likely to be, sir,” Jerry asked politely. “Is it possible the port will be open in the morning?”

      “Not very likely, I’m afraid, sir,” the lieutenant shook his head. “We have been at this post for the last four days and there’s no end in sight.”

      “All right,” Jerry nodded. “But why is the port closed?”

      “Haven’t you heard?” the lieutenant asked. “There’s an orange alert on.”

      “We don’t normally close ports for an orange alert, do we?” Twist asked.

      “Not normally, no,” the lieutenant replied, “but, well, I probably shouldn’t tell you this but it’s just scuttlebutt stuff. You know, water fountain rumors? The word is that this alert is maybe a bit closer to red than it is to orange but that His Majesty’s government doesn’t want anyone to panic.”

      “I see,” Twist nodded.

      “May we heave to and set anchor here for the night before moving on, Lieutenant?” Jerry asked.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but I’ll have to ask you to keep moving on,” the lieutenant replied stiffly and then much more quietly added. “If you move five or ten miles up the coast, no one will bother you tonight.”

      “Thank you,” Jerry replied.

      “After that, however,” the lieutenant continued, “You may want to consider turning back. There are no open ports in all of the Probellinens.”

      “We’re actually on our way to Granom,” Jerry informed the man. “Not being able to stop on Chastigon or some of the other places along the way is inconvenient, but we have provisions and I imagine we can stop for a few days along the Chain Islands.”

      “I should call Freddy,” Twist decided once they were underway once more, referring to her cousin, the Earl of Olen. “He should know what’s going on.”

      “That won’t make much of a difference,” Jerry replied, “but I suppose knowing why we can’t enter the port will be interesting. But let’s wait until we find a place to set anchor. I just want to stop moving for a few hours, already.”

      “The nav. unit indicates there is a small cove about seven miles away,” Maiyim informed him. “Do you think that’s where the lieutenant was sending us?”

      “Could be,” Jerry replied, “or it’s a convenient coincidence. Either way I think we’ll stay there tonight.”

      As though the weather suddenly wanted to rush them on their way, the wind shifted around to the west and they were soon headed at high speed toward the secluded cove Maiyim had pointed out. “I’m surprised there aren’t any others here,” Jerry remarked, looking around the cove.

      “It did sound like the sort of tip he must have been giving everyone,” Twist agreed, “but if this has been going on for a few days, it’s possible the others have already been and gone.”

      “Well, I’m fine with the company I have already,” Jerry told her gallantly. “I don’t need to go looking for any more, do you?”

      Twist gave him a crooked smile, looked around and replied, “Well I guess you’ll do for now.”

      “Huh?” Jerry asked, shocked at her response.

      “Sure,” Twist shrugged, “a girl likes to shop around. Oh, stop looking like that, Jerry. You’re the only guy I’ve even been interested in being with in years. Most men our age remind me too much of Goldore for me to want to cuddle up to.”

      “Who’s Goldore?” Jerry asked curiously.

      “My ex-fiancé,” Twist replied. Her face darkened ever so slightly as she said it. “Journeyman Goldore, although at the time his name was still Darrick. He was a jerk and you’re nothing like him and that should be enough about him. Please?” she added after a moment.

      “He couldn’t be of less interest to me,” Jerry assured her. “You were going to call Freddy?”

      “Right,” Twist nodded. “Let me get my mobile from the cabin.”

      “You left it in the cabin?” Jerry asked. “What if someone had tried to call?”

      “Who’s going to call?” Twist asked.

      “Your mother,” Jerry suggested, “or father. Freddy, maybe?”

      “I spoke to Dad just the other night,” Twist replied. “No one else has called, unless they called today. But as I think of it, you’re right. I didn’t want to bring it up on deck in case it got wet or I dropped it overboard.”

      “Why don’t you have an implanted comm. unit?” Jerry asked. “They’re perfectly safe, you know and they can go anywhere.”

      “I know,” Twist admitted, “but I’m allergic to one of the components. I have to use an external unit.”

      “Well, if you’re calling home,” Maiyim suggested, “Why don’t you use my comm.?”

      Your comm.?” Twist asked.

      “You know I have one,” Maiyim smiled. “If I can connect to NetMaiyim, I could make phone calls, if I had someone to call, that is.”

      “The thought never occurred to me,” Twist admitted. “I’ve never seen a comm. set onboard.”

      “The terminal in the dining table,” Jerry interpreted. “I never thought of that either. So much nicer than using a mobile comm. Go ahead Twist, I’ll finish up with the sails and join you as soon as I can.”

      By the time he joined her in the cabin, Twist was already deep in conversation with Freddy. “Twisty, I really cannot give you the details. Heck! I don’t have all the details,” Freddy was telling her. “Just believe me that this is considered a creditable threat to security. Everyone in Parliament got the briefing.”

      “And someone thinks that many people can keep a secret?” Jerry asked as he sat down next to Twist. “Hi, Freddy.”

      “Hello, Jerry. They did not tell us all that much more than was released to the news media if you must know,” Freddy admitted. “It just took a few hours to complete the briefing. It was full of details of briefings about NetMaiyim activity and Eldist propaganda with a lot of charts and tables so even the dimmest among us had a chance of understanding the seriousness of the threat.”

      “Eldist, did you say?” Jerry asked. “So the Sons and Daughters of Maiyim are not involved?”

      “Not according to the official briefing,” Freddy admitted, “but then the Sons and Daughters have never been mentioned in a Parliamentary security briefing so for all I know they could be behind the Eldists. Look, to tell the truth I think our greatest threat continues to be from Bellinen these days, but that’s just all their political jockeying. They’re still insisting they are the only ones who should be allowed to keep the peace in Saindo, you know.”

      “Let them have it,” Jerry advised.

      “What?” Freddy started.

      “Sure,” Jerry nodded. “Let them have Saindo. Those islands have never brought much joy to anyone who tried to control them from outside. I’m not sure how happy the natives are with the place, but they’re stuck with it. What good is Saindo, really? They can’t afford to import enough to make them of commercial significance and they have nothing to export except violence and that Eldist faith of theirs.”

      The Eldists believed that only the Elder gods – Emtos, Emmine, Gran, Querna, Bellinen and Merinne – were truly divine and worthy of worship. In and of itself, it was just another religion, almost the opposite of the practices on the Isle of Fire, save that the people there did not deny the godhood of the Elder Gods. However, the Eldists also believed they should spread their beliefs to the rest of the world by any means possible and that the  killing of a non-believer was not murder, but a religious duty. The more moderate Eldists claimed that this did not mean that infidels should be killed out of hand, but there were not many moderate Eldists and since the founding of the religion, Eldism and Eldist crusades had been a problem in nearly every part of the world in spite of the extremely small numbers of the Eldist population.

      “That archipelago is an ideal security location,” Freddy replied.

      “You mean equally inconvenient to get to from anywhere?” Jerry countered. “Freddy, that argument might have flown two or three centuries ago, but not any longer. We have no need to stop at Saindo on our way to anywhere else. There’s nothing there any of us should want and they don’t want us.”

      “It would be the best place to step down on the Eldist threat, Jerry,” the earl argued.

      “Then let Bellinen do it,” Jerry shot back. “Occupying a foreign nation is expensive. It costs money and lives. Bellinen can’t be any happier with the Eldists than we are.”

      “They aren’t,” Freddy confirmed, “but we worry that they will gain too much influence with the smaller nations of Maiyim if we allow them to have Saindo to themselves.”

      “Oh,” Jerry shrugged. “Politics. That never makes sense.”

      “Is it supposed to?” Freddy grinned.

      “It might be nice for a change,” Jerry told him. “I’ve grown up listening to the news about our government and I’ve always had the impression that none of you guys really know what you’re doing.”

      “I’ll tell you a secret, Jerry,” Freddy winked in the video display. “We don’t. Professional politicians are effectively amateur in everything else. We are required to make laws about things we do not truly understand and yet we pretend that we do.”

      “You aren’t exactly filling me with confidence, you know,” Jerry told him.

      “You’re a big boy, Jerry,” Freddy laughed. “I figure you can handle the truth.”

      “Freddy,” Twist cut in, “Just how serious do you think this threat is?”

      “I don’t know,” Freddy replied honestly. “I really don’t. We get generals, admirals, unranked security experts and even some people we are not cleared to know the names of – and don’t think that doesn’t bother me – all of whom tell us this is serious and imply that the fate of Maiyim depends on our decisions. I’m too new to office to be jaded about it yet, but Bernol, Tammolin and Horalia all think this is no more worrisome than the last few times we’ve caught wind of such threats. Our real focus is on Bellinen, or it was until we learned about the Sons and Daughters. I can’t help but wonder just what is important and what is just a distraction and unfortunately there isn’t anyone here who can tell me. Are you sure you two can’t just turn around and meet me in Randona?”

      “Sorry, Freddy,” Twist told him, “but we really do have an appointment in Granom. After that, well maybe, we’ll see what happens.”

      “Okay, Twisty,” Freddy told her. “You two take care of each other.”

     Four

      Apart from being barred from the next five ports along the way, the voyage into the Probellinen Islands was uneventful. Finally they reached the island of Malsa, where the Coast Guard came on board to inspect the boat. Pending approval they would be allowed to make port in Biniron, the smaller of two ports on that island.

      The Coastguardsmen, who inspected the boat, opened every cupboard and drawer in the boat and went through the contents efficiently, but without making a mess. There was one bad moment, however, when they opened the closet in the cabin Jerry and Twist were sharing however.

      “What is this?” the young ensign asked suspiciously. Jerry looked past the man and saw the cabinet was filled with uniforms of Coast Guard officers.

      “It’s a magical clothes closet,” Jerry replied, realizing how lame that sounded, even to him. The officer scowled, but Jerry continued on. “It provides whatever sort of clothing the opener desires.”

      “Or expects,” Twist added.

      “A magic closet, Miss?” the ensign was not convinced.

      “It works via a creation spell,” Twist explained. “It’s very advanced magic, but not impossible. Haven’t you ever heard of Silverwind and the dove?” It was a long shot and she knew it. The story was one she had only recently learned, but…

      “Everyone has heard of Silverwind, Miss,” the ensign told her, “but I don’t expect fairy tales about mythical people to explain why you have a closet full of uniforms.”

      “Silverwind was not mythical,” Twist replied, “he was my great, great, great – oh I don’t know how many greats – grandfather. But that doesn’t matter. Close the door and let either of us open it and you’ll see something else inside entirely.”

      The young officer was still not convinced, but after glancing uncertainly at the two men who had come with him, allowed the door to close. When Twist opened it, it was full of cream-colored skirts and flower-printed blouses. She closed it again and when she opened it, there was an assortment of bathing suits. “Huh!” exclaimed the ensign. He then proceeded to open and close the closet several times coming up with a different assortment of clothing each time. “That’s wild.”

      “Must cut down on clothing expenses too,” one of the men added.

      “That depends,” Jerry told them. “I had a closet full of clothing I bought at one time. Haven’t seen any of it since.” He could tell the ensign was tempted by the contents of the closet, which had once more become a set of uniforms, each with an ensign’s insignia. In another circumstance Jerry might have offered to let the man take as much as he wished but in front of the others it would have looked like attempted bribery and for some reason they had overlooked the money pouches on the dressers. He did not care to have to explain those if they were spotted and an attempt at bribery, even if not intended would have caused much worse problems.

      Finally, they were allowed to continue inward. Once at the dock, they went through a similar although not so thorough examination by the harbormaster. He too had been skeptical about the closets and from the way he went directly into the main cabin, Jerry suspected the ensign’s report had arrived ahead of Maiyim Bourne. After collecting the port fees, the harbormaster told Jerry they were only welcome in Biniron the one night and would be expected to be gone by noon the next day.

      “Ah the fabled hospitality of the Probellinens,” Jerry joked once they were finally alone. “Do we really need to go ashore?”

      “After all that nonsense,” Twist replied, “it would be a waste not to and I think I’d like to feel a surface beneath my feet that doesn’t move for an hour or two.”

      “My inner deck doesn’t move all that much,” Maiyim protested.

      “Sorry, dear,” Twist apologized. “I didn’t mean that as criticism. Except in a rough sea, the inside of the cabin hardly moves at all. That’s actually not easy to get used to, especially when I look outside and see everything moving normally. But a walk around town would be pleasant, I think.”

      They ate dinner on the boat, but then did go out for a walk. “You know,” Twist remarked, “I don’t think Emmine Security is reacting correctly at all.”

      “What do you mean?” Jerry asked.

      “Well,” she began, “Let’s take the way we were inspected coming into port and then again by the harbormaster.”

      “I suspect the harbormaster only bothered because of the Coast Guard’s report,” Jerry told her. “He was doing more gawking than inspecting if you ask me.”

      “He was looking for something that wasn’t nailed down,” Twist retorted. “Maiyim told me he slipped one of the money bags into his pocket when we weren’t watching. I’d report him if I weren’t worried about trying to explain why the bags are full of all those old coins. The atmosphere is just too suspicious around here. Anyway, they performed strictly manual examinations. No magic, not even tech-magic was used. That’s positively primitive!”

      “How should they be doing it?” Jerry asked interestedly.

      “A simple spell can be used to neutralize any conventional bomb, merely by suppressing the incendiary properties of the explosive. It’s just a highly specific fire extinguishing spell.”

      “How does that work?”

      “Fire, and, by extension, incendiary explosives need three things in order to burn,” Twist replied, “Oxygen, fuel and heat. Take away any one of those and you have no fire. Well, many explosives have all the oxygen they need mixed up with the fuel and they just need some sort of spark or flame to set them off. Most suppression spells keep the oxygen and the fuel from reacting, holding the molecules in place so there can be no burning, and some remove the heat from the combustible object. Simply, they make it too cold to burn, at least so long as the spell is active. When it is dispelled the heat is transferred back into the object.”

      “Wouldn’t that only cause the fire to pick up where it left off?” Jerry asked.

      “When properly done, sufficient heat is dissipated so that the remaining heat is below the point of combustion. In the case of most explosives the heat of the spark or flame is so evenly dispersed throughout the explosive that there is not enough to start the reaction,” Twist explained. “Actually this is rarely done directly by a mage. It is a tricky spell to get just right although we did try it in a lab back at University. It is common tech-magic, however, and most fire extinguishers have a component of that suppression spell in them. Police bomb squads have a device like that that keep a bomb from going off while they are defusing it for that matter. The same device also detects bombs for when the exact location of the explosive is unknown.”

      “I guess they like the personal touch then,” Jerry shrugged.

      “Then they should hire a master mage,” Twist replied. “Well, detection could probably be done by any journeyman, but journeymen general purpose mages rarely find employment outside the tech-magic field. You need at least a masters degree to secure a full time job.”

      “And by then you can probably find one that pays better than the Coast Guard can afford,” Jerry remarked, “but you could, if you wanted to, once you have your masters.”

      “I still have a few classes to sit through along with finishing my thesis,” Twist replied, “but I could finish the degree in a single semester. I’ll probably continue teaching in Olen, however. That’s always been my plan.”

      “What about your wizard’s degree?” asked Jerry.

      “I’ll have to take some time off for the class work, of course,” Twist commented. “I could sit those classes in Olen, but more likely I’ll do them in Randona.”

      “Why not in another university?” Jerry asked.

      “There are only three others that offer a wizards program,” she told him. “Querna, Merinne and Rjalkatyp. None of them are very near, although I suppose studying on the Isle of Fire might be interesting. It’s a relatively young university, only a century old and reputed to be quite different from the others. Do I hear music?”

      “I don’t know,” Jerry smiled, “but I do. Sounds like a live band. Must be a bar or a club up ahead. Want to check it out?”

      “Are you planning to drink?” Twist asked. Early on in their travels Jerry had frequented pubs and taverns in their ports of call.

      “Coffee if they have it,” Jerry informed her, “or sweet seltzer. I told you alcohol hasn’t had much appeal for me lately.”

      “I wasn’t worried so much for you over-doing it,” Twist replied, “but I thought such a loud and active place might be an excellent spot to give you your next lesson in.”

      “Now?” Jerry asked.

      “Why not?” Twist asked. “We had to skip this morning. Besides I just thought of an example of cooperative magic we can try fairly safely and you have been pestering me along those lines.”

      “Pestering?” Jerry protested.

      “Nagging, then,” Twist reposted. She grinned at him. “Why? Are you chicken?”

      “Buckaw!” Jerry laughed in a creditable imitation of a famous cartoon chicken. “Actually, I have wanted to, but I imagined the first such exercise would be in relative quiet.”

      “I know you can do this in quiet conditions,” Twist assured him. “Now’s your chance to try it in a crowd.”

      “What are we going to do?” he asked as she dragged him through the door of the barroom. Inside it was even louder than out. The band was loud and raucus, but it was playing music that would have made the charts ten or twenty years earlier. It was dated to Jerry’s ears, but pleasantly so. He did not really appreciate some of the collections of noise his friends enjoyed.

      The lights in the room were kept low, but there were various flashes and pops from the vicinity of the stage and around the dance floor. “Maybe later we can dance,” Twist suggested.

      “What?” Jerry shouted over the sound of the band.

      “Dance!” Twist shouted back.

      “Okay,” Jerry agreed and dragged her out to the dance floor. It wasn’t what Twist had in mind, but she did not struggle either.

      The band finished its set two songs later and finally Twist and Jerry found a small unoccupied table. “Ready?” Twist asked him.

      “What would you like?” a waitress asked at the same time. The two mages ordered coffee and then Twist went directly into Jerry’s lesson.

      “We’re going to juggle,” she announced.

      “Juggle?” Jerry echoed, moving his hands in a pantomime of a circus clown with several balls in the air.

      “Yep,” Twist nodded emphatically, “but using your hands would be cheating.”

      “How is that cooperative magic?” he asked, confused.

      “Except to get us started, I’m not going to tell you what I plan to do next or when,” Twist explained. “You need to watch my aura, without losing concentration on the balls…”

      “What balls?” Jerry asked. “Did you bring some with you?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Twist sighed and looked around. “Well we have this bowl of peanuts.”

      “And you do have a bad habit of playing with your food,” Jerry smirked, remembering a trick Twist had done with an orange once.

      “So I have,” Twist admitted ruefully. “Still, this is what we have to work with. We’ll start out with three peanuts each and then after a few minutes we can start tossing them back and forth.”

      “Food fight?” Jerry teased.

      “Just keep an eye on what I’m doing and I’ll do the same with you,” Twist ignored the joke. “If you do it right, you should to able to almost feel what I have in mind and be able to react in kind.”

      She started juggling three peanuts in front of her, using only her mind and soon Jerry did likewise. They were just getting warmed up when their coffee arrived and Twist took a sip without stopping the act. With a bit of trepidation Jerry did likewise and nearly dropped the nuts back on to the table.

      “Not bad for a beginner,” Twist laughed. “Try that again.” Jerry put the cup back down for a moment to allow the peanuts to resume their assigned paths. The cup was still on the table when Twist prompted him, “Well?”

      “Oh sorry,” Jerry apologized, “I was getting into the rhythm of it. Just like manual juggling, there’s a pace and rhythm that is natural.”

      Twist studied what he was doing. “You’re tossing them up , but letting them fall by gravity,” she noted.

      “Is that wrong?” Jerry asked. “It looks and feels more natural than merely directing the three peanuts along their paths.”

      “It’s more like real juggling,” Twist confirmed, “but you’re only actually handling one object a time.”

      “But I’m doing them in fast succession,” Jerry countered. “Effectively it feels like casting a lot of spells, rather than handling three simultaneously.”

      “That might actually be harder than the way I’m doing it,” Twist admitted. “But I’m not trying to tire you out. Can you do it my way?”

      “Well, sure,” Jerry shrugged. “I think so.” He caught the three nuts in his hand and then started out again, first with a single peanut and then adding the other two one at a time. “Yeah, this is easier,” he decided, reaching for his cup of coffee. He took a sip and the nuts never wavered from their paths.

      “Now that’s more like it,” Twist approved. “Now we need to get into sync with one another. Can you watch my aura while you keep them going?”

      “Is it fair to close my eyes?” Jerry asked.

      “It’s more impressive if you don’t,” Twist remarked, “but you have to start somewhere.”

      Jerry closed his eyes for only a second and then opened them again. “Okay,” he confirmed, “I’ve got it. I’ll synchronize with you.”

      “Wait,” Twist stopped him. “You need to get into the flow of what I’m doing. Watch the ebb and flow of my aura and you can see how I’m manipulating the peanuts.”

      “Got it,” Jerry nodded, “I sent out a spell string and am using it to coordinate with you. Okay, we’re synchronized. What’s next?”

      “Hold up,” Twist sounded confused. “You’re way ahead of me.”

      “I am?” Jerry asked.

      “What are you doing” she went on. “No I’ll look.” She paused to study the impromptu spell he had cast. 

      Spell strings, as she had taught him months earlier could be used in many ways, the most important of which was to carry information and energy between the mage and the object of a wide variety of spells. In fact most spells that had been devised over two hundred fifty years earlier relied on such spell strings. A string was really just a thread of energy that the mage used to control a remote spell.

      On inspection she was surprised to see he had connected their individual auras with a spell string and it was sending some sort of information back to him. Islandtwist had been at the top of her class and she was particularly good at diagnostics. She studied the spell string and saw that Jerry was using it to follow everything she did with her mind. He wasn’t reading her thoughts. So far as she was aware, that could not be done without destroying the subject mind and had a fair chance of destroying the one who tried it as well. But  his spell was feeding him the same instructions she was sending to the peanuts.

      “Do you understand what you are doing?” she asked curiously.

      “Well, I kind of feel the way you’re directing your telekinesis spell,” Jerry replied, “so when you vary it I should be able to complement your moves with my own. Does that make sense?”

      “Well, it’s considerably more direct than I had in mind,” Twist admitted. “I only planned to have you watch the way I directed the energy. Instead you’ve tapped into it.”

      “Is that dangerous?” Jerry asked.

      “I would have thought so until now,” she told him, “but no, I don’t think it is. Not the way you’re doing it. I mean you could have drawn my energy into you and overloaded yourself while draining me, but you did this perfectly. I just don’t know how you thought of this.”

      “It just came to me,” Jerry admitted. “I remembered what you said about energy flow, so I just thought of this as though touching your aura, not grabbing it.”

      “This is what happens when you start magical training too late in life,” Twist commented mostly to herself. “Young mages experiment with their abilities a lot. They use what they learn to do all sorts of things we don’t expect, but they rarely try to use a technique we have not taught them. Adults are more unpredictable that way. They draw conclusions from their own life experience and try spells that seem like a good idea.”

      “’It seemed like a good idea’ is on a list of famous last words,” Jerry chuckled.

      “Yeah, that happens too,” Twist admitted, “but not very often, fortunately. I don’t normally teach adult beginners, so I keep forgetting what can happen. You have to realize that it takes an imaginative, inventive personality to do what you did. On the whole, most students stick strictly to what we teach and don’t go beyond their lessons.”

      “I never thought I was all that inventive,” Jerry replied. “Too lazy.”

      “Some of our greatest inventors were essentially lazy people,” Twist told him, “just looking for a way to make something easier to do. Of course, they usually ended up working harder to come up with their invention than they would have had they just stuck to what they were doing, but that’s the way it is. You have done this twice now. The first time was when you cast a projectile ward that was hot enough to burn through that mage in Emsdale, and now this. Well, so far so good, but do continue to be careful in the future, dear. If you don’t think it through you could get hurt, but this was very good and the second time you managed to teach the teacher.

      “Okay,” she continued, “this was good, but let’s make it a two-way connection. She adjusted his spell.

      “What did you do?” Jerry asked. “It doesn’t feel any different.”

      “It shouldn’t,” Twist replied, “but now I can feel what you’re doing too. This is strange. I wonder if it can be taught safely or if we just got lucky.”

      “What about juggling?” Jerry asked.

      “Hmm? Oh yes,” Twist shook herself back to Jerry’s lesson. To her surprise the peanuts were still juggling themselves. Neither of them had lost concentration; that was very good. “So you have a good notion of what I’m doing? Watch closely now and let’s juggle cooperatively.”

      She gave him no further vocal instructions, but after a moment, she tossed one of the peanuts at him and in the same instant he tossed one at her. They caught each other’s peanut and continued juggling without interruption and then Twist tried it again successfully and again. Soon they were exchanging the nuts as part of a regular pattern which sometimes Twist varied and sometimes Jerry did. Finally they both decided they had done enough of that and allowed the nuts to pop into their mouths and ate them. 

      Only when they had done so did they realize the room had gotten quiet as the people around them stopped what they were doing to watch. When Twist and Jerry were done, the crowd burst out in applause, startling the two mages.

      “That was fantastic!” a young man, about their own age told them. He was tall and dark-skinned like most natives of the Probellinen Islands, although his skin was somewhat lighter than most of the men and women in the room.  He kept his dark brown hair short, although he had a bushy moustache and moderately long sideburns. Like most of the people there he was wearing black slacks and one of a variety of deeply hued shirts. His was a very dark red and it made Jerry realize how he and Twist must stand out in this crowd wearing the Orentan shirts they often did on board and while his jeans were at least vaguely similar to what the others were wearing, Twist’s cream-colored skirt could hardly be more different. “Mind if we join you?” he asked, indicating a woman his own age. “I’d be honored to buy you both a drink.”

      “Have a seat,” Jerry offered, “But we’re just drinking coffee.”

      “Kemalart coffee?” he asked, referring to a bar drink with whiskey in it.

      “No, just coffee,” Jerry admitted.

      “Mages rarely drink,” Twist explained. “It inhibits the ability to concentrate.”

      “Yes,” the man nodded, “I suppose it does. Coffee it is then. My name is Tamlin, by the way, Tamlin Sloane and my fiancée is Lenine Faner.” 

      “Sloane?” Twist asked, recognizing the name. “Any relation to Lord Tarense?”

      “My father,” Tamlin admitted. “You recognized the name then? Most folks from outside the islands would not.”

      “Olen is my cousin,” Twist explained. “It would have been hard to grow up without learning the names of most noble houses, and, besides, you have a distinguished ancestor.”

      “Yes, the admiral,” Tamlin nodded. ”You have no idea how hard it is to live with him riding on your shoulders all the way. Take my advice and do not have a famous ancestor.”

      “Too late,” Twist chuckled. “I have several, but yes, it can be a burden living in their shadows sometimes.”

      “Exactly!” Tamlin brightened up. “No matter what you do, someone is always comparing you to his great deeds, so who are you descended from?” Twist told him about the famous mages in her lineage and Tamlin’s response was a low whistle, followed by, “Wow! And I thought I had it rough. Guess I’d better stop whining about having to keep up the family image, right, Leni?”

      “As I’ve been telling you, Tam,” Lenine replied softly.

      “But really, Silverwind?” Tamlin went on. “Conrad Sloane was famous in this part of the world, but Silverwind and Oceanvine were famous all over Maiyim. Heh, I’ll bet you could get a lot of free drinks just by telling people that.”

      “If we drank,” Twist added.

      “Oh yeah,” Tamlin nodded.

      “I’d prefer to be famous for what I do,” Twist told him, “if I ever do anything of historical note.”

      “Like rescuing a Duke’s son?” Lenine asked pointedly.

      “You’ve heard about that?” Jerry asked.

      “It’s been in the news,” Lenine replied. “It was all the news was reporting until two days ago.”

      “That was you?” Tamlin asked at the same time. “What are you doing here?”

      “We’re on our way to Granom,” Jerry explained.

      “Why?” Twist asked Lenine. “What happened two days ago?”

      “Haven’t you heard?” Lenine asked, surprised. Twist shook her head. “We’re under a red alert. The Eldists attacked and destroyed the Nersing Tower on Narnda.”

     Five

      One of the best known landmarks in the Probellinen Islands had been the Nersing Tower, a stupendous sky scraper that stood over two thousand seven hundred feet tall and, while it stood, was the tallest building on Maiyim. No civilized person who had grown up in the last half a century could fail to have heard of it and how its windows refracted and shone back the light of the Sun in all the colors of the rainbow. Only now, all that was gone.

      “That’s why we’re all dressed the way we are,” Tamlin explained. “Black  slacks or skirts and dark colored shirts.”

      “I just thought it was the local fashion,” Twist admitted.

      “Only in the sense that everyone is wearing it,” Lenine replied, with a slim smile.

      “I must say I did wonder  about you two,” Tamlin remarked, “Strolling in with elfin shirts.”

      “Tam!” Lenine scolded him.

      “Oh everyone is saying it, Leni,” Tamlin retorted.

      “Elf is still not a nice word and as Tarense’s son you should be setting an example,” Lenine told him firmly.

      “I am setting an example,” Tamlin shot back.

      “A bad one,” she returned fire.

      “Oh all right,” Tamlin backed down. “Orentan shirts. It was still an odd sight considering.”

      “Considering what?” Jerry asked.

      “The Nersing Tower was the victim of an Eldist attack, right?” Tamlin asked.

      “So you say,” Jerry nodded. “This is the first we heard of it. It’s the first landfall we’ve made in over a week and we haven’t been paying much attention to the news.”

      “We keep making that mistake,” Twist noted.

      “Sailing is a timeless occupation,” Jerry replied, ”and when you’re at sea what’s happening on land is not quite so important. But if the Eldists attacked the tower why would it be odd for us to wear Orentan shirts?”

      “The Eldists come from Saindo, right?” Tamlin asked pointedly.

      “Originally,” Jerry admitted. “There are still more of them there than anywhere else, but there are small congregations all over the world.”

      “Perhaps,” Tamlin allowed, “but everyone knows that Bellinen supports Saindo.”

      “That’s a bit simplistic, especially for the son of a prominent lord,” Twist observed. “Bellinen wants to control Saindo, yes, but last I heard they were more in league with the military government than the Eldist theocracy.”

      “The military government is more easily influenced,” Tamlin admitted, “but Bellinen will work with whoever is in charge there. So will we, for that matter, although neither government is particularly friendly with Emmine or Granom.”

      “We should let Saindo go its own way,” Jerry remarked. “They never side with any foreign nation for long and it never does anyone any good. If you ask me this whole Eldist movement was a way of lashing back at the rest of the world.”

      “I sort of doubt that,” Tamlin shook his head. “It is a religion, you know.”

      “More like a cult,” Jerry replied, “and they do form for such reasons, sometimes, but never mind that. Do we know for certain Eldists were behind the destruction of the tower and how did they do it?”

      “Well, according to the news,” Tamlin began, “and that really is all I have to go on at the moment, a prominent Eldist leader took credit for the bombing immediately after it happened. As for how, it’s been reported that a tech-magic implosive device was planted at the base of the tower and set to go off in the middle of the morning, just before the usual coffee breaks.”

      “It was horrible,” Lenine added. “A tourist with a camera was recording a movie of his family with the tower in the background when it happened and he caught it all. The news organizations have been playing the recording over and over again ever since. There was a puff of dust or smoke and the tower seemed to  lean slightly to the left in the image. Then it rocked back and collapsed to the right. Three other buildings were destroyed when it came down and over eighty-five hundred people were killed, but that was not the worst part.”

      “What was?” Jerry asked in spite of himself.

      “All the major nations of Maiyim were sending condolences and condemning the act,” Lenine replied sadly, “even Bellinen and when was the last time they agreed with us on anything? But in Saindo the people were dancing in the streets and shooting off fireworks. It was all happy news to them.”

      “It’s strengthened the Eldist cause in Saindo,” Tamlin told them soberly, “that’s for sure. The military is on the defensive now and one commentator said that if this kept up for the next week or so, the government would fall and the Eldists would be in charge there again.”

      “That’s awful,” Twist remarked. “How can they be so happy for the murder of so many people.”

      “You forget one of the key points of Eldist theology,” Jerry reminded her. “They do not consider the nonbelievers to be truly people. Killing us is not murder to them and they go to their version of Heaven if they kill us.”

      “Only the most fanatical Eldists believe that, I’m sure,” Twist replied.

      “I’m not sure about that,” Tamlin told her. “It seems to me that while they believe it, they also know that they are in the minority and we have laws against it, so while their version of the gods approve, they know we could wipe them out if we chose to and one or more of our nations would do just that if it came to it.”

      “Right,” Jerry agreed. “So instead most of their priests preach that while the infidel are not worthy to live, when we die is up to the gods to decide. At least that is the public version. What they say in their own temples is a mystery to me.”

      “Depends on the priest, is the way I hear it,” Tamlin remarked. “Anyway, I didn’t come over to chat about unsavory foreign religions. Um, where is that coffee?”

      “We never ordered it, dear,” Lenine told him. “We got distracted. I’ll take care of it, though.” She got up and headed for the bar while Tamlin got down to business.

      “You know that all flights in or out of Emmine ports have been grounded, right?” Tamlin asked.

      “Hadn’t heard but most of the seaports have been closed for days,” Jerry replied. “Given what happened, I’m surprised we were allowed to enter this one.”

      “Only for the night, and I’ll bet there’s been someone tailing us,” Twist remarked.

      “Excellent!” Tamlin exclaimed.

      “Huh?” Jerry and Twist chorused.

      “You see I’m stranded here on Malsa,” Tamlin told them. “I came last week to visit with Lenine and her family, but now I ought to be joining my father on Tarense. The thing is there are no flights and until you were allowed to arrive, no ships in or out of port.”

      “I wonder why we were allowed in then,” Jerry thought out loud.

      “Maybe they liked the way you looked,” Tamlin suggested.

      “Or like Twist implied,” Jerry replied, “we might match the descriptions of some suspects so they decided to keep a close watch on us.”

      “Hard to say,” Tamlin admitted. “You can’t tell a Saindan by looking at him or her like you can tell a Probellinan. Saindo is a real melting pot, populated with the outcasts and descendants of outcasts from all over Maiyim. Anyway, you say you’re leaving in the morning?”

      “Closer to being ridden out on a rail,” Jerry laughed. “I expect the harbormaster to come down to the dock to politely wish us well on our way and I’m sure the Coast Guard will have their eyes on us too. Mind, that wasn’t the way I was thinking a few minutes ago, but…”

      “Would you have room for a passenger?” Tamlin asked. “I’ll pay you handsomely.”

      “Do you think they would let two suspects just sail off with the son of the local lord?” Twist laughed.

      “They might,” Tamlin replied, “and if not, I’m no worse off than before. Most shipping has been halted too, you know.”

      “I did notice there were fewer vessels on the water,” Jerry agreed. “Mostly just pleasure craft like Maiyim Bourne.”

      “Maiyim Bourne?” Tamlin echoed as Lenine returned with the coffee and started pouring. “You’ll forgive me, I hope, but that’s not a very original name. There must be hundreds of boats floating around with it.”

      “I didn’t name her,” Jerry replied evasively. “She came to me already named.”

      “Are you superstitious about renaming a boat?” Tamlin asked, interestedly.

      “Not particularly,” Jerry shrugged. “I never even knew it was considered bad luck until after I started sailing. I just never saw a reason to rename her. For all her name might be, she is still my boat and I wouldn’t change a thing about her. If you want to sail with us, though, we’re going to put you to work. We don’t need a passenger and, no offense intended, I don’t need the money either, but an extra hand on the sheets would be appreciated. Have you sailed before?”

      “I crewed in the last Tarense Regatta,” Tamlin replied with a nod. “My boat came in third. I know my way around a deck.”

      “Okay, you’re on,” Jerry decided. “Tarense Island is out of our way, but it’s not too bad if the wind favors us. We can move very fast on the hydrofoils.”

      “Hydrofoils, like on the antiques?” Tamlin asked excitedly. “You did the thing right, didn’t you.”

      “Jerry’s boat is an antique,” Twist supplied.

      “Found it in an old warehouse and decided to keep her,” Jerry added, “but I’m not sure how early we’re going to be given the bum’s rush. How early can you be at the dock?”

      “I can go pack and sleep on board tonight,” Tamlin offered. Lenine looked disappointed. “Sorry, dear, but you know I have to get back to Tarense, right?” 

      Lenine nodded sadly.

     Six

      “I don’t get it,” Jerry remarked as Twist took a turn piloting them out into the main channel of the harbor the next morning. His prediction had been accurate. The harbormaster had come down to see them off and there was a Coast Guard cutter along the way, although if they were watching them closely, it was not obvious. “The bomb that destroyed the Nersing Tower was a suicide bomb strapped to a volunteer but they stopped all flights and shipping. Does that make sense?”

      “It would keep any others from coming here and trying something similar,” Tamlin replied from up on top of the cabin. He was still wearing black slacks, but had donned an Orentan shirt similar to Jerry’s after Jerry and Twist had explained about the spells in the closets. “So this must be your crew uniform,” the young nobleman had laughed.

      “I suppose,” Jerry agreed reluctantly, “but it seems both draconian and poorly thought out to me.”

      “The sort of thing professional politicians might come up with, you think?” Tamlin asked, amused.

      “Pretty much,” Jerry nodded. “You would think Parliament…”

      “Whoa!” Tamlin stopped him. “Hold on there. You can’t really blame Parliament for this. They just make the laws. It’s the various ministers and department heads who make the real decisions as to how they will be enforced. So there was a disaster and the Ministry of Defense stepped in and decided that if they stopped everything they might get a handle on the situation.”

      “But wouldn’t it have been less invasive and costly to private individuals to allow flights to continued, but to inspect incomers more closely?” Jerry asked.

      “It sounds better to me,” Tamlin replied easily, “but doesn’t someone have to revise the inspection policies first?”

      “Not really,” Jerry replied. “Inspection policies are already very strict. They aren’t being enforced rigorously is all. I called my Dad up last night after we got back here and this shipping shut-down is costing us a fortune. We have perishable items that are spoiling in ships’ holds and customer orders are not getting filled. How long does it take to tell customs inspectors to play it by the book?”

      “Not too long the way you tell it,” Tamlin agreed, “but neither you nor I are in a position to make it happen, now are we?”

      “I guess not,” Jerry shook his head. “We’re coming up on the main channel, time to raise the sails. Twist, take the helm, Tamlin, stand by to raise the jib. I’ll handle the mainsail.”

      “Aye aye, Captain!” Tamlin replied cheerfully, getting up and heading for the bow.

      “We have a nice stiff breeze this morning,” Tamlin observed once the sails had been hoisted.

      “Looks like,” Jerry agreed, “but the forecast says they should slack off in an hour or so.”

      “But are the winds strong enough for the foils?” Tamlin asked. He was trying to sound nonchalant, but there was an excitement in his eyes.

      “Only until the wind slacks off,” Jerry replied, “but if you want, we can fly until then, but let’s get out of the harbor first. I don’t know about this port, but many have speed limits and Maiyim Bourne can break those limits.”

      Tamlin nodded, but Jerry could tell he was eager to see how fast the boat could go. Fifteen minutes later they had cleared the marker buoys that delineated the harbor of Tamd and, after coming about, Jerry deployed the hydrafoils. The sound of the water rushing under the boat changed abruptly and for just a moment the Maiyim Bourne began to slow down. The next instant, however, it began to rise up and out of the sea. “Better hold on to something,” Jerry advised and the boat took off like a shot.

      Tamlin shouted with delight as he felt the acceleration but a minute later asked, “Why doesn’t it feel as windy as it did before?”

      “It’s still windy,” Twist told him, “but we’re riding with the wind now, so while the wind will always be blowing faster than we can sail, the difference between wind speed and our velocity is much less that it was when we were in the water like a conventional sailboat.” Just then a wave hit the bow of the boat and sea water sprayed all over the upper deck, soaking everything. “We will be getting a bit wetter, however,” she added, looking up at Tamlin who was now soaked from head to foot.

      “Why aren’t you wet?” Tamlin asked suspiciously.

      “Mages don’t get wet,” Twist smirked, “unless they want to.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Jerry laughed. Tamlin turned to see Jerry was as wet as he was. “She’s using what’s called a selectively permeable ward. I’m still getting the hang of those, but frankly I don’t think sailing would be as much fun if you didn’t get sprayed once in a while. Hey, it’s a warm day and we’ll dry off fast enough and if you need to you can always find a dry set of clothing below.”

      “I can take it if you can,” Tamlin decided.

      Just as the forecast had predicted, the wind slacked off when they were halfway from Malso to Tond and they spent the rest of the day making their way into Tondport on the southeast side of the island. Just like in Malsa, the Coast Guard stopped them at sea and would have turned them back from the port, but Tamlin identified himself to the captain of the cutter and, after a private discussion, the Maiyim Bourne was allowed to continue inward.

      On reaching the dock, they took turns in the small shower stall. Maiyim appeared while Tamlin was taking his turn. “There are people waiting on the dock,” she reported to Jerry and Twist,”

      “Did the harbormaster change his mind about the port fees?” Jerry asked, reaching for the money bag.”

      “I don’t think so,” Maiyim replied. “Oh, I think he’s up there too. You know I can’t see very well beyond my deck, but I can hear just fine and I recognize his voice, but he’s been talking to someone called, “Your Honor.”

      “He brought a judge here?” Twist wondered.

      “Or the mayor,” Jerry added. “Most likely the mayor. Why would he bring a judge?”

      “To have us tried for something right on the dock?” Twist suggested with a shrug to show she wasn’t serious.

      “We should probably go see what they want,” Jerry decided.

      “I’ll go,” Twist told him. “You still need to put on some pants.”

      Jerry looked down, “Oh, yeah. How did I forget that?”

      Twist chuckled. “Maiyim, dear do help him find his clothes.” Twist  stepped out into the galley area just as Tamlin was stepping out of the head on his way to his cabin in the bow of the boat. “I think we have company, my lord,” she told him.

      “Tamlin is good enough among shipmates, Twist,” he replied.

      “I was just trying to say it’s more than likely they are here to greet you,” Twist explained. “Better get dressed.”

      “Um, thanks,” Tamlin replied and hurried into his cabin.

      Twist smiled to herself and continued outside. “May I help you gentlemen?” she asked. There were three men on the dock, one was, as Maiyim had reported, the harbormaster. The other two men were dressed in stiff business suits of the sort favored by lawyers and politicians across Emmine..

      “I have been told that this yacht belongs to Lord Tarense’s son,” the younger of the two unknown men replied.

      “No, it belongs to Mister Jerry Carter of Keesport,” Twist replied honestly, “but Tamlin Sloane is sailing with us. Who may I say is calling?”

      “Mayor Alembic Darlt,” the younger man replied.

      “You’re the mayor?” Twist asked trying not to reveal her surprise.

      “No,” the elder man replied stiffly, “I am Mayor Darlt.”

      “Alembic is an unusual name,” Twist noted curiously.

      Darlt smiled reminiscently. “It was my mage name back in the day. I have a journeyman’s degree and worked as a pilot for a few years while saving up for graduate school.”

      “So what happened?” Twist prompted interestedly.

      “I was persuaded to run for the city council,” Darlt explained. “At the time it seemed like a long shot, but the next thing I knew, I’d been elected. Then about ten years ago I was elected mayor. Now is Mister Sloane available?”

      “I am right here, Mayor Darlt,” Tamlin replied from the hatchway. “How may I be of service?”

      “Ah, Mister Sloane,” the mayor turned toward the cabin, “there is a situation in Tondport I would like your father to know about.”

      “I’ll be happy to pass it on,” Tamlin admitted, “but why not just call his offices.”

      “The situation is a bit sensitive, sir,” Darlt admitted. “It’s not a matter of security, but should it get out, the city could be embarrassed.”

      Tamlin interpreted that as the mayor and his administration might be embarrassed, but nodded and  invited Mayor Darlt into Maiyim Bourne’s cabin. The harbormaster turned and left at that point but the mayor’s assistant, whom he introduced as Mister Jarris Grange, followed them in. Grange, Twist noted was not as young as she had first supposed in the dusky light of the marina. He was at least fifteen years older than she and Jerry, roughly around forty; younger than the mayor by two decades at least, but no longer young himself.

      Inside the cabin Jerry had produced a large pot of coffee and mugs, which he had arranged on the dining table and was just pulling a generous bowl filled with a unique sort of pastry that so far as he knew could only be found on the Maiyim Bourne. They were small, just bite-sized, in fact, about the size of a doughnut hole although made of a sort of flaky pastry. None of them were glazed or frosted and, in fact, looked quite plain, but inside they had the most delightful fillings of fresh fruit and custards and chocolates. Twist loved them because she never knew what the next would contain, but was always tempted to find out.

      “Can your friends be trusted?” Darlt asked suspiciously.

      “Can Mister Grange be trusted?” Tamlin countered. “Sir, this boat is owned and captained by Mister Carter. Journeywoman Islandtwist is his fiancée.” Jerry and Twist shot glances at each other. That last bit was news to them. They had never said they were engaged, not even to each other, but they had never told Tamlin they were not either. Twist shrugged and decided that maybe Tamlin had read more into the fact that she and Jerry were sharing a cabin than was intended. Tamlin went on, “I would not be so presumptuous as to throw them off their own boat. And, they are my friends. Of course they can be trusted.”

      “Hmm,” the mayor considered, “well if I have your word…”

      “You do,” Tamlin told him firmly.

      “Very well,” Mayor Darlt nodded and finally sat down.

      They sat drinking coffee and eating a few pastries in silence for a few minutes before Darlt finally dove into the business that had brought him there. “Mister Sloane, I am unsure how much of what I am going to tell you can be taken seriously. The main point is that we have been having trouble in the East End of the city.”

      “What sort of trouble?” Tamlin asked.

      “Well, it may just be hysterics, don’t you know, but certainly something is happening there,” Darlt replied evasively. Then he took a deep breath and told them, “A ghost. There have been numerous sightings of what people think is a ghost in any case and of course the stories have grown with each new sighting.”

      “A ghost?” Twist asked, interest mingling with skepticism.

      “Yes, miss, a ghost,” the mayor told her. “At least that is the report.”

      “You are aware that no one has ever reliably documented an actual ghost, right?” Twist asked. “Every investigation has turned up dry or, at best, inconclusive.”

      “I am aware of that,” Darlt replied, his initial stiffness returning. “I am merely repeating what eye-witnesses have been saying. It does not matter if there is a ghost in the East End, but whatever is causing the unrest there, we need to be seen doing something about it.”

      The mayor stayed a while longer, but after a while Jerry noticed that the entire message for Lord Tarense was, “Please help me get rid of this ghost.” When the mayor was done and ready to leave, Tamlin promised to pass the message on discretely and ushered the two men out of the boat.

     Seven

      “Well, let’s go have a look for ourselves,” Twist suggested brightly once they were alone again.

      “I hardly think that is necessary,” Tamlin told her, helping himself to a fourth pastry. “These are quite good. Where do they come from?”

      “The food box,” Twist replied flatly. “I’ve never seen a ghost. I don’t know anyone who has ever claimed to have seen one.”

      “No,” Tamlin replied, “I meant where does the recipe for these come from? If I were to travel, where would I be if I ate these.”

      “On Maiyim Bourne,” Twist replied. “Are you honestly not interested in these ghost sightings?”

      “If I were certain a real ghost was involved, I might be,” Tamlin admitted, “but really, a ghost? What rational person really believes in them? Do you?”

      “Of course not,” Twist laughed.

      “How about you, Jerry?” Tamlin inquired.

      “Never thought about it,” Jerry admitted.

      “That’s the point,” Twist told them. “We’re certain ghosts don’t exist, but the people in that part of the city think they’ve seen one. I doubt it would take us long to figure out what’s really going on out there.”

      “Right now?” Tamlin asked.

      “Why not now?” Twist countered. “The night is young. It not like we have any pressing engagements.”

      “We are supposed to be taking Tamlin back to Tarense,” Jerry pointed out.

      “Not tonight,” Twist countered.

      “If we’re up all night, who sails the boat in the morning?” Jerry asked.

      “Well, we could stay over an extra day,” Tamlin considered. “I mean it might be a good idea to look into the matter myself. We might not see any such ghost, or maybe we will. Either way it would be useful information to pass on to Father and his people.”

      “There,” Twist told Jerry triumphantly. “Let’s get going.”

      “We should change into something a bit more appropriate,” Jerry decided. “I’ve noticed everyone is wearing dark colors here too, and it’s getting a bit cooler outside as well. Also, where are we going?”

      “I’ve been here a few times before,” Tamlin volunteered. “The East End might sound like it is a long way off, but it’s only about fifteen or twenty minutes on foot.”

      “And I’ll grab a map from the chart shelf,” Twist told them.

      “What are you doing with a map of Tondport?” Tamlin asked curiously.

      “Maps of anywhere can always come in handy,” Twist told him, reminding herself they had not revealed all of Maiyim Bourne’s abilities to him, so she explained about the rack of charts and maps, pointing out it was basically similar to the way the closets worked.

      The map she extracted had the locations of ghost sightings already marked on it which Jerry pointed out, “Well, good thing, considering Mayor Darlt never actually gave us that sort of detail.”

      “We probably should have had something more substantial than coffee and a few small pastries for dinner,” Tamlin noted abstractly as they left the harbor area.

      “It’s still early,” Twist told him. “I’m sure there are all-night places where we can get a burger or something.”

      “Those chains are horrendous,” Tamlin shivered.

      “I wasn’t thinking of fast food chains,” Twist replied. “But I’ve never seen a city like this without a good all-night diner or three.”

      “A diner?” Tamlin asked uncertainly.

      “That club we found you in wasn’t exactly high culture, you know,” Twist pointed out.

      “I wouldn’t have eaten anything there,” Tamlin replied, sounding offended.

      “Then you don’t know if the food might have been better than the watered-down drinks, do you?” Twist countered. “Oh admit it, you were slumming last night, weren’t you? Ha! Do you think you’re the only noble who does that? You should hear some of Freddy’s stories sometimes, although I’ve never known Freddy to be a food snob. Actually, I think he prefers sausage to chops. Ah well, never mind. I’m sure we can fill your belly one way or the other. Just don’t expect an aged steak in pastry with a fine wine on the side. A sandwich and chips is probably more in order.”

      “Good point,” Jerry agreed. “Something we can eat while moving around is more to the point. It would be a waste if we were eating when the only sighting tonight occurs.”

      The East End of the city turned out to be a moderately old neighborhood, one in which some buildings had been kept well-maintained, but where others had been allowed to decay on a block-by-block basis. One street was well-lit by overhead street lamps and held three theaters where plays were currently being performed, although two of them were not open on that particular evening. “Middle of the week,” Tamlin guessed. “They must take turns on who have the off-nights.”

      “Three plays in a city this size,” Jerry mused. “I wouldn’t have thought that many professional productions could be supported.”

      “Tondport is the theater capital of Probellinen,” Tamlin explained. “It’s why I know the area. During the summer the theaters here and on the other side of town are open every night and there are festivals during the winter. This is about as quiet as it gets here. So where has this ghost been seen?”

      “On this street most often,” Twist consulted the map. “Too bad this doesn’t say when.”

      “We can ask,” Jerry pointed out.

      The street venders turned out to be the most talkative, especially after Jerry bought the fried sausages on sticks, bags of roasted chestnuts and lemonade for everyone. Tamlin took an uncertain look at the sausage and then decided it probably wouldn’t kill him quickly and started eating while Jerry and Twist asked their questions.”

      “Oh, he generally appears sometime during the intermissions,” the lemonade vender informed them, “though he hasn’t been seen around here in a couple weeks.”

      “He?” Twist asked. “It’s a male ghost.”

      “Now that’s hard to say, really,” the vender replied thoughtfully. “We all call it a him, but he mostly seems like a mass of white rags flapping in the breeze. Could be anything under there.”

      “Sounds like something from a play or a movie,” Jerry commented.

      “I hear a lot of people saying it’s the ghost of an actor who died on stage about a century ago,” the chestnut vender chimed in from nearby.

      “A century ago?” Twist asked. “How long has this been going on?”

      “About two months, would you say?” the lemonade man asked the one with the chestnuts.

      “Sounds about right,” was the answer.

      “Are you saying this deceased actor waited one hundred years or more before starting to haunt the city?” Jerry asked. The two venders just shrugged. “Yeah, I get it. Okay, how often does this ghost show up?”

      “There’s an incident almost every night,” the lemonade seller replied.

      “So what does this ghost do?”Twist asked. “Just fly around and make a lot of noise?”

      “If only that was all he did,” the chestnut vender replied. “Oh he makes the noises and flies around, but just as often he trashes the neighborhood, breaks windows, upsets vender carts, attacks people and so on. It’s a wonder no one has been killed yet the way he throws things around. See the local store fronts? There’s a reason half the windows have been replaced with plywood.”

      “Aren’t ghosts supposed to be insubstantial?” Tamlin asked.

      “Tell that to the guy he threw through that window over there,” the Chestnut man retorted.

      “During intermission, you say?” Twist asked. “When is that?”

      “On the average,” the lemonade seller estimated, “an hour or two from now, depending on the play you have in mind.”

      “Do ghosts do that sort of thing?” Jerry asked as they moved on to other streets. Having learned it would be a while, they figured it would make sense to inspect other known sites where the ghost had been seen. “Throw things around and hurt people?”

      “I’m not convinced there is such a thing as a ghost,” Twist pointed out.

      “A poltergeist might do something like that,” Tamlin conjectured.

      “I’ve seen no proof of those either,” Twist replied. “So far I haven’t seen anything that can’t be explained by ordinary, conventional magic. Flying is levitation, picking up things is telekinesis. The ghost people see is probably an illusion for that matter. It would be easier than flying in any case. Strange noises are easy to produce. Many spells have sounds as waste products already.”

      “And most of that could be produced by tech-magic devices,” Jerry pointed out.

      “True,” Twist agreed, “although a device that lets you fly might be disrupted by one that allows you to pick up something else. The spells are essentially the same telekinesis, but directed differently.”

      “Kind of like I do?” Jerry asked.

      “Pretty much,” Twist nodded, “although you’re beyond the basics already.”

      “I can’t fly,” Jerry pointed out.

      “Sure you can,” Twist disagreed. “You just haven’t tried. Actually it’s not really flying – that takes a lot of training and control – but you could levitate if you tried. It’s a matter of degree in any case. Floating along at not much better than a walking pace we call levitation. Zoom through a set of aerobatics and it’s flying.”

      “Why haven’t you had me trying it then?” Jerry asked.

      “Several reasons,” Twist admitted. “First of all it’s a good way to break all your bones if you forget to maintain concentration or tense up and, second of all, most of your lesson and practice time has been on the boat. You likely wouldn’t kill yourself, but you would get very wet and I would have had to keep coming about to pick you up. As it happens, I’m not all that good at it either. I can lift myself to the top of a building or let myself down easily.” She laughed just then. “I used to sneak out of the house at night that way when I was in high school, until Dad caught me. I can float  around if I choose, but have never found it necessary to try to do more than that.”

      “Sounds like it could be a handy talent,” Jerry told her. “Need to follow someone in a car? Fly up and track them from the sky. Need to get somewhere you can’t reach on foot in a hurry, fly there.”

      “It’s dangerous,” Twist warned him.

      “So is playing with fire,” Jerry countered, “but you showed me how to cast fire spells.”

      “One or two magic students die in attempts to levitate or fly every year,” Twist argued.

      “Then I either don’t go too high up at first, or I only practice over water,” Jerry decided.

      “You’re really going to try it?” Twist asked.

      “You said it was something I could do,” Jerry pointed out.

      “Theoretically, sure,” Twist retorted, “but there are more important talents to develop.”

      “Seems to me it is all about control,” Jerry argued. “I’ll be careful, but I think this could be fun.”

      “And would it still be fun if you got distracted at a thousand feet up?” Twist asked pointedly.

      “A thousand feet?” Jerry considered. “That would give me, maybe, eight seconds to clear my mind and try again.”

      “Assuming you could remain calm while falling,” Twist told him.

      “That’s why I need practice,” Jerry  replied.

      “Have you ever tried sky diving?” Tamlin asked. “We do it from much higher up, of course, but knowing you have a parachute does a lot to keep you calm. If I could levitate, I might be able to be just as calm if I had to catch myself. Flying that way sounds like fun.”

      “Men!” Twist snorted.

      There was an eerie moaning sound followed rapidly by the shouts and screams of panicked people from just up ahead and around the corner and all three ran to see what was causing it. They turned the corner to discover complete chaos with people running in almost every direction although most were coming right at them. At the end of the block there was a glowing white apparition flying downward, coming in for a landing. As it alighted at street level, it gestured toward a parked floater – a common sort of flying vehicle. The floater lifted and then fell over on its side and burst into flame. Then the ghost flew up again and windows started breaking all around it.

      Jerry, Twist and Tamlin lost sight of the ghost for the next minute as the mob overran their position and they had to keep from being trampled, but when the main crush of people had passed, the ghost was still flying overhead. Twist cast a spell she knew that could cancel illusions, but it had no effect. She tried another with the same results, but by then the ghost was flying away from them.

      They chased after the ghost as it turned and flew down an alley. “You follow him,” Tamlin  told them hastily. “I’ll try going around the block.”

      “Right!” Jerry agreed.

      As Twist and Jerry followed the ghost, however, it turned around and charged at them again. Suddenly they felt themselves being lifted and thrown violently against a nearby wall. Jerry hastily erected a ward that gave him some partial protection, but he was still winded by the impact and by the time he cleared his head the ghost was nowhere in sight.

      “That was something, huh?” Jerry commented. When there was no response, he looked around, calling, “Twist?” Then he saw her. Twist had not been as lucky and now lay on the ground, unconscious. Jerry ran to her side just as she opened her eyes and groaned.

      “What happened?” she mumbled at him.

      “You must have hit your head,” Jerry replied.

      “Is that all?” she asked. “I ache all over. Uh! The ghost… where did it go?”

      “I don’t know,” Jerry admitted. “Maybe Tamlin saw where.”

      Tamlin came running up to them just then. “What happened?” he asked worriedly. Jerry caught him up to date. “No, I didn’t see it,” he admitted. “I should have stayed with you.”

      “Then you might have been hurt too,” Jerry told him. “I’m only a bit shaken, but I think Twist hit her head. We have to get her back to Maiyim Bourne.”

      “Maybe a hospital is more in order,” Tamlin suggested.

      “Boat first,” Jerry told him, thinking of the medicine cabinet.

      “We’ll need a cab,” Tamlin decided. “I’ll go find one. There were a bunch waiting for the theater crowd. Be back in a few minutes.”

      Tamlin was as good as his word and soon they were back at the dock, helping an increasingly dizzy and less coherent Twist down onto the deck of the boat. “Dizziness isn’t a good sign,” Tamlin commented worriedly to Jerry.

      Maiyim was suddenly there. “Oh my gods! What happened?” she asked.

      “Who are you?” Tamlin countered.

      “Oops,” Maiyim replied and disappeared.

      “Forget it,” Jerry told both of them. “Maiyim. Twist is hurt. I suspect a concussion at the least. Do you have something for her or do we have to rush to a hospital?”

      “Medicine cabinet,” Maiyim told him reappearing.

      “Good,” Jerry replied. “I hoped that was the case. Let’s get her into the small cabin,” he told Tamlin.

      “Get her the meds first,” Maiyim suggested in a firm and businesslike tone. It was not the way she spoke most of the time. “That’s more important.”

      Jerry rushed into the head and opened the medicine cabinet to find a small bottle and a small round box with three pills in it. The bottle was labeled, “Drink at once,” and the box was marked, “One pill every three hours.”

      Twist was barely aware the bottle was being put to her lips, but she swallowed reflexively and a minute later opened her eyes fully and told them, “Thank you. That helps.”

      “I have some pills for you too,” Jerry told her. “They look like the one that cured my hangover a few months ago. Tamlin could you get some juice from the food box, please?” Tamlin did so and Twist swallowed one of the pills before allowing the two men to help her into the master cabin. 

      Inside, the bed had changed a little. The mattress was thicker and softer and there was an extra comforter on top although Jerry didn’t notice the difference until after Twist was in it. “Thank you,” Twist told them again. “I think I’ll sleep now.”

      “I’ll stay with you,” Jerry told her. “Just in case.” Twist was already sleeping, however.

      “No need,” Maiyim told him. “She’ll be fine now. Jerry you should take something too.”

      “How do you know?” Jerry asked.

      “Huh?” Maiyim responded. She paused and thought about that. “I don’t know. It must be a part of the medicine cabinet’s diagnostic abilities coming out. I didn’t know what was actually wrong, of course, just that what she needed was in the cabinet and that time was of the essence. And I know you’re in pain too. I can see your shirt is ripped and you’ve been bleeding.”

      “And that you know she is going to be fine?” Jerry asked as he headed forward to the head.

      “Yes,” Maiyim replied. “Twist would say the medicine cabinet is one my autonomic functions. It works without conscious control, much like breathing for you.” 

      Jerry reached into the cabinet for another pill box. This had a single pill in it, although it was the same as what Twist had taken, or looked like it.
      “You were sounding more authoritative than normal for a while there,” Jerry noted and he filled a cup with water.

      “I was, wasn’t I?” Maiyim agreed as he swallowed the pill and washed it down. “I think that may have been the medicine cabinet talking, sort of. I’m not sure. I’ll discuss it with Twist later.”

      “She’ll be sorry she missed it,” Jerry told her. “She is basing her master’s thesis on you.” They headed back to the dining table.

      “All right,” Tamlin cut in. “I want to know who you are and what are you doing here.”

      “Tamlin,” Jerry told him. “You already know this is a magical boat. Maiyim is a part of the spell complex of the boat. In fact, she is Maiyim Bourne. She’s always here. Tamlin had dozens of questions and Jerry answered most of them admitting he didn’t know on a few and protecting Maiyim’s privacy on one, but for the most part told Tamlin what he wanted to know .

      “So the boat is alive?” Tamlin asked.

      “Yes,” Jerry replied. It was an oversimplification and Jerry privately reminded himself that she might not fit everyone’s definition of life, but it was true as far as he was concerned.

      “So why haven’t I seen you before?” he practically demanded of Maiyim.

      Her eyes hardened and she replied, “That is why, and if you can’t behave in a polite and civilized manner you may not see me again.”

      “Maiyim is as much a person as you and I,” Jerry explained.

      “Oh,” Tamlin nodded, “of course. My apologies. I just haven’t ever spoken to a living boat before.”

      “Jerry and Twist talked to me, treated me like a person, before they knew I could hear them,” Maiyim told him. There was still a bit of chill in her voice.

      “Then I will too from now on,” Tamlin promised.

      “We’ll see,” Mayim told him.

      “You did?” Tamlin asked Jerry. “I mean no offense Maiyim, but, Jerry, why would you speak to a boat? Did you expect her to answer? I’m sure Maiyim is the only one with a soul. She has to be the only one alive.”

      “Boats and ships are living things in a sense,” Jerry replied. “I’m fairly new to sailing, although after circumnavigating Rallena, I think I qualify as an experienced hand, but I knew immediately that Maiyim Bourne had her own personality. I think most vehicles do; floaters, hoppers, ground cars and, yes, especially boats. Each one has its own special quirks and ways they like to be handled, just like people. Haven’t you ever noticed that?”

      “For the life of me,” Tamlin responded, “no.”

      “Then you’ve been blind, Mister Sloane,” Maiyim told him, a touch of pity in her voice now.

      “I think maybe you are right,” Tamlin nodded. “I’ll have to think about that.”

      Jerry yawned widely. “Well, it’s been a long and tiring day,” he told them, “and sleep is in order. Maiyim, do you think I should let Twist sleep by herself tonight? I can use the small cabin.”

      “You need to wake her up for her next dose of the medicine,” Maiyim reminded him. “Best if you’re in the cabin already. Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on both of you.”

      “You always do,” Jerry replied, smiling.
     Eight

      By the time Twist had taken the third pill, following breakfast, she told the men she was feeling fine. “Perfect, in fact. I don’t even have any bruises.” Jerry nodded. He noticed he was fully healed as well, although, with Twist’s injuries on his mind the previous night, he had not noticed the shape he was in until Maiyim had pointed it out. Now he felt the absence of pain and stiffness rather than truly remembering how he felt at the time.

      “We need to go back and see what we can find, though,” Twist continued. “I’m still not convinced that was a ghost.”

      “I’m not either,” Jerry agreed, “but then I don’t think I expected to find anything at all. I guess I wasn’t taking the whole thing seriously enough.”

      “You weren’t?” Twist laughed. “I’m the one who didn’t even bother with a defensive ward. Well, I won’t make that mistake again. Does the ghost only appear at night, do you think?”

      “That was the impression I got,” Jerry replied. “Don’t all ghosts stay away during the day?”

      “If there are such things, then no,” Tamlin replied, from the dining table. There was a computer terminal built in to that table. It had appeared suddenly some months earlier when Maiyim Bourne began to wake up. Jerry leaned over and saw that Tamlin had done a quick search on ghosts. “There are reports of apparitions in broad daylight; at least as many as at night, it looks like.”

      “I’m not sure I want to know what Netsite you have there,” Twist commented sourly.

      “Not one any of us would agree with,” Tamlin admitted, “but it does list a lot of reported sightings, some of which have cross references to other sites. Besides, Jerry asked if ghosts supposedly only appeared at night. According to the believers, at least, that is not the case.”

      “Good point,” Twist admitted, “although a site debunking those sightings might be of more use now.”

      “I had one of those up a few minutes ago,” Tamlin told her. “The weird thing is, it wasn’t any more convincing than this site is and if anything makes one start to wonder if ghosts actually exist.”

      “Why is that?” Jerry asked.

      “Well, it did debunk a few notable sightings, but in many cases it just admitted that proof was inconclusive or missing altogether,” Tamlin explained.

      “The absence of proof against ghosts is not positive proof in favor,” Twist reminded him. “All that means is the debunking site is being more honest than the one you’re looking at now.”

      “But can you really say there is no such thing as a ghost?” Tamlin challenged her.

      “Can you really say there is?” Twist replied calmly. 

      “People have been claiming to see ghosts for centuries, millennia,” Tamlin pointed out.

      “Have they?” Twist asked. “Have you?”

      “No, but aren’t there people who claim to have talked to those on the other side?” Tamlin asked.

      “The other side of what?” Twist countered. “The world is full of gullible people, Tamlin, and far too many who are willing to take advantage of their gullibility. Look, I’ll admit that there are things we do not know, but we have come a long way since the Age of Faith and all the superstitions that abounded back then. This thing about ghosts, though. It’s just another unfounded superstition. If you believe, then they do exist so far as you’re concerned and if you don’t, you know that there must be another explanation. Are there ghosts? I’m not saying there aren’t, but after all those centuries of sightings, I would think there might be some real proof. So far there has been no confirmed and repeatable apparition. Period, full stop. Show me definite proof and I’ll put it to the test, but until then I’ll look into other explanations.”

      “Speaking of which, we should do just that,” Jerry told them. “I don’t mind the walking, but there’s a rental place just outside the marina. Why don’t we rent a car or a hopper? That way we won’t have to walk back after we’ve exhausted ourselves.

      Once back in the East End, Twist and Jerry examined the area for spell traces while Tamlin wandered about looking for witnesses from the previous night. Jerry spotted some minor traces immediately, but Twist had to admit, “I can’t do anything with them. Just between you and me, I have only started learning the more advanced diagnostic techniques and these traces may already be too degraded for the best experts to analyze.

      “If I had to guess,” she went on. “I think it would be safe to say these are traces from a levitation spell, but not because I can tell by looking at their properties, just from where we are finding them.”

      “They do seem to follow the path we saw the ghost fly along,” Jerry agreed, “but mostly only out here on the street where he came down to ground level. I suppose these could be caused as much by a hopper that needed repairs and by a ghost or a mage. We should look inside the alley. I’m pretty sure he was flying in there.”

      “Levitation spells don’t leave many long-lasting traces, usually,” Twist told him. “That’s why I can’t swear that’s what we’re seeing here. They dispel rapidly.”

      “Flighty things are they?” Jerry joked.

      Twist groaned at the pun, and when they entered the alley she looked again. “There are traces in here, but nothing I could pin down to levitation. Mostly just a few stray bits of energy against the wall we hit last might. That’s interesting.”

      “What is?” Jerry asked.

      “We got hit by a wide-area projectile ward,” Twist replied. “I thought it was telekinesis and that we wouldn’t find much again. Instead we got crushed between two walls, literally. That must be why you came off better than I did. Your personal ward cushioned you a little.”

      “Nice to know,” Jerry shrugged, “but I wasn’t in all that much better shape at the time. Had the ghost or whoever it was tried again I was fairly helpless.”

      “He may not have known that,” Twist replied.

      “I didn’t put all that much into the ward either,” Jerry admitted.

      “More than I did,” Twist replied ruefully, “but we shall both do better next time, right?”

      They stayed in the area all day and into the evening, talking to people, but in spite of their luck on the first evening, they learned nothing new that day. There were conflicting reports about the ghost, although everyone agreed it was a violent spirit. After dinner they started patrolling the area again, but while they heard the ghost again in the distance, by the time they arrived on the scene it had already disappeared, leaving in its wake a floater that he had supposedly picked up and thrown through a café front window.

      By the time Twist, Jerry and Tamlin arrived on the scene, however, the window, which was of the common self-healing sort, had already started to grow back and had partially surrounded the car. With the café owner on the scene and worrying how he would ever get the car out, Twist used telekinesis to pick up the car and put it back on the street. In the process, she left still more shards of glass on the ground and floor in and out of the small restaurant, but with Jerry’s help, they swept the small pieces into a pair of piles which were quickly cleaned up by two of the waiters.

      “Did you think to check for spell traces?” Jerry asked.

      “I did,” Twist replied. “The ghost picked up the car the same way I did, I’m sure.”

      “I mean about the flying,” Jerry told her. “I still see strong traces coming in from the end of the street.”

      “I see them,” Twist confirmed after a moment, “and some fainter ones going off that way. I don’t know what that means though. If anything, shouldn’t the exiting traces be stronger than the entrance ones?”

      “Not if the ghost were becoming weaker,” Tamlin suggested. “Sort of fading out?”

      Twist didn’t like that idea any better than the previous ones that suggested they really were dealing with a ghost. “Maybe we should try working with the police, although it seems odd they aren’t keeping a presence down here.”

      “I’ll talk to them in the morning,” Tamlin promised.

      “You will?” Twist asked.

      “He’s right,” Jerry told her. “Tamlin is the heir to Tarense. He’s more likely to get answers than we are. Although I’m wondering if we should check out the local newspaper.”

      “The newspaper?” Twist asked.

      “This seems newsworthy to me,” Jerry remarked. “Someone must be following this story.”

      “That’s a good idea too,” Twist allowed, “but I’d really like to talk to the police on this.”

      “Twist, there may be a reason they are not trying to catch this ghost,” Tamlin told her. “Let me see what I can find out. They might not talk to me either, of course, but if they do, you’ll have plenty of opportunity to ask your questions.”

      Twist nodded and the next morning, while Tamlin went off to find the police station, Twist and Jerry paid a visit to the City Desk of the Morning Banner, the local newspaper. “The East Side Ghost?” the City Editor echoed when Jerry asked. “You’ll want to talk to Trigvard.”

      “Who?” Twist asked.

      “Ronn Trigvard,” the editor chuckled. “He’s the poor sucker who drew the short straw.” When both Twist and Jerry gave him blank looks, he explained. “It was his turn for the stupid local interest story.”

      “Okay, where can we find him?” Jerry asked.

      “Over that way,” the city editor pointed toward the back of the room. “The desk furthest from the windows.”

      “Your ace reporter, huh?” Jerry asked sarcastically.

      “Yeah,” the editor chuckled. “That’s the one.”

      There was only one man sitting near the back of the long room that Jerry thought of as a “cube farm.” While the room was  a large one that covered nearly all of the third floor of the newspaper building, it was divided into three dozen or more small cubicles, each barely large enough to hold a desk with a terminal on it. “Ronn Trigvard?” Twist asked.

      “You found him, honey,” Trigvard shot back in what he obviously thought was a charming manner but which to Twist left a slick puddle on the floor. Ronn Trigvard was in his early thirties, looked as though he was a month late for his latest haircut and compensated by holding it in place with bear grease. Where many of the cubicles on their way toward the back had been decorated with family pictures of wives, husbands and children, this one had a calendar whose theme was to offer unrestricted views of a different woman each month in various poses, all undressed. 

      That calendar might have been the only loose object in the cubicle that would not be difficult to find in a pinch. Stacks of paper several inches deep were piled up on both sides of the terminal screen and only the fact that the keyboard and pointer were built into a sliding drawer kept them from being buried as well. When Trigvard turned to see who had spoken, one of the piles fell on to the floor. He watched it go, but rather than try to pick it up, he kicked it under his desk, where a ream or two of other pages had gone to rest. Trigvard did not bother to rise, but he did take off a pair of dark glasses to reveal his left eye had been blackened, Twist guessed the man had been in a bar fight and asked about it.

      “Nah,” Trigvard laughed. “It did start out in a bar, but I didn’t get this until her husband came home.

      Twist did not say it, but Jerry heard a distinct “Eew!” from her general direction. He decided it was his own imagination, hoping Twist’s assessment of this man agreed with his own.

      “I am Journeywoman Islandtwist,” she introduced herself, “and my partner,” she emphasized the word, hoping Trigvard would read even more into it than was there, “is Jerry Carter. We’ve been looking into those violent apparitions in the East End and we were told you were as well.”

      “I’m working on six or seven stories at the minute, Twisty,” Trigvard replied. “The ghostie of the East End is real back burner stuff.”

      “Not to us,” Twist told him, “and I would appreciate it if you did not call me ‘Twisty.’”

      “We were hoping you might want to share information with us,” Jerry stepped in rapidly. “We tell you what we know and you do the same.”

      “You want to swap ghost stories?” Trigvard laughed. “This is nothing but a color piece. You realize that, don’t you?”

      “You call this a color piece?” Twist demanded. “People are being attacked in the East End. Property is being damaged or destroyed. This is not some silly ghost story about some dead actor.”

      “Actor?” Trigvard asked. “Huh! That’s a new one.”

      “What do you mean?”Jerry asked.

      “The ghost of an actor story,” Trigvard replied. “I hadn’t heard that one. Let’s see,” he shuffled through the piles of paper, then got down on the floor and pulled out some of the ones under his desk and came back with a handful. “Okay, According to one of the stories being told, this is the ghost of a mass murderer who lived about two hundred years ago. That area used to be the red light district of town and the guy evidently had it in for the hookers. There are all sort of stories about why, the most common one was that his wife had left him and one of the pimps down there owned her through some spell called the Hook. Ever heard of it, Twisty?”

      “I have,” she replied grimly, “and my name is Islandtwist.”

      “Anything you want, Twisty,” Trigvard replied. “Anyway he was eventually caught down there and refused to surrender, so the cops shot him down. Others will tell you the ghost was the mage who cast the Hook and that he was killed by a fireball by some wizard called Oceanvine the Younger.”

      “I don’t recall ever hearing she was here,” Twist commented, “not specifically in any case.”

      “You’ve heard of her too, I take it,” Trigvard noted.

      “She’s in my family tree,” Twist responded, “but that could be documented. It must be in the police records from the period. Can you look that up?”

      “If it was recorded in the public record, sure,” Trigvard shrugged. He turned to his terminal and tapped on the keys for a while. “Here it is.”

      “The ghost?” Jerry asked.

      “The murderer,” Trigvard replied. “He might be the ghost, but so could the other half dozen candidates the stories blame. No, the one we’re talking about died by accident. He attempted to kill a hooker one evening but it went wrong. She had a gun and started shooting, so he ran for it. Evidently he climbed a fence, but tripped over the top and landed on his head. Died of severe concussion an hour or so later.”

      “How sad,” Twist commented.

      “No wonder the story improved in the telling,” Jerry added.

      “Yeah,” Trigvard nodded. “That happens a lot. But, unless you have some magical way to determine the identity of a ghost, all that is just idle speculation.”

      “So far as modern magic is concerned,” Twist told him, “there are no ghosts.”

      “Really?” Trigvard asked. ”So why are you on this case?”

      “Case?” Twist asked. “What do you think we are? Some Tri-Vee private detectives?”

      “Without the Tri-Vee, Twisty,” Trigvard retorted. “That’s pretty much what you are. Maybe you should pop down to the police station and apply for investigator licenses.”

      “We’re not that kind of investigators,” Twist told him coldly, “and it’s Islandtwist!”

      “Yeah, yeah. I hear you,” Trigvard replied. “Well if you two kids promise to tell me what you learn, I’ll let you know what I know.”

      “Done,” Jerry told him. “Now what can you tell us about this ghost?”

      “The ghost?” Trigvard echoed. “Not a lot. To tell the truth, my theory is that the ghost is at least partially a distraction.”

      “Huh?” Jerry asked.

      “Oh there’s someone down there making a lot of fuss, breaking windows and tossing people around, although I notice no one has been killed, but hurt a little. Yes, Twisty, property has been destroyed, but it’s not like someone is setting fires. However, the one clue you two amateurs haven’t picked up on yet is that the East End is a prime candidate for real estate development.”

      “Isn’t it the Theatre District?”Jerry asked.

      “Wing Street is,” Trigvard replied, “but once you get away from the theaters there are whole blocks that have gone to seed. You had to have noticed that, right? Well a lot of property is being bought up, but there are small businesses and apartment buildings that refuse to sell.”

      “Who is buying and for what?” Twist asked.

      “There are several developers who are working together,” Trigvard told her. “And together they plan to knock down about three quarters of the buildings there and build new hotels and casinos. They want to put in a shopping mall and restaurants, new high-rise apartments, a sports complex and all that sort of thing. However, it’s like I said. Some of the owners don’t want to sell. The city could force them out by eminent domain, but as much as the mayor is in favor of that, the City Council is against.”

      “So you think this so-called ghost is trying to scare people out of the area?” Jerry asked.

      “It’s obvious,” Trigvard nodded.

      “So why haven’t you run with that story?” Twist inquired.

      “Where’s the proof, Twisty?” Trigvard countered. “I don’t have it. Oh it looks fishy for certain, but this ghost is an equal opportunity haunter. He doesn’t appear in areas any one developer is trying to secure, he even pops in locations that aren’t up for grabs, like the theaters.”

      “Maybe these developers are in cahoots,” Jerry suggested.

      “Oh you think?” Trigvard laughed. “Smart boy. Of course they’re working together, most of them anyway. A few would love to see the others fail, but if you ask me, this ghost is just some nut job getting his jollies by scaring the people down there.”

      “If that’s the case,” Twist countered, “then he is also some nut job who is also a rogue mage, but that seems just a little too easy.”

      “Hey, Twisty,” Trigvard chuckled. “Most of the time it’s the easiest explanation that’s the true one.”

      “Don’t call me Twisty!” Twist told him angrily.

     Nine

      “So, how did it go with the police?” Jerry asked Tamlin when they met back at the boat.

      “Not so well,” Tamlin admitted. “They really have no desire to work with amateurs as they called us and said it would take a direct order in writing from the mayor to give us any information at all.”

      “Good thing that Ronn Trigvard was willing to talk then,” Twist noted and told Tamlin what they had learned so far.

      “Why did you take such offense to him calling you ‘Twisty?’” Jerry asked. “Freddy does all the time.”

      “Freddy is family,” Twist replied. “He knows I don’t like it, but it’s become a game between us. He never does it when things get serious or in a formal setting. It’s just his way of playing. Trigvard does it out of disrespect for anyone other than himself. Actually I’m not sure if he even has any self-respect, but he belittles others to make himself feel superior. I can’t stand the greasy little worm.”

      “Then it’s a good thing for him you didn’t lose your temper,” Jerry noted. He turned back to Tamlin. “Trigvard did give us a lot of information about what’s been going on in this part of town.”

      “Yes, I got some of that from the mayor,” Tamlin admitted. “I went to see him after the police escorted me from their station.”

      “And did he give the police the orders to cooperate?” Jerry asked.

      “No and I did not expect him to,” Tamlin admitted. “It turns out the reason he wanted me to carry a message to my father was that he suspects members of the city council to be involved and several of them have the police in their pockets, but he did ask us to continue our own investigation so long as we could keep it quiet. We can report what we find to him and to Father. I told him we could only stay on a few more days but that we would learn what we could.”

      That night they patrolled the East End again to no avail, but the night after that, they caught up to the ghost, back to his old tricks. In order to cover as much of the known appearance locations as possible they had split up, keeping in touch via their personal comm. units. It was Jerry who found the ghost.

      Feeling a bit peckish, he had just purchased one of the sausages from the vender on Wing Street, near the theaters when he heard the now familiarly eerie sound the ghost made before each attack. “I’m hearing it from just up ahead on Buck Street,” he told Twist and Tamlin and rushed to the corner in time to see the ghost swooping down the block.

      This time the ghost threw several balls of fire, one of which splashed over Jerry’s ward, temporarily blinding him. When he could see again, the ghost was flying off again and soon disappeared down an alley. “He does seem to like those alleys,” Twist noted as she caught up to Jerry from the other side of the block.

      “It makes for a fast exit,” Jerry replied and they chased down the alley. “I don’t recall hearing the ghost threw fireballs, though.” They reached a tall wooden wall in the middle and Twist levitated them both up and over it.

      “Evidently he does,” Twist replied. “I got here in time to try the usual diagnostics and the strange thing is there was no magic use as he flew down the street, or at least not until he started tossing fire around. But he flew down this alley using a lot of power. This guy is a journeyman, at least, is my guess.”

      They came out on the next street where there was nothing out of the ordinary to be seen. “You might think nothing had happened,” Jerry muttered and added maybe nothing has. He turned to a passing couple and asked, “Excuse me, but did you notice anyone coming out of this alley ahead of us?”

      “No,” the man answered. “Should we have?”

      “Maybe not,” Twist replied. “Thank you. Jerry, we don’t know that he came all the way through the alley. We should go back and check.”

      They did and just before the wooden wall, they found three wooden crates stacked up, and on one of them a scrap of dirty white cloth had been torn off something and remained attached via a splinter. “I think our ghost left this behind,” Jerry remarked.

      “Yes,” Twist agreed. “He must have hidden behind these crates until we went past. Then he was free to take off his costume and walk off.”

      “If he was wearing a costume,” Jerry added.

      “Of course he was,” Twist scoffed. “You don’t believe in ghosts anymore than I do, do you?”

      “Not really,” Jerry agreed. “Just keeping my mind open.”

      “Not so open all your brains fall out, I hope,” Twist remarked.

      “There you two are,” Tamlin called from the mouth of the alley. “Sorry I missed the excitement again, but I was five blocks away when it happened.”

      “That’s okay,” Jerry told him. “I would like to know how he is flying if he is not using magic.”

      “Did you say he swooped down the street without magic?” Tamlin asked after Jerry had described the incident. “I think I see how he might have done it.”

      “How?” both Twist and Jerry asked at once.

      “Look at the way electricity is still being brought into the neighborhood,” Tamlin pointed out. “On lines strung up between old-fashioned wooden poles.”

      “That’s unusual,” Jerry remarked.

      “Not in Probellinen,” Tamlin disagreed. “Most old neighborhood are like this and on a lot of islands this is still the way it is done. In some ways we’re a little backward here, but that’s besides the point. See the way they are supporting each other? There are stays going diagonally between each pair of poles so that each pole supports the two on either side and they also support it. If one were to be knocked over or broken the others would hold the wires up until repair crews can come and replace the broken one.”

      “Yeah?” Jerry asked. “Sounds somewhat over-engineered.”

      “Yes and we should probably ask someone why they did it this way,” Tamlin agreed, “but they did it all over this end of town. Our ghost evidently slid down one of those stays, and, except for the fireballs only used magic to fly away.”

      “Nice deduction,” Twist complimented him. “That would be less effort than flying down like that, although I would bet he used levitation to climb the pole in the first place.”

      “Or he floated down from one of the nearby buildings,” Jerry added. “I think that’s more probable than taking a chance someone would see him walk up to the pole and then float up.”

      “Unless he’s a real ghost,” Tamlin told them.

      “Not bloody likely,” Twist retorted. “Well, that was the show for tonight.” Do you two want to grab a late dinner here or go back to the boat.”

      “The boat,” Jerry decided. “We’ve been leaving Maiyim alone most of the last few days. At least we can eat dinner with her.”

      “The boat doesn’t eat,” Tamlin corrected him.

      “No, but she likes company,” Jerry told him. “Tamlin, I like you, but you have not yet figured out that Maiyim is a real person. Sure she’s a yacht, but she is also a person and deserves to be treated as one. Otherwise you’re treating Maiyim the same way Trigvard treated Twist today; like an object.”

      “You’re right,” Tamlin agreed, “and I have to hand it to her. She’s a great cook.”

      They walked back to where they had left the rented floater, but as they passed the Wing Street theaters, they heard someone calling Tamlin. “Mister Sloane. Nice to see you this evening.”

      Looking to their left they saw Jarris Grange, Mayor Darlt’s administrative assistant. He was walking forward together with a short dark woman about his own age. “Mister Grange,” Tamlin greeted him politely, “I didn’t expect to see you here this evening.”

      “Just taking in the new play with my wife,” Grange replied, making the introduction. “It is intermission time. Would you care to join us?”

      “Not tonight, I’m afraid,” Tamlin declined. “It’s been a long day, especially with the lastest ghost incident.”

      “Oh?” Grange asked. “Has there been another sighting?” 

      “A few blocks from here,” Twist replied, “and about half an hour ago now. He got away again.”

      “It’s hard to catch a ghost,” Grange told her. “I’m not sure it can be done, in fact.”

      “Perhaps not,” Twist replied. She decided not to argue whether or not the ghost was real with anyone from the mayor’s office. If they wanted to think they were attempting an exorcism without benefit of clergy, that was their error. “But I’d hate to think there’s a rogue mage here attacking.”

      “A rogue mage?” Grange laughed lightly. “I think that’s even less likely than a ghost. Still if that’s what’s going on we should stop it. The Mayor won’t tolerate a rogue mage in his city. “He was a mage before he turned to politics. Did you know that?”

      “He told us so himself,” Jerry confirmed.

      “Good, good,” Grange nodded absently. “Well, we had better hurry, I don’t want to miss the second half.

      They followed up the matter of the over-engineered electric poles the next morning with a trip to Tondport’s Department of Public Works. The head of the department was a tall dark man who looked like he could carry the department’s trucks to the worksites if it was necessary. In spite of his imposing size, however he was a soft-spoken individual who was unfailingly polite especially to Twist.

      “The poles, Journeywoman?” he considered. “There’s no mystery there. They’re old poles. Trucks rub against them sometimes, especially near the corners and, in spite of the treatments, they are slowly rotting as well. We added the extra stays to help keep them up.”

      “Why not just replace them?” Jerry asked.

      “Why not indeed,” the man replied. “There’s no funding for poles that will have to be torn down anytime now. According to the City Planner we’ll be replacing all the wires and the sewers too when the area is rebuilt.”

      “When is that planned for?” Twist asked interestedly.

      The department head laughed, “It’s been planned for nearly a decade now, but somehow we never get the go-ahead. The talk now is that they will be digging next spring, but I’ve heard that before. No doubt we’ll get orders to change the light bulbs in the street lamps instead.”

     Ten

      The next three days passed without incident. After the spate of ghost sightings in the East End, none occurred at all, leaving Twist, Jerry and Tamlin patrolling the East End until late each night without any results. Finally the Mayor asked them to meet with him. 

      “I appreciate what you three have been doing, but I’ve been getting complaints from the police department,” Mayor Darlt told them. “They say your meddling is interfering with their normal business.”

      “I don’t see how,” Jerry remarked. “Except for the one time Tamlin here went to ask a few questions, we’ve steered clear of them altogether.”

      “For that matter,” Twist put in, “I haven’t seen so much as a patrol car or an officer walking a beat around the East End. How are we interfering?”

      “I’m sorry, but those are the reports I’m receiving,” the mayor responded. “Like I said, I appreciate your efforts, but for the good of relations between my office and the Department of Police I’m going to have to ask you to stop now.”

      “It’s not as if we were charging you for the service,” Twist grumbled.

      “Very well,” Jerry added, in a calmer tone. “We need to buy supplies, but we’ll be on our way in a day or two then.”

      “What supplies?” Twist demanded of Jerry once they were outside City Hall.

      “That one got by me as well,” Tamlin added. “Seems that Maiyim Bourne supplies us with every conceivable need.”

      “Every need but the resolution of this mystery,” Jerry told them. “I know it is probably a long shot, but I’m not ready to just walk away from this yet and I doubt Twisty here is either.” Just then Jerry felt himself getting pushed hard by a buffeting ward from Twist. It knocked him to the ground.

      “That was for calling me Twisty,” Twist told him. “This is for staying,” she added, bending down to kiss him.

      They went back to the Maiyim Bourne  to discuss a strategy and while reading the morning news, Tamlin noted, “It seems we missed the ghost last night. He didn’t come out until an hour before dawn, but his performance was fairly similar to the ones we saw before. Fireballs, flying and all.”

      “I’ve been thinking,” Jerry remarked. “Is it possible this is not a mage at all, but just someone using tech-magic?”

      “The flying could be done with a backpack,” Tamlin pointed out. “Such things are not generally allowed inside city limits because it’s dangerous to fly between buildings and all.”

      “Especially if you still have electrical poles, yes,” Twist agreed. “Hitting those wires could be fatal.”

      “True, but flying is an extreme sport and very popular with young adults up to, oh, age thirty,” Tamlin told her. “The flying packs are expensive, but not at all hard to find.”

      “It’s a possibility,” Twist acknowledged. “The spell traces would look very similar to those left by a mage. The basic difference is that they would look exactly the same every time, but I haven’t had the opportunity to examine that many of them. That aside, I don’t know any tech-magic device that throws fireballs like that. Oh, there are a few fire starters I could probably modify and accomplish it, but you need to be a mage to do something like that in the first place and fire is a very easy spell.”

      “Maybe someone did it for him?” Tamlin suggested.

      “Perhaps,” Twist replied, “but what’s the point? It’s still someone flying around the East End  creating havoc.”

      “Is there a way to disrupt another’s spells?” Jerry asked.

      “Distraction is the best way,” Twist replied.

      “Didn’t you try to dispel an illusion the other night?” Jerry pressed.

      “That’s different,” Twist told him. “Illusion is an educated light spell. I taught you that myself. I just tried shining a brighter light. It wouldn’t have really dispelled the illusion, but would have allowed me to see through it. It didn’t work which is why I was certain it was some sort of costume even before we found that scrap on the crate.”

      “So is there a way to disrupt a flying backpack?” Tamlin asked.

      “Hmm, I can’t say for certain,” Twist replied. “It used to be fairly easy to  throw off a tech-magic device, but there are so many safeties built in these days you would need a null-magic field.”

      “A null-magic field?” Tamlin asked.

      “You probably know there are some rare people who are magic-nulls?” Twist half-asked and then went on to explain, “Magic cannot affect them directly. You can drop an anvil on their heads with telekinesis, but you can’t pick them up and throw them, if you follow the difference. Wards have no effect on them nor does most magic-based medical procedures. A few centuries ago it was considered a major handicap, but with modern physical medicine as good as it is, it is just an oddity most of the time.

      “A magic-null is not really immune to magic, but is always generating a magic-null field around them. In most cases the field stops at their skins, but I know of a case in which a Granomish, um, princess I think it was, learned to expand her null-magic field for several feet around her.”

      “She was a countess,” Maiyim corrected Twist. “Countess Ksanya Granova. She was a close friend of Oceanvine the younger.”

      “Really?” Twist asked. “Nice to know. Well the null magic field is really just another spell, but, by its nature, it is one very few can cast and no one has enough control over it to turn it on or off, so magic nulls are  kind of like mages who only know one spell.”

      “And a pretty useless spell at that,” Jerry added.

      “Apparently not,” Twist replied. “Once it was understood that null-magic was just another spell, some bright tech-mage invented a machine that cast the spell and that was the first null-magic generator.”

      “What’s the use of that?” Tamlin asked.

      “Governments use null-magic to build secure rooms in which tech-magic listening devices won’t work,” Twist told him. “They can be directed or symmetrical.” When she saw Tamlin give her a blank look, she translated, “You can point them at something or  just turn them on to protect an area around the generator.”

      “Some corporations do likewise,” Jerry told him as well, “and I’ve heard that the military uses null-magic armor to protect themselves against hostile spells. But we would need a small, portable null-magic generator.”

      “And you have one,” Maiyim told them as she appeared. She pointed at the floor where a long tube-like gizmo had appeared.

      “A null-magic gun?” Jerry asked, picking the heavy device up. “I think you have to carry this on your shoulder, but it is portable, I guess. Where did it come from?”

      “The same place the food comes from,” Maiyim replied, “or that terminal you use all the time. Haven’t you ever wondered how I am equipped with modern equipment that was invented while I was in storage? It’s a part of my spell complex.”

      “I understand the ability to produce the latest forms of radar or global positioning systems, but a null magic gun?” Jerry asked.

      Maiyim shrugged. “How many boats have NetMaiyim connections like mine. These things just appear. I usually know what they are, but rarely have conscious control of the process.”

      “According to the legend, Silverwind was given this boat in order to pursue his quest against the demons,” Twist pointed out, “so perhaps specialized weapons are to be expected. Maiyim, dear, how does this work?”

      “I don’t know,” Maiyim shrugged.

      “Probably by pulling the trigger,” Tamlin commented taking the device from Jerry and carefully raising it to his shoulder.

      “Not in here!” both Jerry and Twist shouted.

      “I’m not stupid,” Tamlin told them, sounding a bit hurt. “Maiyim Bourne may be indestructible in most situations, but I’ll bet this would be a lot of damage.”

      “I think it would kill me,” Maiyim admitted timidly.

      “But a boat that can produce anything on demand…” Tamlin noted wonderingly.

      “Within reason,” Maiyim told him. “The food box, medicine cabinet, the closets; these were part of my original spell complex, my programming if you’d rather. To produce something entirely new, I need someone onboard who understands how they work. Of course, once I’ve done that I can produce others.”

      “I think one of these is enough,” Jerry told her nervously. “I don’t like the thought of you producing something that can kill you.”

      “You could build a gun, couldn’t you?” Maiyim asked.

      “I suppose,” Jerry shrugged, “with some help and a machine shop.”

      “Well this is the same thing,” Maiyim said practically, “But I agree that one is enough and I’d appreciate it if you did not bring it back with you.”

      “We’ll find a way to destroy it,” Twist promised.

      “I’m just beginning to realize how valuable Maiyim Bourne truly is,” Tamlin commented.

      “The gods always say to think of me as a test,” Maiyim told him.

      “Do you really want to risk failing that test?” Jerry pressed.

      “No,” Tamlin decided quickly. “No, I do not. I’m in no hurry to meet the gods.”

      Funny, Jerry thought silently, Twist and I are.

      “So do you have any idea who the ghost might really be?” Tamlin asked as they returned to the East End that evening.

      “What makes you think we know him?” Jerry asked. “The only mage on this island we know of, beside Twist and me, is the mayor.”

      “Hmm,” Tamlin considered. “The mayor did tell us to stop, didn’t he?”

      “He did, but that doesn’t mean he’s the ghost,” Twist denied. “What would be his motive?”

      “Kick-backs from the real estate developers,” Tamlin speculated.

      “Then why even bring the matter up in the first place?” Twist countered. “He wanted help from your father, Lord Tarense, right?”

      “That could have been to throw us off,” Tamlin offered.

      “Throw us off what?” Jerry argued. “We didn’t even know this was going on. We would have left the next morning and he could have gone on as before. He came to you. Remember?”

      “Oh yeah,” Tamlin nodded. “Well then, we’ll just have to catch our ghost and unmask him.”

      “I say there’s a good chance we’ll take off the mask and find a complete stranger,” Jerry predicted.

      “Or he really is a ghost,” Tamlin suggested once again, “and this little beauty will blow him away.”

      “If you’re going to call that thing beautiful,” Twist told him coldly, “Maybe Jerry ought to be using it.”

      “I may need my hands free to cast spells,” Jerry shook his head. 

      “You don’t need hands to cast spells,” Twist pointed out.”It’s all done with your mind. For that matter you’ve never been one of those dramatic ones who like to make all sorts of gestures while using magic. I hate that, actually. Goldore never grew out of it. Last time I saw him doing a demonstration he looked like one of those stage illusionists who pull rabbits out of their hats. Come to think of it, some performers use null-magic fields to prove that no real magic is being used, so there’s another use for those things.”

      They continued walking around through the area until midnight, when the last play was letting out. There was yet another eerie wail from over half a block ahead and flying down the street away toward Twist, Jerry and Tamlin was the ghost.

      The ghost started tossing fireballs almost as soon as he started moving. Most seemed to have been thrown at random, usually just missing people, but one hit the sausage cart which burst into flame, another went in a second story window in one of the theaters and the final once came directly at Twist, Jerry and Tamlin.

      Twist’s ward blocked the fireball and Tamlin fired off the null-magic gun. Some of the fire got through the resulting hole in Twist’s ward and licked at his and Jerry’s clothing. Jerry’s was only singed, but Tamlin’s started burning openly. Jerry cast a quick spell that he hoped would extinguish the flame and then ran after the ghost, who, when hit by the null-magic field had fallen several feet to the street.

      The ghost tried to  get up and run, but Jerry overtook him with a flying tackle and brought him right back down again and Twist used a binding ward to hold the man in the ghost costume immobilized. Tamlin came limping up the street. “Did you hit me with a freeze spell?” he complained to Jerry.

      “Your clothes were burning,” Jerry explained. “Are you hurt?”

      “No, just cold, but you could have given me frostbite,” Tamlin pointed out.

      “I’m not up to creating water yet,” Jerry pointed out.

      “Or translocation,” Twist added. “Jerry, it was risky, but since you didn’t prolong the spell it worked. Next time, though, you might want to just knock someone down and roll them over to extinguish the flames. Now what do we have here? I told you there were no real ghosts.”

      A crowd of onlookers had gathered around them. Now that the danger was past, they had stopped running from the ghost and instead were pressing closer for a better look at him. She reached down to pull off the now obvious mask, but then someone shouted. ”Fire! The theater is on fire!”

      “Jerry, keep this guy unconscious,” Twist ordered. “Tamlin, keep the null gun on him.” then she lifted herself telekinetically and levitated closer to the burning theater. From her floating position she could see the room was empty, so she reached magically toward a nearby fire hydrant and opened it up. Then as water gushed out, she directed it up and into the burning room and soon had the flames out. She settled back down to street level and closed the hydrant at the same time, noting idly that the sounds of fire and police sirens were approaching at last. She then caught sight of the still burning sausage cart, but before she could react, Jerry had sent some of the water that way as well. “Very smooth,” she murmured appraisingly. “He really is getting very good.”

      No one managed to unmask the ghost before the police arrived a minute or less later and when one of the arresting officers removed it, Twist and Jerry were surprised to see the face of Jarris Grange.

      “I never realized he was a mage too,” Twist admitted to the mayor a few hours later.

      “Oh yes,” Darlt nodded. “It’s why I gave him a job. He had run out of money and couldn’t afford graduate school. Like me he was a decent student, but not good enough to earn a scholarship. After a couple of years, he decided to stay on, just as I had, and was planning to run for city council next year. I never realized he was in the developers’ pockets.”

      “My apologies, your honor,” Tamlin told Darlt, “but for a while I thought you were, especially after you told us to stop.”

      “That turned out to be Grange as well,” the mayor admitted. “The police never complained about you. Jarris just told me they had. The Chief of Police Gnaster, in fact, sends you his personal thanks for setting up that null-magic field in the cell block.”

      “That last was easy enough,” Jerry laughed. “The null-magic gun we stopped Mister Grange with only served to direct the field. So once I took the small generator out of the casing, it was a simple, symmetrical field.”

      “Make sure he doesn’t leave it running after it is no longer needed, though,” Twist added. “There are some known hazards involved with long term exposure to null-magic, the most obvious of which is that one subjected to it will become a magic-null himself for a while.”

      “Is that what’s going to happen to Grange?” Tamlin asked.

      “No,” Twist replied. “That effect is usually temporary. The length of it is determined by how long the subject sat inside the field. There is a more permanent punishment for mages.”

      “Death?” Tamlin asked.

      “That used to be the case,” Twist admitted. “Before the invention of the null-magic field, there wasn’t a jail cell that could hold even an apprentice-level mage. Now we have a slightly more humane option called Arithan’s Curse. It doesn’t actually remove a victim’s powers, but it makes it an agony to try to use them. Most who try soon go insane, so the only way to avoid that is to stop trying to use magic.”

      “Permanently?” Jerry asked.

      “Or until a wizard removes the curse,” Twist replied. “It depends on the nature of the crime. If convicted, and I don’t see why he shouldn’t be, Grange will likely serve a life sentence both in jail and under curse.”

      “I just hope we can get the developers he was working with,” Tamlin commented.

      “Jarris’ initial statement is that he did this on his own,” the mayor told them. “He was taking bribes, certainly enough, and we will try to prosecute them for that, but the crimes he committed as the ghost seem to have been his own.”

      “Well, at least we managed to stop him before someone was killed,” Jerry remarked.

      “But,” Mayor Darlt replied, “he might well have gotten away with it if it had not been for you ‘meddlesome’ kids.”

     Part II - Cirrus

     One

       With favorable winds they reached Tarense the next evening in time to find Tamlin’s father waiting for them impatiently on his private dock. “You should have called,” he scolded Tamlin.

      “I’m sorry, Father,” Tamlin apologized. “It just didn’t occur to me.”

      “I would have thought you were still on Malsa, if your fiancée hadn’t called to find out if you had arrived home safely,” Lord Tarense continued.

      “I was so intent on helping with the situation on Tond,” Tamlin admitted abjectly, “that I completely forgot that I was trying to rush back here to help you.”

      “And you would have been home two days ago had you stayed on Malsa and waited for the planes to be allowed to fly again,” Tarense told him.

      “I know that now, Father,” Tamlin admitted.

      “Don’t you know what happened to Duke Natan’s son last month?” Lord Tarense continued.

      “But Jerry and Twist were the ones who saved Lord Dathan, Father,” Tamlin informed him. “I figured I was perfectly safe with them.”

      “Is that true?” Tarense asked Jerry and Twist. “You two were the master mages from Olen in Horalia?”

      “Well, Twist is a journeywoman,” Jerry explained, “and I’m just an apprentice and from Keesport to boot, but other than that, we were the ones who, with Lady Janin and Amelie Rentoner, rescued Lord Dathan, yes.”

      “I thought you were a master,” Tarense noted with wonder.

      “Not hardly,” Jerry laughed. “The story may have grown in the telling. I don’t think we met at the festival, did we?”

      “No,” Tarense shook his head. “I was busy with one of the committees and must admit Olen and Tamollin were keeping you two pretty much under wraps from any of us who did not have to actually meet you. You were paraded before the Defense Committee, but I’m more involved with the National Budget Committee, so there was no need to listen to you directly, I guess.” He looked at Twist. “Just a journeyman? Really?”

      “Yes, my lord,” Twist replied with her characteristic crooked smile.

      “Don’t let her fool you, my lord,” Jerry chuckled. “Twist is very accomplished and only a thesis shy of her master’s degree.”

      “I still have nine hours worth of classes to sit through,” Twist added.

      “That’s only one semester,” Jerry pointed out.

      “Close enough for government work,” Tarense laughed. “and that seems to be exactly what you two have been doing. Well, thank you for watching out for Tamlin and for what you did in Tondport.”

      “Tamlin was very much a part of our team, my lord,” Twist informed him.

      “You and Jerry did all the real work,” Tamlin insisted. “I was just the sidekick. It was fun, though.” Then he caught sight of his father and added, “Although maybe it’s best if I stop trying to have that sort of fun. You know?”

      Lord Tarense offered to pay Jerry and Twist for their troubles, but they adamantly refused payment. “It was along our way,” Jerry told him, “and our pleasure to be of help.” Tarense nodded seriously, but insisted on their being his guests for the evening and then for breakfast the next morning so they did not set sail again until the following afternoon.

      “I wonder how many more detours and distractions we’re going to have along the way,” Twist remarked as Tarense Island disappeared off to stern.

      “How many islands between here and Granom?” Jerry countered. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      “No, not really,” Twist admitted. “It was rather exciting now that it’s behind us, but I really want to get to Methis’ Forge.”

      “We will, but she did tell us to bring Maiyim Bourne with us,” Jerry pointed out. “I think she expected something like this. Um… can gods see the future?”

      “My ancestress, Wizard Saltspray, wrote in her journal that to see into the future you first had to be facing in the right direction,” Twist recalled.

      “Very deep,” Jerry commented. “Does it mean anything?”

      “Well, she didn’t say where it came from, but she did not take credit for it and said that it came from a colleague and one-time teacher,” Twist told him. “Methis knew both Oceanvines and since Saltspray had been the younger Oceanvine’s apprentice…” she let the thought hang,

      “You think she got the saying from Methis?” Jerry asked.

      “Fireiron!” Twist exclaimed suddenly. “I just put it together. She said Wizard Fireiron told her.”

      “And Fireiron is the name Methis used when she taught in Olen,” Jerry finished.

      “Right,” Twist nodded. “I should have put all that together weeks ago.”

      “Why?” Jerry asked. “How long ago did you read Saltspray’s journal?”

      “Ten years ago, I think,” Twist replied.

      “Then why should you have remembered one line on one page of a two-hundred year old journal you read a decade ago?” Jerry asked.

      “You’re right,” Twist smiled. “There was no reason to remember it until now, but it’s obvious that it was something Methis told her, so yes, I guess the gods can see the future.”

      “But not always reliably,” Jerry added. “I suspect that’s what she meant about facing in the right direction. Maybe I’m all wrong but it seems to me that the future isn’t set in stone. The past has happened and once happened it does not unhappen, but the future is a large set of possibilities. You could only see the future accurately if you could figure out which possibilities are the ones that will happen.”

      “I always thought it just meant you had to concentrate on the future to see it and if you didn’t happen to look, you wouldn’t know what was going to happen,” Twist replied.

      “Both could be correct,” Maiyim told them. “It’s nice to finally be headed out of Emmine. In a sense this will be the first time I’ve sailed out of these waters.”

      “According to the stories,” Jerry pointed out, “you’ve been around the world a few times.”

      “My body has,” Maiyim agreed. She was smiling slightly and added, “but I wasn’t in it at the time. The person I am was not born until after Oceanvine’s message spell was activated, so I’m only a few months old, even though my body is much older.”

      “I thought you had some of Oceanvine’s memories,” Twist replied.

      “I do, but they are not my memories really,” Maiyim explained. I don’t recall them as though they happened to me. It’s more like someone told me a story with pictures.”

      “Like a movie or a Tri-Dee program?” Jerry asked.

      “I think so,” Maiyim nodded. “I haven’t actually seen one of those either, you know.

      “You haven’t, have you?” Jerry commented thoughtfully. “We should do something about that. We can’t very well take you to the cinema, but we can bring the cinema here. Next port we could buy a screen and then we could download movies from NetMaiyim.”

      “You don’t need to buy a screen,” Maiyim laughed, “but I’m not sure how we could fit one in with everything else on board.”

      “Any flat surface,” Jerry told her. “Screens work wirelessly anyway and they are no thicker than most wallpapers.”

      “Do we really need a screen?” Twist asked.

      “Might make watching the news a more regular habit for us,” Jerry pointed out.

      “We can think about it,” Twist told him. “Although I kind of like it this way. We’re in a world of our own sailing to what will be the most fantastic learning experience of our lives. Why waste it watching movies?”

      “Okay, no screen then,” Jerry agreed.

      “Too late, I fear,” Maiyim told them. “There’s a relatively small screen on the door of your cabin closet. It just kind of appeared there when you expressed the desire.”

      “You didn’t have to do that,” Jerry told her.

      “It wasn’t a conscious act,” Maiyim replied. “Don’t worry, you don’t have to use it and now you can watch the news.”

      “I’d better start watching out what I wish for,” Jerry decided.

      Two days brought them into Durehaf on the north side of Saneril Island. Saneril was the first of the Chain Islands between the Emmine and Bellinen Archipelagos, and it was also the last port in Emmine before leaving the kingdom. He was not sure why, but Jerry had been expecting a primitive frontier town out on the end of the realm. Perhaps that was the fault of historical movies that always seemed to paint it in such a light.

      Instead Durehaf was as modern a city as any in Emmine, with gleaming, tall buildings of steel and glass and a large and very busy port. The port, however, was not so busy as to not have the customs officials take notice of the small boat.

      Having radioed ahead, as usual, for a slip for the night, Jerry and Twist were instructed to come into the public marina offices after securing their boat to the cleats. The Office building was a wide two-story affair, much larger than most marina offices and, once inside, Jerry and Twist saw why. On one side of the building was a branch of the harbormaster’s office, there mostly to collect port and marina fees, which in this town were fairly steep. Even with cooler weather on the horizon, the port was still filled with pleasure craft and from what Jerry could tell, the marina was doing a fair lot of business. On the other side of the building was Emmine Customs and, on learning that Maiyim Bourne was out bound from Emmine, both mages were required to report there as well.

      “I did not realize I would need my passport here,” Jerry admitted.

      “No passport?” the deputy harbormaster asked. “Then you have to stay in port a few days until one can be prepared for you. If you don’t have an exit stamp, the elves won’t let you enter Bellinen.”

      “Really?” Jerry asked, somewhat taken aback by the man’s use of the less than polite word, “elves.” “I completely forgot about that. What are we going to need?”

      “Your driver’s licenses should be enough,” the deputy replied, “but it will go much faster if you have a birth certificate too.”

      “We can download those via NetMaiyim,” Jerry decided, “and come back in the morning.”

      “Suit yourself,” the deputy harbormaster shrugged, “but while the customs office for the non-commercial boats is open for another two hours, it does not open again until after the weekend. If you want to get out of here soon, it would be best to get the ball rolling now.”

      “I thought only commercial travelers were required to present passports,” Twist remarked.

      “Until a few months ago that was the case,” came the reply, “but the elves got a bug up their butts about it all and now everyone must be passed out of the kingdom. Damned peculiar, if you ask me, but no one asked me.”

      “Exit stamps are routinely done for anyone flying out,” Jerry noted, “so I guess it makes sense.”

      “At an airport it’s easier to just process everyone flying out as part of boarding than to separate the businessmen from the tourists,” the harbormaster’s deputy replied. “The office here is not anywhere as busy, or it wasn’t until they had to start stamping everyone’s books coming and going. Sure glad I’m not in Customs.”

      They thanked him and walked back down the dock to get their passports. “He doesn’t seem to like Orenta, does he?” Jerry remarked to Twist.

      “He was downright rude about them,” Twist agreed. “I never thought I’d hear any official call them that word.”

      “Well, out here he may have cause,” Jerry shrugged. “I suppose if he deals with their tourists frequently enough, he may have gotten sour about them. In Keesport we think of tourists as the summer people and joke that they obviously left their brains and tact at home.”

      “Some people on vacation can be a bit thoughtless,” Twist nodded. “Maybe that’s it. I know relations are cool between our two nations, though. I just hope that’s not a sign of how we can expect to be treated on entering Bellinen.”

      “Maybe we will,” Jerry commented. “It will just speed our way on to Granom then.”

      To their surprise, Maiyim was able to present them with authentic passports within moments of their return. “Maiyim,” Jerry told her after inspecting the documents that came out of the drawer that produced an array of paper products. “These look real, but we could get in big trouble if caught with forged passports.”

      “These aren’t forged,” Maiyim insisted. “They are on record with the Department of State.”

      “How did you manage that?” Twist asked suspiciously.

      “Through NetMaiyim, of course,” Maiyim told them. “Ever since Jerry’s desire for a terminal produced one, I’ve had access and when alone I have had plenty of time to use it.”

      “That’s fair,” Jerry admitted. “NetMaiyim is a larger part of your world than it is ours.”

      “Exactly,” Maiyim nodded. “I was able to process your passport applications electronically and register my paper drawer on their network as an official printer.”

      “That still sounds like you hacked into the State Department,” Twist told her. “Am I going to have to teach you about morality and ethics?”

      “Not at all,” Maiyim denied. “I have a very well-developed sense of both and received all that from Oceanvine.”

      “My ancestor would have approved?” Twist asked skeptically

      “She would have let it pass,” Maiyim replied, “understanding that I only took a shortcut rather than break the law. I didn’t hack in, really, but there are ways to expedite certain official processes that most people are just not aware of. There are certain codes you can use to put your application at the top of the queue. Anyone could use them. They just are not widely known.”

      “Then how do you know them?” Twist asked.

      “I just do,” Maiyim replied

      With passports in hand, their passage through customs was a smooth one. “Are you sure you don’t want to visit the duty-free shop before we stamp you?” the customs officer asked. “Travelers often make a fair amount of money selling Emmine-produced luxury goods abroad, you know.”

      “Wouldn’t that make us commercial travelers?” Jerry asked.

      “Not for the amounts you are allowed,” the man told him.

      “No thanks,” Jerry decided. “I’ve never been much of a salesman and we are in a hurry to get to Granom. Looking for a buyer for a bottle of whiskey would just slow us down.”

      “Then why are you sailing there?” the man asked. “A jet would have you there in time for breakfast.”

      “It’s a long story,” Jerry admitted, “but we promised to sail there.”

      “Have it your way,” the official shrugged. He stamped the two  books and handed them back. “Have a nice trip.”

     Two

      For a rarity, they found the wind in just the right quarter to deploy the spinnaker. “I love this sort of sailing,” Jerry confided in Twist. “Running with the wind, up on our foils, and with that great colorful sail leading the way.”

      “It is quite pretty,” Twist agreed.

      “They sometimes call the spinnaker the ‘emotional sail,’” Jerry explained. “It’s pretty easy to see why. This one is a fairly old-fashioned sort. It’s not as full as some of the modern racing sails, but its shape would allow us to jibe if need be without necessarily dropping it. However, I did some research on spinnakers a while back after we used this one the first time and discovered it was fuller than the few primitive versions of the sail that were extant at the time Silverwind lived. Do you think he might have been experimenting with sails?”

      “If he really built this boat, maybe,” Twist replied, “but remember, he always credited that to the god, Nildar. Until we met Aritos and Methis, I might have been skeptical about that, but now I’m disposed to think of it as the absolute truth.”

      “And the demon quest he and the first Oceanvine went on?” Jerry asked. “Do you believe in actual demons?”

      “I did not used to,” Twist replied. “On an intellectual level I still don’t really, but if Nildar really built Maiyim Bourne there had to be a good reason he would give it to Silverwind, right?”

      “Maybe Silverwind won her in a game of cards?” Jerry suggested.

      “That’s silly!” Twist laughed suddenly.

      “Nildar wouldn’t refuse to make good on a bet?” Jerry remarked lightly.

      Twist laughed again at the thought then changed the subject. “We’ve been sailing hard the last two days and we haven’t had time for a new lesson since we left Tond. I’d like to continue that cooperative exercise we worked out on Malsa, but when we’re on the foils we can’t really take our eyes off the water for very long and I’m considering what to teach you next.”

      “I still need a lot of practice with illusions and phasing through a ward,” Jerry remarked.

      “You don’t seem too comfortable with illusions,” Twist noted, “and you do need to practice, but I want to continue teaching you new basics as well.”

      “Am I far enough along to start learning diagnostic spells?” Jerry asked.

      “Am I?” Twist asked. “Diagnostics are something you never stop learning because there is always something new coming along, but that’s not a bad idea. There are a lot of beginners’ techniques you could be learning right now. I’m not teaching you in the order I learned them or in the order we teach them at the school, you know. A lot of stuff we would need to stop moving or have a safe lab set up to work in. For example, I think you have fire down pretty well, but you might have been even faster to master it if we had a fireplace for you to practice in. And I want you to practice more with projectile wards. And I want you to write a paper for me.”

      “A paper?” Jerry asked. “Like I used to do in school?”

      “Yep!” Twist nodded. “It doesn’t have to be very long, but I want a complete and thorough description of how to produce one of those hot wards you invented in Horalia.”

      “If I can figure out how I did it. myself,” Jerry retorted.

      “You can duplicate it,” Twist pointed out. “You demonstrated that in Castle North. Just write down how you do it.”

      “Why?” Jerry asked.

      “If you’re going to get your degrees in magic, Jerry, you’re going to have to get used to writing a lot of papers,” Twist told him, “but really, I just want to send a copy of it home and impress Mom.”

      “Your mother isn’t likely to ever be impressed by me,” Jerry replied. “Your father, maybe, but…”

      “Dad already likes you,” Twist assured him. “If he didn’t, I wouldn’t be on this boat right now. He comes off as fairly easy going, but when it comes to stubbornness, you can be sure he’ll beat Mom any time. If he didn’t think I should spend my time with you, you can be certain I wouldn’t be here. Mom doesn’t actually dislike you. She just thinks you’ll hold me back and she thinks she’s looking out for my welfare, especially my academic welfare.”

      “Not personal?” Jerry asked.

      “I think I shocked her when I decided to travel on Maiyim Bourne,” Twist chuckled. “I’ve been fairly predictable all my life. I went through grade school, got my diploma, and then off to University for my journeyman’s degree. That was pretty much according to plan. While in school I met and fell in love with, well his name is Goldore now, but he hadn’t chosen a mage name yet at the time and then he dumped me. He said, well, never mind that. People often say hurtful things when they break up.”

      “His loss,” Jerry told her.

      “And your gain?” Twist countered.

      “Maybe,” Jerry nodded. “That’s your decision, isn’t it?”

      “It’s something we should decide together, Jerry.” Then she thought of something. “Jerry, you aren’t learning magic just to court me, are you?”

      “No, of course not,” Jerry denied instantly. “I agreed to try learning way back when you still had a permanent hands-off policy concerning me. I respected that then and still would if you decided you’re out of my league.”

      She stared at him for a few moments and was about to reply when a splash of warm water broke over the bow and sprayed them with a fine mist. “Another conversation we ought to have while not actually moving, I think,” she laughed. “Jerry, stop thinking like that. It has nothing to do with being in or out of anyone’s league. Believe me when I tell you. I was attracted to you from the start. I was just being cautious. Goldore was my only serious relationship before we met and that one ended so badly, I wasn’t willing to just jump into another even though it was four years after the fact.”

      “Remind me I owe this Goldore a poke in the eye, if I ever meet him,” Jerry told her. “He sounds like a real bosco.”

      “A what?” Twist laughed at the antiquated term.

      “Sorry, my friend Al uses that word and I guess it’s contagious,” Jerry replied. “As he would say, ‘It’s an old term of disrespect. I think you can figure out what I mean.’ I’m not sure about the origin of the word, but...”

      “Bosco,” Maiyim repeated, suddenly appearing as she often did. “Noun. A slang term of nautical derivation meaning one who steals from his shipmates, generally applied to anyone of less than moral repute. Synonyms: dastard, scoundrel, jerk.”

      Twist laughed merrily at that. “Well, he can be a jerk,” she admitted. “I’m not sure if it would be fair to label him as being of less than moral repute.”

      “I could argue that,” Jerry told her. “It’s one thing to break up with your girlfriend or break off an engagement. Those things usually hurt enough just because they are happening. There’s no reason to be intentionally hurtful about it as well.”

      “Have you ever dumped a girlfriend?” Twist asked curiously, “or a fiancée?”

      “Well, I’ve never been engaged,” Jerry admitted. “And generally I’ve been the one who got dumped. ‘We can still be friends,’ is the usual speech, but I think I was generally the jerk in the relationship. I drank too much and didn’t take much seriously. Are you sure you want to be involved with another bosco?”

      “Why?” Twist asked almost playfully. “What were you planning to steal from me?”

      “Your heart maybe,” Jerry replied.

      Twist’s smile disappeared suddenly. “Hmm, let’s take a step backward. I’m sorry, Jerry. I’m good with cuddling and sleeping in the same cabin, but maybe I’m still not ready to say the words out loud. Is that okay?”

      “It’s fine,” Jerry assure her. “You can move back into your own cabin if you want.”

      “Most of my stuff is still in there,” she admitted. “However, I don’t want to move out, I’m just not ready for a serious discussion of that sort. I thought I was, but… but, no. Unless you want me to.”

      “Never!” Jerry told her emphatically. “Well, it’s nearly time for lunch, don’t you think? I’ll go get something special, shall I?”

      “Pizza,” Twist suggested.

      “With everything on it,” Jerry promised.

      “That was very nice,” Maiyim told him once he was down in the galley.

      “Huh?” Jerry asked. “Twist just needs her own space every once in a while. I just let her know she was free to have it when she wanted.”

      “Yes,” Maiyim agreed.

      Jerry pulled the pizza, complete in a cardboard box out of the ersatz refrigerator. He opened the lid and a bit of steam escaped. Then he turned toward the hatch and saw another Maiyim talking to Twist. “Maiyim are you matchmaking?”

      “I don’t have to make this match, Jerry,” Maiyim replied. “You two did that for yourselves.”

      “Are we a match?” Jerry asked. “I’d like to be, but I’m not sure Twist will be able to.”

      “She will, Jerry,” Maiyim assured him. “I know she will.”

      Jerry looked at Maiyim seriously for a moment and realized how much she had matured in just a few months. She was no longer the shy and innocent personality she was at first. At one point she had confidently said she could handle Twist’s mother, Wizard Moonsong. At the time, Jerry merely thought it was bravado. Now, however, he thought it might be fun to watch the two of them go at it.

      The winds remained perfect all day and by early afternoon the next day they reached Conntuc Island. Conntuc was one of the most unusual places on Maiyim. For centuries it had been alternately claimed by Emmine and Bellinen until the signing of the Treaty of Conntuc, following the Great War between Granom and Bellinen just over four centuries earlier. Weary from the twenty-five year long war, Bellinen had been willing to drop their claim on Conntuc, so long as Emmine would do the same. With the devastation of the Granomen and Orenta as an example of the follies of war, the humans of Emmine were all too willing to agree. And so, after several years of negotiations, Conntuc was declared neutral territory and both larger nations helped to fund the establishment of Conntuc’s government, which anywhere else might have been called a city council.

      While self-governing, Conntuc had never been recognized as a nation officially and instead of being able to send its own delegates to the World Congress, it had teams of subdelegates working within the delegations of both Emine and Bellinen. The people of Conntuc, however, continually lobbied for Coontuc’s right to represent itself and had used the tetracentenial of the treaty just under a year before to begin a new campaign that sadly seemed as doomed as its predecessors.

      Conntuc was also the one place Twist’s and Jerry’s passports truly did not matter. With the recent political coolness between Bellinen and the alliance of Granom and Emmine, Conntuc had rapidly become the favored port for traders to meet and do business in. It was a truly free port with no taxes or import fees, but the dock fees were the highest on Maiyim. Conntuc natives, however, could use the public ports for free and many Conntucans made a comfortable living as partial and temporary owners of record of arriving ships and boats. They charged handsomely for the service, but it was still cheaper than the dock fees, most of which were based on a percentage of the business done in port. The practice took Jerry by surprise when a man in a rowboat hailed Maiyim Bourne as she approached the harbor.

      “You want to buy my boat?” Jerry asked disbelievingly.

      “Only a small part of it,” the man called to him. As they drew near, Jerry saw that the man was younger and taller than he expected, with black hair, dark skin and slightly pointed ears that stuck slightly through the hair. He was an Orent. His ancestors undoubtedly had come here as colonists from Bellinen, just as the humans here more than likely had as forebears, colonists from Emmine. Bellinen Orenta, however had a fondness for the garish color combinations and floral patterns that clashed on the shirts Jerry and Twist were wearing. This native Orent, however, wore Emmine-style jeans and a light blue shirt. Twist and Jerry later learned that the Orenta of Conntuc did not share the color sense of their ancestors and dressed in more Emmine styles. “Only enough to get you a free slip at the dock.”

      “What do you mean?” Jerry asked and listened as the Orente went on to explain the way things worked on Conntuc.

      “This is not a commercial vessel,” Jerry told him, “and we will not be doing business here.”

      “Your slip will still cost one hundred Emmine crowns per night,” the Orente told him. “Make me part owner of record and I’ll only charge you fifty.”

      “No thanks,” Jerry told him. “We’ll only be here for the night.”

      “Forty then!” the Orente called as the Maiyim Bourne pulled away.

      “Another time, maybe,” Jerry shouted back.

      “I still don’t get it,” Twist shook her head. “Are the port fees that high here.”

      “They are pretty horrendous,” Jerry replied, “And if Maiyim Bourne were a normal boat, I might have taken him up on it. But Maiyim is a person and you don’t sell people, especially for a discount on a port fee. But frankly, even if this were a normal boat and if he was right about it costing one hundred crowns for the night, I’d be very hesitant to take him up on it. I don’t know him and I don’t know that I can trust him. He could quite legally sell his percentage to someone else and they might decide to hold on to it. Then where would I be? I suppose I’d have to buy that part back for a fortune.”

      “With the money bags on board, we have that fortune,” Twist pointed out.

      “The port fees are cheaper,” Jerry retorted.

      “And I’m his girl,” Maiyim remarked. “He wouldn’t sell me.”

      “I thought I was his girl,” Twist shot back.

      “He called me that before you ever met him,” Maiyim replied. She was neither challenging nor mocking and Twist was surprised she felt no jealousy.

      “Did you now?” she asked Jerry archly.

      Jerry chuckled nervously. “I did at least once, probably several times. I fell in love with Maiyim Bourne almost at once. Here, Twist, will you take the helm? I’ll go below and make arrangements for a slip. It looks like that first gentleman was just the one willing to row the furthest. I see a whole bunch of them another half a mile in.” Twist took his place and Jerry went below.

      “He can have two girls can’t he?” Maiyim asked Twist once they were alone. “I’m willing to share.”

      Twist admitted, “I don’t suppose he’s the only man to fall in love with his sailboat. Although he might be the first to have his sailboat fall in love with him.”

      “I love you both, you know,” Maiyim assured Twist.

      “And we both love you too, dear,” Twist replied.

      “We should do a bit of shopping while we’re here,” Jerry told Twist once they had their feet back on solid ground. “I may never have been here, but I’ve heard about it. The whole island is like one giant duty-free shop, at least for items we buy for personal use.”

      “There’s nothing we need to buy,” Twist pointed out, “but window shopping is always fun.” So they strolled into town, walking from shop to shop until they reached a large open market. The market at night must have looked like an extra wide street, but during the day, there were carts and tents everywhere and hundreds of venders selling just about anything imaginable. Behind the tents and carts were also permanent shops, making the whole place a fascinating shoppers’ maze of bargains. Jerry lost sight of Twist several times as their different interests drew them toward different stalls, but they were obviously working the market in the same manner and would usually find each other again after one of two shops.

      Jerry noticed that there were quite a few women and girls running around with bits of shiny jewelry circling their heads. This was an old custom, considered a little old fashioned except at formal parties back on Rallena, but out here it was obviously still in vogue. Jerry reminded himself the fashion came and went almost regularly back in Keesport too, so maybe it was just coming back. One of his early lessons had been how to keep a hex nut in orbit about his head in very much the same way, but then he realized all these women could hardly be mages. These floating jewels must have been enchanted by tech-magic. As he proceeded through the market, he noticed they were becoming more plentiful and started looking to see who was selling them. For the most part he was just interested in how the merchant was keeping his wares both on display, but not floating away, and in how such an item was attuned to the wearer.

      He lost himself for a while in a hardware store until he realized that while looking at tools was fun, there was nothing he had to build on Maiyim Bourne and never anything he had to fix. But when he found a stainless steel, folding marlinespike fib and knife combination with dark wood inlays, he thought that while the sheets and stays might never break onboard, he might want to splice something and besides he didn’t have a pocket knife, so he bought that, feeling that the day would not have been complete without at least one purchase.

      Then, while looking for Twist yet again, he spotted the source of the floating jewelry. There was a tent outside a jewelry store where hundreds of cheap costume gems and jewelry were on display. There were two salespeople, a human man and an Orentan woman selling there and he managed to get the attention of the woman. “They just sit in the cart,” Jerry noticed.

      The woman laughed, “Well, yes. We don’t charge them up until the buyer is ready to choose. Charging them is simple, but they must be lifted out of the unit by the one who plans to wear them.”

      “Oh I see. That sort of imprints them with the wearer’s identity?” Jerry asked.

      “Yeah, I guess,” she replied uncertainly.

      “And how long does a charge last?” Jerry wondered.

      “On these things? A few days,” the saleswoman replied. “Some might last a week, that’s why they are so cheap. None of these are real gems or gold or silver, you see. This is just for fun, although if the girls who buy them don’t wear them constantly they might get as much as two weeks worth out of them. We do have real gems and jewelry for sale inside and they can take a charge that will last a month or more.”

      “Then the buyer has to return for a recharge?” Jerry asked.

      “Some do,” the woman told him. “Others buy a home charging unit. That’s what we’re using out here in fact. The professional unit does a much better job, but if you plan to wear it for a party, the home chargers are plenty good enough. Were you interested in buying one?”

      “A charger?” Jerry asked. “I don’t need one.” He pulled the hex nut out of his pocket and held it out in his open palm. A moment later, it floated up out of his hand and circled his head a few times until he caught it and put it away.

      “You’re a mage and using a hex nut?” the woman laughed. “Appropriate for a man, I suppose.”

      “Well, I only use it for practice,” Jerry admitted. “I’m really just an apprentice so any bit of practice helps. I might be interested in buying one of the real gems for a friend, though. It wouldn’t need to be charged. She’s better at that than I am.”

      The Orentan woman invited him to step inside the shop to see the more expensive pieces. “Pearls seem to be the most popular sort for this. They are traditional and, being mostly neutral in color, will go with almost anything.”

      “My friend already has a pearl,” Jerry admitted. “I was thinking of something more colorful, like a ruby.” Then he caught sight of Twist outside the shop and considered the dark red color of her hair. “No, an emerald, if you have one.”

      “I think we have two to choose from,” she replied. “They’re rather expensive this year though, while rubies and sapphires have gotten cheaper. The gem market can be that way. I can offer you a deal on a green diamond if you’d prefer, though.”

      “Let’s see what you have,” Jerry suggested, “although I suspect the emerald will be the better color.” The colored diamond turned out to be the wrong shade so far as Jerry was concerned and while the emeralds were a bit light in color to be considered top quality, he felt one would complement Twist’s hair and eyes perfectly. Light in color it might have been, but the stone was flawless and fairly large, being twelve millimeters in diameter. It was basically an undrilled, faceted bead like most of the other gems on display for that purpose. Jerry briefly wondered if he should have inquired about aquamarines but decided they would have been too blue.

      When Jerry tried to pay with two gold coins from the cash bags from Maiyim Bourne, however, the woman’s eye widened and she stopped him. “I don’t want to rob you,” she told him. “I’m not the expert but those are old coins and likely worth much more than the emerald.” She waved to a man who had stood quietly behind the counter during the transaction. “Kev, you’re the coin expert. Could you appraise these please?”

      Kev took one of the coins over to his counter and examined it while the woman excused herself to go back outside and help her partner in the tent. “Let’s see,” Kev commented as he worked, “definitely not uncirculated, but in very good condition and it has never been clipped. That’s very good considering its age and this is an old coin. Granomish, from the Reign of Ksaveras VII. I haven’t seen one of these before. Better check the References on NetMaiyim.” He paused and then looked up. “I don’t suppose you would be interested in purchasing a few more items? No?” They settled on a price and Jerry took his change, a fair amount in Bellinen currency since he was headed in the direction, and the emerald nicely packed in a small, cushioned jewelry box.

      “What have you been up to?” Twist asked when they finally met up again.

      “Shopping,” Jerry grinned and held up his marlinespike fib.

      “Nice,” Twist told him. “What is it?”

      “It’s a tool used by sailors to make knots and splices,” Jerry explained.

      “Do any of the lines on board need to be spliced?” Twist wondered.

      “Probably not, but I didn’t have a pocket knife,” Jerry admitted. “I started out the trip with one, but lost it along the way. I might have left it in a pocket and hung the pants up in the closet.”

      “Silly!” Twist admonished him cheerfully. “But you probably could have gotten it back, just by asking the closet for it in a pocket or something. That’s how I got you that pair of gloves when you needed them during that storm in the Iniliands.”

      “We should try just for the sake of knowing,” Jerry supposed. “But gloves are a form of clothing, knives aren’t. I don’t think the closet would produce a knife on command. The galley drawers do, but not that sort of knife. The one I’m thinking of produces cooking utensils, and besides, this is a better knife than my old one anyway and it was fairly cheap. Oh, by the way, did you know how valuable some of those coins from the boat are?”

      “I’ve had my suspicions,” Twist replied.

      “I just sold one because the merchant was too honest to redeem it at face value,” Jerry told her. “Likely I only got half of what it is really worth, but I ended up with more money than I started with.”

      “And a knife besides,” Twist noted. “Good deal. Well I think I’m window-shopped out for a while. Shall we head back?”

      They were halfway back to the dock when they heard a distant explosion. “That doesn’t sound good,” Jerry remarked. “We should go see what happened.”

      “Had we been on the scene, perhaps we should have,” Twist told him. “It might not be anything and if it is trouble of some sort we should leave it to the local professionals. They won’t appreciate our stepping in from out of the blue.”

      Jerry admitted she was right. A year earlier he would never have considered running toward the scene of possible explosion. Somehow now that he was a mage, no matter how much of a beginner, he had the urge to step in like a comic book hero, but really what could he do? For all they knew the sound was something normal, although the sirens that began to be heard further inland suggested something was going on.

      “Where have you two been?” Maiyim greeted them, looking worried as they stepped on board a short time later.

      “We were shopping,” Jerry shrugged.

      “I know!” Maiyim replied, “that’s why I was so worried. There was an explosion in one of the big markets in town. I was afraid you might have been caught up in it.”

      “So it was an explosion,” Jerry remarked. “Maybe we should have turned back.”

      “To harass the paramedics?” Twist countered. “Neither of us has any medical training and by the time we got there, I’m sure the police would have had a line up, keeping the gawkers out. It’s like I told you. Had we been on the scene at the time, we would have been obligated to at least try to help out.”

      “If you hadn’t been killed yourselves,” Maiyim fretted. “It’s really not safe out there!”

      “Yeah,” Jerry nodded. “We try to avoid the explosions.”

      “Idiot!” Maiyim retorted angrily and disappeared.

      “Maiyim, come back,” Jerry called. “I was joking.”

      “Hmmf,” they heard her reply.

      “Great, now my boat is upset with me,” Jerry commented. “What next?”

      “Your other girl isn’t angry,” Twist told him. “It could be a lot worse. I am curious as to what’s going on though. Maybe we should have a look on the screen. There may be some news.”

      Jerry agreed and they went to the master cabin where the Tri-Vee screen instantly came on. This screen had no remote nor outright controls, but always showed the station one desired. With hundreds of on-demand channels available on NetMaiyim that meant almost anything one wanted to see was available. Jerry also suspected that broadcast range was not an issue for this particular screen although he had not tested that aspect out. As a matter of fact aside from making sure it worked, he had barely used it since its appearance.

      As the display lit up, a woman at a news desk was speaking. Jerry had never understood how a flat screen could produce a three dimensional image, but had always just assumed it was another example of tech-magic. He was partially correct, and now that he had some training, realized that Tri-Vee was an adaptation of the illusion spells Twist insisted he practice. The images need not have been produced by a wide, flat area, but they were translucent and the white screen acting as a backdrop helped make them more visible.

      “Several people were killed and dozens injured by the explosion in the Central Market just an hour ago,” the newswoman announced. Her image was replaced by one from the market from which Twist and Jerry had just returned. In it they could see the shredded canvas of some of the tents, while still other tents had been blown down by the blast. Numerous stunned and wounded people stumbled through the image which moved to show the devastation throughout the wide area. Jerry found the image hit him particularly hard when he saw the Orentan saleswoman he had bought the emerald from. She did not appear to be physically harmed, but the look of shock on her face spoke volumes. “The exact numbers are still not known, but we have just learned that an organization calling itself the Eldist Crusade is claiming credit for the attack. We know nothing about this group as yet but will report what we learn as we learn it. Police are attempting to close the market off to visitors and request that people stay away for the next few days.”

      “That’s horrible,” Twist remarked almost emotionlessly. Jerry understood how she felt. There was too much going on inside her for her voice to convey. “Have you ever heard of this Eldist Crusade, Jerry?”

      “It’s a new one by me,” Jerry admitted. “Maiyim?” he asked automatically, forgetting she was angry at him for his joke. “Is there anything on the Net about them?”

      “They have a Netsite, Jerry,” Maiyim replied appearing to be seated on the bed next to him and Twist, “but I don’t understand most of what they say.”

      “Is it in old Orentan or code or something?” Jerry asked.

      “No, it is in modern language,” she replied. “I just don’t think what they say makes much sense.”

      “Most Eldist propaganda doesn’t,” Twist told her. “It’s all about the debasement of the younger gods and how only the Elders are truly divine, except for Aritos, of course. He’s  utterly demonic in their eyes.”

      “They also talk about their mission to convert all the people of Maiyim to Eldism,” Mayim added, “but saying that anyone who will not convert is to be killed for the redemption of the holy? I really don’t get that.”

      “That’s because you’re a rational person,” Jerry told her. “What they say only makes sense if you first believe in their theology. True believers accept it without thought. In fact they are required to accept everything the priests tell them as though it is the word of the gods and they have always claimed it was their duty to kill anyone who did not believe as they do. Until recently though, there were very few incidents of this sort. A few fanatics would kill others, but for the most part believers felt that the gods would eventually come down and either kill everyone themselves or command it done.”

      “It sounds like the Eldist Crusade has decided the time has come,” Twist remarked.

      “I don’t see how,” Maiyim remarked. “Except for Aritos, the Elder Gods aren’t even on Maiyim anymore.”

      “What?” Jerry and Twist asked. Jerry continued, “How do you know that?”

      “Another of Oceanvine’s stray memories,” Maiyim admitted. “There are a few dozen Netsites that claim the same thing, but from the comments left on them, they are mostly considered… uh… would unreliable be the right description?”

      “Unreliable would be the right description for a lot of sites on NetMaiyim,” Jerry laughed. There’s no censorship in the Net, well, none in Emmine or Granom anyway, the jury is out on Bellinen and you really have to watch what you say if you want the people of Ellisto to be able to read it.”

      “And Saindo,” Twist added. “Although I have heard that most people do not have terminals in Saindo.”

      “Only the ones in charge would be my guess,” Jerry agreed, “but I’m not sure what content might actually be blocked there. If no one can see it, they are less likely to block it although I think the Eldist Theocracy blocked sites of conflicting religious content when they were in charge. For all I know their military government is doing the same. Hard to say since at the moment they have too much on their minds with the Eldist counter-revolution going on.”

      “Eldism again!” Maiyim snorted.

      “Yes,” Jerry agreed. “This is turning into some trip. Eldists and the Sons and Daughters of Maiyim.”

      “Except that we’ve been hearing about Eldists all our lives,” Twist remarked. “I never knew about the Sons and Daughters until we ran into them in Horalia.”

      “My knowledge only predated yours by a few months,” Jerry admitted, “and then only because Al knew about them when we landed at Mount Candle.”

      “I talked to my Dad about them after what happened in Horalia,” Twist admitted. “He told me he had heard of them and thought they were very similar to the older One Maiyim.”

      “Who or what is One Maiyim?” Maiyim asked.

      “One Maiyim started out as an organization dedicated to Ecological reform and International cooperation over three centuries ago,” Jerry told her.

      “Silverwind and Oceanvine the Elder are reputed to have been two of the founders,” Twist added, “although that may only be an old family story. Those things do seem to grow in the telling. But while it started out with high ideals, it did not stay that way. A generation after it was founded, a small group of people, mostly rogue mages we think, took over the movement and started changing its goals. Publically it still stood for international cooperation and ecological responsibility, but the means to those goals had changed. One of the most notable outward changes was an attempt to ban the teaching of magic.”

      “But if it was being run by rogue mages,” Maiyim asked, “why would they want to ban magic?”

      “There was a similar argument concerning handguns at one time,” Jerry told her. “One of the slogans of those who opposed legislation against the ownership of them was ‘If guns are outlawed, only outlaws will have guns.’ They were looking to corner the market, so to speak.”

      “That’s right,” Twist agreed readily. “Their goal was to have the only trained mages on Maiyim and they came very close to succeeding too. Except for tech-magic, all magic curricula were dropped from every school on Maiyim. My ancestors, Oceanvine the younger and Sextant were the first two of the new mages. Another ancestor, Candle, was one of the last remaining wizards. He was certainly the last one calling himself that.”

      “I remember Uncle Candle,” Maiyim replied.

      “Uncle?” Twist asked.

      “That’s how Oceanvine thought of him,” Maiyim replied. In most cases when she spoke of Oceanvine, she meant the great granddaughter of Silverwind and the first Oceanvine.”

      “I know my family tree,” Twist commented. “They were not related.”

      “Oceanvine’s great grandmother and Uncle Candle called each other brother and sister although there was no relationship between them,” Maiyim replied.

      “Was that a strong memory too?” Twist asked.

      “One of the strongest,” Maiyim replied. “Oceanvine worked as a companion to her great grandmother for the final two years of her life. But Oceanvine did not know of their relationship until after the funeral. I don’t understand why, but she tended to think of her great grandmother whenever she performed magic. In contrast, however, if I want to know the names of her children I need to look that up on NetMaiyim.”

      “They weren’t on her mind when she cast the spell that made you?” Jerry asked.

      “Until I looked up a biography about her, I never knew she had children.” Maiyim admitted.

      “Interesting,” Twist murmured. “Well, anyway, Candle took it on himself to train Oceanvine the Younger and Sextant. No one really knows why. Certainly he couldn’t have hoped that two students would be enough to stop One Maiyim. In fact according to Saltspray’s memoir, everyone thought One Maiyim had become extinct until a series of tsunamis struck Sutheria. By then One Maiyim was no longer a public organization but a secret society made up of the rich and power-hungry. Not all of the secretive Inner Circle were mages, but most were, and while the universities were no longer teaching magic, One Maiyim was.

      “What’s worse is they were teaching demonic magic,” Twist went on.

      “Demonic magic?” Jerry asked. “What’s that?”

      “Most magic is neither evil nor good,” Twist explained. “The mage using it might be evil, or good, but it’s how the spell is used and the reason behind it that makes the difference. There are some truly good spells, of course. Any blessing is an example.”

      “Blessings are not particular powerful spells,” Jerry pointed out.

      “Most people don’t really put much into a blessing,” Twist shrugged. “I suppose if they did, the world would be a very different place. There are also evil spells.”

      “Curses are as powerful as blessings,” Jerry commented.

      “And for the same reasons,” Twist nodded. “Then there is a particularly foul spell known as the Hook. It’s an enslavement spell that forces the victims to do whatever the slave master tells them to do. It is reputedly an easy spell to learn and use although it takes a long time to set the Hook in a victim, or so my textbooks said. Obviously no school would ever teach a student how to cast the spell, but every so often, maybe once a decade, some rogue mage pops up who happens to know the spell and decides to make a living using it. The last case I heard of involved some miners forced to work on Khordel in Granom, but historically, the most common usage was for keeping prostitutes on a string. That’s why we call them Hookers. It’s cheaper and more reliable than drug addiction or domination by violence. But there is no good use for that spell. It is evil, and even so, it is nearly benign compared to what’s called demonic magic.”

      “But what is demonic magic?” Jerry asked.

      “My texts were remarkably obscure on that point,” she responded, “but they stated that it involved  using the thoughts of demons.”

      “Demons?” Jerry asked disbelievingly. “Demons aren’t real. They’re just stories used to scare children into good behavior.”

      “That’s what all my teachers said too,” Twist admitted. “I asked about that one semester and my faculty advisor said she thought it was a metaphor for using evil thoughts to craft a spell. She thought that truly evil thoughts invariably produced highly destructive results both to the victims and to the mage who casts the spells. In short, it is casting a spell by thinking in a demon-like manner.”

      “I don’t buy that explanation,” Jerry shook his head, “but I’ll keep an open mind on the subject. I know you know more about it than I do.”

      “Well, if it makes you feel any better,” Twist replied, “I never felt I was getting a straight answer either, but that’s what I was taught in school. Dad says there’s more to it than that, but that’s all he’ll say on the subject.”

      “Why won’t he say?” Jerry asked.

      “Jerry, there are plenty of spells I cannot legally perform without supervision until I am a Master of the Art,” Twist pointed out. “There are some spells so dangerous that it is generally agreed they should not be attempted without the experience of a wizard. I imagine there must be information about spells that no one should know unless they are a wizard and perhaps not even then. But we keep straying off the subject.

      “One Maiyim taught their mages this demonic magic, whatever it was,” Twist continued. “They even ranked their mages, not as apprentice, journeyman, master and wizard, but by the names of the mythical demons. Their new ultimate goal was control of the world.”

      “So they sound a lot like the Sons and Daughters of Maiyim,” Jerry observed.

      “Superficially, perhaps,” Twist replied. “One Maiyim’s Inner circle worked almost entirely through their demonic magic. We’ve already seen that the Sons and Daughters are using more conventional means. Magic, yes, but nothing we could call demonic, and kidnapping, terrorism and political subterfuge.”

      “We only really know of them directly from what happened in North Horalia,” Jerry pointed out.

      “Yes, but One Maiyim had a public face and one that was quite popular on the university campuses until very near the end,” Twist pointed out. “The Sons and Daughters never have. Right now, though, I’m more concerned over whether they are going to close the port here. We could get stranded for days and that could get very expensive.”

      “We can afford it,” Jerry assured her, “but I suspect there would be trouble from the owner of every ship and boat in port if they try and that would be very bad for the local economy.”

      “And the bombing in the Central Market is good?” Twist countered.

      “No, it’s bad,” Jerry admitted, “but ruining the economy would be far worse. Still, you have a good point about closing the port. I’m tempted to leave now just in case.”

      “I wouldn’t,” Twist advised. “If anyone notices, that could look very suspicious. We know we’re not up to anything shady, but to a crime investigator it would make us suspect. It would be better to wait a few days if we cannot leave in the morning.”

      “To tell the truth, I’m too tired to try sailing off right now anyway,” Jerry admitted.

      “And neither of you have eaten yet,” Maiyim pointed out.

      “True,” Jerry nodded. “Let’s see what the foodbox wants to surprise us with.”

      “That’s living dangerously,” Twist laughed. “It means you’re letting your subconscious decide.”

      “Well, if you don’t like my choice,” Jerry retorted as he headed for the door, “you can go for a surprise of your own. Coming?”

      “I think I’d like to change into jeans,” Twist replied. “I’ll be right out.”

      “I thought you didn’t like the way you look in jeans,” Jerry remembered.

      “But you do,” she shot back.

     Three

      As more information about the blast in the marketplace came in, Twist and Jerry learned that it had been caused by a tech-magic device strapped to the waist of a suicide bomber. It was a common technique used by Eldist fanatics and the news was also full of police raids on a small Eldist temple, a tea room run by an Eldist couple, and an abandoned mine on the outskirts of the city thought to be the hideout of Eldist terrorists, but which turned out to be empty and apparently unused. There were several arrests overnight and the mayor of Conntuc announced at breakfast time that everything was in hand and there would be no further incidents.

      “He’s taking a big chance saying that,” Jerry predicted, “but it does mean we can leave as planned. The next leg of this trip will be over open ocean and in uncertain waters.”

      “What do you mean?” Twist asked.

      “Several things,” Jerry admitted. “We’ll be traversing the confluence of the Nildar and Wenni Oceans. The tides there are reputed to be odd, although we’re nearly at neap tide, lucky that. The extremes will be minimal.”

      “How do you know that?” Twist asked.

      “I consulted the tide charts,” Jerry shrugged. “You’ve lived on the coast most of your life. Haven’t you ever checked a tide chart?”

      “High or low tide has never meant all that much to me,” Twist admitted. “I sailed with Freddy a few times, but only as a passenger so it was never anything to worry about. How do you know about the tides in this area specifically, though?”

      “I’m an importer’s son,” Jerry replied. “Learning about trade routes was something I grew up with. The waters of the chain look like they are open and safe on a map, but there are several reefs on both sides of the Gash.”

      “The Gash?” Twist asked.

      “A very deep submarine canyon,” Jerry explained, “about midway between here and Quintituc. It’s not as deep as the Niriliand Trench, but it is over four miles to the bottom there although only about thirty-five nautical miles across.”

      He was about to go on, but just then several men in police uniforms came down the dock. They were carrying assault guns openly and headed directly for Maiyim Bourne. “Going somewhere, sir?” the sergeant in the lead asked coolly.

      “Headed for Quintituc next,” Jerry shrugged.

      “You arrived just yesterday, didn’t you, sir?” the sergeant asked.

      “We did,” Jerry admitted. “So?”

      “You and the lady are wanted for questioning, sir. Come along.”

      Try as they might, neither Twist nor Jerry could get another word out of the contingent that escorted them to the main police station a few blocks away and they were left in a locked interrogation room for two hours after their arrival.

      “What do they think we’ve done?” Twist asked Jerry.

      “They might think our arrival yesterday was timed to coincide with the bombing in the market,” Jerry guessed. “At least that’s the only thing I can think of. I don’t know why the police are investigating this, though. Shouldn’t it be by their Security Force, or Navy or whatever they call it here?”

      The door opened just then and a plainclothesman stepped into the room followed by six armed uniformed officers. “We don’t have a military on Conntuc,” the man, who introduced himself as Detective Millin, told them. He sounded quite sour about that. “We are not allowed a military force here, so the Police Department does it all.” As he spoke, the six armed men stationed themselves evenly around the perimeter of the room. “Now I have some questions for you.”

      “Shoot,” Jerry replied easily and then realized what he had just said.

      “Funny,” Millin replied flatly. “You entered Conntuc harbor on a pleasure craft called Maiyim Bourne yesterday afternoon?”

      “We did,” Jerry agreed.

      “You encountered several men who offered to stand as owners of record and yet you refused all offers,” Millin noted.

      “Of course,” Jerry agreed. “I’m not about to sell even a part of my boat. Is that a crime?”

      “A crime? No,” Millin admitted, “but it is highly unusual and the sort of thing one might do if not caring to share any profit or to slip out of the port suddenly.”

      “Waiting until after a leisurely breakfast, which for the record we never got, is hardly slipping out suddenly,” Jerry pointed out.

      “Hmmph,” Millin grunted. “You were seen in Central Market shortly before the blast. Do you deny that?”

      “We were in the market,” Jerry replied. “Conntuc is known for her markets. It would have been a shame not to go window shopping.”

      “But you did not simply window shop, did you?” Millin argued.

      “I bought a folding knife with a marlinespike fib,” Jerry admitted.

      “And one other item,” Millin prompted him.

      “And one other item,” Jerry nodded, remembering belatedly that he had still not given the emerald to Twist. Twist looked at him curiously, but kept silent.

      “Which you paid for with an antique coin?” the detective pressed.

      “Well, technically, I sold the coin and used part of the money to pay for the, um, other item,” Jerry told him.

      “And where did you find this coin?”

      “I found it on my boat,” Jerry replied, deciding the truth was more believable than any story he might concoct. “She’s an antique too and there was a collection of old coins on board when I found her.”

      “You found her?” Millin asked.

      “In an old warehouse I was tearing down for my family business,” Jerry replied.

      “That would be Carter Imports of Keesport,” Millin noted, checking a few notes.

      “That’s correct,” Jerry nodded.

      “And yet you were in Horalia recently when the Duke’s son was kidnapped?” Millin did not really ask the question.

      “Yes, we were involved in the rescue,” Jerry replied. Twist nodded.

      “Hmmph,” Millin snorted again. “And then you made port on Malsa and Tond during the security lockdown throughout the Probellinens.”

      “Yes,” Jerry nodded. “So?”

      “Hmmph,” Millin grunted. “And you were involved in some criminal activity on Tond, were you not?”

      “I resent that!” Twist shot back. “We were not involved in criminal activity. We hunted down and found a criminal. Any other characterization is unfounded.”

      “So you say,” Millen told her coldly. “And then you arrive here just ahead of a so-called terrorist attack. You two do seem to be where the action is, don’t you.”

      “We live in interesting times,” Jerry replied with equal coolness as he used the ancient Ellistan proverb.

      “We do,” Millin agreed sternly. “We do, indeed, but it is not normally a good thing to be a person of interest to a cop.”

      The interview continued off and on all afternoon, during which neither Twist nor Jerry were allowed to eat or drink. Finally, after the sun had set an hour earlier, they were released. “Do you want to stop for dinner?” Jerry asked Twist.

      “Let’s eat on the boat,” Twist suggested, “after we cast off.”

      “We owe the port another day’s worth of fees,” Jerry reminded her.

      “Leave them the money through the mail slot of the harbormaster’s office,” Twist decided. Jerry agreed and within fifteen minutes of their return to Maiyim Bourne they were out in the middle of the harbor and speeding outward as rapidly as Twist and Jerry could telekinetically push the boat.

      “I was so worried about you,” Maiyim repeated over and over again.

      “We were never in any really danger, I don’t think,” Jerry tried to assure her as he drank his third bottle of sweet seltzer. “That detective was just casting in the dark. I’ll bet he was talking to everyone who had arrived in the last week or so.”

      “They could have fed us, or at least allowed us to drink,” Twist commented angrily. “That’s going to cost him.”

      “Why?” Jerry asked. “What are you planning?”

      “I’m going to call Freddy,” she replied. “Conntuc is only technically autonomous and they rely heavily on the good will of Emmine and Bellinen.”

      “Don’t bother,” he advised. “It only cost us a day and a bit of money, and the money was a gift of the gods if old Silverwind was telling the truth. And I think Freddy as a member of the House of Lords has more important things to worry about.”

      “You’re right,” she agreed reluctantly.

      “No I’m not,” Jerry changed his mind. “Let’s have something to eat and then call him. Oh, not to complain about our treatment, but because as Lord Olen he might be interested in our first-hand impressions of what happened here. I imagine Duke Norton and Tammolen will be interested too, but I think we can rely on Freddy to get the word out.”

      “To Bernol as well,” Twist remarked. “You met him briefly, but he’s also related and has been Freddy’s mentor since Freddy became lord. Yes, you’re right. I’ll get something from the food box and we’ll make that call.”

      She returned with large bowls, filled with a hot savory stew which they both ate ravenously. By the time they were done, they were well beyond the mouth of the harbor and Jerry commented, “we should probably raise the sails.”

      “And deploy the foils,” Twist added. “I really want to get away from there.”

      “We are away,” Jerry assured her, “but we can’t set the autopilot thingie while aloft. She just won’t hold her course that way. And I’d like to talk to Freddy with you.”

      It took another few minutes to hoist the sails in the dark and then set course correctly so that they were headed due east, which prompted another question from Twist. “Shouldn’t we be headed northeast? That’s the direction to Quintituc.”

      “According to the navigation unit there’s a shallow reef directly on that course,” Jerry informed her. “We’re shallow draft enough that it probably would not matter, but the nav. unit suggested going either to the north or east to get around it. I’ve heard most ships take the northern path around it, so I figured we’ll have fewer distractions on the southerly route. We’ll hold to the eastern heading for the next two or three hours and then come about to head into Quintituc. There. Now let’s call Freddy.”

      Frederick, Lord Olen, was not at home when they called, but his mother informed them that he was in Randona along with the rest of Parliament. The call to Randona reached his personal secretary who, after being pressed, admitted that Lord Olen was in conference with His Majesty, but they could leave a message if they liked. “Just let him know we called,” Twist replied. “He knows the number.”

      “That would be your personal number?” Maiyim asked after they had broken the connection.

      “Well, yes, of course,” Twist nodded. 

      “I can have it forwarded to my private line if you want to take advantage of the vid. comm. capabilities,” Maiyim offered.

      Twist considered that. “Good idea, and thank you. Wait. Are you…?”

      “I am not hacking into the comm. system, Twist,” Maiyim insisted, knowing exactly what Islandtwist had been worried about. “It’s just a matter of sending the right signal to the automatic switches. You could do it from your own mobile if you wanted to.”

      “I can?” Twist asked.

      “I can,” Jerry remarked. “It’s a standard feature on any comm. service. I imagine you could too.”

      “I’ve never done that,” Twist admitted. “But then I’ve never used most of the features on my mobile. All I expect of it is when I use it is that I can talk to the person at the end of the line.”

      “Well that is supposed to be what it is for,” Jerry agreed, “but I use mine to get weather forecasts, news and that sort of stuff, or I did before I had Maiyim’s tabletop terminal to use. That really is much better and not as restrictive.”

      “I’m told people used to have implanted terminals,” Twist commented.

      “Until it turned out something about them was carcinogenic,” Jerry replied. “Sometimes the old ways really are the best. Well there’s not much to do until we come about. If you want you can get some sleep before then.”

      “No thanks,” Twist shook her head. “I’m still all keyed up. I’ll stay up until we get past the reef.”

      While they had a stiff breeze for the next two hours, it slacked off soon after coming about and stayed that way for the next three days. So they had a leisurely trip to Quintituc during which Twist coached Jerry further on his illusions and they both experimented with the juggling form of cooperative magic they had discovered earlier. During those days Jerry also grew more proficient in phasing through wards and when Twist started him on Oceanvine’s multiphase wards, he managed to master them in a single afternoon. “Those took me weeks to figure out,” she complained when he managed one just before dinner time.

      “Well, it’s not all that different from the hot ward I used in Horalia,” Jerry pointed out. “I just imagine the ward and then impose whatever properties I want it to have before creating it.”

      “There you go again,” Twist laughed. “You’re thinking more like a master than an apprentice.”

      “That’s good, isn’t it?” Jerry asked.

      “Very good,” Twist agreed, “but most apprentices have to reach that stage in small steps. They can’t just do it.”

      “Whereas I can’t see any other way to do it correctly,” Jerry told her. “But don’t I need more practice with a staff?”

      “You know how to do that already,” Twist replied. “The staff is just a repository or a source of magical energy. You already know how to transfer energy and you know how to use the energy from a staff. You need to learn more spells. For the most part you’re pretty good at what you know. It’s just that your knowledge is limited.”

      “You said I need to learn diagnostic spells,” Jerry pointed out.

      “You do,” Twist confirmed, “but to do that you need to know a wider variety of spells. To know a spell is to know what it looks like. Each spell has a special signature, so even though no two mages cast spells that are identical, they are almost always similar enough that you can tell what they are by their spell traces. Oh, hey, I know what I can teach you! Oceanvine the Elder created the multiphase ward. Her great granddaughter also invented a type of ward. It’s a frictionless ward and it has all sort of uses. In fact it is a staple of modern machinery these days. You don’t need oil if your moving parts are protected by that sort of ward.

      So they spent the remainder of the trip with frictionless wards and learning to analyze the spells that Jerry already knew. Learning new wards was getting increasingly easier for Jerry. So far as he could tell, they were really all the same in their basic architecture, but he nearly frightened Twist out of her wits toward the end of the third day when after experimenting with various wards, he tried something that dropped into the water beside the boat and then a few seconds later exploded, tossing them up several feet. 

      Both Jerry and Twist were thrown overboard in opposite directions. Even before she hit the water, Twist was already preparing to levitate, so she never got more than waist deep, but Jerry fell head first into the water and rose back to the surface to see the Maiyim Bourne sailing away from him with Maiyim on the deck calling both their names, sounding panicked.

      Twist lifted herself up and out of the water and started to catch up to the boat, but Jerry’s attempts to levitate only succeeded in pushing the water away from him in every direction, causing him to fall ever deeper into the sea with a small cliff of water all around him, held back only by his own force of mind. When he relaxed, the water fell back in and he had to swim for the surface.

      The Maiyim Bourne had continued on a mile or so by the time Twist managed to catch up Jerry was too far back to be seen. “Where’s Jerry?” Maiyim fretted as Twist landed on the deck.

      “Back there somewhere,” Twist replied. She made a note of their compass heading and then raced forward. “We’ll have to go back for him, but I don’t have his skill with the tiller and also I need to be able to see where he is.” She started untying the mainsail’s halyard.

      “What are you doing?” Maiyim asked.

      “Dropping the sails, of course,” Twist replied as she telekinetically pulled down the mainsail. “I just told you I’m not the sailor Jerry is. If we’re going back for him, and we are, we are going to have to do it my way.” Next she dropped the jib and after that, she returned to the helm and used the piloting  spell to turn the boat around. “I’m going to need my staff,” she decided.

      “It’s in the small cabin where you left it,” Maiyim informed her.

      “Oh wait a minute,” Twist stopped in mid-step. “I haven’t been keeping it charged. It won’t be much help after all.”

      “Oh it’s perfectly charged,” Maiyim told her. “Staves are always kept with an optimum charge when stored onboard.”

      “That’s nice to know,” Twist remarked as she hurried below to grab her staff. “Why is that?”

      “Why is what?” Maiyim asked, following along.

      “Why are they kept charged?” Twist amplified.

      “I don’t know,” Maiyim admitted as Twist grabbed the simple hardwood pole with bronze bands near the ends. “They just are. You’re the mage. Maybe you can figure it out.”

      “It may be that…” Twist began in spite of herself.

      “Twist!” Maiyim stopped her. “Later. Jerry’s still out there somewhere. He could be getting cold.”

      “Hypothermia, you mean?” Twist asked. “I doubt that. Not this soon in any case. We’re in the tropics and not all that far from the equator. The water is almost like a bath out there.”

      “But we’re still in the cabin and not getting any closer to him,” Maiyim pointed out.

      “True,” Twist admitted. She checked the compass again and, as they began to move once more, told Maiyim, “I know you can’t handle the helm, but you can watch the compass. Make sure we keep to this heading. I’m going up to the bow so I can keep an eye out for Jerry.”

      “Don’t you need to push from the stern?” Maiyim asked.

      “Not really,” Twist replied. “Piloting involves your entire hull. The only thing I could use is the compass and so long as you keep an eye on it, we’ll be fine.”

      She piloted the boat back as fast as she could for the next quarter of an hour until Maiyim suddenly called, “I see him! Jerry’s about three hundred yards off the starboard stern.”

      “We passed him?” Twist asked in spite of herself. Mercifully, Maiyim did not reply so Twist went on, “Good spotting. I’ll bring us about.”

      A few minutes later Twist was helping Jerry into the boat. “However do you levitate over water?” he asked even before he had made it over the gunwales.

      “You push down over a wide area,” Twist told him.

      “How wide?” Jerry asked when he was finally back in the boat.

      “About twenty feet, should do it,” she told him, then recalled one other trick. “You might want to cast a bowl-shaped impermeable ward underneath you.”

      “If I do that, couldn’t I just stand on the ward itself?” Jerry asked.

      “I suppose you could,” Twist admitted, “but you’ll get a better view from a few feet up and if the swells are more than a foot or two you’ll get less wet.”

      “Good point,” Jerry admitted. “And speaking of wet…”

      “You’re both soaked to the bone,” Maiyim told them. “You should do something about that.”

      “What were you doing?” Twist asked Jerry when they were both dry again.

      “When?” he asked automatically, but then realized what she was talking about. “Oh that! I was experimenting.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” she told him, “but what were you experimenting with.”

      “Oh I was just trying to see what properties a ward could have,” Jerry replied. “I mean selective permeability is an obvious possible property.”

      “I don’t think I’ve mentioned that, but yes,” Twist agreed. “Selectively permeable wards can be powerful tools. But that can’t be what you were doing, was it?”

      “No,” Jerry shook his head. “I thought that if a ward could have heat, it might have mass and so…”

      “You idiot!” Twist shouted suddenly. “Mass means matter. That’s creation magic. You could have killed us both.”

      “Really?” Jerry asked.

      “Creation magic is the most difficult and dangerous magic there is,” Twist told him heatedly. “I’m sure I told you that months ago.”

      “Isn’t it just a matter of converting energy to matter?” Jerry asked.

      “Just?” Twist echoed. “There is no ‘Just’ about it. Do you have any idea of how many ways creating matter can go wrong? It can be radioactive. It can be explosively unstable. It can be poisonous. The effort could drain you completely or for that matter you could create it just fine and dandy, but it falls and kills you. And can happen when attempting to create something relatively innocuous. You just tried to create something entirely unique. You’re lucky all it did was sink and then blow up. It could have killed us both instantly.”

      “Didn’t Silverwind create a living dove while drunk?” Jerry asked.

      “Fairytales!” Twist shouted in his face. “It’s just a story. And even if it were true, you don’t do something like that on your first attempt and without any previous training and instruction.”

      “Oh,” Jerry responded, looking anywhere but at Twist. “I didn’t know that’s what I was doing.”

      Twist sighed heavily and willed herself to calm down. After a long moment she finally went on. “I keep forgetting your only degree is in business. You never had the physical sciences classes I did. Jerry, it isn’t all about using your mind to do stuff. You have to understand what it is you are doing. And when it comes to creation, that means you need to know what’s going on at the subatomic level if possible.”

      “Wait a minute,” Jerry stopped her. “Wizards back in the Age of Faith were reputed to have accomplished creation magic. There’s no way they could have even know there was a subatomic level.”

      “And most of them died on their first attempts,” Twist told him. “Okay, it is not necessary, but it does increase your odds dramatically of surviving. Maybe the subatomic level is an exaggeration, but not by much. It takes years of training not to produce an unstable isotope and even then wizards have died trying to create. Most never try at all and it’s one of those types of magic many feel should not be attempted until the wizard level, although masters are allowed to try.”

      “Can you do it?” Jerry asked.

      “I’m not a master,” Twist told him. “I haven’t got the training in any case. Dad refuses to even talk about the technique until I have my next degree.”

      “Your father can do it, but not your mother?” Jerry misinterpreted. The prospect of there being something Moonsong could not do cheered him immeasurably.

      “Oh, Mom could do it if she wanted to, but she won’t,” Twist told him. “She says that if you want something enough, you should just save up your pennies until you can afford to buy it.”

      “That must be what drove her crazy about Miayim Bourne,” Jerry chuckled suddenly. “All these creation spells and anyone can use them.”

      “I had not thought of it that way, but you could be right,” Twist admitted.

      “And that would also help explain why she was so insistent I stay in Olen,” Jerry decided.

      “No, I think she was just desperate to get her hands on Miayim Bourne,” Twist told him.

      “As if!” Maiyim responded.

      “Maiyim, where do you get those antiquated phrases?” Jerry asked suddenly. “Back in the Iniliands you said you were a “total package” and you’ve said other things like that since. That stuff’s over two centuries out of date.”

      “Most likely over two and a half centuries ago, Jerry,” Maiyim replied. “Most of my conversational vocabulary came from Oceanvine’s spell.”

      “Oh, I thought maybe you’d been watching old movies on the side,” Jerry laughed.

      “I probably should use a more modern set of idioms,” Maiyim replied.

      “No need,” Jerry assured her. “It’s part of your charm. Well, let’s hoist the sails again and be on our way. I think we can still make it to Quitituc tomorrow evening even if we get becalmed entirely.”

      “We won’t,” Maiyim reported after one of the slight pauses that showed she was looking something up. “In fact we should have a nice stiff breeze tomorrow. More than enough to hydroplane for a change.”

     Four

      “Maiyim,” Jerry complained the next afternoon as a torrent of rain gushed down on him. “You didn’t mention that the breeze would be freshening because of an approaching tropical storm.”

      “Don’t worry,” Maiyim assured him. “This is only an outrider, not the main storm, and it is not much of a storm as these things go in any case. The winds are just barely strong enough to qualify.”

      “Maybe but with these swells, I don’t dare use the foils,” Jerry told her.

      “Quintituc is just off the starboard bow, Jerry,” Twist told him. “We should be in the lee of the island in a few minutes. It should be calmer there. Also I called ahead for a marina slip.”

      “And?” Jerry asked.

      “The harbormaster thought we were crazy for being out here,” Twist laughed.

      “Sounds like a sensible man,” Jerry told her. “How expensive are the slips here?”

      “Reasonable, probably, but the marina is full up as are all the commercial docks, but we will be allowed to lash up to a fishing boat for only the minimal port costs. I understand they are all two and three deep as the entire fleet is taking shelter from the storm.”

      “Better than having to put our anchor down in the middle of the harbor,” Jerry decided.

      Quitituc Island was the westernmost of the Bellinen Archipelago. Accordingly, as it was the last port on that side of the Chain, it was also a large port with docks lining the harbor for several miles. The one Maiyim Bourne had been assigned to was nearly as far upstream of the estuary that was Quintituc harbor as was navigable, although it was still not as far in as the normal pleasure boat marinas. They found a boat marked “Herry’s Joy” and found a representative of the harbormaster and a customs official waiting for them at the top of a moveable ladder which they deployed in order to climb down on to Maiyim Bourne’s deck.

      Both men were Orenta, over seven feet tall, slim, dark-skinned and kept their black hair cropped short. It made their naturally pointed ears stand out all the more. But while the Customs official wore a blue, almost military, uniform, the deputy harbormaster wore shorts and a linen shirt with the typically garish Orentan floral pattern on it. It was only later as they progressed through the archipelago that Jerry and Twist learned that was typical of the uniforms in each port.

      “You ought to keep a better eye on the weather if you’re going to sail a small craft on the Outer Seas,” the deputy harbormaster advised them.

      “This one sort of sneaked up on us,” Jerry admitted, “and given the attack in Conntuc, we thought it might be a good idea to leave before someone thought of closing the harbor.” That, of course was not true, but Jerry thought it would sound like a reasonable excuse, then added, “The port fees there would have broken me.”

      “I hear you there,” the man laughed. “My brother-in-law decided to  sail down to Silamon for the Cup races the year before last and complained for months over what it cost him.”

      “He might have made a deal with one of the natives,” Twist pointed out.

      “He didn’t trust anyone that far with a piece of his boat,” the deputy commented.

      “Neither did we,” Jerry admitted. “Hey, it’s starting to rain again. Why don’t we go into the cabin and conduct our business there. I have a fresh pot of coffee.”

      Both men thought that was a good idea, although the Customs man insisted on examining their passports, asking the usual questions and stamping them into the country before allowing himself to take a sip of coffee or any of the cut-up fruit, Twist pulled out of the foodbox. She had actually wanted to serve the delicate Granomish pastries she had become so fond of, but decided as she started to open the box’s door that such a food would hardly have been still fresh even if they had just bought them on Conntuc. The fruit, on the other hand was quite reasonable and more typical of a snack in tropical Bellinen.

      They spent several days in Quintituc because of the storm. The actual storm had missed the island, but then had stalled just to the north, raising swells to prodigious levels and making the seas dangerous even while aboard the indestructible Maiyim Bourne. Instead, they went into town to see what might be of interest. There was a museum dedicated to the now defunct whaling industry, which had obviously changed its message from “This is how it was done” to “This is why we now protect the whales of Maiyim,” but the museum was fascinating in any case. 

      They also found a dance studio where over three consecutive evenings they took lessons in the ancient folk dances of Quintituc Island. Twist was fascinated to learn that the Orenta here had developed unique and distinctive dances unlike anywhere else in the Bellinens and that they were only partially influenced by the island’s close contact with Emmine. She was, however, disappointed that aside from in the studio and at certain annual festivals, no one danced them any longer.

      On their last day in port, however, Jerry received a message via his NetMaiyim e-mail account from his father asking him to call home immediately. “I’m worried about what you might be up to,” Marvon Carter admitted to his son.

      “Dad, at the moment Twist and I are safe in Quinituc port, just sitting out a storm,” Jerry replied. “Nothing’s happening here.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Marvon replied. “You’ve been receiving official letters lately. One’s from the Duke of Horalia and another is from Lord Tarense. You know we deal with his people on a regular basis.”

      “I’ve been behaving myself,” Jerry claimed. “Twist and I did spend some time with his son, Tamlin. Gave him a ride home, in fact. What did the letters say?”

      “I haven’t opened them,” Marvon replied as thought that should have been obvious.

      “Then please do so,” Jerry requested. “They must be important if they weren’t sent by e-mail.”

      Jerry heard the sounds of his father opening one of the envelopes and then unfolding the contents. There followed a long silence before Marvon finally asked, “Did you really save the life of Duke Natan’s son?”

      “Dathan?” Jerry replied. “Well, possibly. He was kidnapped while Twist and I were there for the Harvest Festival and several of us managed to rescue him. I was just a part of the team.”

      “His Grace is proposing you for the Order of the Star of Emmine,” Marvon told his son in wonder.

      “That’s really quite nice of him,” Jerry commented, “but hardly necessary. Neither Twist nor I would accept a monetary reward, though, so I guess…” but as he was shrugging off the news, his father opened the letter from Lord Tarense.

      “The one from Tarense is another thank you note and an apology for his initial brusqueness,” Marvon cut in.

      “Lord Tarense doesn’t need to apologize for that,” Jerry chuckled. “He wasn’t all that short with us and, in all, I think he was well justified given the situation. I mean his entire part of Emmine was under lock down, and Tamlin didn’t even think to call home to say where he was. Speaking of which, I guess I ought to call more often too. Sorry about that.”

      “No, that’s all right,” Marvon replied. “You have obviously been busy. What are you doing in Bellinen anyway?”

      “Just passing through,” Jerry replied. “We decided it was safer to island hop than sail across the Methis Ocean on our way to Granom.”

      “So you’re still intent on studying magic with that wizard there?” Marvon asked.

      “Absolutely, Dad,” Jerry assured him. “This is literally a once in a lifetime chance to study with the very best in the field. I think I’ve finally found something I can enjoy doing for the rest of my life.”

      “You know there will always be a place for you in the company, son,” Marvon told him. “I thought at once time I’d be leaving it to you.”

      “Let Harry have it,” Jerry decided, thinking of his younger brother.”He’s really much better suited to it than I could ever be. I’ll keep the Maiyim Bourne, and be very happy indeed. Okay?”

      “If you insist. Son,” Marvon told him. They spoke a while longer, just catching up with one another until Marvon was called away on business. Promising to call again soon, Jerry hung up and checked out the weather forecast just as Twist was stepping into the cabin from the upper deck.

      “Looks like we can sail on in the morning,” Jerry told her. “We should have a quartering wind all the way into Rishanda and I think we can reach Direford in one day.”

      “Good,” Twist replied. “Quintituc is nice and interesting, but we do need to keep moving. How’s your Dad?”

      “He’s fine,” Jerry replied. “He just worries about me.”

      They arrived in Direford on Rishanda Island to find security at high alert and, as foreigners, they were forced to present their passports once again. “My apologies,” the customs office told them, “but we cannot allow you to proceed until we have cleared you officially. It should only be an extra day lay-over. At least you aren’t flying.”

      “Why?” Jerry asked. “What’s happened? When we left Quintituc, it was a fairly quiet morning.”

      “Someone tried to crash a plane into the Senate in Merinne,” the man told them. “You really haven’t heard?”

      “We don’t have much time to watch the news while sailing,” Twist explained. “Who did it? Eldists?”

      “Well that’s who’s being blamed,” the Orente replied, “but it doesn’t make much sense if you ask me. We’ve always supported Saindo and the Eldist’s right to govern there. That new military government doesn’t really like us much, but they just try to kill Orenta on their own islands. They don’t try to come here.”

      “Are there any Eldist groups claiming to take the credit?” Jerry asked. “They almost always do, it seems.”

      “No one is making any claims,” the man admitted. “I would tell you more, since this affects you, but that’s about all I know too. It’s been one hell of a day, though. Everyone in the office has been out checking foreigners. Speaking of which, the sooner I’m on my way, the sooner you’ll be able to be on yours.”

      “Are we confined to the boat until you get back?” Twist asked.

      “No,” he shook his head. “You may go into town, enjoy yourselves as much as you can. A lot of restaurants and bars are going to be closed tonight, although any place open near a hotel will be doing a land-office business what with no one allowed to fly anywhere.”

      “Nowhere?” Jerry asked.

      “No fights except military ones are being allowed anywhere in Bellinen until further notice,” the customs man replied. “It’s going to be a week or more and we’re going to have a lot of angry travelers before it is over. Thank Merinne you have a boat.”

      Twist convinced Jerry to go into town that evening. “I know there’s nothing we need, but I just want to stretch my legs a bit,” she explained. “If we walk a mile or two, I might be able to sleep and that won’t be easy given what we learned.”

      Jerry agreed readily. Once the customs official had left they watched the news for a while and discovered that while no one knew who was at fault, someone had hijacked a passenger jet that had left Sanno and attempted to smash it into the Senate building, just as the man had told them. However, the hijacked plane had been diverted from its intended target only to crash into a large residential neighborhood in the Orentan nation’s capital. There had been hundreds of deaths and the fuel from the nearly full tanks had burned for hours after the crash, setting most of the neighborhood ablaze.

      Commentators were all blaming various Eldist groups, with the Eldist Crusade getting mentioned most frequently, but there was obviously no proof and no survivors to tell what had happened on board the plane. However, Airport records showed that several humans from the Saindo Archipelago had boarded the plane in question and security cameras had managed to catch the faces of five of them. As yet, however, they had not been identified.

      Wandering through the town, they stayed near the harbor and eventually found an outdoor bar that catered to the tourist trade. From the street, Twist and Jerry could see an Orentan mage shooting tiny fireballs into a wine bottle from thirty paces away. Around him, others were counting the number of times he could place one cleanly inside the bottle.

      “Hey, you told me about that trick,” Jerry remarked. “Wasn’t it Silverwind who was supposed to have done it?”

      “Hmmph!” Twist snorted. “Uh, Silverwind might have done it too. That’s what that gentleman in Renton told us, but I recognize that mage. He’s the one who taught it to me. Come on. The onlookers are up to sixty-five. He’ll likely be done soon.”

      She was wrong, however, and the mage continued to plunk the little balls of fire in through the neck of the bottle until the count had reach one hundred and fifty-one. Then while everyone was cheering, Twist stepped up behind him and remarked, “You used to get bored after fifty or so.”

      The mage sprang out of his chair and turned to face her in a rapid, graceful move. The man was tall, even for an Orente, towering at over seven and a half feet, and he had long hair with streaks of gray running halfway down his back and a salt and pepper beard. “Islandtwist! Little girl, what are you doing in Direford? Did you get grounded here too?”

      Kind of,” Twist admitted, then introduced Jerry. “We sailed in this morning but we cannot leave until we’ve been cleared by Inland Security.”

      “You sailed here?” the mage asked. “Really? Oh that is good news. Hi, Jerry, I’m Cirrus.” He stuck his long hand out toward Jerry to shake.”

      “Wizard Cirrus is actually a friend of my parents,” Twist told Jerry.

      “I was a classmate of Moonsong when I worked on my wizard’s degree in Randona,” Cirrus explained.

      “He also teaches in Olen semi-regularly,” Twist added. “It’s been a couple of years though.”

      “I’ve been busy with jobs that pay well,” Cirrus admitted. “I could actually afford a wizard’s degree now rather than rely on a scholarship the way I did, but it’s a good thing I have the degree because I haven’t got the time to work on it anymore. So, sit down and tell me what does bring you here?”

      “There’s a wizard in Granom who is willing to give us private instruction,” Twist replied evasively as they found seats..

      “And you’re sailing there?” Cirrus asked.

      “Is that a problem?” Twist asked.

      “Not at all,” Cirrus laughed. “In fact it might be the best news I’ve heard all day.”

      “Why’s that?” Jerry asked.

      “The only reason I’m in Direford of all places is that I was on a flight to Killo Spaceport and got diverted this morning,” Cirrus explained, “and now I need to find the fastest way there.”

      “That’s on the other side of the archipelago,” Jerry remarked. “Two thousand miles away.”

      “A slight underestimation,” Cirrus admitted, “but close enough.”

      “Why are you going to Killo?” Twist asked. 

      “I have a job on Midbar,” Cirrus explained. “It’s fairly important, but the only flights are military and while I might normally be able to swing that, no civilians are being allowed on board for the duration.”

      “So that will only be a few days, I think,” Jerry predicted.

      “Hah! You don’t know the elves in the government,” Cirrus told him, earning more than a few glares from the others in the yard. The word “elf” was considered rude at best, having come from a Granomish pejorative centuries earlier during the Great War. Polite company was habitually careful to avoid its use. Cirrus, however, took note of the surrounding glares and laughed. “Anyone here approve of our beloved Senate?” He was met by silence. “Thought not. Look, Jerry, having stopped all air traffic, they’re going to keep it that way for as long as they possibly can. If this were Emmine, I’m sure the planes would only be grounded for a few days until the airlines pressured the government enough. In Granom, I’m fairly certain they would mandate that flight attendants carry hand guns. But in Bellinen, it’s not really about security, not of the populace anyway. It’s about governmental control. They must be seen as being in control and it is cheaper to keep all flights grounded than to figure out how to ensure only ‘Safe’ people can board.”

      “Huh?” Jerry grunted inquiringly.

      “The Senate of Bellinen has what we used to call control issues, Jerry,” Cirrus told him. “Let it go at that. So you are you also a mage? Tech-mage, maybe, with that name?”

      “I’m just Twist’s apprentice,” Jerry admitted. “I don’t rate a mage name yet.”

      “Hah!” Cirrus laughed. “I think you may be the first apprentice in years who didn’t have their mage name picked out two years before their apprenticeship started. Hmm, aren’t you a little old to be an apprentice?”

      “So, I’m a late bloomer,” Jerry shrugged.

      “I meant that you must have been through college already,” Cirrus explained.

      “I have, but my degree is in Business,” Jerry pointed out.

      “So?” Cirrus shrugged. “Is it an associate’s degree or a bachelor’s?”

      “Bachelor of Science,” Jerry replied, “but…”

      “Then you’re a journeyman,” Cirrus told him. “Pick a mage name before Twist here picks one for you.”

      “Only a journeyman mage can have a mage name,” Twist pointed out.

      “Yeah?” Cirrus chuckled. “Show me where that’s written.  The fact is, anyone can change their name within reason. When the person is a mage and has a college degree we call it a mage name and register it as such. Jerry has such a degree and he’s a mage.”

      “I’m sure it must be a degree in magical studies,” Twist commented.

      “We always assume that, but I’ll bet if you look it up,” Cirrus told her, “you’ll find nothing actually says that. Besides there are plenty of people who get a degree in one subject and go on to get an advanced degree in something else. So his journeyman’s degree is a bachelor’s in business. He can still move right on to a master’s in magic.”

      “There are prerequisites at Olen before a candidate can enter the master’s curriculum,” Twist pointed out, “And I’m sure the same is true at Randona and Querna. Merinne too for that matter.”

      “I don’t think it has ever come up at Merinne University,” Cirrus replied, “but I know it’s the case in Rjalkatyp. Just last year a candidate presented a master’s thesis without any previous magical degree.”

      “I’ll bet he still had to pass a practical comprehensive exam,” Twist commented, “and log in thirty hours of master’s level class work.”

      “I’m sure,” Cirrus agreed, “but he did not have to go back and earn a magic degree on the journeyman level.”

      “Well, if Jerry cares to go to Rjalkatyp to get his degree, he can,” Twist told him, “but it seems to me that all those courses are required for a reason.”

      “They are,” Cirrus nodded. “A good mage needs to know everything, but since only a god can know everything, we can only try to know as much as possible. But, even at Olen, he could pass equivalency exams to gain magical credits toward a journeyman’s degree. Then all he needs to do is take classes on those points he doesn’t know.”

      “It can’t be that easy,” Jerry told him.

      “It isn’t,” Twist agreed. “I’ve never known anyone to get a degree on equivalency exams. I should know. I tried.”

      “You were also only fourteen at the time,” Cirrus chuckled. “A century or two ago students were accepted at any age, but these days you have to be sixteen at least, and as proficient as you were at magic, you had a lot of other class work to make up. Did you try the same thing three years later? I know you did not. Jerry has completed the other class requirements. It’s just the magic credits he needs to make up.”

      “I know that,” Twist replied, “but will we be doing him any favors by ignoring the sciences as well.”

      “I am a bit weak on that,” Jerry admitted, “but not all my classes were in the Business Department. However, I think it would be a better idea to see what the University says when the time comes. I want to know why you were so happy to hear we had a boat.”

      “I told you,” Cirrus replied. “I’m stranded here, but I have a good job waiting for me on Midbar.”

      “So you need to get to Killo,” Twist finished for him. “When is your flight up, assuming the spaceport hasn’t been closed down as well.”

      “It has for commercial flights,” Cirrus admitted, “but the orbital stations still need supplies on a regular basis and while the colonies on Midbar are technically self-sustaining, the people there will be happier not to have to survive on algae cake and force-grown chicken if they do not have to.”

      “I can understand that,” Twist nodded. “FG chicken was a staple in the University cafeterias. I can’t blame them for wanting to serve it. It’s so much cheaper than the naturally grown birds.”

      “And much easier to prepare without all the bones and feathers,” Jerry added.

      “True,” Twist nodded, “but it has no flavor and it’s tough to chew.”

      “Better than any of the attempts so far to produce FG beef, pork or lamb,” Cirrus told her. “Even the colonists would not eat it. Anyway, I have passage on the first ship going up after I arrive, regardless of what it may be carrying or who I have to bump. Trust me on this. Ksaveras the Ninety-ninth, or whoever is king there these days, would have to step aside to give me passage if it came to that.”

      “The Granomen are only on their seventeenth Ksaveras so far,” Twist told him.

      “They all look alike to me,” Cirrus shrugged.

      “Cirrus!” Twist admonished him.

      “What?” Cirrus asked. “They can’t tell me from most other Orenta either, so it’s even, and besides I was talking about their kings. Those names are all a fiction anyway. Makes it sound like they have had an unbroken line from Ksaveras I. They haven’t, you know. The direct line died out about two hundred years ago and got replaced by the cadet branch.”

      “They were still of the House of Granova,” Twist argued.

      “Yes,” Cirrus allowed, “but when unlucky Ksaveras XIII died without issue, it was the son of a countess of the cadet branch, because her brother, the duke and his wife had only daughters, so the line can be considered indirect. They promptly changed the young man’s name from Zhakar to Ksaveras and slapped a number after his name. After a decade or two, people forgot there had been a break in the royal line and maybe that was the point of it.”

      “Does it make a difference?” Twist asked.

      “Not to me,” Cirrus remarked lightly. “I thought I made that clear. What I’ve also been trying to clarify is the point that I need to get to Killo and you two have the only sort of conveyance being allowed to move at this time. A pity she isn’t a motor cruiser, but I’m not in a position to be picky. So, care to take on a passenger?”

      “We didn’t even take on the heir to Probellinen as a passenger,” Jerry laughed, “but we can always use another hand with the rigging if you care to crew.”

      “Well, sitting on the deck and working on my tan would get boring after the first few minutes anyway,” Cirrus laughed.

      “Your tan is fine,” Twist chuckled, indicating the Orente’s dark brown skin.

      “Don’t be fooled,” he replied, smiling. “Orenta get sunburned too and I haven’t been spending much time at the beach lately. So when can I move my bags on board?”

      “May as well do that now,” Jerry remarked. “If you’re in that much of a hurry, we can leave as soon as we get clearance.”

      Cirrus thought that was an excellent idea and he quickly led them to his hotel room where he packed by shoving a few clothes back into an open suitcase which was closed by sitting on it while Twist snapped the locks shut telekinetically and making an acidic comment about how Cirrus could have done the same himself. “But I’m lazy,” Cirrus laughed at her. “I thought you knew that.”

      Back at Maiyim Bourne, they found a note from the harbormaster telling them they had been cleared to continue onward, so, with a relieved smile, Jerry greeted the boat with his usual, “Hi, old girl. Did you miss me?” and added, “This is Wizard Cirrus. He’ll be traveling with us for a while.”

      “Do you always talk to your boat?” Cirrus asked, somewhat amused.

      “Doesn’t everyone?” Twist  bantered, “Hello, Maiyim Bourne. Great to be home.”

      “Um, okay,” Cirrus considered. “Hey there Maiyim Bourne. No leaks, I hope?”

      “You’re not making friends,” Twist warned him. “Why don’t you take the bow cabin. It’s got plenty of room for you to stretch out in and I prefer the small cabin anyway.” Jerry shot a quick look at her. They had been sharing the master cabin since leaving Horalia except when Twist’s sense of modesty led her to use the other cabin as a changing room. Twist caught the look and gave him an apologetic shrug.

      “Good idea,” Cirrus decided. “Dawn is just a few hours away.”

      “Oh, I’d better give you a few warnings about the fixtures,” Jerry told him and led the Orente forward to the cabin, describing some of the boat’s features. Cirrus raised an eyebrow when Jerry told him about the closets, but said nothing about what he might have been thinking.

      Finally, once Jerry had run out of warnings he could think of, he allowed Cirrus to make himself at home and returned to the master cabin to find Maiyim waiting for him. “Why does Twist have to move back across the hall?” Maiyim asked curiously.

      “I’m not sure,” Jerry admitted, “but I think she would be embarrassed to be caught sleeping with me in front of this friend of her mother’s Why don’t you just ask her?”

      “I did,” Maiyim admitted. “She turned all red and refused to say.”

      “Well, that pretty much makes my point, doesn’t it?” Jerry chuckled. 

      “But I like it when you two are together,” Maiyim told him.

      “Yeah?” Jerry asked. “Me too, but we’re not really apart, just sleeping in separate beds. Don’t worry about it. Twist has the right to sleep where she wants.”

      A few minutes later Twist slipped into the master cabin and told Jerry, “I’m sorry, but Cirrus has known me all my life. It’s almost as if Mom and Dad are on board.”

      “That’s okay,” Jerry told her. “I figured it was something like that. Of course if we were engaged it would be different, I think”

      “Well, yes, I suppose, but,” Twist started to reply and then stopped herself. “Jerry, I couldn’t lie about something like that.”

      “I didn’t mean you should,” Jerry told her. “We’re already a couple, we could be engaged too.”

      Twist considered it, but from the way she bit her lip, Jerry could see he had brought up the subject too soon. “Uh, no… I don’t mean never, just not yet.”

      “My fault,” Jerry apologized. “I didn’t mean to push.”

      “No, I’m glad you did,” Twist admitted. “It’s nice to know you’re serious about us.” She kissed him lightly, but stepped away again quickly. “I’ll see you in the morning. Okay?”

      “In the morning,” Jerry echoed. After she was gone he commented out loud, “If and when I ever run into Goldore, I really am going to poke him in the eye.”

     Five

      Cirrus was still sleeping when Twist and Jerry eased Maiyim Bourne out of the harbor. “I love him like an uncle,” Twist told Jerry, “but if you let him sleep in like this, he’ll just try to get away with it every morning.”

      “Good,” Jerry chuckled. “If he’s in such a hurry to get to Killo, we’re going to have to sail around the clock most of the way to get there in less than three weeks and that is only if the wind is in our favor.”

      “It ought to be,” Maiyim chimed in, “at least for the first half of the trip. Then we cross the equator and the prevailing winds will be against us.”

      “I looked at the charts last night,” Jerry told them both. “We have a choice to make just about the time we cross the equator. We could head north and take the long way around  Killarn. The inner seas that way are mostly clear of shallow reefs and bars and so it is a fairly clear course. However, it involved following the coast of Killarn most of the way and is almost three times as long as sailing through an area the nav. unit calls Merinta. Now by that route, instead of heading north after we leave Mispe, we turn east and sail through an area filled with hundreds of small islands and reefs. It will mean having to stop each night so that we don’t lose track of the carefully marked channels.”

      Maiyim looked thoughtful and asked, “You do remember how to retract my centerboard, don’t you?” 

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Jerry replied. “We only did it in the Iniliand Islands when we had to beach you. Out of water you appear to have a deep keel.”

      “I do,” Maiyim confirmed, “but there’s a spell that retracts it in the same way a smaller boat might have a centerboard. And it is adjustable. Judging from the charts, we can get by if you pull it up a bit over half way. It will still have enough depth to keep us from side-slipping in a stiff breeze, but we won’t have to be quite as cautious.”

      “Maybe not, but those islands don’t look entirely unlike the Celenans,” Jerry replied, and I’ve been told that only a native would try to sail through there at night. Besides we’ll be sailing through the shortest distance we can through that sub-archipelago so it might only take two or three days and that’s half the time it would going around, always assuming we don’t get becalmed.”

      “We could lose the wind no matter which way we went,” Twist told him.

      “That’s the way I see it too,” Jerry admitted, “and with three of us, we can take turns with the pilot’s spell if we need to. Very well, we’ll take the shortcut and hope for the best.”

      Cirrus woke up several hours later and remarked, “I never even realized we were moving. This boat sails smoothly.”

      “It’s how the spells on board are powered,” Twist explained, “or that’s how it appears. The kinetic energy of the external motion of the hull is absorbed and transferred into maintaining the spell systems inside the cabin. The end result is that not only does everything work, but very little motion is felt inside unless it happens quite suddenly such as during a storm.”

      “What if you capsized?” Cirrus asked.

      “We haven’t managed to do that yet,” Jerry admitted, “so I’m kind of putting off that experience, but I imagine we’d find ourselves walking on the ceiling or the walls if that happened.”

      “Assuming we weren’t knocked out, we could use telekinesis to right ourselves, though,” Cirrus pointed out.

      “Yes,” Jerry nodded, “but let’s see if we can manage to not have to.”

      “So, I never got a clear story as to where you’re headed and why,” Cirrus commented as he took a sip of his late-morning coffee.

      “I told you we were going to Granom to study,” Twist told him.

      “With whom?” Cirrus asked.

      “What?” Twist responded.

      “Who’s going to be your teacher?” Cirrus asked. “I know most Granomish wizards, you know.”

      “Wizard Fireiron,” Twist replied. “She invited us to visit her in Methis’ Forge.”

      “Fireiron?” Cirrus asked. “I think I’ve heard of her, but I can’t quite place her name. Oh well, you can’t know everyone. Still, I wonder why her name sounds so familiar. Never mind. So you’re in a hurry too?”

      “Not really,” Twist shook her head. “It’s an open invitation. We’re anxious to get started but don’t have a specific time to be there.”

      “No E.T.A?” Cirrus asked. “That’s good.”

      “It is?” Twist asked. “Why?”

      “Well, I’ve been thinking about my job and I think I could use a pair of capable assistants,” Cirrus replied, “if you’re up to it.”

      “Doing what?” Twist wondered.

      “I’ve been hired to solve a problem in the fusion power plant at Candletown on Midbar” Cirrus explained.

      “You want us to go to the colonies with you?” Jerry asked.

      “I’m making quite a lot on this job so I can more than afford to pay your way and a generous stipend besides,” Cirrus assured them.

      Jerry was about to point out that they didn’t need the money, but Islandtwist spoke first, “What’s the problem exactly?”

      “There were a series of murders up there a month ago,” Cirrus replied.

      “I didn’t know you took forensic cases,” Twist commented.

      “Occasionally,” Cirrus shrugged, “but this time the murders are only marginally related to the job. She was caught and was awaiting trial when she was found dead in her cell. Whoever did it, tried to make it sound like a suicide, but the coroner ruled that was possible, but very unlikely. I can get you the details later if you’re really interested. The thing is, before she died she talked to colonial security quite freely. So far as she was concerned she was a heroine and maybe she was.

      “Her claim was that her bosses at the fusion plant has been cutting the funding from necessary maintenance of the station’s power generators,” Cirrus went on. “Our killer had been striking out at the key owners; the plant is actually a publically held corporation, but she was after the top stockholders. Now the station is powered both from this fusion plant and from a VASP.”

      “A what?” Jerry asked.

      “It stands for a vast array of solar panels,” Cirrus explained. “Having two power sources is just smart thinking in space, but the VASP had been allowed to go without much care in the last few years when the second bank of fusion rings came on line. With maintenance cut-backs, however, the killer believed they were imperiling all of Candletown and those other nearby colonies that bought power from the plant.

      “At first,” Cirrus continued, “everything seemed to be fine, but as of a week ago the fusion plant has been behaving erratically. Officially my job will be to assist with the inspection of and restart of the fusion plant, but in reality the mayor of Candletown suspects that the station was sabotaged, so I’m really going to determine what might have been done and by whom.”

      “The killer, whoever she was?” Jerry asked.

      “Maybe, but I doubt it,” Cirrus told him. “She was a fusion engineer and knew she would have been threatening the entirety of Candletown. Her point was to save them, but it is possible. It is also possible that someone else committed sabotage and that she thought it was just poor maintenance. There have been enough new incidents since her arrest that I’ll look into that second possibility first.”

      “We’ll think about it,” Twist told him. “It sounds interesting enough and I’ll admit I’ve always wanted to visit the colonies, but I don’t want to keep Fireiron waiting either.”

      “It will probably only be two or three weeks,” Cirrus told her, but Twist held off committing herself and Jerry.

      They set up a watch schedule in which two were on at all times and made good time all the first day, but the fog rolled in that evening while Twist was on duty with Cirrus. Jerry was in his cabin, sleeping lightly, when he heard the keel scraping and the entire boat tilted over hard to port. ”What was that?” he asked out loud automatically.

      “I hit something,” Maiyim replied calmly. “I think it was a reef. I hope I didn’t damage it too much.”

      “How are Twist and Cirrus?” Jerry asked, rushing out the door.

      “Shaken and wet,” Twist told him from up on deck. “We got thrown overboard. That’s the third time for me. It’s scary that I’m starting to get used to it. Cirrus is still trying to catch up, though.” She grabbed the wheel and shouted, “Ready about! Hard alee!” She brought Maiyim Bourne bow on to the wind until Cirrus managed to levitate his way back on board. After his own troubles with levitating over water, Jerry was gratified that the master mage was having nearly as much trouble.

      “Are you both okay?” Jerry asked.

      “I’m fine,” Twist assured him. “Cirrus?”

      “I’ll get over it,” Cirrus replied. “What happened?”

      “We hit a reef,” Jerry told him.

      “How do you know that?”

      “I just do,” Jerry replied, swinging over to look at the screen of the nav. unit. “We’re off course. Was this intentional?”

      “The course you set had us going closer to Garad Island than Cewen,” Cirrus explained. ‘I adjusted it and saved several dozen miles.”

      “And ran us into a reef,” Jerry added. “That’s why I charted the course I did.”

      “I’m sure if it hadn’t been this foggy, we would have spotted the marker buoys,” Twist told him.

      “Yes,” Jerry nodded. “But the fog was in the forecast. That’s why I chose the safer route. Oh never mind, just please don’t take chances like that again. You two should go get changed into something dry. I’ll  head us back to where we ought to be.”

      “Are you sure we didn’t damage the boat?” Cirrus asked.

      “The boat is indestructible,” Jerry replied. “Didn’t we tell you that?”

      “I don’t think so,” Cirrus told him. “There was a cruise ship a few centuries ago that was supposed to be unsinkable. Went down on its maiden voyage. How do you make a boat indestructible?”

      “Ask Silverwind,” Jerry shrugged. “I really don’t know, but so far it’s turned out to be true.”

      Jerry reprogrammed their course while Cirrus and Twist were getting changed and found that they were  already past the dangers Cirrus’ changes had subjected them to so when Twist came back up, he gave her a quick kiss and then went  back to the cabin and, to his surprise, managed to sleep until his watch at midnight.

      “Still foggy, I see,” Jerry commented as he came up on deck.

      “We don’t have much of a breeze either,” Twist replied, “but the forecast says it should pick up around dawn.” She handed him her staff. “Here. Since we are not moving very rapidly, I thought it might be a good idea to have this here to help boost a pilot spell if we needed it to get out of the way of something.”

      “Good thinking,” Jerry told her. “Good morning, Cirrus.”

      “Hmm? Oh yes, it is morning now, isn’t it?” Cirrus replied. “Do you want the helm?”

      “Not right now,” Jerry replied. “I’m going to grab a cup of coffee. Do you want anything?”

      “I’m fine for now, thanks,” Cirrus replied.

      Jerry went back into the galley and was followed closely by Twist. “He really does know how to sail, you know,” she told Jerry “That mistake with the reef…”

      “No harm done,” Jerry told her. “Neither of you were there when I programmed our course and I take it that while he sails, he hasn’t sailed these waters, right?”

      “I doubt it. He admitted to not having done so in years,” Twist informed him. “Well, what I meant to say was thank you for letting him stay at the wheel. After what happened, you would have been justified had you demanded to do all the sailing.”

      “I didn’t think it was a mistake that would get repeated,” Jerry told her, “and Maiyim was more concerned about the damage to the reef. You’d better get some sleep, though, and I’ll see you in a few hours.”

      For a while Jerry and Cirrus sailed in silence, but after a while they began to chat and Cirrus told Jerry a bit about himself. “I grew up on the southeast coast of Sa. We didn’t have a lot of money, but I was the top student in my grade and I had an aptitude for magic. Grade schools here do teach some basic magic, but it’s part of the science curriculum, sort of an introduction to the basics of tech-magic, and I was interested in the real stuff. For that there are special schools for children where for an hour a day you can take lessons after regular school. They don’t have big classes. In fact, sometimes a teacher has no students at all, but it’s a way for a mage to make some extra money if he or she would rather not travel for a living or has retired.

      “It was not cheap,” he went on, “and my folks didn’t have the money, so I had to earn it on my own. I ran errands and that sort of thing, until I discovered how few tourists knew how to surf. The outer coast of Sa is one of the best surfing environments in the world, and I had grown up surfing almost as soon as I could walk. It’s amazing how many city people show up and think they’ll just rent a board and surf like a professional, so I made some very good money giving lessons, building boards and waxing them for the tourists. Serious surfers care for their own boards, of course, but tourists don’t understand that. That was enough to pay for my lessons and even helped build up a fund for University tuition, although my scholarship covered nearly all of that. 

      “It took me five years to complete four years worth of classes at the University,” he continued. “My tuition might have been covered, but room and board were not, so I was working thirty hours a week while taking classes. But whole vistas opened up for me once I had my journeyman’s degree. I got a job with the Department of Agriculture and stayed with them for five years while saving up enough to be able to work on my master’s full time. When I was ready, it turned out the government was willing to pay my way, so I grabbed the opportunity without bothering to read the fine print.

      “I know I’d have to work another five years to pay off the cost of tuition, but thought I’d be back in the Agriculture Department and that was where I reported on graduation. However, three days later I was transferred to the Department of Defense very much against my wishes and inclinations. The D.O.D. wants its mages to specialize in offensive spells that can kill you just to look at them.”

      “What sorts of spells are those?” Jerry asked.

      “Top secret ones,” Cirrus replied. “They’re supposedly a military secret, but most wizards have at least heard of them. They can be lethal even to the mage who uses them and we only teach about them on a need to know basis.”

      “Are they that difficult to learn?” Jerry asked.

      “Not really,” Cirrus shook his head. “They are deceptively simple. That’s part of the danger. They are so easy to use that you discount their destructive abilities until too late. I used them when I absolutely had to, but would never do so again. Most of the mages in the department felt the same way about them and we generally argued every time we were ordered to practice them. Fortunately we did not have to do so very often and, if you notice I’m not even discussing the nature of the spells, it’s because too many hints would likely give you enough to try one for yourself.”

      “Not if they are that destructive,” Jerry told him.

      “They are likely more destructive than you can imagine,” Cirrus chuckled humorlessly. “They certainly took me by surprise. It was one hell of a five-year hitch and one in which half our mages died because of those damnable spells. Finally I got free and decided to try for my wizard’s degree in Randona. Well, actually, I didn’t really care where I went, so long as it wasn’t Merinne again. The Government only pays for degrees  from Merinne University, you see, so it did not matter if I went to Querna , Rjalkaptyp or Randona, but Randona offered me the best financial aid package so that’s where I went.

      “I met Twist’s mother, Moonsong, there,” Cirrus kept talking. “If you ever wondered where Twist got her intensity from, that would be my bet. She thinks more like her father, mind you, which makes her much more adorable, although vulnerable too. Has she told you about… oh what is his name now?”

      “Goldore?” Jerry asked.

      “She has then,” Cirrus nodded. “Yeah, that’s the one.”

      “I figure I owe him a few well-placed pokes in the face,” Jerry remarked coldly.

      “Yeah,” Cirrus smiled. “He does have that affect on people, even ones he never met, but he is a darned good mage. He’s not worth the effort, though, or I would have pounded him flat long ago, even while he and Twist were still engaged. Anyway, I was talking about Moonsong.

      “We entered the wizard’s program at the same time,” Cirrus told Jerry. “I had never really taught before, but Moonsong had already been teaching at Olen for two years by then. She was still just dating Twist’s father, but while Amble was destined to own most of that school, he was never disposed toward working as the dean. He much prefers to let others handle that part of administration and instead he teaches. He’s a very good teacher and I learned more about that from him in a month than in all my years at Merinne and Randona. So I worked in Randona during the main academic year, but Moonsong got me a job in Olen teaching during the summer session. That kept me out of further government service and gave me a chance to make contact with the finest mages on Maiyim.

      “I didn’t just teach in Olen, though,” Cirrus continued. “I did post-wizard work there as well, and when not there during the fall and winter sessions, I returned most summers to both teach and learn. I wasn’t able to attend last summer, though, or we likely would have met there. And these days I freelance like most advanced mages. It’s an interesting life and I can pick and choose the jobs I want. I’ll tell you this much. There are never enough general mages around and the good ones are always in demand. I don’t get a lot of time off, though.”

      “So you can count this as a sailing vacation of sorts,” Jerry suggested. “The wind is starting to pick up, though. We’d better keep an eye on the instruments since we aren’t going to see much through the fog. We do have a fog horn, but it only sounds when there is another vessel near enough to matter.”

      “Just as well, or Twist wouldn’t get much sleep,” Cirrus replied.

     Six

      The fog lifted two hours after dawn and, once it did, Jerry felt confident enough to deploy the foils, while Twist insisted it was her turn at the helm. “I love being at the wheel while we’re aloft,” she confessed once the hull had lifted out of the water. “Have you seen Maiyim?”

      “Not since we hit the reef,” Jerry admitted. 

      “I’m still here,” Maiyim told them. She appeared to be sitting on the cabin roof with her feet swinging down through the hatch. “But with this Cirrus on board, I don’t want to take too many chances. He’s asleep right now, of course.”

      “I wish you would come out to meet him,” Twist told her.

      “I’m not sure of him yet,” Maiyim replied, “so I would rather he did not know I’m alive.”

      They reached the equator the next morning and were puzzled when Cirrus insisted they come to a halt. When they did, however, he threw them both overboard telekinetically. Twist retaliated by doing the same to him. “What the heck is this all about?” she demanded when all three of them were in the sea.

      “It’s an ancient sailor’s custom,” Cirrus informed her. “No sailor is considered an experienced hand until he or she has crossed the equator. I think originally the point was to make you swim across, but that soon degenerated to merely tossing the newer men overboard on reaching the equator.”

      “What?” Jerry asked. “No prayers or speeches? Something significant enough to stop a ship in mid-voyage must have commanded more of a ceremony.”

      “There probably was more to it than that,” Cirrus admitted. “I just knew about getting thrown off the ship. It wasn’t an Orentan custom anyway.”

      “No?” Twist asked dangerously as she climbed back on board.

      “No, that would have been silly,” Cirrus admitted. Jerry climbed  back up, behind Twist. “Our entire archipelago lies across the equator. Getting across is not much of an accomplishment, now is it? No it was something for the sailors from Granom and Emmine.” He started up the ladder too, but Twist shoved her arm out and pushed him back in with a big splash. Much to Jerry’s surprise, Cirrus laughed even harder about that than Twist did, but on his next attempt to get onboard, he used levitation instead and landed near the bow away from Twist.

      The Strait of Lillo was a wide expanse of Bellinen Archipelago’s Inner Seas and a major shipping lane, but it was also renowned for the treacherous tides especially at its northern end where it converged with the Bay of Mir. Amid sea traffic entering the Bay, they had several near misses as they hydroplaned  their way toward the port of Mispe on Mir Island, so by the time they arrived, there was unanimous agreement they should take the next day off before continuing on into Merinta.

      Mispe was an older port that had been going to seed for two generations and was rapidly being replaced by New Mispe about twenty miles further up the coast, but Cirrus assured Twist and Jerry that this older port would be more restful, adding, “and while we’re here I’d like to look up one of my old teachers. She got me through my first year in Merinne and later gave me good advice for surviving my military duty. I owe her my life and more.”

      “Who is this?” Twist asked interestedly. “Have I heard of her?”

      “Master Passiflora,” Cirrus replied. “She specialized in petrology in her youth, but toward the end of her career, she made a study of spell trace reactions. It’s that last I am interested in consulting her on.”

      “What is petrology?” Jerry asked.

      “It’s the study of rocks,” Twist informed him, “and the conditions under which they form. Cirrus, I think I had one of her texts back in college, but I didn’t realize she was still alive.”

      Master Passiflora was an elderly woman, who, at one hundred and eighteen, needed to use levitation just to get around her house. But in spite of her advanced age and failing body, her mind was still sharp and she had no need of tech-magic devices to cast the spells she needed to make herself comfortable. She had a live-in nurse as well as four apprentices living with her.

      Cirrus, Twist and Jerry found her sitting in her garden, reading on a NetMaiyim tablet. Tablets were a portable form of terminal, most frequently used for reading and taking notes although they were fully capable of viewing and interacting with Netsites. They ranged from pocket-sized to that of a legal pad. Passiflora’s tablet was about midway between those two extremes, but capable of three-dimensional projection. She looked up and smiled, “Cirrus! What a delightful surprise.”

      “Always a pleasure for me, master,” Cirrus replied politely. “May I present Journeywoman Islandtwist, a Hardisty mage of Olen and her boyfriend/apprentice Jerry Carter, who, if he isn’t careful, will end up with an embarrassing mage name chosen by someone else.”

      Passiflora smiled, but told him, “I recognize your companions. They’ve been in the news lately.”

      “They have?” Cirrus asked, then turned to face Twist and Jerry, “You have?”

      Twist shrugged and Jerry replied, “We stumbled into a couple of situations on the way here. I understand there was some note taken by the media. Master Passiflora, was this concerning the kidnapping in Horalia?” Passiflora nodded.

      “That was you two?” Cirrus was astonished. “I suppose I should have asked rather than going on about myself all the way here. See what you miss when you talk too much?”

      “No doubt these are two very modest youngsters,” Passiflora remarked. “I approve. Mister Carter I don’t know your family, but Islandtwist comes from one of the most renowned groups of mages Maiyim has ever known. She has every right to be proud of her ancestors and I’m sure she is, but if she can continue to behave with becoming modesty, that speaks volumes both for herself and for you, her boyfriend.”

      “I think she’s just dating beneath her,” Jerry remarked. Passiflora chuckled at that and quickly waved it away.

      “I am proud of my ancestors,” Twist admitted, “but their accomplishments are not mine to take credit for.”

      “So like your father,” Passiflora remarked. “Yes, I know Amble. We’ve met at a dozen conferences and more. “Your mother is a fine mage, one of the best, but I wonder if Moonsong could have grown up with Silverwind and the others in her family tree and remain as unassuming as Wizard Amble.”

      “I couldn’t say,” Twist replied. “I’d like to think so. Mom is a very accomplished wizard in her own right.”

      “She is,” Passiflora agreed. “But I know your father much better. Cirrus, so what do I owe the pleasure of your company to?”

      “We were sailing our way to Killo and I wanted to see you,” Cirrus replied. “Isn’t that enough?”

      “Yes, it is,” Passiflora admitted, “but much as I enjoy your visits, I rarely see you when you don’t have a serious problem to discuss. And the only reason I can think of why you might be sailing to Killo is that all air flights are still grounded. Something must be very important if you cannot wait for a plane or for a hopper.”

      “Even floaters are being kept grounded,” Cirrus admitted.

      “Foolishness!” Passiflora told them. “Hoppers and Floaters were not responsible for what happened in Merinne nor could they have been used that way.”

      “You could load one with a really large bomb,” Jerry suggested, “drive it into your preferred location and set it off.”

      “Hmm, good idea,” Passiflora decided. “That might have worked better than what was tried. Cars of all sorts used to be allowed to drive up to the steps of the Senate Building. No one would have suspected another, while a great flying jet plane buzzing in over the rooftops tends to attract all sorts of attention.”

      “You would rather the Senate had been destroyed?” Jerry asked.

      “Why not?” Passiflora shrugged. “I’ve been allowed to vote for a century now and I have yet to see anyone I want get elected. There are times I swear that our Senate is made up of the dregs of society; men and women who would otherwise be unemployable, except possibly in a prison work program. Every year another two or three of them, sometimes more, get caught with their hands in the till, or in some sex scandal or worse and yet they tell us we have the greatest political system on Maiyim. Well, the system is just fine and dandy, but the politicians? Ask me and I’ll tell you politics ought to be a capital offense. That’d teach ‘em!”

      “Master Passiflora is an anarchist,” Cirrus explained.

      “You watch your mouth, boy,” she snapped, although not without a big grin. “I’m no anarchist, I just think we need the National Security Department to keep as close an eye on those scoundrels in the government as they do on the rest of us. Then maybe we could replace the senators with a group of individuals who might actually be up to the job. A pack of monkeys might be just what we need there. What we have is not too far off.”

      “You will rarely find a right-thinking Orente who supports their government,” Cirrus told Twist and Jerry.

      “Darned right!” Passiflora agreed. ”So you found yourself grounded somewhere and decided to rent a boat to get to Killo in? Clever.”

      “I didn’t rent the boat,” Cirrus admitted, “Maiyim Bourne belongs to Jerry.”

      “Maiyim Bourne?” Passiflora asked curiously. “You seem like an imaginative lad if not for the name of your boat. Must be hundreds of them with that name.”

      “Uh uh!” Cirrus told her. “Not like this one. She is the one and only of her kind.”

      “How did you know?” Jerry asked. “We never said.”

      “Oh please,” Cirrus waved that away. “What else could she be with that magic food box, the closets, those money bags and all the rest?”

      “Truly?” Passiflora asked, a hint of something in her voice Jerry had trouble identifying. Hope? Wonder? “Now that is something I would like to see. I haven’t been outside this house in months, too much bother even in a hoverchair, but if you will allow me, Jerry, I would visit your Maiyim Bourne even if I thought it would kill me.”

      “Of course,” Jerry replied.

      It was a major production for Passiflora to travel, and with modern magic-technology it was rarely necessary any longer, but she seemed as anxious as a child to get out of her house. Two of her apprentices tried to talk her out of the jaunt, but she hushed them firmly and insisted it was time she got to see something new. The hoverchair was comfortable but slow, so instead she levitated herself into the front seat of her floater and allowed Cirrus to drive them down to the harbor.

      “Hello, Maiyim Bourne,” Passiflora breathed as she lifted herself down to the deck. Jerry and Twist had just done the same, but Jerry had the impression the elderly Orente might well have greeted the boat even if they had not set the example. “You are beautiful!”

      Seated inside the cabin, Passiflora had closed her eyes and remained that way for an hour before coming out of a trance. “Magnificent!” she breathed. “Silverwind almost had to be telling the truth. Surely no mortal could have designed such a spell complex.” 

      Twist served tea and a platter of the tiny Granomish pastries she had come to love and finally Passiflora succeeded in getting Cirrus to admit he had come with questions of his own.

      “Midbar you say?” Passiflora asked. “Well, magic is the same no matter where you are, but given the fact that you will be looking at the remains of spells that could be weeks or months old, you will need to be extra careful in your diagnoses. For one thing most traces of a spent spell will have dissolved by now and as for the rest, well don’t forget that many spell traces will behave differently, sometimes in quite the opposite manner than they did in their original context. One of my best diagnostic tools was to attempt to cast a similar spell and watch how it degraded. You can accelerate the process when you know the spell and see how the traces behave.”

      “That’s assuming you know the pattern of the spell in the first place,” Cirrus pointed out.

      “True enough, but I published a database of characteristic spell traces and their behavior a few years ago. It’s available by subscription on NetMaiyim, but I can release it to you for free when we get back to my home,” Passiflora promised.

      They remained on the boat another hour before returning Passiflora to her home and then stayed there for dinner, so it was early evening before they started walking back down to the harbor. Some of the shops were still open and Twist amused herself by peering in through their windows while Jerry and Cirrus waited for her. Finally she turned to Cirrus and asked, “Did you think that was funny, introducing Jerry as my boyfriend?”

      “I didn’t notice you correcting me,” Cirrus grinned at her.

      “Oh, like Master Passiflora would have cared one way or the other,” Twist shook the suggestion off.

      “Really, though,” Cirrus chuckled. “It’s obvious and I don’t know why you two are going through the charade of sleeping in separate cabins.”

      “Where I sleep is my own business,” Twist told him coolly as they started to cross a street.

      “Exactly what I am saying,” Cirrus agreed. “You’re not a child anymore, Twist, and if you want to shack up with your boyfriend it’s not the business of anyone else, including me and including your parents. So why bother?”

      Twist was about to continue to deny there was anything of the sort between her and Jerry, but Jerry spotted a large vehicle, a floater-bus, although with its wheels down on the pavement bearing down on them. With no time to warn the others, he quickly knocked them to the ground and covered them with a wide, low-domed ward.

      The driver of the bus slammed on his breaks but failed to come to a halt until he was directly over the three mages. “What the?” Twist asked, having had the wind knocked out of her.

      “Quick thinking,” Cirrus complimented him.

      “Thanks,” Jerry replied, “but if you and Twist are going to argue about sleeping arrangements, maybe we should wait until we get back to the boat.”

      “Are you all right under there?” the worried bus driver asked as soon as he could climb out the door.

      “We’re fine,” Jerry shouted back, “But you’re right on top of us. Would you mind moving on?”

      It took a few minutes to convince the driver that it would be safe to do so, but eventually he moved the bus and the three mages were able to stand up again. The bus driver insisted on getting their names and home addresses. “I need it for my accident report.” he explained.

      “What accident?” Jerry asked. “No one was harmed.”

      “Well, you were damned lucky,” the driver told him and continued to insist on their names until Cirrus made up three false names and addresses and sent him on his way.

      “There probably wasn’t any reason for that,” Cirrus admitted, “but we’ll be gone in the morning and something like this might have held us up.

      They had one further surprise before the evening was over, however. On returning to Maiyim Bourne, they discovered two teenaged Orentan boys on the dock, telling a wild story to a policeman and woman. 

      “There’s a crazy lady in there,” one boy claimed, pointing at Maiyim Bourne. “She tried to kill us!”

      “And what were you doing on my boat?” Jerry asked pointedly.

      “Just looking,” the other boy muttered.

      “Looking for what you could steal, I’ll bet,” the policewoman laughed harshly.

      “There was no reason for her to try to kill us!” the first boy shouted back.

      “There’s no one on board,” the policeman told them. “I looked, begging your pardon, sir,” he added to Jerry.

      “No, it’s all right,” Jerry nodded, “and you are correct. We didn’t leave anyone on board.”

      “That’s not true!” the first boy argued while the other nodded agreement. “There was this woman and she attacked us. Threw pots and pans at us. Look at this bruise!”

      “If so, she must have been on board without permission too,” Cirrus remarked.

      “No,” Twist disagreed, “these two ran afoul of our security spell is all.”

      “Security spell, my ass!” the vocal lad claimed.

      “Did she look like this?” Jerry asked, causing an illusion of Maiyim to appear on the dock. He made the image walk around almost naturally. Maiyim had been his most commonly produced illusion once he got past the basics and Twist had openly admired how close he came to life-like similarity. “Officers, we’re mages,” he continued after the two boys calmed down from the renewed panic that resulted when they saw her. “All they saw was an illusion spell set to go off when intruders tried to enter the cabin.” Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Twist giving him an approving nod.

      “A darned effective one, I would say,” the policeman admitted. “Well, there have been a string of thefts here at the marina. It might be interesting to see if certain fingerprints match.” The two boys protested at that to no avail. Jerry refused to press charges on the grounds they were planning to leave in the morning, but the policewoman pointed out she could take their statements on board immediately and that if they were needed later the Bellinen court system would allow for testimony by video if that proved necessary.

      After their statements had been taken and the policewoman had left to rejoin her partner, Cirrus commented, “Funny, I don’t recall hearing of a security spell on board before.”

      “With so many other things to show you,” Twist replied quickly, “that wasn’t even on our minds, since as our guest you wouldn’t have set it off.”

      “And that image looks really familiar to me,” Cirrus continued.

      “Oceanvine the Younger,” Jerry replied easily, “no doubt you’ve seen her portrait in Olen Manner? Twist and I thought that would be appropriate, considering this was once her boat.”

      “Was it?” Cirrus asked suspiciously. “I thought it was Silverwind’s.”

      “He gave it to Wizard Candle,” Twist replied. “Candle gave it to Oceanvine and Sextant.”

      “and Oceanvine gave it to…” Cirrus let his voice trail off questioningly.

      “To me rather indirectly,” Jerry replied. “She hid the boat away inside my family’s warehouse. I think she hoped that by the time anyone found her, the enchantments would have worn off. But just in case she left a note explaining just what I had found and warning me not to abuse this gift.”

      “Hmm,” Cirrus replied, trying to decide if he could find a way to pick the story apart. Then he asked, “So you set up that security spell, Jerry?”

      “What makes you think that?” Jerry asked.

      “Only that if it were part of the original spells it would have been Oceanvine the Elder or Silverwind,” Cirrus pointed out, “and you did say you and Twist decided on it.”

      “Jerry fashioned the illusion,” Twist lied, “but the trigger and reactions were mine. I told you we’ve been practicing cooperative magic a little, didn’t I?”

      “You did, but I thought that was just your juggling game,” Cirrus replied, “but if you two are that good, I really will need you on Midbar and this time I’m not taking ‘No’ for an answer.”

      “Then I guess we’re all going to Midbar,” Jerry replied, giving Twist an uncertain look. She returned it and shrugged.

      “I guess we are,” she echoed.

      Twist went back to the small cabin soon after, but once Cirrus was asleep, she crept into the master cabin where Jerry and Maiyim were talking softly. “You showed yourself to those boys, but not Cirrus?” Twist asked her.

      “Cirrus doesn’t take me seriously,” Maiyim pointed out.

      “Cirrus doesn’t take anyone seriously when you get right down to it,” Twist admitted.

      “I liked Passiflora,” Maiyim admitted. “I would have spoken to her had Cirrus not been here too.”

      “How did you manage to hit that boy with a pan, though?” Twist asked.

      “I didn’t,” Maiyim replied. “You know this form doesn’t have a physical presence. I threw the illusion of a frying pan at him and imitated the sound of it hitting the wall. He tried to duck and banged his head on the side of the hatch. Honestly, had they stood their ground, there would not have been much I could have done.”

      “Oh, okay,” Twist nodded. “For a moment there, I thought you had gained the ability to use telekinesis.”

      “A strange talent for a boat, Twist,” Maiyim replied.

      “You already have enough strange talents,” Jerry chuckled.

      “Yes, but that is not one of them,” Maiyim replied

      “Not as strange as some,” Twist remarked. “It would have meant you could sail yourself.”

      “And let you two get lazy?” Maiyim chuckled. “I don’t think so.”

     Seven

      Jerry found himself wide awake an hour before dawn and he decided there was no need to wait for Twist and Cirrus to wake up, so he piloted the boat out into the harbor and then, after hoisting the sails, headed off to the East on a rising wind. The moon was close to full and feeling he had sufficient light, he deployed the foils so that by noontime, Mir Island was well to stern and the westernmost Merintan Islands were visible ahead.

      “We’ve been making good time so far,” Jerry told Twist and Cirrus, “but I don’t think it’s a good idea to use the foils in Merinta. There are a lot of reefs and shoals among the islands and the safe channels are nowhere close to straight. They are all marked, so far as I know, however, but we’re going to have to sail carefully.”

      “Seems to me,” Cirus remarked, “that we only draw a few inches while aloft.”

      “We do, but at full speed I think we could hit a rock or an island all too easily,” Jerry remarked. “And that would ruin the day.”

      “We could get badly hurt,” Twist agreed. “We were darned lucky when we hit that reef the other day. Jerry’s right. Besides, we planned to sail though Merinta carefully in the first place.”

      “The planes are still not allowed to fly,” Cirrus noted with a shrug, “so this continues to be the fastest way to get to Killo.”

      As they entered Merintan waters, they saw natives out fishing in their small boats. The Merinta, Twist knew, were nowhere as primitive as they had been two or three centuries earlier, but that out here in the back islands, the people were reputed to enjoy the simple life. They did not entirely spurn the benefits of modern technology and they learned that most Merintan villages had NetMaiyim terminals connected via satellite dish, but the people preferred to hunt, fish and grow their own food where they could. The so-called Outer islands, those closest to Tissa Island, had become tourist centers and many Merinta worked there for at least part of the year, before returning to the simpler life they preferred.

      However, many Merinta also left their islands in pursuits of modern educations, although the overwhelming majority of them eventually returned home, using what they had learned to the benefit of their people. So, in general the Merinta were a well-educated and sophisticated people who indulged in the so-called simple life by choice.

      The very least of Merintan hospitality meant that those out of the water would smile and wave as Maiyim Bourne sailed past. A quick look though the resources of NetMaiyim showed Twist that the Merinta greeted all sailing guests in the same manner. But as they continued deeper into the sub-archipelago, both Twist and Jerry had the impression they were being escorted by the natives. They were not the same boats from one hour to the next, but somehow most of the Merintan craft sailed along in the same direction as Maiyim Bourne.

      When they stopped for the evening, there was a blazing fire waiting for them on the beach with a prepared meal nearby. At first Jerry worried that they had in some way chased Merintans from their meal, but a quick search showed the small island appeared to be deserted, leaving the travelers with a mystery and a good meal to contemplate it over. Twist had some misgivings about assuming the meal was meant for them and attempted to find out, on NetMaiyim if the practice was actually supposed to be a gift for the gods, but none of the sources she could find indicated that the Merintans actively worshipped any god but Merinne, nor was there any indication that meals and fires were left out for her, or anyone else. 

      Jerry, too, was uncertain they should eat the food they found, and used his binoculars to scan other nearby islands for similar beach fires. Finding none, he finally agreed with Cirrus that the meal had somehow been meant for them. “It doesn’t make sense,” Jerry commented, tasting a meat and fruit dish. “Why would they do this for us? Who are we to them?”

      “Guests,” Cirrus shrugged. “I’ve always heard the Merintans were hospitable.”

      “So hospitable they build a big fire, cook a meal and then scram off the island to make sure you can eat it in peace?” Jerry asked skeptically.

      “Maybe we can find a Merint to ask about it,” Twist suggested.

      The next day there were many more boats escorting them through the islands. The natives smiled and waved, but kept their distance from Maiyim Bourne even when Jerry tried to approach them. Toward late afternoon, however, Jerry spotted a fair-sized Merintan village and after conferring with Twist and Cirrus, decided to come about and sail directly to it. “I’d like to know what is going on too,” Twist told him.

      Once it was clear they intended to land on the village’s beach, the Merintans brought their own smaller sailboats ashore there as well and the travelers found themselves surrounded by over two hundred Merintans.

      “Welcome to Merinta, honored guests!” a middle aged man at the front of the pack greeted them. He was tall, just as any person of the Orenta species usually was and even more darkly tanned, but instead of the garish printed shirts the “Main Island” Orenta wore, he and the other Merintans wore solid colors. Those colors were still bright, but as solids, they seemed far more tasteful than the usual garb worn in Bellinen. He held out his hands to Cirrus and garbled out a string of syllables in a language Twist and Jerry learned was Old Orentan. It was a traditional blessing and greeting, to which Jerry and Twist were also treated by the man and many of those with him. “My name is Manu Tintawao or just Manu if you prefer.”

      Manu,” Twist asked after all the introductions, “I mean no offense, but why are your people following us?”

      Manu laughed. “We know and remember this boat of old, Islandtwist, and we wish to give her the honor guard through our islands she deserves.” He went on to describe the story of how Silverwind, Oceanvine and Candle had once rid Merinta of two demons; Xenlabit and Aritos

      “Even assuming that really happened,” Twist allowed. “Maiyim Bourne is the name of many yachts these days. How do you know this is that same boat?”

      “Hope and belief mostly, I should think,” Manu chuckled. “We have seen no boat quite like this in living memory so when she was spotted and her name known, we looked her up and decided she must be the same boat. And if not, then she deserves an escort merely for the memory of what was done for us. But do not deny that there were demons. Our Orentan cousins tell us we are merely bowing to primitive superstition, but the fact is, we know that it did happen. Our story-tellers do not embellish their stories to make them more exciting than they are, like Orenta might. Story-telling among us was, for generations untold, our only form of history, so telling the tales as accurately as possible was vital. Even now when we can read and write and our history is as well recorded as any on Maiyim, we listen to our story-tellers. Silverwind and the others did fight demons here and saved us all.”

      “I would be interested in hearing that story,” Jerry remarked.

      “It is a long story,” Manu replied, “but there is a short version that only takes two hours. Are you sure?”

      “I’m not going anywhere tonight,” Jerry replied.

      So Manu Tintawao began a recitation of one of his people’s favorite stories. The story was not entirely new to any of the mages. There had been a version of it presented as a Tri-Vee movie a decade earlier, but not from this unique point of view. Everyone knew the names Silverwind and Oceanvine. They were legendary figures of which more stories had been written than could have possibly happened to any ten people. Candle’s renown was somewhat less widespread although he too, was a hero centuries dead. Twist knew the story as it had been filtered through Wizard Saltspray’s journal and from a rather cheesy book that was part of a long series that had been written by someone called Astil of Randona. 

      However, while, they might have known the basic shape of the story, none of them had ever heard it told from such a personal point of view. The Merinta did not just tell of the disease the demons had cursed them with and how the foreign mages had cured them and chased after the demons to defeat them once and for all. They told the tale as though it had happened to each of them personally.

      Not long after Manu began his recitation Twist found herself yearning to cuddle with Jerry and she moved closed and leaned against him, enjoying the feel of his arms around her as they listened to the epic tale of mages, demons and a magical, indestructible boat. “I wonder if Maiyim can hear this,” Twist whispered to Jerry. The boat was about twenty yards away, but Maiyim had never displayed any special hearing abilities.

      “I should have recorded this for her somehow,” Jerry replied just as softly. “Perhaps we’ll remember enough of it to satisfy her?”

      “I hope so,” Twist nodded. “She deserves to hear this.”

      Manu’s estimate of the length of his story proved to be inaccurate and he kept talking until midnight. Jerry was half disappointed that the story had not been chanted. For some reason he imagined these back-island folk would chant their epic tales. Later he learned he was lucky Manu had chosen not to tell the story in Old Orentan in which it had been originally composed. Finally Manu reached the point at which Xenlabit had been defeated and Arithan was on the run for his life, leaving Merinta healthy once more and at peace.

      “That was wonderful!” Twist told Manu. “Thank you for telling us.”

      “We say that the telling honors the teller as well as the listener,” Manu replied politely, “but I am glad you enjoyed it. It was always one of my favorites growing up and it is my great fortune to see the boat that featured so prominently in the story. It is a part of another story you know. One in which one of my ancestors plays a part.”

      “Misana!” Twist exclaimed suddenly. “Misana Tintawao. She was Wizard Saltspray’s friend and roommate when she attended the University. She is mentioned in Saltspray’s personal journal several times. I recognized your family name, but I was under the impression it referred to the island of your birth.”

      “It did originally,” Manu admitted, “but all things change in time. As my people acclimated to the modern world we took the names of our original islands with us. Sadly I am not even sure where Tintawao is any longer. It likely has a different name now, or perhaps no one lives there at this time. But the name lives on within my family.”

      They spoke for another hour but then Jerry pointed out they would need to get some sleep before casting off in the morning so he and Twist wandered back to the Maiyim Bourne, leaving Cirrus behind to chat with the Merinta on any number of subjects.

     Eight

      Their honor guard remained with them one more day and joined them again when they stopped the next night. There Manu discussed the modern Merinta rather than telling old tales. Their delegation to the Bellinen Senate was frequently at odds with the rest of the archipelago, siding more often with Emmine and Granom.

      The Merinta had long ago been granted something called “Separate Nation” status within the Archipelago, but that status did not also convey true autonomy. “We can make our own laws within Merinta,” Manu explained, “so long as they do not conflict with those of Bellinen and we have tax free status on certain trade goods, but we cannot represent ourselves as a nation within the World Congress. At first we did have a representative there with the rest of the Bellinen delegation, but last year the Senate decided they had the right to choose our representative and chose an Orente from Ponar who not only is not Merinta, but had frequently voted against our interests in the past.”

      “You should protest,” Jerry told him.

      “We have, but can only protest to the same people who chose that man as our representative in the World Congress,” Manu explained. “So, we have been working with our allies in other archipelagos to pressure the Senate to restore our choice of representative or else grant us our full autonomy and independence. We don’t expect that, of course. It would mean having the Senate admit it does not control the entire Archipelago and would also put the lie to their claim that we are incapable of governing ourselves and must be protected. But we will make life politically uncomfortable for them and squeeze other concessions from them.”

      The next day the Maiyim Bourne reached the edge of Merinta. By then nearly one thousand boats had joined the flotilla so as the mages left the Merinta at the border of their waters, it felt strange to be sailing alone once again. But the winds were favorable for hydroplaning and with one more stint of round-the-clock sailing, they reached Killo early the next morning.

      Cirrus left the boat immediately to make their next round of travel arrangements while Twist and Jerry ostensibly packed, but their main concern was that they felt as though they were abandoning Maiyim.

      “Don’t be silly,” she told them. “I’ll be fine here in the marina. It’s not like I can go to Midbar, is it?”

      “But won’t you be lonely?” Twist asked.

      “Lonely?” Maiyim echoed. “Perhaps a little, but I was fine while you were in Horalia. I have all NetMaiyim to explore and I can call you on my comm. set.”

      “We should have you connected to Marina services,” Jerry remarked. “Power and data at least.”

      “That’s hardly necessary,” Maiyim replied. “I can connect to the comm. service and to NetMaiyim without it and I generate my own power.”

      “I know that,” Jerry nodded, “but if we pay for the connection you could sit on deck occasionally and talk to other people in the marina if you felt like it.”

      “But I really do not need any of the services offered by the marina other than a place to stay while waiting for you,” she argued.

      “But it will seem less odd and raise fewer questions this way,” Jerry assured her.

      “And we’ll call every day, if we can,” Twist promised.

      Cirrus returned a short time later and remarked, “Typical! The Senate lifted travel restriction yesterday afternoon. I didn’t save any time by sailing here.”

      “But it was a more interesting trip,” Twist pointed out. “You have to admit that.”

      “I do,” Cirrus nodded, “but we have no time to waste. The only flight up today leaves in three hours and we have to check in two hours before liftoff.”

      “Two hours?” Twist asked. “Does it really take that long to prepare to fly?”

      “It takes longer than that just to fill the fuel tanks,” Cirrus laughed, “but as passengers we just have to check our luggage and sit down. The luggage handlers only need thirty minutes or so to get our bags on board – no carry-on bags are allowed on the shuttle, not even your purse, Twist. Pack it in your luggage if you insist on bringing it. In space most women wear trousers, just like the men, and keep their essentials in their pockets.”

      “I doubt I could keep most of what’s in here in my pockets,” Twist remarked.

      “How much do you really need?” Cirrus countered. “No make-up in space. We’ll be in free fall for long periods and the make-up particles could cause a problem if they got loose and floated around. No perfume either. Living quarters up there are tight and perfumes are considered anti-social. You want non-scented deodorants only.”

      “I only wear perfume on formal occasions in any case,” Twist shrugged. “Hmm, I suppose I can get by most of the time with just my wallet and a Net tablet.”

      “Not even the Net tablet,” Cirrus laughed. “Oh, you may bring it if you desire, but there’s hardly a place up there you won’t have one to use nearby at all times.”

      “Just my wallet then,” Twist, “but I need to repack. I only packed skirts, not slacks.”

      “You might want to wear a skirt on Midbar,” Cirrus shrugged. “There’s enough gravity there, but on a space station, you would just be showing off what your mother taught you not to.”
      “My amazing talent at magic?” Twist asked impudently.

      “Yeah,” Cirrus laughed. “That’s it. Hurry now.”

      Twist rushed back to the small cabin and reappeared a few minutes later, still in a floral blouse, almost identical to the one Jerry was wearing, but had replaced her skirt with cream-colored slacks. “Wouldn’t you just know I could get the ‘Old School Uniform’ adapted to space?” she laughed at them.

      Killo Spaceport was not quite the bustling hub of activity Jerry expected. He assumed there must be a lot of activity going on in the control tower and among the maintenance crews, but a shuttle passenger saw none of that. There was only one scheduled commercial space flight for the day and the vehicle would only lift some sixty-five passengers and their carefully weighed luggage. Jerry’s own bag had come in a little over-weight and he had discarded a pair of jeans, reminding himself that two pairs really were sufficient. Twist’s on the other hand had weighed out at her exact quota and Jerry suspected she was cheating, using telekinesis to lighten the load. It did not matter as Cirrus had no set quota due to his status as an emergency contractor bound for Midbar, but it did mean they would have to forego the trip on the commercial flight and go up, instead, on a cargo shuttle.

      “If that’s the case,” Jerry complained. “I didn’t have to discard those jeans.”

      “You would have had to in any case,” Cirrus told him. “I have that status, but as my assistants you do not. Even the cargo shuttles have the same limits. If they did not, they would be overloaded and couldn’t reach escape velocity. But why worry about it? It isn’t like you actually bought those jeans. They came out of the boat’s closet, right?”

      “True enough,” Jerry replied. “I just don’t like to think of them going to waste.”

      “I doubt they will,” Cirrus laughed. “The real question is whether that check-in woman will sell them or give them to one of her kids. Emmine jeans command a good price in Bellinen, you know, considering they are heavily taxed as imports. If she let them get by her, I guarantee someone else would grab them soon enough. Hmm, I wonder if she has to split with her supervisor.”

      “Only if she gets caught,” Jerry replied. “I doubt that’s any different in a space port.”

      “You’re probably right,” Cirrus agreed.

      Outwardly the only differences between the two cargo shuttles at the port and the one commercial shuttle was in their paint jobs. The commercial craft was a gleaming white and silver, but the cargo vehicles were light blue with black trim. These were not like the antiquated liquid hydrogen-LOX rockets that were used in the early days of space exploration. In fact they looked amazingly like normal jet planes although they had somewhat wider bodies and stubbier wings than most jets Jerry had seen.

      The shuttles in fact used jet engines to get off the ground and it was only once they were several miles up that the hypersonic rocket jets were ignited. Inside there were ten passenger seats in a small compartment and Cirrus told Twist and Jerry the rest of the deck, where passengers might normally be was used to carry the cargo. No flight attendant ushered them to their seats, although the co-pilot met them at the hatch and pointed them toward their compartment. “We have some coffee, tea and snacks available,” he offered, “but I seriously suggest you wait until we’re in free fall before you have any.”

      “Why is that?” Jerry asked. “Will the increased gee force make us sick if our stomachs are full?”

      “That’s a small possibility,” the co-pilot nodded, “but I was more concerned as to how your stomachs would react to free-fall. Many passengers get nauseous on their first free fall experience so you want to wait and acclimate before testing that the hard way. Our maintenance crew will appreciate it too,” he added with a grin.”

      Liftoff started out entirely like the flight of any airplane Jerry had been on. They rolled down a long runway and once they were moving fast enough, the pilot eased the ship upward and off the ground. The difference came in a short while later when a conventional jet would have leveled off and climbed to cruising altitude gradually. Instead the pilot called over the intercom, “Prepare for orbital burn,” and a few moments later the hypersonic drive was ignited and gravity tilted sideways on to their chests and got several times stronger than it had been.

      “Smooth flight, hey?” Cirrus called out over the roar of the engines.

      “You call this smooth?” Twist asked. “I’m squished.”

      “We’re only vibrating a little,” Cirrus pointed out. “These new engines are much more efficient than they were when I was your age. And we used to get a lot more squished at six or seven gees. This is half that or we wouldn’t be in the mood to talk. Don’t worry, it only lasts a few minutes and then we’ll see how you react to constantly falling.”

      “Oh, thanks,” Twist told him acidly. “I just remembered Mom can’t stand space travel.”

      “But your father always loved it,” Cirrus replied. “I’m betting you take after your Dad.”

      “Sure hope so,” Twist nodded, quickly regretting the action. Under the current acceleration it felt all wrong.

      As Cirrus had predicted, however, the main engines cut off a few minutes later and gravity seemed to take a vacation. Jerry reminded himself gravity was still at work, but that he was in free-fall. Gravity was holding them in orbit just fine and dandy, but they were up high enough now and moving fast enough that they were falling over the horizon. In a very real sense, they fell and yet were constantly missing the ground. They were weightless, but not in zero-gee.

      Jerry’s stomach lurched for a moment and then settled down. He noticed he was tensing himself for a crash landing that never happened and tried to will himself to relax. He was only having marginal success on that front when he became aware that Twist’s hands were grasping the arms of her seat with white-knuckle grips. “How are you doing there?” he asked cautiously.

      “I don’t like falling,” she told him with a forced calmness that did nothing to mask her underlying panic.

      “And there I thought we ought to take in an amusement park on our return,” Jerry chuckled. She glared at him and he smiled back, resting his hand on hers.

      Twist relaxed a bit and held his hand in hers, but a moment later, she squeezed hard enough to make Jerry wince. “Sorry,” she apologized. “I thought I was getting used to it.”

      “It can take up to three days,” Cirrus told her.

      “Oh great! Now you tell me?” Twist complained.

      “Usually much shorter,” Cirrus assured her. “You’ll probably feel better when we reach Space Station Miyabawa.”

      “Is there gravity on the station?” Twist asked hopefully.

      “Gravity up here isn’t much less than on Maiyim,” Jerry corrected her. “It’s just that we’re in free-fall.”

      “I know that!” she snapped at him. “I’ve taught it to the kids. It still feels like zero-gee and I’ll call it what I like.”

      “Easy there, Twist,” Cirrus told her calmingly. “No need to bite our heads off. The outer ring is kept spinning to simulate planetary conditions, but we won’t be staying there.”

      “Why not?” Twist half demanded.

      “It’s too expensive for one thing,” Cirrus replied. “My expense account won’t cover luxury conditions. Besides, once you acclimate, you’ll be more comfortable sleeping while floating.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” Twist replied, but a few minutes later she allowed Jerry to serve her a cup of tea in a plastic thermal bulb and as Cirrus had predicted she had nearly acclimated twelve hours later by the time they reached the space station.

      There were three large orbital space stations positioned in synchronous orbit around Maiyim. Miyabawa Station had been named after a former Bellinen Senate president, Larono Miyabawa, who, as Cirrus pointed out, had ironically once fired all the space flight controllers in Bellinen when they dared to suggest they might strike for better working conditions. “He was not the wisest politician Bellinen has ever known,” Cirrus told them both with a laugh. “Of course, we’ve had a fairly bad record with our politicians. Perhaps we are just genetically unsuited for politics, but it goes a long way toward explaining why the average Orente would like to outlaw politics.”

      “But if you outlawed politics,” Twist began.

      “Then only outlaws would practice it,” Cirrus finished. “Call it a capital offense and the common citizens could clean the whole problem up themselves.”

      “Uncle Cirrus, you’re an anarchist,” Twist accused.

      “Are you just figuring that out?” Cirrus chuckled. “And it has been a long time since you called me ‘Uncle.’”

      “I figured this was a special occasion,” Twist admitted. “Huh! I just thought of something. When is it night time here?”

      “The stations don’t have any true night or day as we think of them,” Cirrus replied. “In the sense I think you mean, it is never night here. There are three work shifts, however, and people generally only work one shift in three. We’ve been up a long time and if you like you may go to sleep as soon as we have a cabin assignment. We’ll be here for a day at least, maybe several, until the next flight to Midbar. No one can afford to send an empty ship there and back, so we have to wait until there’s enough to send.

      There was a hotel for transients in the outer ring, Twist learned, but as Cirrus had told her, it was prohibitively expensive and so, evidently were separate rooms, so all three mages shared a single small room with  three bunks. On their way to their assigned room, Twist and Jerry were both amazed at how little room there apparently was in Space. The hallways, narrow, oval-shaped tubes, were barely wide enough for two people to pass in without colliding, although the experienced people here had no trouble doing so. Jerry and Twist had to keep pulling themselves against the wall, utilizing the handgrips that were set into it every few inches. Cirrus, however, had no trouble traversing the station and had to wait for the two humans to catch up to him several times.

      After showing them to the room, however, Cirrus excused himself. “I feel like looking around,” he admitted. “I haven’t been here in a few years and want to see if I know anyone.”

      The bunks were narrow metal shelves with thin mattresses of closed-cell foam. Jerry’s initial impression was that such an arrangement could hardly be comfortable, but in weightless conditions, the mattress was only needed to provide a bit of padding. A loose net served as a blanket since the room was kept at tropical temperatures. He later learned that this was only true in the station owned by Bellinen. The sleeping quarters were somewhat cooler in Emmine’s and Granom’s stations, but heating was not a problem in space where there was enough available solar energy to moderate one’s climate to whatever was desired.

      Twist might have no longer been nauseous, but she still felt as though she was falling. Whenever she shut her eyes and tried to relax, the falling sensation came back to her. Eventually, she fell asleep, but a few minutes later she woke up screaming. Jerry jerked upward and flew up against his restraining net and slammed back down again, bruising his arm. “What is it?” he asked, struggling to get out of his bed.

      “I was falling,” Twist gasped. She swallowed hard and brought herself back under control. “I need to feel like I won’t fall and this net thing isn’t doing it for me.”

      “Would it help if I held you,” Jerry asked.

      “Probably, but you’ve forgotten my mother’s friend is going to be in here with us,” Twist replied.

      “He seems to think we should have been sleeping together all along,” Jerry pointed out. “Remember?”

      “He might think that, but I’m not giving him any confirmation before our wedding day,” Twist retorted.

      “Then you will marry me?” Jerry asked.

      Twist bit back an instant retort and thought about what she had just said. Finally, she told him, “Yes, I think I am. This is one hell of a time and place to get engaged, I must say. Thousands of miles in the sky and screaming myself to sleep.”

      “Screaming yourself awake is more like,” Jerry disagreed. He finally slid out of his bed and floated over to her. “Here, sit up for a bit.”

      “Why?” Twist asked curiously.

      “Well actually, I was just hoping to distract you,” Jerry admitted, “but also I have something for you.”

      “Really?” Twist asked, swinging her legs out of the net and over the side of her bed. She needed to use her hands to hold herself in place. “Don’t tell me you’ve been carrying a ring around with you just in case.”

      “I probably should have bought one on Conntuc,” Jerry admitted and he pushed himself across the small room and found where he had attached his bag to the wall with a self-sticking strap, “but you did ask me to wait until you were ready. Still, I did buy you something special there.” He pulled a small velvet-covered box out of the bag and presented it to her. She opened the box and saw the large emerald. “I know you have a pearl, but I thought this would match your eyes.”

      “It’s gorgeous!” Twist told him softly, and jumped off the bed to kiss him. They collided and bounced softly off one of the walls and eventually floated up toward the ceiling. “It’s not real, is it?” she asked as they floated there with their arms around each other.

      “It’s not an illusion,” Jerry laughed.

      “Jerry, I mean it looks like an emerald,” Twist replied.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Jerry noticed she had set it in a wide orbit around both their heads. “I should hope so, that’s what I was buying.”

      Twist was silent a long time. Finally she decided. “Don’t buy me a ring.”

      “No?” Jerry asked.

      “Maybe a locket to keep this in when I’m not twirling it around my head,” Twist told him, “but this is so much better than an engagement ring. Thank you.” She started kissing him, but just then the door to the room opened and Cirrus stepped in.

      The Orentan mage looked upward as Twist and Jerry tried to let go of each other. “Don’t bother,” he chuckled. “Doing that in free fall takes practice and isn’t anywhere as good as the myth implies.”

      “We weren’t,” Jerry denied.

      “Oh really?” Cirrus lifted a skeptical eyebrow.

      “And what if we were?” Twist asked him challengingly. “What I do with my fiancé is my business.”

      “Well it’s about time,” Cirrus laughed and turned to leave the room.

      “Where are you going?” Twist asked him.

      “I’ll find another room,” Cirrus replied. “You kids deserve a bit of privacy. But really, get off the ceiling and into a bunk. The infirmary on the station gets several injuries from that every month. Don’t be one of them. People will laugh.”

     Nine

      In spite of the cramped quarters on the station, there were entertainments for both residents and transients. Many of them were virtual. For example there was no room on board for a large Tri-Vee movie screen and even a large household screen, such as the one on Maiyim Bourne, was considered space wasteful, but with a Virtua-Vid Helmet, the wearer could experience a three-dimension viewing far more complete and intimate than any mere screen might provide. The helmets were originally invented for games and some on the station were still used for that as well.

      There were also free-fall sports played in pressure suits outside the habitat. Twist had no interest spending their time on Miyabawa Station watching movies or playing games, but there was a space-adapted version of a popular ball and net sport, played in a large volume of space, instead of on a grassy field, that she decided was worth watching for a couple of hours, while spinning her engagement emerald around her head.

      The emerald grabbed the attention of two Orentan women dressed in station uniforms. At first, Twist thought she might have broken one of the station’s many rules, but one of the women asked, “Where’d you get that? Those things don’t usually work up here. The spell uses gravity as a reference so in free-fall the beads usually just go flying off.”

      “It is a little tricky,” Twist admitted. “Actually that spell uses the wearer as a reference as well, but you’re right, in free fall it wouldn’t work. But since I’m doing this myself, I can correct the bead’s trajectory as needed. After the first few minutes it became second nature.”

      “Oh, so you’re a mage,” the woman nodded. “That explains it. Most of the ones we get up here are too boring to do something like that.”

      “We can be a sober lot,” Twist grinned.

      “Hey, Twist!” Cirrus greeted her just then. Twist turned to see Cirrus and Jerry approaching. “Want to see that game from a little closer?”

      “Cirrus just rented a flitter,” Jerry told her.

      “A what?” Twist asked.

      “A sort of space floater,” Jerry explained. “We can use it to see the station from outside on a pre-programmed tour. It also goes by way of the game field. I checked.”

      Twist agreed and they spent another hour and a half getting a tour of the station from the outside. The game was nearly over by the time their course took them that way, but they did arrive in time for the winning goal.

      One of the few large rooms in the station served the function of being both restaurant and bar. It was a place to go when you were a transient or just tired of the food that came out of the community kitchen. To Twist’s delight, it turned out to be on the outer ring of the station where the simulated gravity would allow them to eat in what she thought of as a civilized manner. Jerry understood entirely. They had both become spoiled by the variety and quality of food on Maiyim Bourne and the ability to eat sitting at a table was something they had both taken for granted until their arrival at the station. 

      That evening the Public Room was nearly full with residents at tables in the center of the uncharacteristically large area and mostly transients availing themselves of the booths around the edges of the room. Twist reminded herself this was not true gravity, but just reactive centrifugal force simulating gravity. It was not much of a simulation, she decided, but one tenth of a gee was more than enough to keep her in her seat and her tea in its cup.

      They were just about to order a meal when Cirrus spotted an old friend passing their booth. “Stormvane?” he asked. “What brings you up here?”

      Stormvane was a human mage. His light skin color and shorter height set him apart from his Orentan counterparts. He was bald, although a trace of five o’clock shadow told Twist and Jerry that while he might have lost his hair on top of his head, he shaved off the rest. Stormvane turned and replied tiredly, “I work here, if you want to call it that. Actually work is too mild a…” he blinked. “Cirrus? Now this is the first good thing that’s happened in the last two weeks.”

      “Have a seat and tell us about it,” Cirrus invited his old friend, quickly introducing Jerry and Twist.

      “Thanks,” Stormvane replied, “I will.”

      “So you’re working here now?” Cirrus asked. “When did that happen?”

      “About a year ago,” Stormvane replied. “I was tired of travelling and decided working on a space station might be just the cure. I was half right. I wouldn’t mind traveling again. Twenty-two thousand miles or so straight down would suit me perfectly, but the , uh…”

      “Elves?” Cirrus prompted him, amused.

      “I was going to say lords and masters of the station,” Stormvane told him.

      “Sure you were,” Cirrus grinned. “The elves have you locked into a contract, right?”

      “I have another year before I can leave, unless I get sick,” Stormvane admitted. “It’s amazing how few viruses there are up here and the common cold doesn’t count. Well, this job started out all right, but lately…”

      “Is it something you can talk about?” Cirrus asked when Stormvane trailed off.

      Stormvane snorted. “I can talk about any damned thing I want to. There are no secrecy clauses in my contract and frankly there’s nothing about station operations that is not public knowledge. I don’t think that’s the case with that platform at the L5 point, but no one is talking about that to me either.”

      “We heard it was being converted into a self-sustaining habitat,” Jerry remarked.

      “That’s what was released to the news,” Stormvane admitted. “What traveled fairly quietly were all the missile launchers they plan to mount on their new colony.”

      “Really?” Cirrus asked.

      “Maybe you didn’t hear that from me,” Stormvane reconsidered. “I have my own problems for the lords and masters to hush up in any case. I should have taken that job on Nildar Station, but they weren’t paying as much.”

      “What’s being hushed up?” Cirrus asked.

      “We’ve had a string of supposed accidents,” Stormvane explained. “Have you heard about the problems in Candletown?”

      “That’s why we’re here,” Cirrus admitted. “The tech-mages at their power–plant haven’t a clue.”

      “Hmm, maybe I do have a pretty good job,” Stormvane decided, “compared to you anyway.”

      “What do you mean?” Cirrus asked.

      “Just that I wouldn’t relish getting anywhere near a defective fusion plant,” Stormvane replied. “Of course you’ve done crazier stuff than that, so maybe that’s nothing to you. I’m having a bad enough time here with the blow-outs.”

      “What blow-outs?” Cirrus asked.

      “I told you it was being hushed up,” Stormvane replied, “although it’s nothing everyone doesn’t know about. Look, in many ways, what’s happening down in Candletown is typical of what’s been going on in the habitats and colonies in general. Did you hear about the mine collapse beneath Midbar City?”

      “All I know about Midbar City is that it’s a Granomish colony,” Cirrus replied.

      “That’s enough,” Stormvane told him. “The point is, we got an initial report and then… nothing.”

      “Maybe there was nothing else to say?” Cirrus suggested.

      “Whether the miners were rescued or all died or a combination would have been news worthy to most people,” Stormvane pointed out, “or even if rescuers had failed to reach them, but that’s just one story we’re not hearing. Someone’s been trying to organize a general strike in New Randona.”

      “Why?” Jerry asked, cutting in on Cirrus.

      “Better working conditions, if you believe the rumors,” Stormvane laughed humorlessly. “Hah, they should try working here for a shift or two. They’d go back to New Randona and offer to pay to keep their jobs. Well, that’s just silliness if you ask me, but in Sallashika, Bellinen’s only colony on Midbar, they have had a plague of communications blackouts. That’s really weird. All frequencies and methods of broadcasting get blocked for hours at a time. If that keeps up, the most reliable form of communication will be a pair of paper cups with a string tying them together. And then there are the blow-outs here and the other stations.”

      “You mentioned them a few minutes ago,” Twist noted. “Has anyone died?”

      “Not yet,” Stormvane assured her. “The Tri-Vee depicts blow-outs in space as these major explosions, but the habitats are built too well for an entire module to just go bang all of a sudden. The most common occurrence, and it’s not all that common – happens maybe once or twice a year, usually – is that a hatch seal partially lets go and a pin-sized hole opens up. It takes a while for air to hiss out through such a hole. If you’re lucky you will hear a soft pop, followed by a high whistle. A tube of sealant goo will generally fix the problem long enough for maintenance to show up and do a permanent job. 

      “Sometimes you don’t hear it happen,” Stormvane continued, “but then you can always feel it. As pressure drops, your ears will pop. The moment that happens, anyone who has been in space more than a few days will first hit an alarm and then go looking for the leak. Like the sealant, we have cans of, well, we call it smoke, but it’s just a very fine dust in a colloidal suspension. You spray a bit in the room and watch which way it flows out of the room. Find the leak, seal it up and wait for the repair crew.”

      “You don’t make it sound too serious,” Jerry noted.

      “It’s serious, all right,” Stormvane told him, “but not too dangerous so long as you don’t panic. Panic will kill you every time. The thing is, these have not been normal blow outs.”

      “I find it frightening that you can even think in terms of a blowout as normal,” Twist remarked.

      “Yeah?” Stormvane returned. “Me too a year ago. The thing is, a gasket leak is pretty easy to fix, but we’ve been getting pin holes in the walls. Those we have to repair with a welding torch. It’s still not a big deal, but why are the walls developing holes? I assure you they are strong and thick enough and there are no manufacturing flaws.”

      “Micrometeorites?” Jerry suggested.

      “You aren’t the first one to think of that,” Stormvane admitted, “but the station is protected by ward technology. One of my jobs was to verify that, in fact. The wards fend off any thing smaller than a person and they are functioning perfectly. Then too, microscopic analysis shows the holes were poked out from the inside, as though someone had stuck a pin though the wall.”

      “Maybe that’s just what happened,” Cirrus shrugged. “Tourists do some pretty stupid things sometimes.”

      “One of those walls was a plate of sheet titanium an eighth of an inch thick,” Stormvane told them.

      “And you think this is related to the problems on Midbar?” Cirrus asked.

      “I’m not normally paranoid,” Stormvane replied, “but it does seem odd to me that all these things are happening at once.”

      “Well, you know what they say,” Cirrus responded. “Disasters come in threes.”

      “Then Disaster has obviously forgotten how to count,” Stormvane retorted. He looked around the room and lowered his voice to a whisper. “If I had to make a guess,” he told them quietly,” I would think these Sons and Daughters of Maiyim we’ve been hearing about lately were somehow behind it.”

      “Nonsense!” Cirrus laughed. “The Sons and Daughters are a myth. A scary story the governments want us to believe so it will keep us in line.”

      “Not really,” Jerry stopped him. “They really do exist and they were behind the kidnapping of Lord Dathan in Horalia.”

      “Jerry’s right,” Twist agreed, “and they have some fairly accomplished mages among them. Jerry and I had to fight them.”

      “I thought that was an ordinary kidnapping attempt,” Cirrus admitted.

      “Ordinary like a blowout is normal?” Twist countered. “We encountered at least five rogue mages. That’s a lot of rogues considering we generally only hear of one or two a year. Now I can’t say the Sons and Daughters have anything to do with what’s going on here, but if they do have an agenda that is anti-space colony, it might make sense.”

      “Do they?” Cirrus asked.

      “I don’t know,” Twist admitted. “Jerry?”

      “I don’t really know either,” Jerry replied, “but Al told me one of their goals was to drastically reduce Maiyim’s population, so maybe?”

      “Not enough to go on,” Cirrus decided. “I’ll keep what you’ve said in mind, but we need to focus on repairing that fusion plant.”

      “Figuring out what happened is a part of it though,” Twist argued.

      “Well, if we can find a suspect,” Cirrus told her, “we certainly won’t fail to interrogate him or her.”

      Just then a tone sounded and Stormvane answered his implanted comm. unit. “Another country heard from,” he sighed after concluding the call. “Folks, it looks like I’ll be eating late tonight, but thanks for listening to me. Dinner’s on me, I’ll tell the restaurant to put it on my tab.”

      “Care for coffee after you get off?” Cirrus asked.

      “Maybe if we can meet for breakfast,” Stormvane replied. “This sounds like it will keep me up until after my bed time. Are you off on the morning flight to Midbar?”

      “We are,” Cirrus replied.

      “Well, good journey if I’m still working by then,” Stormvane replied.

     Ten

      The shuttle to Miyabawa Station, might have looked like a fat, stubby jet plane, but the shuttle flight to Midbar was on an entirely different sort of craft. With no need to ever fly through an atmosphere, space-only vessels had no need for aerodynamic design. A flying cube moved as efficiently through vacuum as any other shape might, but even so Jerry had doubts about the sanity of the designer of the Midbar shuttle.

      The actual delivery vehicle was a slim needle with the control module at one and the drive module at the other. Various passenger and cargo modules were then attached as needed in between. Jerry, Twist and Cirrus had one such module to themselves, although it could have carried ten with their luggage. They boarded their module on Miyabawa Station where an experienced assistant strapped them into their chairs. Once the assistant left, the module departed the station under automatic guidance followed by two others and proceeded to dock with the Midbar shuttle, which already had another dozen modules attached.

      “I don’t get it,” Twist admitted. “Why is this built this way? Wouldn’t it make more sense to build a single normal sort of ship. We could have boarded it at the station and wouldn’t have had to have the computers work out a docking sequence with both us and the other two modules.”

      “The other two modules are cargo,” Cirrus explained. “I happened to ask when we checked in. The simple fact is there is not enough traffic every day from any one station. Actually there is only enough from all three every two or three days on the average. If they built them the way you’re thinking of, they would need three times as many shuttles and their pilots and they would either ride nearly empty most of the time or else would only make the trip once a week. This one, the Midbar Rising, collects modules from each of the three major stations.”

      “But why modules?” Twist insisted. “Why not dock like the shuttle that brought us from Killo?”

      “Because we’re not all going to the same places,” Cirrus explained. “We’re off to Candletown, but some of the modules will land in New Randona or Methis-on-Midbar. Others will head off to Midbar City  or any of the number of scientific stations or factory towns. When we reach orbit about Midbar, the modules will all detach and go their separate ways. Then some or all will pick up new passengers or cargo and return to Midbar Rising to be brought back to Miyabawa, Nildar or Methis Station.

      “Welcome to Midbar Rising,” a woman’s voice told them over an intercom just then. A screen lit up in front of them and they saw a reasonably attractive Granomish woman in a navy blue suit. “We are now setting course for Midbar orbit. Please remain in your seats until the illuminated red sign is turned off. Snacks will be available in a dispenser beside the viewing screen.” She paused to point to the left of the screen. Jerry’s eyes flicked toward the dispenser, but saw a small glowing display that said, “Locked.” “and you will be able to order meals from the menu. Each module has adequate sanitary facilities and your acceleration chair can be unfolded into a bed. Most other question may be answered by a pamphlet you will find in a pocket in the side of your chair and if you require assistance, please press the appropriate button,” she pointed toward the dispenser again, “and I or one of our other attendants will be with you presently. Thank you for flying on Midbar Rising. Our trip will take roughly forty-seven to forty-nine hours depending on your ultimate destination.”

      A few minutes later the screen lit up again with the words, “Acceleration Warning” on it and a man’s voice informed them, “This is your pilot speaking. Please prepare for the Midbar course insertion maneuver. We will be accelerating at one and one half the normal Maiyim gravitational force or one and one half gees for the next ten minutes. You’ll feel a bit heavy during this time and it is safest to remain in your chairs during that time. Attempts to get out of the chair may cause you to feel faint and even lose consciousness. Falling at that time may cause injury. Trust me, folks, you and we will all be much happier if you remain in your seats. After ten minutes, we will reduce thrust to one tenth of a gee and remain there for the next day or so. During that time you’ll feel nice and light and find that one tenth is just enough to keep you where you want to be and still provide maximum comfort. We’ll give you fair warning before we do our mid-course flip at which time we plan to stop accelerating, turn around and start decelerating toward the moon during which time we will gradually increase our rate of deceleration until we have matched Midbar gravity which is roughly one fifth of that of Maiyim. We have found that this will help to acclimate you to Midbar gravity. Enjoy the trip. Commencing Midbar insertion in five, four, three, two, one… Insertion commenced.”

      As promised the increased gravity only lasted ten minutes after which the “Acceleration Warning” was replaced with the pretty Granomish stewardess once more and she informed them they were now free to move about their module. The “Locked” light on the dispenser turned off and Cirrus immediately opened it up and served them all a popular brand of sweet seltzer.

      “On our way at last,” Cirrus remarked lifting his glass. “Your health, kids,” he toasted them. They returned the good wishes and drank the sweet, bubbly liquid. “Anyone want something to nibble on?”

      “I’m fine,” Twist and Jerry chorused and while Cirrus turned the screen on to watch a movie, Twist and Jerry began their daily practice session. Jerry was still using the hex nut he had found months earlier on Maiyim Bourne, but Twist now had her emerald circling her head while they juggled a set of small rubber balls Twist had found in a Killo gift shop while waiting for their flight. This time, after half an hour of telekinetic juggling, Twist used a simulator spell to set up an illusory world they could share.

      Jerry had first experienced a simulator when Twist’s father had guided him through basic telekinesis. In a way, it was a combination of hypnosis and illusion, but it was a way in which mages could practice new spells in an environment in which they were easier to cast. But the simulator had other uses as well.

      “Since we’re doing cooperative magic far sooner than I thought possible,” Twist told Jerry as they seemed to be sitting on a fluffy orange cloud, “I think it may be time to try a few other simple cooperative exercises.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Jerry replied. “What did you have in mind?”

      “We’re going to build a world,” Twist told him.

      “Huh?” Jerry asked.

      “You already know that in the simulator, your thoughts control the simulated world, right?” Twist replied. “Well we’re going to work together to construct this one. This is actually not entirely unlike an old student’s game except that’s a competition to over-power each other, not a collaboration. What we’ll do is each add a feature to the world one at a time. You have one half of the world and I have the other. The trick will be that we must each incorporate the other’s additions into our own version of what’s going on. The competitive version of this is pretty easy since each contestant is trying to dominate, but here we must cooperate. Let’s see how we do.”

      They worked at it for the next two hours with partial success until Cirrus suddenly appeared within the simulation and told them, “Dinner time!” Suddenly the world of the simulator winked out and they found themselves back on the shuttle. “Twist, you should know better than to do that without supervision,” he scolded her.

      “What?” Twist argued. “That’s not a restricted spell and we were being careful. I used simulators with my students all the time.”

      “Not cooperatively and you know it,” Cirrus pointed out.

      “Jerry and I have been doing a sort of cooperative magic for weeks now,” Twist pointed out. “I thought you realized that was what the juggling was about. We don’t do it in the usual way, so I know we’re fairly compatible.”

      “I should hope you’re compatible,” Cirrus shot back, “if you plan to get married.”

      “That is hardly the same thing,” Twist remarked. “Mom and Dad are married but I don’t recall them ever using cooperative magic.”

      “No, they don’t work together well on that level,” Cirrus agreed. “Very few people do and that’s what concerns me. Twist, two mages need to be fairly similar in abilities to be able to cooperate safely. Oh, you can share energy simply enough and help each other to power a spell if you’re in a pinch, but unless you plan something very, very, very carefully the more experienced mage is likely to blow the other’s mind out like a candle. Jerry’s just an apprentice and you’ve always been a prodigy. It will be years or more before the two of you are at par.”

      “And I think we’re closer than you give Jerry credit for,” Twist told him. “You were the one who told him he could claim journeyman status now.”

      “I said that his academic credits were the equivalent of a journeyman’s degree, but that he will still probably have to pass equivalency exams for his magic,” Cirrus retorted. “And he could have a doctorate, but it wouldn’t make him a wizard or even a journeyman if he didn’t have the training.”

      “Jerry’s getting the training,” Twist argued back, “and he’s already better than you think. His repertoire needs work, but frankly I think he’s better than most journeymen I know with what he does know.”

      “I am?” Jerry asked, amazed.

      “You’ve come a long way these past months, dear,” Twist replied. “Uncle Cirrus, a year ago Jerry didn’t even know he had the talent.”

      “That is amazing progress, then,” Cirrus admitted, “but it just argues that you shouldn’t push him into more advanced magic too quickly.”

      “It was a basic simulator exercise,” Twist pointed out. “We weren’t about to try any creation magic for real and especially not on the world level. Only a god could do that.”

      “And even they worked together on that,” Cirrus replied. “Well, in any case I was more concerned that you might forget to come out of your simulator. It isn’t like I didn’t try calling your names first.”

      “You did?” Twist asked.

      “For about a quarter of an hour,” Cirrus confirmed. “I don’t make a habit of busting into other mages’ spells, you know. It can be nearly as dangerous as what you were doing.”

      “We weren’t doing anything dangerous,” Twist shook her head.

      “Yes, you were,” Cirrus told her. “You just did not realize it. It’s one thing to guide a student in a simulator, but you were both too involved. Neither of you is at a stage at which you should try what you were doing unsupervised because you were both too involved and you might not have been able to find your way out.”

      “I never heard that before,” Twist told him.

      “Twist you were the one who told me cooperative magic was dangerous,” Jerry pointed out.

      “It is, but I was being cautious,” Twist insisted, “but okay. We won’t try that again without a master or a wizard to supervise. Uncle Cirrus, you’re a wizard, so tomorrow you can supervise.”

      “Uh,” Cirrus began, but came up short on words.

      “That’s what you were saying, right?” Twist asked.

      “I suppose I was,” Cirrus admitted, “but you will let me select the exercises and you will let me know everything you plan to do with them before you do.”

      “Oceanvine used to let Saltspray do stuff like this,” Twist pointed out. “It said so in her journal.”

      “I’m not Oceanvine and you are not Saltspray,” Cirrus told her firmly. “Now put the emerald away and let’s eat. The food is getting cold.”

      “When did it get here?” Jerry asked, just noticing three trays on a small table.

      “Just before I woke the two of you up,” Cirrus told him. “I was only kidding about it getting cold though. It came in a self-heating tray and the spell in it has not yet been activated.”

      After lunch, Twist found her tablet and started writing in it while Jerry and Cirrus watched a movie. “I’m working on tomorrow’s lesson plan,” she told them when asked. But after a while she stopped and just read for the rest of the time before the next meal.

      Jerry decided he had preferred the lesson in the simulator spell. It was more interesting than just sitting and watching various entertainments, so it was a relief just after dinner when his phone rang. “Hello?”

      “Hi, Jerry!” Maiyim’s voice greeted him. “I haven’t heard from you since early yesterday, so I decided to call you. Is that all right?”

      “It’s fine,” Jerry assured her. “I’m surprised you got through. We were told our mobiles wouldn’t work on the Midbar Shuttle.”

      “Oh,” Maiyim said softly.

      “What?” Jerry asked.

      “That would explain why I had to go through so many switches to find you,” Maiyim admitted.

      “Never mind,” Jerry chuckled. “How are you?”

      “I’m fine,” Maiyim replied. “You were right about sitting out on my deck. There’s a young boy who comes by to talk to me. I think he’s a bit lonely. He’s with his parents and none of his friends are nearby.”

      “He doesn’t try to get into the cabin, does he?” Jerry asked.

      “No, he doesn’t even try to get on board. He just stands or sits on the dock and talks to me,” Maiyim replied. “His parents have taught him not to board other people’s boats.”

      “Okay, then I’m glad you have someone to talk to,” Jerry told her. “What’s the weather like there?”

      They chatted for a long while and then Twist insisted on saying, “Hello,” so Jerry had to hold the hand his mobile comm. was implanted in up to her ear and mouth while they spoke.

      “Who is this Maiyim?” Cirrus asked curiously when they were finished.

      “Oh just a friend,” Jerry replied. “We met her along the way and occasionally call to say, ‘Hello,’ just like now.”

      “That was an incredibly lucky connection then,” Cirrus remarked. “It would have had to bounce from the comm. satellites to Midbar and then back here and these modules are shielded so I’m fairly sure the signal had to have gone through the shipboard system as well.”

      “Well, maybe it’s a good omen for the job ahead then,” Jerry suggested.

      “I don’t really believe in omens, but then I wouldn’t have believed a personal call could get through here either,” Cirrus remarked. Then he shrugged and turned his attention back to the Eight-base game on the screen.

      Cirrus looked at Twist’s lesson plan the next morning and laughed. “Is this what you were doing yesterday?” he asked.

      “Not quite that much,” Twist admitted. “I am trying to take this in baby steps you know.”

      “Well, heck,” Cirrus shrugged. “Neither of you should have been producing some of the results I detected with an exercise like this.”

      “I told you we weren’t doing anything dangerous,” Twist told him smugly.

      “And you may still have been wrong,” Cirrus decided. “Well, try it again and I’ll supervise this time.” They did but after a few minutes he stopped them. “Something about you two,” he muttered. More clearly he told them, “You two have a synergy of some sort going on there. You may well be a powerful team one day. For all I know you might be already, but I don’t know what you’re doing or how you are doing it. I’ve never been an expert in cooperative magic anyway. You need to find a wizard who is though, before you continue on like that.”

      “We have one,” Twist told him. “And were on our way to train with her when you diverted us to Midbar.”

      “Well, then let this Fireice…” Cirrus began.

      “Fireiron,” both Jerry and Twist corrected him automatically.

      “Fireiron then,” Cirrus repeated. “Let her supervise you. Maybe she will understand what I cannot. However, what I can teach both of you is diagnostics. Twist, I know you were at the top of your class on that subject and I’ve seen you teaching Jerry, but there are advanced techniques that mages below the master level are not allowed to use without supervision and it seems to me that you may both be up to them. Twist, you certainly are and Jerry, from my observation, you are able to pick up advanced techniques better than some of the basics.”

      “I’ve said the same thing,” Twist pointed out. “I think it’s because he started learning magic so late.”

      “What?” Cirrus laughed. “Do you think he started too late to learn the basics?”

      “No, of course not,” Twist shook her head, “but beginner’s exercises can be boring especially if you have as much talent as Jerry obviously has. And he’s imaginative as well. Did you know you can make a ward hot?”

      “Hot?” Cirrus echoed.

      “Yes,” Jerry cut in. “It seemed to me that if a projectile ward could have a sort of density and velocity, it might also have an intrinsic heat.”

      “It’s how he beat a master mage, well I think he was a master,” Twist corrected herself. “He was using spells like one. Anyway it was in Horalia when we rescued Lord Dathan. He created a small and very hot projectile ward and shot it at the other man. It smashed right through his protective wards and burned a hole through him.”

      “It probably would have burned down the house as well,” Jerry remarked, “but it was already on fire. That was part of what gave me the idea.”

      “A hot ward, hmm?” Cirrus asked. “I’ll have to look into that.”

      “I’ll send you a copy of Jerry’s article on it,” Twist promised. “I’ve sent it to several others already.”

      “You have?” Jerry asked.

      “Surprise,” she told him calmly. “You knew I was sending a copy of it home. I also sent copies to a couple of my old teachers in Randona. Oh, and Dad sent me a note just before we left the boat. He wants to publish it in the next Olen Quarterly Journal of Magical Studies. I meant to tell you, but we were so busy getting ready, it slipped my mind. He would like it, though, if you would choose a mage name already. You and the article will be taken much more seriously if you do.”

      “Why?” Jerry asked.

      “You’ve probably noticed there’s a bit of snobbery between general mages and tech-mages,” Twist replied. Jerry nodded. “And it runs both ways. I try to keep up on both sides, but there is so much going on in our field that I only have time to glance at tech-magic journals. However, every so often one of us overcomes our snobbishness and submits an article to a journal on the ‘other side of the aisle’ so to speak. If you publish under your birth name, readers will assume you’re a tech-mage trying to show what you know and we don’t. There are fools in both fields and the ones in ours will ignore the article and you. If you choose a mage name before publication, though, you’ll just be seen as a promising apprentice. Just imagine if I tried to submit my thesis as Elinor Hardisty.”

      “I don’t have a problem with that,” Jerry commented.

      “My advisor would,” she replied. And so would my parents. Well, Mom would. More than likely, Dad would find it funny. Once you’re a journeyman you are expected to use a mage name. And to tell the truth, most junior and senior year magic students do as well. Even though the names are not yet official, students are encouraged to adopt them and use them. If I were to suddenly start calling myself Elinor now, it would be tantamount to saying I was no longer a mage.”

      “Does that ever happen?” Jerry asked.

      “Once in a while,” Twist admitted. “Generally it is a mage who got caught and convicted of a felony.”

      “And they would be under Arithan’s Curse?” Jerry asked, recalling Jarris Grange’s likely sentence.

      “Inevitably,” Twist replied with a shiver.

      “What are you planning to base your thesis on?” Cirrus asked Twist.

      “I’ve been studying the interactions of the spell systems on Maiyim Bourne,” Twist replied. “I still haven’t heard from my advisor though. She may not approve it, but that’s the main reason I started sailing around the world with Jerry. Learning from Fireiron came later.”

      “Your advisor’s approval is a minor point,” Cirrus told her. “If she doesn’t approve just have her contact me, or have her look at the boat for herself. But I doubt she’ll raise any fuss unless you try to make the project too broad in scope. Just pick a small subset of the spells on board and write about them.”

      “It’s not that easy,” Twist replied.

      “Of course it is,” Cirrus laughed. “Oh, I know at your age all students want their theses to be ground-breaking pieces of work that will shake the academic world to its core, but actually a thesis is just a long paper. The odds are in ten years you will look back and find it laughable.”

      “Most mages might,” Twist replied evening, “but they don’t have my ancestors.”

      “Your ancestors aren’t likely to read it,” Cirrus pointed out.

      “My parents are,” Twist argued.

      “Heh,” Cirrus gave half a laugh. “Have you ever read Moonsong’s thesis?”

      “Can’t say I have,” Twist admitted. “I tried looking it up, but it isn’t in the Olen School’s library.”

      “She probably lives in fear that you’ll look it up in Randona,” Cirrus continued laughing. “She had to rewrite it twice and even then it still nearly did not pass.”

      “What?” Twist asked, astonished.

      “You heard me,” Cirrus nodded. “Her thesis was rubbish. It was a complete waste of the paper it was printed on and continues to be a waste of the miniscule storage space it takes up in the Randona University Library. However as master’s theses go, it was about average.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Twist asked.

      “Well, partially because you deserve to know you’re allowed to be a mere mortal,” Cirrus replied, “but mostly because you need to stop allowing Moonsong to bully you. Twist, you’re a better student than she was at your age and I’m willing to bet you’ll be a much better wizard.”

      “Mom’s one of the outstanding wizards on Maiyim today,” Twist maintained loyally. “Everyone says so.”

      “Your Dad is better,” Cirrus remarked, “and he’s a better teacher too.”

      “Uncle Cirrus,” Twist replied, “I love my father, but he doesn’t have the awards Mom has.”

      “He doesn’t need them,” Cirrus shook his head. “He feels no need to promote himself. Wizard Amble is content to know he is one of the best and has no desire to prove it to anyone else. Your mother, on the other hand, is driven to push herself forward. She sees to it that every paper she writes is submitted for review by prize committees so she gets the awards. Your father simply publishes what he learns in the Olen School Quarterly so only gets recognized when someone else nominates him. Even then he rarely accepts awards unless Moonsong pushes him to.”

      “You make Mom sound like a tyrant,” Twist accused.

      “She can be one on wheels,” Cirrus replied. “Yes. Look, I owe Moonsong a lot, and she’s my very good friend but it doesn’t blind me to her flaws. One of those flaws is that she feels that she needs to push those she has taught, especially you, into trying to be perfect. But it’s her own knowledge that she nearly failed that makes her push that way. Your father encourages others to do their best, but your mother drives them to it.”

      “You’re right,” Jerry agreed and Twist just sat there considering what Cirrus had said. “Moonsong challenged me to learn magic, but it was Amble who showed me how.”

      “And that is why Amble is the better teacher,” Cirrus told him. “But don’t discount Moonsong’s abilities. She’s a good teacher too, but her best work is with advanced students. Where she really excels is as an administrator. That’s why Amble, the senior Hardisty mage of his generation, is not the dean. He would make a terrible dean, but Moonsong does it well.”

      “Dad owns the school,” Twist pointed out. “He’s the president of the Board of Trustees.”

      “Yes, he is,” Cirrus agreed, “but he knows enough to let Moonsong run the school. You need to do the same.”

      “What?” Twist asked. “Let Mom run the school? It’s not my call even if I were against it.”

      “No, you need to run your life your own way,” Cirrus told her.

      “I do,” Twist insisted. “I sailed off on Maiyim Bourne against Mom’s advice, and I’ve refused to go back twice now when she insisted.”

      “When was this?” Jerry asked.

      “Mom called me right after we left Horalia and then again while we were on the way to Quintituc,” Twist admitted. “Both calls were while you were at the helm and I was in the cabin and they weren’t pleasant conversations, so I kept them to myself. However, I have defied Mom to live my own life.”

      “Well, good,” Cirrus told her. “So maybe I didn’t have to say anything.”

      “Maybe you didn’t,” Twist agreed.

     Eleven

      They circled Midbar for half a day as various modules detached and made their way down to various locations on Maiyim’s moon. During the same period other modules came from Midbar and attached themselves to the long access shaft that made up the length of Midbar Rising, Finally their turn came up when their flight attendant, the pretty Granomish woman who had delivered their meal and restocked the snack and drink dispenser, poked her head into the module and informed them. “You will begin your descent to Candletown in fifteen minutes. It will be best if you return your seats into their full upright positions and you strap yourselves back in. Would you like assistance with that?” It was a polite question, but they all knew she would remain in the cabin until they had done as she had indicated.

      Their seats were still in their unfolded bed positions since the nearly empty module had other seats for them to use when they wanted to sit up, but, with the attendant’s help, they folded those three seats back up and strapped themselves in with five minutes to spare.

      The descent to Midbar was a smooth and automated process. The Midbar Rising’s pilot had remotely programmed all the modules for their destinations before they had detached and there was nothing to do but watch the screen as they made their way down to the surface. Cirrus appeared to be sleeping during the descent, but Jerry and Twist watched avidly as they flew over the grey surface of Midbar, spotting settlements and stations every so often as they went. 

      Candletown first appeared as a small collection of lights on the surface ahead when they were only a dozen miles or so over the surface, but as it grew closer Twist and Jerry could see that these were mostly navigation beacons on the tops of antennae that would have been too thin to support their own weight on Maiyim. Otherwise, all they could see of Candletown were a spotty collection of low domes, one of which was the spaceport. The vast majority of Candletown was under the surface of Midbar.

      Their travel module docked neatly with its assigned airlock and once the seal had been verified, by the spaceport’s controllers, the doors of the lock slid open to admit them into the port itself. Cirrus opened his eyes and grunted, “Are we here already?” The view on the screen was replaced by a sign that thanked them for their patronage, reminded them not to leave any possessions on board and that the module was scheduled to depart in less than an hour so it would be appreciated if they left to allow maintenance to get to work.

      Two men, one human and another Granom, in grey uniforms passed them as they made their way through the narrow, ramped passage from the airlock. The mages soon found themselves in front of a long table top with a conveyer belt for a surface. A customs officer asked for their passports. “I thought Midbar was international territory,” Jerry remarked, digging for his passport.

      “Midbar is international, yes,” the customs man, a tall Orente, whose name tag read, “Shiro Warensk,” agreed, “but Candletown is a territory of the Island of Fire and since the records indicate you are entering from Bellinen, by way of Miyabawa Station, I am required to  inspect your luggage and, on finding all is in order, stamp your passports.”

      Jerry finally found his and handed it to Warensk. “Do many people make that mistake and forget to bring their passports?” he asked.

      Shiro shook his head sadly, “You wouldn’t believe how many do that. None of them are very happy about what we need to do after that.” He opened Jerry’s bag, took a perfunctory look and then asked, “Anything to declare?”

      “No, sir,” Jerry replied as the man was already reaching for his stamp.

      “What does happen to them?” Twist asked, “Are they forced to reboard the ship that brought them here?”

      “That’s an option,” Warensk admitted, stamping Jerry’s passport and handing it back to him. Jerry looked at the mark and noticed that unlike the normal ink-based stamps in the book so far, this one shimmered iridescently. There was obviously tech-magic involved here. “But not many take it.” He reached for Twist’s bag and gave it the same once-over he’d given Jerry’s. “There are ways of getting a visa or an replacement passport on Midbar, but it generally takes a couple of days and the waiting rooms are only minimally comfortable. The last couple who stayed in one referred to the one they were in as a barbaric prison cell. They really aren’t any worse than the shuttle module that brought you here, but there you are. Anything to declare?”

      “Nothing at all,” Twist remarked.

      “That’s a nice stone you have circling your head,” Warensk told her. “You aren’t planning to sell it here, are you?”

      “Never!” Twist replied, shocked at the notion. “It’s my engagement present.”

      “Personal possessions are allowed within reason,” Warensk admitted. “So long as you do not change your mind and sell it, it’s no business of mine.” He stamped her passport and handed it back to her and then reached for Cirrus’.

      “Work visa,” Cirus told him, handing his documents over. “It applies to my two assistants as well.”

      “You should have said so at the outset,” Warensk grumbled. “May I have your passports back? Your air fees come directly from your employer, you see,” he explained. Twist and Jerry complied and he used another tool to remove the glowing stamps and then stamped them again with a different device. The mark was a different set of colors and clearly stated that they were being admitted on business matters. If he was annoyed, it did not show, but he did spend considerably longer going through Cirrus’ luggage than he had either Jerry’s or Twist’s. “Otherwise you would have been billed on leaving Midbar.” Finally after asking several other questions of Cirrus, he passed the wizard and the mages were allowed to enter Candletown Colony itself.

      The colonists of Candletown, and of Midbar in general, had expanded their living space gradually by tunneling down into the surface of Midbar. By doing so, they minimized dangers from meteorites and solar radiation. They also had the additional bonus of finding valuable minerals and subsurface ice deposits. Water, being relatively heavy was too expensive to ship to Midbar in vast quantities and the colonies would never have been viable had recycling and processing not become as efficient as they now were. Many land-bound people of Maiyim never understood just how much of their modern lifestyle they owed to the various space programs, but hardly a facet of modern life was left untouched by tech-magic developed for use in Space. 

      Finding fairly pure ice beneath the surface of Midbar meant water never had to be shipped up from the mother planet and there was enough of it to supply the space stations as well, being cheaper to lift it against Midbar’s gravity than from that of Maiyim. And, perhaps best of all, pockets of ice and other valuable materials meant it paid to hollow out larger areas for living, office space, etc. So while the corridors were every bit as cramped as those on Miyabawa Station, Candletown had several large chambers in which more conventional buildings had been built.

      One architectural device that had never been used on Midbar was the stairway. In Midbar’s gravity, stairs were both tricky and dangerous to navigate, but ramps were ideal although even so it took several days to learn how to walk down a ramp with complete confidence. To gain any sort of grace in doing so took months or even years. But none of the mages were concerned with looking graceful while walking down a ramp in the odd hop-skip used for moving in Midbarian gravity. “In many ways it pays to look like a visitor or a newcomer,” Cirrus told them. The residents can spot us a mile away and know enough to avoid crossing our paths while we’re still getting our moon-legs. It’s only later as we start to acclimate that we would become truly dangerous to all around us, but I hope we won’t be here that long.”

      “Same here,” Twist remarked. “This is fun so far and an incredible opportunity, but Jerry and I do have an appointment in Granom.” Once they hit the ramps, she had decided she could not spare any concentration for her emerald, so had put the stone back in its case and deposited it in her bag. On seeing that, Jerry promised anew he would find her an appropriate locket to keep it in as soon as he could and Cirrus had pointed out it would have to wait until their return to Maiyim. There were too few luxuries on Midbar to support a jewelry shop here, he told them.

      “So you do,” Cirrus agreed, “and we’re not being paid by the hour either, so the sooner we’re done, the sooner we all get paid.”

      “Where are we going now?” Jerry asked.

      “We have reservations in a transient’s hotel on Level Twenty-C,” Cirrus replied. “We can take any lift down to Level Twenty, but the trick is finding the lift that will take us to the right Level Twenty. They don’t all connect, you see.”

      “Should have brought a map up from Maiyim Bourne,” Twist remarked.

      “Now how could your boat have had an accurate and up-to-date map for us?” Cirrus asked. Twist decided to let that slide. They had not revealed all of the boat’s secrets to anyone and were fairly sure they had not yet discovered them all themselves. It hardly mattered if Cirrus knew the Maiyim Bourne’s chart rack could produce a map of anywhere, especially since the boat was now over two hundred thousand miles away.

      “Maybe we need to hire a local guide,” Jerry suggested.

      “The locals are too busy with their own business to bother trying to make a buck off a few confused tourists,” Cirrus remarked dryly.

      “Even the children?” Twist asked.

      “Maybe not,” Cirrus admitted, “but I wouldn’t know how to go about finding one to hire. Parents aren’t going to tell their kids to go hang out at the spaceport and take up with the new arrivals, are they?”

      “Probably not,” Twist admitted, “but I’ve read the crime rate is very low here compared to on Maiyim. They might.”

      “The system isn’t all that hard to figure out,” Cirrus told her. “But I’ve only been in Candletown once before and never got below Level Ten. All the levels connect that far, or they did a couple of years ago. But we can, of course, ask for directions.”

      Midbar residents were a friendly lot for the most part who greeted each other constantly as they passed. They even said, “Hello,” to strangers so it was no challenge asking the next gentleman they encountered how to get to Level Twenty-C.

      “Ah,” the man replied. “Any yellow lift will take you to the C levels. That’s the color of their doors, you see. We code them by the colors of the spectrum, so red lifts go to the A levels, orange to the B, yellow to the C and green to the D levels. If we had an E level it would be accessed via a blue lift, but so far we don’t need that.” He guided them toward a posted map of the level they were on now, Level One. There were actually two levels above them in places, he explained, “but those are administrative and scientific. We are here in the town square,” he told them, pointed at a bright red X on the map. “All of these yellow dots indicate yellow lifts. Your nearest one is about two hundred yards beyond the far side of the square down Loaring Street. Once you get to Twenty-C, you’ll find a map of the level to guide you to wherever you’re headed.”

      They thanked him and started making their way to the other side of the square, which turned out to not be as simple at it had sounded. Far from being square-shaped, the so-called square was the remains of one of the original ice mines found at Candle Station when it had only been a small scientific colony. The large area was studded with wide columns which served to hold the ceiling up. They learned later that above the visible ceiling there was a complex network of supports to which the columns were attached. On Midbar, no one took architectural chances. Over-engineering was the word of the day, at least among those who stayed alive up here.

      The floor of the city square was not entirely level either, being made up of numerous platforms and balconies so that only someone acquainted with the layout of the large chamber could make their way across it without a few wrong turns. Finally after several other Midbar residents had pointed them on their way, the mages found themselves at the mouth of Loaring Street, which turned out to be just another narrow passageway.

      Arriving on Level Twenty-C, however, they found themselves directly outside their hotel. Check-in was swift and simple with the city of Candletown paying their way. Their suite, Cirrus assured them, was first class luxury on Midbar. “And better than I expected. We have two private bedrooms and a common room, not that I expect we’ll get much use of it. Most hotel rooms up here are a bed and a screen, with a small booth for sanitary considerations. Well, no space for closets, but you will find a couple of drawers you can put your spare clothing in. Laundry service picks up every morning and, yes, you want to bathe and change your clothing regularly. This is a closed environment and body smells could get more than offensive in a short time. Midbarians often bathe two or three times a day given the opportunity. They even have public baths that most use during their mid-day breaks.”

      “Public baths?” Twist asked. “Do you mean like in ancient Bellinen when the populace would bathe together every afternoon?”

      “Sort of like that,” Cirrus nodded. “Yes. Nudity is not quite so taboo up here as it is at home, although you will not see anyone intentionally flaunting their bodies. It’s just that a glimpse of otherwise covered skin is nothing anyone takes notice of. It’s a cultural thing. There are public bathing facilities, much like a public swimming pool in nature, and for the most part Bellinen-style swimsuits are worn there even though the people here mostly emigrated from the Isle of Fire. However, not everyone is that uninhibited so there are also shower stalls for complete modesty. At least half the population prefers not to go topless, so you won’t stand out for that here like you might have at a beach in Bellinen. 

      “We’ll use the shower in this suite every morning,” he went on, “but it will be best to use the public facilities when we’re out. Don’t worry, one of features of a Midbar bath house is a rapid laundry service. Midbarians really like to feel and smell clean, but as on the stations, they only use scentless deodorants.”

      “Sounds reasonable,” Jerry replied. “But if that’s the case we ought to clean up before we leave the suite.”

      “You kids go first,” Cirrus suggested. “I’ll call to let our employers know we’ve arrived.”

      At first Jerry thought Cirrus might have meant for Twist and him to shower together, but it turned out the shower stall was very small. He guessed it would barely fit an average Granom, who, while shorter than humans in general, would also be much stockier, if healthy. The stall was also tall enough for most Orenta, but not by much, he guessed.

      Once cleaned and presentable by Midbarian standards, Cirrus lead them back to the lift. “Back to Level One and beyond,” he chuckled. “The mayor is in his office and ready to meet with us now it appears.”

      They quickly made their way back to Level One, but to get to the Admin Level they had to cross the City Square and make their way up a long spiral ramp. “I’m, fairly certain there’s a lift that goes to Admin Level,” Cirrus told Twist and Jerry, “but it’s not on any map.”

      “An emergency exit for unpopular mayors?” Jerry asked.

      “Or a secret way in for those who just don’t want to meet the Press,” Cirrus grinned, “but you have a reasonable notion of the nature of politics up here. It’s a relatively small community and the locals take it seriously. A politician had darned well better represent his constituency or they’ll get him out of office forthwith. A mayoral term is open-ended in most Midbar cities, but any one thousand colonists can petition for a recall vote and it only takes forty percent of the city council to approve the petition. Candletown has been fairly stable, but I hear Midbar City is on its tenth mayor in seven years.”

      “Sounds like politics is nervous business up here,” Jerry remarked.

      “It’s nervous business anywhere,” Cirrus told him. “The difference here is that it’s the politicians who have the most cause to be nervous.”

      Staphen Moore was a thin human man with thin grey hair and brown eyes. He wore a grey suit that had to have been two decades out of fashion on Maiyim. He rose to greet the mages as they entered his office. “I understand you got held up on your way here,” Mayor Moore commented after greeting them.

      “We had a bit of trouble getting past your receptionist,” Cirrus shrugged. “She evidently values your privacy more than you do. I nearly had to pull a rabbit out of my hat before she would believe I was the mage you had sent for,”

      “Hmm, yes,” the mayor considered. “I suppose she takes her job very seriously. Well, I’m glad you are here at last. “You know about the murders, of course.”

      “That was in the packet you sent me,” Cirrus confirmed.

      “Well, it turns out, our Miss Forov will not be standing trial for the murders she is accused of committing,” Moore told them.

      “Seems unlikely anyone could have pulled strings for her,” Cirrus remarked.

      “Very unlikely,” Moore frowned. “Just the opposite happened, in fact. She was found dead in her cell.”

      “Cause of death?” Cirrus asked in a business-like tone.

      “Unknown,” Moore replied.

      “Any unusual marks?” Cirrus asked, “Spell traces? Something?”

      “The coroner found none,” Moore replied.

      “Investigating her death wasn’t part of our contract, but it might be important to  have a look at her body for ourselves.”

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Moore shook his head. “She was cremated and her ashes scattered in space a week ago as per the wishes stated in her will.”

      Cirrus said something impolite, coughed and then continued, “There might have been an important clue as to her killer. We may never know now.”

      “Killer?” Moore asked. “what makes you think that was homicide?”

      “What proof do I have that it was not?” Cirrus countered. “That she died in her cell is suspicious. Was it ruled a suicide?”

      “It was deemed to be cardiac arrest,” the mayor told them.

      “Cardiac arrest just means her heart stopped,” Cirrus snapped. “It’s what coroners say when there is no other discernable cause of death. Trust me; if she’s dead, her heart isn’t going anywhere.” Privately he recalled that cardiac arrest was the official cause of death of Jaspar Felth, the previous engineer at the fusion plant.

      “Be that as it may,” the mayor replied, “that’s all I can tell you. Had we known you felt examining her body was important, we would have held off on cremation, but we don’t make a habit of keeping bodies in a morgue on Midbar.”

      “I was not aware disposing of bodies in space was typical here either,” Cirrus remarked.

      “It is not,” Moore admitted. “Most Midbarians prefer to be buried here and usually in their family’s farms, but Sana Forrov changed her will shortly before her arrest.”

      “Really?” Cirrus asked interestedly. “And yet no one thought that odd?”

      “Why should that be odd?” Mayor Moore asked. “People change their wills all the time.”

      “But she did that after she had started targeting and killing executives of Candletown Power and Light,” Cirrus pointed out, “and then she turned up dead in her cell while awaiting trial. Sounds to me like she was expecting to die very shortly whether she was arrested or not. Now why is that?”

      “I’m sure I do not know,” Moore replied stiffly, “but perhaps you should share your suspicions with our chief of police, Alnon Hardisty.”

      “Hardisty?” Twist asked.

      “Yes,” Moore nodded. “That is not a problem, is it?”

      “Not at all,” Twist shook her head. “Not at all.”

     Twelve

      Chief of Police Alnon Hardisty was more than happy to have the mages’ help. “My own detectives are excellent in most cases,” he told them, “but none of them are mages. None of us have the means by which to gather and evaluate magical evidence.”

      “And strictly speaking, none of us are trained detectives,” Cirrus admitted, “but together, I’m sure we can work it out.”

      “Don’t be so sure,” Hardisty warned him, a slight smile on his lips. “We deal with many cases that are never solved to our satisfaction, although, of course, I hope we do this time especially.”

      “Especially this time?” Cirrus echoed.

      “Sana Forrov effectively died on my watch,” the chief replied grimly. “I was not happy with the coroner’s conclusions and her body was disposed of entirely too quickly, if you ask me. Nobody asked me, of course. The first I learned of it, was after her ashes had been scattered.”

      “That can’t possibly be normal operating procedure,” Jerry remarked.

      “It is not,” Hardisty shook his head, “but that, in itself, is not necessarily suspicious. It happens from time to time, mostly due to anxious family members or overly efficient paper pushers or just being too close to a weekend and not wanting to have something waiting when someone got back to work, and normally it does not make much of a difference. This time, however, we had a lot of questions that are still unanswered and a major problem with the town’s power supply.”

      “What didn’t you like about the coroner’s conclusions?” Cirrus asked.

      “Inconclusions mostly,” Hardisty laughed harshly. “You may read the report for yourself. He came to no conclusions whatsoever except that she was dead.”

      “Perhaps we had better talk to him, then,” Cirrus replied.

      “Good luck tracking him down,” Hardisty replied. “The man returned to Maiyim just yesterday. His contract was evidently up and he left. He was supposed to wait until his replacement had arrived, but someone cobbled his transfer papers together and off he went. He didn’t even leave from here, but traveled to New Randona first.”

      “Why would he do that?” Twist asked.

      “A lot of people do,” Hardisty admitted. “Their space port is busier so there are more shuttles leaving from there. I sent a stop order to Nildar station, of course. He’ll be held there pending the results of this investigation, but I cannot hold him forever and if I cannot find evidence of a crime on his part, he will be on his way again in a few days.”

      “Then hopefully we’ll find something one way or the other,” Cirrus replied. “My first priority, however, is to get the fusion station back up on line.”

      “Hmm, yes,” the chief of police agreed. “Running on restricted power has hampered us. Candletown has two sources of power. The fusion plant is normally the most important, but we also have a wide-field solar array, but of course it only produces during the day. This disaster began at Midbar dawn, so we haven’t been in as bad shape as we might have been, but the client towns and stations…” he trailed off seeing the mages nod knowingly, but Twist had a question.
      “Clients?” she asked.

      “Candletown Power and Light supplies power to all the nearby towns and scientific stations,” Hardisty explained, “and excess power is sold over half of Midbar. Right now we’re buying supplementary power from New Randona and Midbar City, and are on power rationing to boot.”

      “Your lights seem bright enough,” Cirrus observed.

      “In the public sector they have to be,” the chief replied. “And you’ll have checked into a transient’s hotel where they get priority as well. Lights are a lot dimmer in private homes, I can assure you.”

      “How do you enforce that?” Jerry asked. “Some home owners must have their lights turned up.”

      “We don’t have to enforce it,” Hardisty laughed. “The price of power  when we have to buy from outside is so much more expensive that no one in their right mind will have their lights up any higher than they need to see where they are going. And if you don’t bring up the fusion plant by tomorrow evening, the prices will be going up still more and even the public sector will be running on minimal load.”

      “Minimal load?” Twist asked. “What does that mean, exactly?”

      “Lights will be down to one quarter intensity,” Hardisty replied, “and heating will drop the ambient temperature about ten degrees, maybe fifteen. No one is going to be comfortable if that happens.”

      “Then we had better hurry to the plant and get that running first,” Cirrus decided.

      “Wait a moment,” Jerry stopped the wizard as he started to rise. “I thought all this started when this Forrov woman started complaining about lack of necessary maintenance at the plant. What’s been going on since then?”

      “The chief engineer there assures me they have used the down time to make repairs,” Hardisty replied, “but he is unable to reinitialize. That’s where you all are needed.”

      “True enough,” Cirrus nodded. “For all the wonders of tech-magic these days, the initialization of a power plant still requires a wizard, although normally a plant can run for decades without having to be restarted that way.”

      “Really?” Jerry asked. “I hear about temporary shutdowns all the time.”

      “A power plant is very rarely shut down entirely,” Cirrus explained, “and, so long as part of it is running, it can be used to restart the rest. Owing to the damage, this one had to be shut down completely. That’s why I was called in. The diagnostic work is secondary to getting the plant operational again and even if we must leave this as a mystery, we still get paid, just not as much.”

      They started to get up again, but Twist stopped before she had reached the door. “Chief?” she asked. “My birth name was Elinor Hardisty. Are we related?”

      “I don’t recall hearing there were any mages in the family since Silverwind,” the chief responded. “My grandfather came from the Celenan Islands, and I’ve heard everyone there claims to be related to Silverwind, though.”

      “Well if he came from the Celenans,” Twist remarked, “we probably are related in some way or other, since I can trace my descent almost directly from Silverwind.”

      “It would be a rather distant relationship, though,” Chief Hardisty pointed out.

      “True,” Twist agreed, “but it is always nice to meet another member of the family.”

      Chief Hardisty directed one of his officers to rush the mages out to the fusion plant, which had been built several miles outside of Candletown proper. Twist and Jerry had expected that to mean an excursion on the surface of Midbar, but instead discovered that there was an underground system of trains that ran between most of the Midbarian settlements. The Police, however, rarely used the public trains and had vehicles of their own that were adapted to travel on the tracks.

      Automated systems controlled when an unscheduled car could enter the main system, but the officer who controlled the rail car explained there rarely were any delays. “Although,” he added, “we frequently get behind a train and have to wait until the next station to use a side track to get ahead of it.”

      “I find it interesting that the rails are both above and below the cars,” Jerry remarked. The vehicle they were in looked like a metal box with windows on front and back and with the heavy wheels of a locomotive on top and bottom. Heavy springs, both up and down, ensured a fairly smooth ride.

      “Without them we would bounce off the track in this gravity,” the officer replied.

      “But why not magnetic levitation, if not magical levitation?” Jerry asked.

      “You tell me,” the policeman shrugged. “I’m no engineer. To me, it’s just the way we do it.”

      They were met at the entrance of the power station by Chief Engineer Anson Charrosk and his assistant, Garret Beston. The two men were a study in contrasts, Charrosk being a powerfully built, but short, Granom with dark brown hair and the characteristic chalk white skin of any healthy member of his species, while Beston was a tall and thin human. Beston had pale skin, but compared to his boss, he was well-tanned.

      “So glad you could get here,” Charrosk rumbled at them in a basso voice. “We heard about the ban on flights in Bellinen.”

      “I wouldn’t have blamed you, had you brought another mage in to do this,” Cirrus admitted.

      “Space is lousy with tech-mages like Garret and me,” Charrosk replied, “but general mages are like hen’s teeth out here. The only other mage available who could have done this was grounded in Emmine.”

      “There was a flight ban in Emmine too?” Jerry asked.

      “Indeed,” Charrosk nodded. “There was an incident in the Probellinens I understand, and then further threats to potential targets in Randona. His Majesty’s Security Council chose to clamp down on all air travel until the threats could be assessed.”

      “Terrific,” Cirrus muttered. “Nothing like a little over-reaction to scare everyone.”

      “People are worried about Eldist attacks,” Twist commented.

      “But they should not be so worried they are willing to give up their right to travel,” Cirrus told her. “One of the reasons I was so happy to find you on Quintituc was that you had a private boat. I could have island-hopped by a series of ferries, you know, but it would have involved going through a dozen security checkpoints and abandoning half my luggage, including the various tech-magic diagnostic devices I need for this job.”

      “You use tech-magic too?” Jerry asked.

      “I use anything that gets the job done,” Cirrus explained. “The devices I’m talking about are trinkets in comparison to what I, or you for that matter, can do with my mind, but it takes little to no effort to use them and I have found they go a long way toward confirming my analyses. Besides, I’m only mortal and can make mistakes. A tech-magic implement might not tell me what I want to know, but it will not be in error about its findings. So, yes, I use tech-magic as well as the real stuff. “

      “I just thought there was no need for that as a general mage,” Jerry remarked.

      “Well, you wouldn’t catch Moonsong resorting to tech-magic if it’s something she can do herself,” Cirrus laughed, “but I’m only a teacher some of the time. I can’t afford the rent in her ivory tower. Jerry you may well become the greatest wizard of the age.” Jerry snorted laughter at the concept, “but don’t let the tech-magic versus general magic controversy hold you back. Use the best both schools have to offer.”

      “There are times I wish I had learned more general magic,” Charrosk commented. “My uncle was a master mage in Rjalkatyp, but the money was in tech magic and you didn’t need to stay in school for eight to twelve years to start earning it.”

      “And to tell the truth, there are quite a few journeymen who went into other fields when they couldn’t afford to continue their education,” Cirrus added. “There ought to be more journeyman-level jobs out there, but for some reason there aren’t. Well, we’re not accomplishing anything just standing here. Let’s see the fusion chambers. We have a lot to look at before we can fire them up again.”

      “We do?” Charrosk asked. “My men have been reconditioning them since the shut-down, since before I arrived myself for that matter.. They should be ready to go.”

      “I’m sure they are,” Cirrus nodded, “but I need to see that for myself. Also, I was told this was likely a case of sabotage. I need to see if I can prove or disprove that.”

      “If it was sabotage,” Charrosk’s assistant, Garret Beston, spoke up, “it had to have been done by Sana. She was getting pretty crazy toward the end there.”

      “Was she?” Twist asked. “In what way?”

      “She was obsessed with her accusations against the plant owners,” Charrosk cut in, glaring at Beston. “Well, I suppose her accusations that our attempts at maintenance had been hamstrung were true enough, but when she started claiming they were trying to kill us all intentionally, she and I began to have our differences. But unlike some here in the plant, I doubt she engaged in sabotage. She was too busy trying to track down and kill the primary stock holders to put everyone else at risk, if you ask me.”

      “Wait,” Cirrus stopped him. “Did you say they have been working since before you arrived?”

      “Yes,” Charrosk nodded. “My predecessor, Jaspar Felth died just as the problems began to manifest. The coroner ruled it a case of cardiac arrest. For all I know it was the stress. I was brought up on the next shuttle.”

      “But do you think anyone was sabotaging the plant?” Cirrus asked.

      “After what this plant has been through, I wouldn’t rule out anything,” Charrosk rumbled. “Ward modules failed at a most inconvenient time, not that there is such a thing as a convenient time for that to happen. Many reactors ran hot simultaneously. It’s hard to believe that could happen by accident, but if sabotage, it would have to be an inside job and I refuse to believe any of my engineers, including Sana Forrov would have done such a thing. A fusion plant gone wild could have destroyed all of Candletown and everything else in a thousand mile radius before it finally slagged itself. We got very lucky, in fact. Had any of us on duty that morning failed to react as swiftly as we had, that’s exactly what would have happened a minute or two later.”

      “A minute is a very long time when the adrenaline is pumping through you,” Cirrus noted.

      “But not always long enough,” Charrosk countered.

      There was no single fusion reactor in the power plant, Jerry and Twist learned. Instead there were several special chambers filled with particle colliders. The walls of those chambers were lined with a specially created material that could absorb the radiation that was produced and turn much of it into heat. The heat, in turn, was transferred to liquid-filled tubes and the liquid in them was used to spin turbines which produced about one quarter of the generated power. Tech-magic generated wards did the rest of the work. There was a lot of radiation that escaped the walls and pipes and that was efficiently stopped by the wards and released as nearly pure energy.

      “The process isn’t perfect by any means,” Cirrus told the students, “but it’s the best we’ve come up with so far.”

      “Why not just use wards for the whole thing?” Jerry asked.

      “We could,” Charrosk told him. “There are two reactors on Maiyim that do, in fact, but if a ward fails, the entire plant must be shut down. If our wards fail we can run on reduced output until the wards are re-established.”

      “Another weakness of the system,” Cirrus informed him, “is that tech-magic wards interfere with one another. Nobody really understands why, although many theories and hypotheses have been put forth. I tend to stand with those who say that since such wards are projected by machines, and that those machines are all produced on the same assembly lines, the wards are too similar to one another. Whatever the reason, a power plant like this one must generate all its wards at once. In effect, even though they often might look like discrete wards, they are actually all connected, so when one fails, they all fail. The alternative is to have many small power stations like this, separated by a mile or more, but that actually would increase the number of necessary engineers to maintain them and so would make the cost of energy prohibitive.

      “What sort of ambient radiation level do we have in the chambers?” Cirrus asked  Charrosk.

      “Nominal for safe operations,” the chief engineer replied. “Why?”

      “I hoped you had maybe run decontamination spells so we could walk in one of them for an up-close inspection. Well, it’s probably not necessary. We can use the remotes. Come on, kids. I’ll show you how I want you to scan the chambers. There are ten of them, right?” he asked Charrosk. The engineer nodded and Cirrus showed Twist and Jerry how to use the monitors. “They’re very similar to the simulator spell, except they show you exactly what’s in there. Come to think of it, I’m glad you two have been doing cooperative exercises. That’s going to come in handy. The engineers and tech mages need to use the headset to connect to the monitor, but we can do it directly. Sit down, make yourselves comfortable and do that now.”

      Jerry and Twist found seats in front of the monitor screen and closed their eyes. As he watched, Jerry saw Twist send a simple spell thread at the screen and soon followed her lead. A moment later he found himself standing in a low, wide room filled with dozens of machines that were about the size of a land-bound car or a floater. They looked like large versions of the cylindrical capsules some medications came in, that had been pulled apart and placed three feet apart with the open ends facing each other.

      “How do these things work?” Jerry asked.

      “In theory the process is fairly simple,” Cirrus explained as he looked around inside one of the particle accelerators. “Two hydrogen atoms collide and produce an atom of helium. Basically we toss two hydrogen nuclei at each other, but not just any hydrogen. We need one deuterium nucleus which is a proton and a neutron and tritium which has one proton and two neutrons. So one end fires beams of deuterium nuclei and the other tritium. If the process were perfect, each pair would form a nucleus of helium-5, that is two protons and three neutrons bound together, but helium-5 is very unstable and one neutron soon shoots off in one direction and the resulting helium-4 nucleus on another. Well that’s great, but the process is not perfect and those loose neutrons get in the way as do the exiting helium-4 sometime so we get a number of more complex fusion reactions as well, with not just released heat but neutrinos and a scattering of oddball isotopes, most of which are unstable as well. Eventually our fusion products reach the wall and the wards and through the tech-magic we already discussed, we get electricity Eventually, the walls need to be replaced, decontaminated and finally recycled.”

      “What happens to all those stray neutrons and helium nuclei?” Twist asked.

      “A tech-magic spell reworks them into the decontaminated reactor walls,” Cirrus explained. “It’s actually a part of the process and must be supervised by a wizard. I know what you’re going to ask next. Why not turn them into something else, right? Well, that is where our laws concerning fusion power come in. Having been products of nuclear fusion, that matter and anything it has touched cannot be used for any other purpose.”

      “Well, that’s silly,” Twist decided. “If it’s creation magic, it’s been completely decontaminated, right? It’s previous condition should not make any difference.”

      “You know that and so do I,” Cirrus chuckled, “but tell that to our politicians. A century ago they decided it would be best not to take any chances and they made the laws the way they are. For that matter, we could use a variant on that same tech-magic creation to simply convert matter directly into energy. All this playing around with fusion is dangerous and unnecessary, but we have yet to devise a general mass converter that can be run safely. It’s not exactly safe for mages to do it for that matter. I certainly don’t go creating things to amuse myself or reducing them to pure energy.”

      “How do these machines fire the nuclei at each other?” Jerry asked. “They must be slammed together fairly hard, right?

      “Very hard and very fast,” Cirrus agreed, “and the aim must be perfect. It’s all done with magnetic fields. A nucleus always has a positive charge…. well, unless it is antimatter but we don’t handle antimatter in quantities large enough to produce usable power, so a negative charge will always send a nucleus scurrying.”

      They inspected all the fusion chambers and found no problems, and so after several hours, Cirrus was finally ready to start the first reactor up. “We can look at the old parts tomorrow,” he told Charrosk.

      “What old parts?” the engineer asked.

      “The ones you pulled out and replaced,” Cirrus replied. “I understand there was quite a bit of damage in there.”

      “That’s all been destroyed by now,” Charrosk told him. “We shipped the lot back to Maiyim on the same ship that brought the replacements.”

      “Were you trying to make my job harder than it already is?” Cirrus growled. “Those damaged pieces might have told us everything we need to know in order to figure out what happened in there. Oh never mind! It’s not like we can undo that. It’s late and we all need some sleep. Let me get the first reactor going so you can bring the rest of them on line.”

      The actual start-up was anti-climactic, Jerry thought. Cirrus re-entered the monitor and cast a spell that initialized one of the linear accelerator pairs and fusion began. Then while he observed, Charrosk and his assistant used the resulting power to start the next and the next.

      Once that degree of normality had been restored, Cirrus excused himself, Twist and Jerry and they returned to the hotel. “It’s been a very long day, kids, and this old elf needs his beauty sleep.”

     Thirteen

      “The wards aren’t holding,” Charrosk reported to Cirrus the next morning. “The start-up process proceeded smoothly enough but after an hour we began losing containment. We’ve been working with the warding system all night, but it keeps getting worse so we had to shut the plant back down.”

      “Have you tried raising the wards without the reactor online?” Cirrus asked over the comm. as he hastily got dressed.

      “We have,” Charrosk replied. “They’ve started exhibiting a back harmonic wobble in the energy flow of the wards.”

      “Sounds like we’ll need to recast the spell on the ward generators,” Cirrus sighed. “We’ll be there as fast as possible.”

      On their first visit to the fusion power plant, the halls and rooms had been empty. Jerry had wondered how such an operation could be run by two tech-mage engineers and a pair of janitors, but it turned out that most of the people who worked there had been sent home until the plant was back in operation. Now, however, there were men and women at the banks of instruments and in the hallways, which in the cramped corridors made for slower going.

      “I’m always so disappointed by tech-magic devices,” Twist remarked when they reached the machine that was supposed to cast the containment wards for the plant. 
     Privately, Jerry had to agree. The so-called machine was just a block of stone in which a lighted panel had been set. “Local manufacture?” he asked.

      “No need to haul several tons of rock up from Maiyim,” Cirrus told her. “In a way this works very much like that staff you left on the boat. The stone can store a lot of magical energy, and the real device is this panel which uses it to cast a ward. This is only half the machine though,” he added. The controls are far more complex and while this is the initializing power and source, the real work of casting and maintaining the wards is controlled from the next room. There they can shape the ward and fine tune it if need be, but from what was described, it sounds to me like the basic spell which is stored in here has become corrupt. If that’s the case, we will have to recast it. This, by the way, is considered advanced magic, but is not really all that hard to do and it is not on the restricted list, for some reason.”

      “It’s an amulet spell, isn’t it?” Twist asked.

      “Partially, yes,” Cirrus nodded. “But the amulet contains a spell that casts a spell.” He studied the large stone block for a while and then commented, “It looks as though the amulet is intact, but the spell within it definitely looks off.”

      “How can you tell?” Jerry asked.

      “Take a look for yourself,” Cirrus invited. “The aura of all that magical energy ought to be evenly distributed through the block, but it isn’t”

      “No,” Jerry agreed, “it seems to be in clumps.”

      “Exactly!” Cirrus nodded, “That should be fixable, let’s see.” He did something and the energy flowed until it was once more evenly distributed.
      “What did you just do?” Jerry asked, but Cirrus was too busy to answer.

      “He dispelled the spell within the amulet,” Twist informed him. “Now he is attempting to recast it. As he said that part is not difficult in and of itself except he has to have the end spell in mind as well. However, in spite of what Uncle Cirrus might say, this is not something done very often by mages. Usually there is a templating device that contains the shape of the desired spell that does what he is currently doing. We don’t have such a template here. There may not be one on all of Midbar and even if there is, there is likely only one and we cannot wait for it to be delivered, not with Midbarian night coming on, so he is casting the spell that will cast the spell. To do that he has to understand every facet of the original spell and how it interfaced with the control room.”

      “And it would have been easier without the lecture going on,” Cirrus told her.

      “Oh, sorry,” Twist apologized.

      “No worries,” Cirrus smiled. “I’m done. Time to restart the reactor again.”

      This time the wards worked smoothly and perfectly and while Charrosk and his people continued to bring the plant back on line, Cirrus called out for a much delayed breakfast. 

      Food on Midbar was determined by what could be produced locally and varied only a little by items imported from Maiyim. Jerry had been expecting more of the yeast and algae-derived products he had sampled on Miyabawa Station, but to his surprise, breakfast consisted of toast with jam and dry granola, all washed down with his coffee. Out of that, only the coffee had been imported.

      “We actually do grow wheat, oats and barley up here,” one of the plant workers, a middle-aged Granomish engineer told them. “There are a lot of seams in the rock where we mined ice. Some were enlarged to live in, but grain doesn’t need as high a ceiling as an Orente, nor does it care if it is not growing in a perfectly straight line, so a lot of those odd-shaped seams get fitted with true-spectrum lights and we grow stuff in there. We haven’t had much luck with fruit trees yet, but we do have a lot of berry vines and just last year we started getting cranberries from an artificial bog near Midbar City.”

      “What about meat animals?” Jerry asked.

      “Meat is a real luxury food,” was the answer, “Unless you mean chicken and game fowl. Most family farms have some and there’s a commercial farm at Kenliburg where they grow turkeys. Turkey is expensive so far, but sometimes you just want something different. I haven’t been able to afford beef or lamb since I arrived.”

      “What about pork?” Twist asked.

      “Pigs thrive up here, but there isn’t much call for them,” the Granom admitted. “They are very expensive to raise on a world where every bit of waste gets recycled and not just ‘fed to the pigs,’ so only the Orenta in Sallashika eat pork and only on a festival day. I’ve never liked it much myself, Granomen tend to prefer red meats, you know.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Jerry shrugged, “but now I’ll know not to serve a pig roast at my next party. No loss, I’ve never been partial to it anyway.”

      Just then a junior engineer rushed up to Cirrus and told him, “Sir, we’re having another problem with the reactor.”

      “Of course,” Cirrus sighed. “Do we have a bag for the granola? I can eat while I work.”

      They arrived back in one of the reactor monitor rooms to find Charrosk and Beston shutting the plant back down again. “We only had two chambers back on line when everything began to go haywire,” Charrosk explained. “The fusion was producing far more energy than I’ve ever seen before and we lost some of the machinery in those chambers.

      Back in the monitor-simulator, Cirrus, Jerry and Twist surveyed the damage with Charrosk. “We don’t normally see fusion equipment melt-down like this. What the heck happened in here?” He directed the others to examine everything thoroughly for unusual spell traces while Charrosk backed out of the monitor and had his people check for unusual fusion byproducts. 

      It took another hour, but Jerry noticed a minute glow of a magical aura on one of the tritium injectors that did not exist on the corresponding deuterium side of the dual accelerator. Looking around he saw all the tritium injectors had that same odd difference in their auras, and was about to dismiss it when he decided he would rather be thought paranoid than reckless. “Twist?” he asked. “Does this look normal to you?”

      “It does look a bit odd,” she admitted a moment later. “Let me take a closer look.” She did so, but a few seconds later her eyes began to glow yellow and turning on Jerry, she cast a fireball.

      The fireball, to his surprise, went straight through him without effect and a moment later Twist slumped to the floor. “Knocked her out,” Cirrus informed him. “Better see what happened.” They left the monitor and found Twist had fallen out of her chair.

      “What happened?” Jerry asked, rushing to Twist’s side.

      “I’m not sure,” Cirrus admitted. “There’s some sort of curse trying to attack her aura. There, that dispels it. Good thing she only attacked you inside the simulation. Had she thought to do it on the real-world level you would be extra crispy by now. Ah! She’s coming around.” Twist groaned and opened her eyes. They were normal again. “Any idea what got you?” Cirrus asked.

      “What do you mean, got me?” Twist responded. “The last thing I remember is Jerry pointing out a strange aura in the tritium injectors.”

      “Well, it wasn’t the Hook,” Cirrus remarked. “It was too fast and I know what that looks like in any case.”

      “You do?” Jerry asked. Beside him, Twist sat up and started getting to her feet.

      “I have had to deal with it on occasion,” Cirrus replied. “I even know how to counter it if someone tries to cast it on me. That’s fairly simple, really, but to know how to do that, you also have to know how to work the curse, so it isn’t something we teach. No, I think this time someone has come up with something really new and dangerous. I’m going to have to get a better look at it before I can dispel it.”

      “Be careful!” Twist warned him urgently.

      “Ha!” Cirrus laughed. “I’m always careful. Stay out here, though and keep an eye on me.”

      “Famous last words,” Twist muttered and then immediately regretted doing so as Cirrus returned to the monitor.

      For the next fifteen minutes nothing seemed to happen, but then there was an explosion in the fusion chamber and Cirrus cried out in pain and fell to the floor clutching his head. “My gods!” Charrosk exclaimed. “What’s happened now?” He raced toward the monitor, but Jerry held him off.

      “Whatever that is, it just knocked a wizard out,” Jerry warned him. “You don’t want to just jump in.”

      “Good point,” Charrosk admitted, “but I can’t just stand here.”

      “Call an ambulance,” Twist requested. “Wizard Cirrus needs hospital attention immediately!”

     Fourteen

      “We can’t just sit here,” Twist told Jerry two hours later in the waiting room of Wenni General Hospital.

      “There’s not a lot we can do but sit here,” Jerry pointed out. “Neither of us is a doctor. And you heard the real doctor as clearly as I did, right?”

      “Of course, I did,” Twist nodded, “But he got hit by something and they are being understandably cautious about applying a cure. Curses are tricky things and a cure can be worse than the curse.”

      “Then what do you mean?” Jerry asked.

      “The power plant,” Twist told him. “You know what the mayor told us. After today they need to start buying power from other cities and also start rationing even more stringently than they have so far.”

      “Well, yeah,” Jerry agreed. “But if Cirrus couldn’t take what was in there, how could we?”

      “He was being reckless,” Twist replied.

      “He said he was being careful,” Jerry pointed out.

      “Oh, he said, yes, but I’ve known him all my life,” Twist retorted. “Caution is not his style. That and he thinks he can handle anything. Well this time he got a big surprise. He should have had you or me in with him as backup, but he didn’t.”

      “Whatever that curse was, it got a good hold on you,” Jerry pointed out.

      “Actually, it didn’t,” Twist denied. “Uncle Cirrus knocked me out before it could firmly set. Likely, I’d be the one in the bed upstairs if it had.”

      “Or dead,” Jerry pointed out. “We don’t really know, do we? But it affected you differently than it did Cirrus. Why?”

      “We aren’t going to find out by just talking about it,” Twist replied. “It’s likely that I nearly got taken over because I didn’t really fight it. I didn’t have time to, really, but Uncle Cirrus went in with his defenses up.”

      “And how does that differ from what you’re suggesting?” Jerry asked.

      “I told you, I’ve known him all my life,” Twist repeated. “He would have figured his mental discipline would be enough to protect him. Against many curses he would be right, but apparently not this one. We’re going to need a ward to shield us.”

      “A ward?” Jerry asked.

      “The right sort of ward will protect against anything,” Twist replied confidently.

      “Just remember, Cirrus told us he was being careful in the same tone of voice,” Jerry retorted.

      “True, but I’m also not going in alone,” Twist told him. “You’re coming with me.”

      An hour later they were back in the monitor room of one of the two damaged fusion chambers. 

      “Are you sure you two know what you’re doing?” Charrosk asked worriedly.

      “Of course not,” Twist laughed. “And if I said I did, you wouldn’t believe me.”

      “And if we said we did,” Jerry added supportively, “you’d be very right in throwing us out of here.”

      “I’m not entirely convinced I shouldn’t anyway,” Charrosk muttered.

      “One thing I do know, however,” Twist told him. “There appears to be a curse on every tritium injector in at least two fusion chambers. More than likely it is in every chamber and if you try to bring them online all you’ll manage to do is wreck the entire plant. Am I right?”

      “I had come to that conclusion,” Charrosk agreed, “but don’t you think it would be best to wait for Wizard Cirrus?”

      “I want him here more than you do,” Twist replied seriously, “but we don’t even know what’s wrong with him and the key to his cure is probably still sitting down there in your fusion chamber. We have to go in. There’s a ward I know that’s supposed to shield us from most curses. I’ve never used it outside of class and never against a curse of course.”

      “I’m not sure I believe in curses,” Charrosk told her.

      “Sure you do,” Twist shrugged. “A curse is any spell used maliciously. You believe in magic, don’t you?”

      “I’d better,” Charrosk laughed suddenly. “It’s the basis of modern technology and I see what you mean. I guess the word made me think of demons and the ancient mages who fought them.”

      “Silverwind was hardly ancient,” Twist told him.

      “Assuming all those stories about him are true,” Charrosk commented. 

      Twist let that slide past her and instead began preparing herself for the task at hand. “Jerry,” she told him, “When we get in there, I’m going to cast the ward I mentioned between us and one of the tritium injectors. Then we can take a better look at what’s going on.”

      “Wait a minute,” Jerry stopped her. “When we were in the monitor-simulator before you threw a fireball at me but it didn’t actually exist, it was just an illusion. How can you be sure the ward will be real?”

      “If I concentrate I can cast spells outside a simulator,” Twist assured him.

      “But if you cast a ward outside the monitor can you be certain it will still protect us in there?” Jerry asked.

      “Good point,” Twist allowed. “I’ll try to do it both ways. Now, I need you as a sort of wingman. Keep an eye on me and if I even start acting suspiciously stop me.”

      “Can I do that in the monitor?” Jerry asked.

      “You’ll need to really concentrate,” she told him. “First try to get my attention verbally, but if you must, jump out of the monitor and shake me or even knock me out.”

      “Hopefully, I won’t have to,” Jerry remarked.

      They sat down and once more entered the monitor’s simulation of the fusion chamber. “Now which one did you first notice the curse on?” Twist asked.

      Jerry took a few steps and pointed. “This one,” he told her. “What caught my eye was the way the outer part had melted. I kept thinking it looked like a summer camp project gone wrong. You know, the sort that if you put a couple of grooves in after the fact you can try to pass off as an ashtray?”

      “I see what you mean,” Twist smiled. She paused and then cast her ward. A clear bubble now encased the ruined tritium injector, but throughout the bubble were faint sparkles. “There we go, a non-stick ward. At least that what Saltspray said Oceanvine called it. Now let’s get a look at what’s inside there.”

      Jerry kept a close eye on Twist as she worked. When she had been quietly staring at the injector too long he called her name and she replied, “I’m okay.  Look here. Whatever it is, it is really small but powerful. There’s a sort of pattern to it. Oh!”

      “What?” Jerry asked.

      “Nearly got me through the ward when I tried to think of the pattern,” Twist admitted. “That’s nasty. I’m almost afraid of copying that pattern down, but I’ll have to if I’m going to find out what it is.”

      Jerry looked over her shoulder and suggested, “Try concentrating on something else while you do it. And don’t think of the whole pattern at once, just the bit you’re working on.”

      “That might work,” Twist agreed. “And I can ward it then as well.”

      “And that is a very complex pattern,” Jerry told her after a second look. “But a lot of it is inside a basic framework. You’ll never get it all unless you get it all in your mind first.”

      “And that would be dangerous,” Twist concluded. “I’ll just sketch out the basic pattern of it and describe the rest.”

      “Describe?” Jerry asked. “Who are you going to describe it too?”

      “Mom, of course,” Twist replied. “Maybe Dad too. If anyone on Maiyim can advise me on how to handle this, they can.”

      It took Twist an hour to sketch the pattern out on a blank piece of paper. It was not that she had trouble remembering it. In fact it was all too easy to remember and every time she started to draw it, she could feel a dark and threatening power try to steal over her. Eventually she decided to leave a large section of the pattern undrawn and then still placed a ward over the sketch before calling home.

      “Twist, dear?” Wizard Moonsong asked as she came to the comm. unit a short time later. “Do you have any idea what time it is?”

      “Here?” Twist countered. “About five hours until the sun sets for the next two weeks.”

      “Where are you?” Moonsong asked. Twist told her. “Whatever are you doing on Midbar, dear?”

      “We ran into Uncle Cirrus in Bellinen, Mom,” Twist explained, “and he offered us a job, but now we’ve run into trouble. We ran into some sort of curse and Cirrus got caught up in the backlash, um, I think, that is. He’s in the hospital and Jerry and I are the only ones on the job.”

      “Dear, Jerry is only an apprentice,” Moonsong told her daughter.

      “And I’m only a journeywoman,” Twist reminded her. “Mom, Jerry’s come a long way since you saw him last. He’s even invented a new sort of ward.”

      “Yes, I read the article, Moonsong replied, sounding impressed in spite of herself, “and you both appear to be making friends in the right places, according to your cousin.”
      “Which one?” Twist grinned. “Freddy? Amelie? Lord Tamollen?”

      “Freddy, of course,” Moonsong smiled. “Who is Amelie?”

      “Amelie Rentoner,” Twist explained. “She’s Tamollen’s sister, a distant cousin on Dad’s side of the family. We met her in Renton and sailed with her to Horalia, but I thought I told you about that.”

      “You told me about what happened in Horalia,” Moonsong replied, “and in the Probellinens, but you may have left out a few details, dear.”

      “Well, there’s a lot to tell,” Twist admitted, “and right know I need your expertise as a wizard, possibly Dad’s too if he is there.”

      “Your father is at a conference in Kornedd this week,” Moonsong replied. “Tell me what the problem is, although if Cirrus couldn’t handle it…” she trailed off.

      “Mom, when I examined the curse in question, I discovered a pattern in the spell’s energy flow. It’s a rather insidious thing and I only sketched out a part of it because it tends to grab at you if you think about it too much. It’s actually a lot more complex than my sketch too, with patterns within patterns. So don’t try to dwell on it, but I have this one warded so it should be fairly safe to look at briefly.”

      “Show me,” Moonsong requested, all business now. Twist picked her drawing up to show it and Moonsong reacted instantly. “Destroy it, Islandtwist. Right now!”

      “What?” Twist asked. “I don’t understand. This is just a sketch and an incomplete one at that. Do you know what it is?”

      “Yes I do,” Moonsong replied. “Even a part of it can be lethal. Destroy it and then we will talk. Is Jerry there with you?”

      “Just off camera,” Jerry admitted.

      “Good,” Moonsong  nodded, surprising Jerry. “Make sure she does it.”

      “Mom!” Twist protested, but she held the paper up, folded it shut with her sketch inside and then caused it to burst into flame and dropped it into a wastebasket Jerry held out for her.

      “Should we scatter the ashes?” Jerry asked.

      “No need to get superstitious about it,” Moonsong smiled grimly. “But do stir them up so there will be no chance anyone might see a trace of the pattern.”

      “Mom, what does that pattern mean?” Twist asked.

      “Oh, dear, I wish I were up there with you. You really ought to have a wizard with you,” Moonsong told her. “What you found is a horror I haven’t heard of anyone using in two centuries. It’s called the Bond of Aritos.”

      “Saltspray mentioned that in her journal,” Twist remarked, “but never described it or gave many details about it really.”

      “Your ancestress was no fool,” Moonsong admitted, “although even mentioning it could have been dangerous since it could have started any of her descendants on a library search and while most collections have locked up all their texts on demonic studies, the University of Merinne’s collection is still accessible to anyone of master rank.”

      “Isn’t that a bit irresponsible?” Twist asked, “and if it’s pretty much forbidden knowledge, how do you know about it?”

      “At the University of Rjalkatyp it was decided that in each generation a few wizards who could be trusted should know about the Bond of Aritos and how to protect others from it. The Isle of Fire was nearly destroyed by the Demon Arithan twice, so they take that sort of thing quite seriously.”

      “Isn’t that just a myth or a legend?” Jerry asked.

      “No one in their right mind really believes in demons?” Moonsong countered. “Is that what you are trying to say? Well, Mister Carter, you may as well pick out a mage name now, because what you are about to hear is one of the secret truths of Maiyim. The gods really do exist.”

      “No kidding,” Jerry laughed. Beside him, Twist tried unsuccessfully to hide a grin by putting her hand over her mouth.

      “Mom, I didn’t mention it earlier,” Twist told her, “but we’ve met Methis and Aritos. I figured no one would believe us, so…”

      “Hmm, normally you’d be correct. Certainly I’ve never knowingly met a god,” Moonsong admitted, “and I am one of the seven wizards who have been entrusted to keep knowledge of the Bond. We’re a secret organization, very loosely run, and scattered around the world. I’m going to have to tell them there are two or three more who know at least some of it now though.”

      “Does Dad know?” Twist asked.

      “Of course,” Moonsong replied. “I couldn’t trust myself to marry someone who did not. I haven’t done it lately, but I used to talk in my sleep. Anyway, not only are the gods real, but so are the five demons; Xenlabit, Pohn, Gredac, Kerawlat and Arithan. The Bond of Aritos is misnamed. It is actually associated with the demons, not their father. There are actually five forms of the Bond, one for each of the demons, each one has a specialty that I will not go into just now, but by all reports Arithan is truly dead so his Bond is powerless. I understand there is a way to generate his Bond by combining the other four, but it is not really an effective use of power. I understand the top-ranked mages of One Maiyim liked to do that sort of thing because it intimidated others, but it was a show of strength only, if you ask me.

      “Of the other four, if whoever cast that Bond knew what he was doing,” Moonsong went on. “No, cancel that. If he truly knew what he was doing he would never have used the Bond in the first place. Using it puts you ever closer to the demon involved. When a mage has used the Bond too often, it gives the demon power over him. The Demons are imprisoned, but that does not stop them from translocating such a foolish mage to them. It is recorded that sometimes even a single use of the Bond was enough.”

      “Mom, whoever did this, cast the spell dozens, maybe hundreds of times,” Twist pointed out.

      “Then he is utterly doomed,” Moonsong replied bleakly, “and may already have faced his ultimate punishment, but I was about to say that if he chose correctly he would have used the Bond of Pohn, the demon whose basic attribute was raw power. It would have been most, well, suitable is the wrong word, but, yes, suitable for that particular job.”

      “But how do we dispel the Bond?” Twist asked.

      “Oh, Twist, honey,” Moonsong told her seriously. “This could be the hardest thing you’ve ever had to do. Do you have the staff your father gave you?”

      “On Midbar?” Twist countered. “I barely came in under my weight allowance with a spare change of clothes.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Moonsong admitted. “Well, it need not be a staff. Stone is more suitable than wood, just heavier. What you need to do is siphon off the energy from the Bond. You cannot take it into yourself, of course. Not only is it more than a mortal body can endure, but it would be inviting the curse into you. So you should use a staff or a convenient stone, I suppose, to absorb the energy. The Bond itself will not follow the energy into an inanimate container and the energy can be allowed to naturally dissipate. Once there is no longer sufficient energy to power the Bond, it will collapse. You will need to be careful even so, because in many cases the Bond has been known to strike back at the mage who attempts to defuse it.”

      “Even without that last bit, it still would not be easy,” Twist admitted. “How am I going to get a sufficiently large stone into the fusion chambers? We can only inspect them via a simulation. Those rooms are hot, you know, both with heat and harmful radiation.”

      “I suppose they are,” Moonsong admitted.

      “Wait,” Islandtwist told her. “What if I drain the energy directly into Candletown’s power grid? That should be more than sufficient and the city needs the power. They’re about to start rolling blackouts.”

      “How could you do that without burning out the power lines?” Moonsong asked.

      “By feeding the energy into the special wards they have around the fusion chambers,” Twist replied. “That’s their job, in fact, to take stray energy and radiation and turn it directly into useable electricity.”

      “That might work,” Moonsong nodded, “but try to filter that energy through a physical object first. I’m not sure how the Bond would react to a ward in that case and if it were able to follow its energy you’d effectively be cursing the entire city.”

      “Yikes,” Twist reacted. “Is it really that powerful?”

      “And that insidious,” Moonsong confirmed. “And don’t forget to be careful about the Bond when it attacks you. It will try and, even behind a ward, it might send a spell string at you. No ward is perfect when you cast a spell through it, you know, and the Bond just needs a minute crack to get through.”

      “I’ll be careful,” Twist promised and then remembered Cirus saying the same thing and added, “Very careful!”

      “See that you are,” Moonsong told her. “Jerry, I don’t know if you are truly up to this yet and I would never send an apprentice into a situation like this.”

      “But I’m here now,” Jerry told her. “It doesn’t sound very difficult in and of itself, just something I have to be very patient with and not rush through.”

      “Be very patient,” Moonsong warned both of them. “Defusing a Bond supposedly takes hours sometimes.”

      “Hours?” Twist asked. “But we have hundreds to defuse.”

      “Then you had better get started,” Moonsong retorted.

      “What about Uncle Cirrus?” Twist asked.

      “He may have been infected by the Bond,” Moonsong replied. “Inspect him in the same way you inspect the fusion chambers. If you detect the Bond, defuse it the same way, although you’ll have to go even slower. Practice in the chambers first, then look to Cirrus.”
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      “I should have brought a staff,” Twist remarked back in one of the fusion chambers. 

      It had been Jerry’s idea to start out in one that had not yet been ruined. As he had argued, “This way, when we succeed, it can be brought back on line.”

      “We’re still going to need Uncle Cirrus,” Twist had told him. “I don’t know how to initialize a fusion reactor.”

      “Then once we have this room cleaned up, we can see about waking him,” Jerry had pointed out. Now he asked, “Why? It’s not like you could have used it directly, and what would we have used for one? A broom?”

      “How archaic,” Twist laughed. “I don’t know. It just would have felt right. I don’t even know why. I only started using the staff Dad gave me when we started our trip, you know. Well, no need for it really. Let’s go.”

      She willed herself to relax. The key to all magic was the ability to both relax and concentrate at the same time. It was a difficult combination and most people never mastered it, but Twist was very good at it and soon she felt at home in the fusion chamber as she erected a sparkling, semi-spherical ward between her and one of the tritium injectors. “Yes,” she confirmed, “as we thought, this is infected too.”

      “We expected that,” Jerry reminded her.

      “Yes,” she nodded,” but we didn’t know until we looked. Okay, I’m going to use the floor as the inanimate object through which to filter the energy. Watch my back, okay?”

      “Right,” Jerry agreed readily.

      Then Twist went to work. At first very little happened and she decided that she was being just a little too over-cautious. Keeping all the warnings, in mind she decided to try draining the energy from the bond at a slightly faster rate. When that seemed safe enough, she noticed she still did not seem to be making much progress so she drained a bit more.

      “Whoa!” Jerry shouted, but Twist made no sign of hearing him, intent on what she was doing. All around them the tritium injector sides of the fusion devices were glowing and he barely had time to erect a ward to cover what Twist’s did not before dozens of golden spell strings, hair-thin lines of energy, started whipping at them. He held the ward as well as he could, but some of the strings tried burrowing through and a few were trying to get in around the sides of his ward. He readjusted the ward so that it  touched Twist’s and then something unexpected happened.

      The two wards fused together and became one. The non-stick sparkles of Twist’s ward spread throughout Jerry’s and he felt the change in his ward instantly. Before he would not have known how to cast the sort of warding spell Twist had, but now he knew he could duplicate it. He could also feel Twist working and he understood, what she was doing and how, but instinctively held back from trying to help her. Any assistance, he understood would throw her off-balance.

      “What did you do?” Twist demanded of him, finally taking notice of something other than her spell.

      “Sorry. It was an accident,” Jerry apologized. “But I had to form a seal between our wards to keep the curse threads out.”

      “The what?” Twist asked, and then saw what Jerry meant. “Oh, yes. Good thinking, but you actually joined our spells. That’s very dangerous.”

      “So you’ve told me repeatedly,” Jerry admitted. “I didn’t mean to. It just happened.”

      “Hmm,” Twist considered. “Well, it could be due to our cooperative exercises. I doubt we could have done this safely a couple of months ago, but it’s working now. And it would be even more dangerous to try undoing what’s happened. The key, or so I’ve been taught, is for us to work together and not fight each other. Normally I’d say careful planning is a good idea too, but we’ll have to settle for a successful improvisation. I think the best thing to do will be for you to concentrate on maintaining the ward, while I continue to defuse the curse.”

      “Are the curses on all the machines in here connected?” Jerry asked.

      “It appears so,” Twist nodded. “It might be for the same reason all the energy conversion wards are connected.”

      “What?” Jerry asked. “Do you mean that somebody cast the Bond of Aritos via a tech-magic device?”

      “Um,” Twist considered that. “Yes and that scares me to my core. It means anyone could use it, not just a mage, but it also explains why it’s taking so long., Anyway, as I said, you hold the ward, but remember to work with me, the ward is still half mine and if you put too much into it, I’ll be too off balance to drain the Bond.”

      “This isn’t all that different from our juggling exercise,” Jerry told her. “I can feel what you’re doing and can complement, rather than impede it almost by instinct.”

      “All right then,” Twist told him. “Let’s finish this.”

      The process was faster now, although it still took patience on both their parts. As she worked the Bonds around them became brighter and more active. Jerry thought he could hear the spell threads rattling against the ward like sleet on a window. Outside the ward the brightness grew until the light was nearly blinding. And then, after an unknowable amount of time, the light suddenly winked out and the room around them was pitch black.

      “I think we did it,” Jerry remarked in the dark stillness.

      “I know we did,” Twist laughed and just as suddenly as the light form the Bond had winked out they were back in the monitor room where Twist threw her arms around Jerry and kissed him soundly.

      “Is that it?” Charrosk asked. “Finally?”

      “Maybe,” Twist replied “We’ll have to look in the other chambers to make sure. Why, how long were we at it? An hour?”

      “More like six hours,” Charrosk told her.

      “Well, we got that first room cleaned,” Twist remarked.

      “It looked like you did them all at once,” Beston replied.

      “We might have,” Twist agreed. “That wasn’t the plan, but it may be the way it happened.”

      They took a quick look in all the chambers and found that the Bond had, indeed, been removed from all the tritium injectors. “We still have one more to do, you know,” Jerry reminded her.

      “Uncle Cirrus,” she nodded, and yawned. The enormity of what they had just accomplished was hitting her. “What time is it?” Charrosk told her. “I’ll call the hospital, but I think we had better get a few hours of sleep before we go there. I suspect his doctor will try to argue with me and I want to be fully alert when I try to convince him to step aside.”

      To Twist’s surprise, the doctor not only did not try to keep Twist from using Magic on Cirrus, he was intensely interested in what she was going to try. “Whatever he was hit with, I’ve had to keep him under a contagion ward,” Doctor Makata Scalpel informed her. The doctor was a typical Orente; tall, dark-skinned and with black hair, but he had unusually golden eyes.

      “A contagion ward?” Twist asked.

      “We normally use them to keep disease from spreading, but I modified this one myself to hold in the curse,” the doctor replied.

      “Oh, of course,” Twist smiled. “For a moment I thought you were referring to the Law of Contagion.”

      “What’s the Law of Contagion?” Jerry asked.

      “It’s largely discredited these days,” Twist told him, “but the ancients believed that two objects that had been in contact always remained in contact. These days we know that what they thought of as contagion was actually the connection of spell strings and that the blessing they often made on so-called contagious objects were what connected them, not merely having come into contact.”

      “What’s the point of that?” Jerry asked.

      “I’ll explain later,” Twist promised, “but there are all sorts of ways to use spell threads that connect two objects. Tracking spells come to mind first and the old apprentice spell that bound a student to his teacher.”

      “Apprentice spell?” Jerry wondered. “Did you use that on me?”

      “What?” Twist laughed. “Oh, of course not. No one uses it any more. I don’t even know for certain how it was done. In any case that wasn’t the sort of contagion Doctor Scalpel was referring to. Doctor, I take it the curse tried spreading to others?”

      “It did,” the doctor replied. “We have had to keep the patient sedated, because the one time he got up he started throwing fireballs around. But when he was unconscious, the spell tried spreading to anyone nearby, so we put him in isolation and under a ward, but our usual wards were only partially effective, so I had to cast this one myself. We call it an Oceanvine and I think it was invented by the wife of Silverwind the Great.”

      A few minutes later Islandtwist saw Cirrus lying beneath a familiar sparkling ward and corrected the doctor, “No, it was invented by their great granddaughter, but her name was Oceanvine too. You’re a mage?”

      “My first degree was in magic,” he replied, “That’s why I have a half mage name. Makata is my surname. I kept that and took the mage name Scalpel on my graduation. Most doctors rely on tech-magic, I know, but some of us feel that we need to understand how and why our tech-magic tools work, so instead of majoring in biology or chemistry as so many pre-med students do, I chose magic as a major and minored in biology. It comes in handy and gives me a few interesting party tricks as well.”

      “Heh, I imagine it does,” Twist chuckled.

      “So what is this technique you have for removing the curse?” Doctor Scalpel asked.

      Twist explained how they had removed the Bond of Aritos from the fusion plant at Candletown Power and Light, although she did not mention the Bond by its name. “It’s a nasty curse,” she told him, “but you know that. Jerry and I had to handle it together, in fact.”

      “I have heard that cooperative magic is powerful when performed properly,” the doctor noted, “but isn’t it unusual for a mage to not have a mage name?” he asked Jerry.

      “Told you so,” Twist added.

      “I’m still working on it,” Jerry told them.

      “Well, we don’t think we can draw the energy out of the curse on Wizard Cirrus as rapidly as we did in the power plant,” Twist went on, “but then there is less energy involved, but this will still take a hour or two, I should think, so we should probably get started.”

      “Right this way,” Doctor Scalpel told them.

      “Wait,” Jerry stopped them. “Twist, what are you going to draw the energy off into here?”

      “Anything will do,” Twist replied. “The walls and the floor, the bed Uncle Cirrus is in?”

      “Might that not be a bit dangerous?” Jerry asked. “Not from the curse, but the magical energy you need to store. Shouldn’t we use something that can be disposed of safely?”

      Twist agreed that was a good point and after evaluating what was at hand, she eventually decided to use a mop handle in place of a mage staff. The handle was not wood. On Midbar using wood for something like that would have been wasteful, but it was a high-density plastic that after experimenting with, Twist decided she could use. She had quickly discarded aluminum tubing and other light materials as well as a stray piece of steel pipe, which when she tried it, started heating up rapidly. “That might explain the old superstition about cold iron being unusable in magic,” Doctor Scalpel remarked.

      “Almost any metal would have done the same,” Jerry opined. Twist had agreed, but privately thought of her father’s staff which was made of metal, a special golden metal that no one could identify. It was lighter and stronger than any known substance and could change shape and size within reason. It might grow warm, but Twist had never known it to overheat and it could store more energy than any other known staff.

      “This feels silly,” Twist admitted until Jerry took it from her and detached the mop head. “Oh, thank you. That’s a little better.”

      Twist erected her own ward as they walked into Cirrus’ room and requested that Doctor Scalpel remove his. Then Jerry tried completing his half of the ward and connecting it to Twist’s. This time they did not merge no matter what either of them tried. “That might have made it easier, but we probably got lucky,” Twist remarked, recasting the ward around the three of them. Try connecting the same way we do when we juggle.” Jerry did so and the feeling of what she was doing came back to him.

      “Maybe this is what I did without realizing it last time,” Jerry speculated.

      “We were a bit too busy to analyze it,” Twist admitted. “No matter. Are you able to take control of the ward now?”

      “Easily,” Jerry replied, gently easing himself into that job and allowing Twist to get out of the way, although she was collaborating in the ward, but now as a helper rather than as a director. She then directed her attention on Cirrus and the curse that was infecting him and slowly began to drain the energy out of the malicious spell. Just as in the power plant, the Bond of Aritos fought back, but each time it did, Twist expertly absorbed the energy of the attack into her makeshift staff. Finally, after a flurry of increasingly rapid counter-attacks, the Bond just collapsed and dispelled, leaving Cirrus healthy although still unconscious in his bed.

      “That’s all I can do,” Twist told the doctor. “I guess it went a bit faster than at the plant though.”

      “Three hours,” Jerry told her, checking his watch. “How long before Cirrus wakes up?”

      “At least another hour, maybe two,” Doctor Scalpel replied.

      Twist and Jerry decided to find something to eat and then came back to Cirrus’ room to wait. When Cirrus finally opened his eyes, he predictably asked what happened, so Twist and Jerry took turns catching him up with everything that had happened. “Well done,” he told them when they reached the part of how they defused the Bond in the fusion plant. “I need to get down there and get them initialized again.”

      “Do you feel up to it?” Twist asked worriedly.

      “I’ve been carefully recharging myself while you spoke,” Cirrus assured her. “The curse drained my energy, but did not otherwise harm me. It is not like contracting a cold or the flu.”

      Doctor Scalpel wanted Cirrus to stay in the hospital another night, but relented when Cirrus levitated himself out of the bed and dressed himself entirely by magic. After that, getting the power flowing once again was child’s play in comparison to everything else that had been done.

     Sixteen

      Having managed to restore power to Candletown, Cirrus turned his mind to the second half of his job, finding the cause of the problem. “Where did those injectors come from?” he asked Head Engineer Charrosk.

      “The new ones came from spares we had in inventory,” Charrosk admitted, “but they were all affected, weren’t they?”

      “They were, but I think the curse must have started on a single injector and spread to the others,” Cirrus told him, “in the same way it tried to spread from me to other people. At least that’s the hypothesis I’m going to work with here. It’s not like we could or would even want to duplicate what happened just to find out for certain. So who had access to those injectors?”

      “Anyone in the plant, I should imagine,” Charrosk replied. “There are places you need clearance to enter, but that particular store room is not one of them. But have you examined the spares? Were they cursed too?”

      “They weren’t,” Jerry told them.

      “No?” Cirrus asked. “How do you know?”

      “Because they are being used to replace the damaged ones in the two chambers we left offline yesterday. If they were affected, it would have spread back to the whole plant when the first chamber came back on line.”

      “Well, there goes that theory,” Cirrus shrugged.

      “Not entirely,” Twist told him. “I’m fairly sure whoever did this, simply cursed one of the injectors that was already in operation. Anyone with access to the plant could have done it. Remember I told you why we think the curse was cast by tech-magic rather than by a mage?”

      “But wouldn’t that person have had to be within physical proximity to the first affected injector?” Jerry asked.

      “Not necessarily,” Twist shook her head. “It could have been done via the monitor the same way we removed the curse. It all depends on how the device was programmed.”

      “Then nearly everyone is a suspect,” Charrosk commented.

      No,” Cirrus shook his head. “The person who did this had to have been a rogue mage. A tech-magic device might have been programmed to infect an injector, but there still needed to be a mind directing it in  order for it to work via that simulation we call the monitor.”

      “The refutation to the Law of Sympathy?” Twist asked, then had to explain that to Jerry. “Sympathy, like contagion was magical theory to the ancients. According to the Law of Sympathy, actions you perform as part of a spell will be reflected in the results of the spell. So-called rain-making spells were the most common example we got in school, where after a lot of mumbo-jumbo, a rain-maker would sprinkle a little water on the ground to simulate rain. Supposedly this small action would be reflected as a real rain storm.

      “Well, as I’ve taught you,” she went on. “Magic is all in your mind. Gestures and actions are a crutch, but I suppose they were crutches that made it easier for an early mage to concentrate on what he was trying to do, but they did not realize that they could have done the same thing without all the dancing and gesturing.”

      “Right,” Cirrus nodded, “but sometimes, you can do something inside a simulator spell that happens in the real world. You did that yesterday. The ancients would have said it was sympathy at work, but in reality it was your own mind using the monitor to guide your thoughts to where they needed to be.”

      “That’s a bit confusing, isn’t it?” Jerry remarked.

      “It’s why the ancients believed in contagion and sympathy,” Twist told him.

      “I still don’t see why anyone could not have done it,” Jerry told them. “Isn’t that what the monitor is for? To allow people to make repairs and changes without actually entering the fusion chambers?”

      “The monitors are programmed to only allow a set number of actions,” Charrosk told him. “You could not, for example go in with a sledge hammer and start destroying the equipment.”

      “Oh,” Jerry nodded, “so it would take a mage to be able to override the monitor’s protections?”

      “In effect,” Charrosk nodded, “yes.”

      “That still doesn’t narrow down our suspects though,” Cirrus pointed out. “A rogue mage is not likely to have put that on their resume.”

      “What is a rogue mage?” Jerry asked pointedly. “Isn’t it just someone who has used magic to break the law? If that’s the case, anyone who has had magic classes might have done it, right?”

      “Most tech-mages have some magic classes and the attendant labs under their belts,” Charrosk pointed out.

      “I honestly think it would take more than someone with a few academic credits to transcend the monitor,” Cirrus told them. “Let’s look though your employees and your recent employees for some with a little more training than that.”

      “I think we should bring Chief Hardisty in on this too,” Twist replied. “This was a crime and it was in his jurisdiction, and it seems his people would have more experience with looking up people’s backgrounds.”

      Alnon Hardisty was more than happy to get the mages’ reports and put several men and women on the case immediately. ”We’re checking out everyone, including the head engineer and his assistant,” he told the mages, “but three people, all technicians with magical training, stand out after our first examination of the files.

      “First of all we have Felal Melankana,” Hardisty continued. “She was put on probation while attending the University at Merrine three times, but was eventually allowed to graduate with a journeyman’s degree.”

      “Why was she on probation?” Cirrus asked. “If it was purely academic, that might actually argue against her being involved in the power plant sabotage.”

      “I don’t have the details yet,” Alnon admitted, “but they are listed as disciplinary in nature. Second is Aiko Chenna. He only has a minor in magic but graduated from Rjalkatyp with honor and he has a sister who is a master mage who was convicted on a magic-related offense in Midbar City. She was sentenced to three years under Arithan’s Curse and is currently on parole.”

      “What was the offense?” Cirrus asked.

      “I’m not getting a clear answer from Midbar City on that,” the chief admitted, “but she was evidently involved when Midbarco went bankrupt a few years ago. The charges ought to be public records, but the council of Midbar City hushed a lot of that up so as not to upset the populace.”

      “I’ve found that an upset populace is most often only really dangerous to the government or the agency that upset it,” Cirrus remarked.

      “Perhaps,” Hardisty shook his head, “but protests can turn into riots and anyone can get hurt or killed during a riot. Our third suspect is Gawin Ochsart, a Granom, who like the other two, emigrated from the Isle of Fire. That’s no surprise. This is Isle of Fire territory and most of the colonists in Candletown came from there. I’m one of the exceptions, of course. Ochsart is no longer in the city. He evidently quit shortly before the trouble and accepted a similar job in New Randona.”

      “New Randona is about as far away from here as we can get and still be on Midbar,” Cirrus remarked. “We should probably start with the two we can meet here.”

      “Thought you might,” Alnon smiled grimly. “That’s why I invited them here to the station for questioning.”

      Felal Melankana was a little shorter than the average Orente, standing just over six and a half feet tall. She kept her black hair cropped short, a style, Twist had noticed, that was common in space. She arrived still wearing the coveralls all workers at Candletown Power and Light were required to wear at the plant. Grey, Twist decided, was decidedly not this woman’s best color.

      Melankana looked ashamed when questioned about her record, but held herself straight as she replied, “Yes, I made some mistakes back in school. I used some particularly poor judgment in playing a practical joke on a classmate. I had only intended to give her purple spots all over her body, and not even real spots. I used an illusion spell and thought she’d never really be in danger, but she panicked and fell down a flight of stairs. I’m lucky all she did was break her arm and she forgave me. Actually, we’re good friends now and we call each other all the time, but I spent the rest of my sophomore year on probation because of that.”

      “There are two other incidents on your record, though,” Cirrus pointed out.

      “That had nothing to do with magic,” Melankana told them. “That was politics. I was put on probation for criticizing the government of Bellinen in the student newspaper. I was hardly the only one. Bellinen is real big on the freedom of speech, you know, so long as everything you say has been approved of by the Senate and the president. But disagree and they’ll hound you right out of the country, which is what they did to me. The day I got my diploma, agents of the Senate Security Squad sat me down and advised I get out of Bellinen and warned me I had three days before they had me arrested on charges of treason. What treason, I ask you? I was only protesting the fact that we were involved in Saindo. A lot of the students at Merinne did, but only the fifteen known leaders were invited to leave the archipelago, including me. So I moved to the Isle of Fire and then here to Midbar. A fresh start, right? A new beginning, but your record follows you everywhere, doesn’t it? But I’ve been a good girl and I have no complaints with the way things are run up here.”

      “Did you know Sana Forrov?” Cirrus asked.

      “Everyone knows everyone at the plant,” Melankana replied. “That shouldn’t be too much of a surprise. I did not know her well, poor thing. She was a quiet little mouse, well not so little. She was taller than I am, but she kept mostly to herself until a month and a half ago when she started making her accusations. I could never have believed she was capable of murder.”

      “She confessed to that,” Cirrus pointed out.

      “I’m not denying she did,” Melankana replied. “It is still hard to believe, though. It’s more the sort of thing the Senate would have you believe I was capable of, you know?”

      “Do you have any idea who might want her dead?” Chief Hardisty cut in.

      “The surviving major stockholders?” Melankana guessed.

      Twist got a surprise when Aiko Chenna entered the room. He was human with light skin and red hair. He was, however, wearing an Orentan silk shirt with the usual bold floral pattern printed on it. “From your name I thought you were Orentan,” Twist admitted.

      “Heh, yeah,” Aiko chuckled. “I get a lot of that even back home where it’s not all that unusual for humans or Granomen to have Orentan names or the other way around. But it’s usually just the given name, not the surname. No, I don’t know why that’s my family’s name. It just is.”

      “Fair enough,” Cirrus shrugged. “We have some more important questions for you.”

      “It’s about my sister, isn’t it?” Aiko asked immediately.

      “To an extent, yes,” Cirrus nodded.

      “Look, she made a mistake and it wasn’t even her fault.” Aiko claimed. “It was years ago and she did her time. It isn’t fair to either of us to keep throwing it back in our faces.”

      “I can’t help that,” Cirrus replied and added a sincere, “I’m sorry. What exactly was she convicted of?”

      “You don’t even know that?” Aiko asked. “Well, if you ask me, it was naiveté and nothing else. She was the head mage for Midbarco, did you know that much?”

      “We did, yes,” Cirrus nodded.

      “Well , she didn’t do anything wrong,” Aiko nearly shouted, “but when the company started going down and the top execs found themselves indicted, they needed to blame someone to get themselves off the hook. So Sis took the fall for them along with several other department heads. I don’t know how many of them were guilty of embezzling and corporate mismanagement. Maybe some were, but Sis never handled the money at all. There’s no way she could have been guilty. It was all a big set-up job, if you ask me, but they took away her magic for three years because a jury believed the lies they told about her. What’s that got to do with me, anyway?”

      “Did you know Sana Forrov?” Cirrus asked.

      “A little,” Aiko admitted. “We used to play chess while on break sometimes. We worked the same shift.”

      “Did she ever talk to you about the way the plant was being allowed to run down?” Hardisty asked.

      “Huh!” Aiko snorted. “Of course she did. Everyone did. It’s hard to just sit there and watch that sort of thing happening, you know. It goes against everything we learned in school about how to handle power-generating systems. Doctor Charosk really has done some amazing things on the shoestring budget we had to work with. If it hadn’t been for him, the solar field would have been offline when the fusion plant went down, you know.”

      “Really?” Hardisty asked interestedly.

      “Yes,” Aiko nodded enthusiastically. Jerry noticed that everything Aiko had said so far seemed to be with all this man’s emotions behind it. “He had us out fixing connections and re-wiring to bypass the dead cells. Cutting the deaders out of the array increased the efficiency by twenty percent and now we know precisely which ones are bad, so when we do get the replacements we will know exactly where to put them.”

      “Any idea of who wanted to kill Miss Forrov?” Cirrus asked.

      “Doctor Forrov,” Aiko corrected him. “She had a PhD in fusion engineering, you know.”

      “Did she?” Cirrus asked. “I notice a lot of people don’t bother with that title on Midbar or is that just here in Candletown?”

      “Candletown mostly,” Hardisty answered the question. “For the most part the title, doctor, is used in a medical context, but there are exceptions.”

      “All right,” Cirrus shrugged. “None of my business, I guess.” He turned back toward Aiko. “Did Doctor Forrov ever give you any indication of what she planned to do.”

      “She grumbled a lot,” Aiko admitted, “but we all did. I never paid much attention. Have to admit though, that while killing those people was wrong, I’ve felt like that sometimes too.”

      “What about the sabotage of the fusion plant?” Cirrus asked.

      “What sabotage?” Aiko retorted.

      “Did she ever talk about doing something like that?” Cirrus asked.

      “What? No, of course not!” Aiko denied instantly. “The whole point is that the plant was getting dangerous to operate and we all wanted to make it safe, even Sana. No one would have done anything to the plant. That could kill everyone in Candletown and Sana was trying to save innocent lives. She said so repeatedly.”

      “But wouldn’t the failure of the plant have made her point for her?” Cirrus pressed.

      “Never!” Aiko denied. “Power is what keeps all of us alive here. Sana might have gone a little over the deep end, but she would have had to be completely deranged to have tried something like that.”

      “Wasn’t she?” Hardisty asked. “She did kill several people. That’s not exactly the mark of someone who is completely balanced.”

      “Balanced is such an interesting word,” Aiko sparred. “Do you mean she was irrational or just so angry she was not thinking straight. There is a difference and I tend to think it was anger and not clinical insanity. And let’s not just assume she did not attempt more peaceful means to make her points first. I assure you she started out by sending memos up the line like our employees’ handbook tells us too. She was ignored. She sent letters to management, had meetings with them. Some of our workers are unionized, she spoke to them. Finally the word came back down; she was to stop or face unemployment. Then she went to the news outlets and they were not interested either. Someone threw a smoke bomb into her apartment one night. Down on Maiyim that might have been a cruel joke or a warning. Up here it is a deadly business. She was nearly asphyxiated. It was only after that that she went on what the news outlets referred to as her killing spree. You wanted to know who I think might have wanted her dead? Go ask questions of whoever threw that smoke bomb in the first place.”

     Seventeen

      “I’m not sure I wish I could read minds,” Cirrus remarked after Aiko Chenna had been dismissed. “No matter what anyone says, the major stockholders of the plant have a lot of explaining to do. Fortunately that’s not my job. Chief Hardisty, I think my next step should be to talk to Aiko’s sister. What is her name?”

      Hardisty checked his notes. “That would be Master Lampblack. She still lives in Midbar City and has not been in Candletown in over a year. She is not a suspect.”

      “No, probably not,” Cirrus admitted, “but if her brother was involved she might have been too. We don’t know who programmed a tech-magic device with the curse in the reaction chambers. Maybe she did and then shipped it here? I don’t know either, but if she’s uninvolved we ought to be able to clear her completely in minutes. I don’t think this Aiko Chenna was involved either. He’s an enthusiastic and excitable sort of person it seems, but I doubt he would try to sabotage that plant.”

      “I don’t think any of those engineers working there did,” Jerry added. “All of them know full well that the disaster would have killed them along with everyone in Candletown had it come to pass. I think if one of them had planted the curse in the tritium injectors, they would have found an excuse to be somewhere else as soon as they could.”

      “What if they didn’t know exactly what they were doing?” Twist asked.

      “I can’t imagine them not asking,” Jerry replied, “and even so, unless it came from Doctor Charrosk, it is unlikely they would have believed it was a beneficial thing. No one in a position to set the curse could have failed to either know what they were doing or at least be highly suspicious.”

      “There is one who left town shortly before the trouble,” Twist pointed out.

      “Gawin Ochsart,” Cirrus nodded. “Now there’s someone we really want to have an extended chat with.”

      “He may have just left for a better job,” Twist pointed out.

      “He did,” Cirrus agreed. “Any job that did not involve dying of radiation poisoning would have to be better, don’t you think? Chief Hardisty, unless you tell us not to, I believe our next step is to talk with Master Lampblack, but only because Midbar City is on the way to New Randona.”

      Hardisty had no objections and the three mages left on the late-night tube-train. The tube-train was a favored way of traveling around Midbar. Only the richest of corporations could afford their own spaceships and even then suborbital flights were expensive. It was far cheaper and only a little slower to board a tube train and zip through evacuated subsurface passages at such speeds that nowhere on Midbar was more than a few hours away.

      Many passengers chose the economical option of riding in an open car with comfortable folding seats similar to those available to passengers on jet planes and spaceships, but Cirrus decided to splurge on a private room with seats that unfolded out into beds, a private toilet and a shower. “We’ll be on board for five hours, counting a one hour layover in Aishawa Burrows.”

      “Shouldn’t that be Borough?” Twist asked.

      “Some of the early colonists had quite the sense of humor,” Cirrus explained. “It’s a pun, or I think it is. Aishawa Burrows is entirely beneath the surface. Most Midbarian settlements are mostly underground, of course, but there are only a few emergency exits to the surface from Aishawa Burrows, but it is a vast maze of artificial caverns, galleries, hallways, and tubes. From what I’ve heard only a native could possibly find their way around in there even with a map.”

      “Sounds like something to see,” Jerry opined.

      “Not this trip,” Cirrus remarked. A soft bell rang just then and a voice informed them that the train would be leaving Candletown Station in five minutes. “Well you can sit up if you like, but I intend to get a little sleep. Wake me when we reach Midbar City.” Then he climbed into one of two wide beds and shut a privacy curtain behind him.

      “Good idea,” admitted Jerry. Twist nodded and they got into the other bed. They were just getting comfortable when the train began moving. “Very smooth,” Jerry commented, looking out a window. “If I didn’t see the movement, I wouldn’t know.”

      “I understand the train uses magnetic levitation, or maglev,” Twist replied.

      “Like I thought the local vehicles should have?” Jerry asked.

 “Right,” Twist nodded. “The acceleration, and later deceleration, is gentle so, yes it’s very smooth. I’m not sure why they put windows in the cabin, though. Except in the stations, there’s not a lot to see. Oh well. Good night.” She kissed him briefly and then closed her eyes. They were both sleeping before the train had reached cruising speed.

      Jerry woke briefly to hear the warning about arriving at Aishawa Burrows, but slept through the actual stop there. The next thing he knew, Twist was waking him up with, “Fifteen minutes to Midbar City. Did you want to take a shower?”

      “I don’t think I’ve been this clean in all my life,” Jerry grumbled.

      “Local custom,” Twist shrugged. “As customs go, this is not so bad, is it?”

      “Suppose not,” Jerry allowed.

      Midbar City had been built differently from Candletown. Here the colonists had found a natural cavern that some speculated had once been a large seam of ice. So they had sealed it against the vacuum of space and built conventionally within it until they ran out of space. Only then did they carve out more living space in the more normal Midbarian fashion so that the old city  looked like what Twist and Jerry thought of as a city and only the newer suburbs featured the cramped streets and halls they had become acquainted with in Candletown.

      Master Lampblack was a short woman with reddish brown hair that was streaked with grey. She met them in her home, a small apartment in the old city that she told them she had chosen due to its proximity to the small office she rented. “I’m doing freelance work these days,” she told them. “The pickings are a little slim up here, but I make enough to get by and I like Midbar even if I cannot escape my record. I doubt I could back on Maiyim either and the transition back to full gravity after all these years would be grueling.”

      “Thank you for agreeing to see us,” Cirrus told her.

      “You said my brother had been questioned about some trouble in Candletown,” she replied. “I don’t want him to go through what happened to me.”

      “What did happen?” Cirrus asked.

      “Midbarco was the largest power company on the moon,” Lampblack replied. “If you’re thinking that it’s strange that both I and my brother might have been working in the same industry, don’t be. Roughly a quarter of Midbar’s population works to supply power and lights to the rest. Without power there would be no colonies up here.

      “Anyway, Midbarco might have been the largest,” she went on, “but that doesn’t mean it was the most stable or the best run. We supplied power to half of Midbar at one point, but some rather shady accounting practices combined with the rather unwise buy-out of one of our competitors, Sallashika Light, weakened us financially. Of course, none of us knew that at the time, at least none of us outside accounting and the top execs, but that all came out in the trials. We might have survived those blunders, but a number of minor mishaps put the company under further financial stress so when one of the accountants decided to  turn himself in and tell the city council everything he knew, the execs started looking for people to blame.

      “I knew nothing of the problems at the time. My job was to keep the power flowing. The head engineer and I were the heads of partner departments. He handed the physical maintenance of the power plants, while I oversaw the magical aspects. In some companies, that sort of division could have caused trouble but we got along well enough and made an excellent team. Neither of us had anything to do with Accounting, of course. Without my terminal, I would have trouble balancing my checkbook.”

      “Sounds like the accountant did too,” Jerry commented.

      “Not really,” Lampblack disagreed. “From what I’ve learned since then, only very clever and talented accountants could make such a bollix of a company as they did. So we put in our requisitions which were either granted or not and never got an explanation as to why not, but somehow we kept the plants up and running safely. But when the trouble started, as I said, the bigwigs needed someone to blame and I was easy to implicate in the cover up as I had dated one of the vice presidents in Accounting briefly. Jeff Gansing his name is. He’s still serving his term, I might mention, even though he confessed readily enough to the lesser charges against him. I guess he couldn’t make a better deal with the prosecution, and I doubt he did some of the stuff they pinned on him too, but at least he testified that I wasn’t involved. We weren’t good as a couple, but at least he was decent enough at the trial. Too bad the jury didn’t believe him.

      “That’s the real weakness of the jury system, you know,” she continued. “You can be innocent as a day-old child and if the jury doesn’t believe the evidence you’re screwed. But that same jury, or one just like it, can let a mass murderer get off scot free if they don’t believe the case against him.”

      “I believe the statistics show that completely wrong verdicts are actually fairly rare,” Twist pointed out.

      “One in a million odds don’t mean a thing if you’re the one,” Lampblack told her sourly. “Well, they got a lot of middle management types like me. Most of us weren’t involved in the actual crimes or their cover-ups, but the public opinion is that we should have known what was happening. Of course the public has no idea of how Midbarco was run. With the exception of my and Sergei’s departments, most departments never spoke to one another outside of memos, requisitions and some of the most relentlessly boring interdepartmental meetings you can imagine and most of those were just listening to one of the big shots talk for an hour or two. 

      “I never did see a company that so loved having meetings though,” she shook her head sadly. “Maybe I should have recognized that as a sign the place was being so badly run. Really. How many meetings do you need? Just before the sky fell in on us, I was spending three quarters of my time either in meetings or preparing for them. One bonehead VP, I forget which department he was in, maybe Mergers and Acquisitions. Yes, I think he was. He was one of the ones who managed to blame someone else and is down on some beach in Bellinen working on his tan right now along with the rest of the real villains of the piece. Anyway, he actually liked to schedule meetings for the sake of deciding when and where to hold other meetings. Don’t believe me? Look it up. It was in the testimony in the trial of his secretary. Sweet girl she was, but somehow got the blame that bastard should have.

      “How does this help my brother, though?” Lampblack asked at last.

      “Quite a bit, in my opinion,” Cirrus told her. “It was only your record that made him stand out at Candletown Power and Light.”

      “Sure, that makes sense,” Lampblack grumbled. “He has a sister who used to work for a competing power company that went under, so naturally he’d be involved in his company’s problems. Is that it?”

      “Not exactly,” Cirrus replied. “I probably ought not to tell you even this much, but the problem in Candletown involved a particularly nasty spell that had been set to sabotage the plant.”

      “And you thought I might have cast the spell?” Lampblack asked. Her voice was even, but her eyes flashed at the thought. “I haven’t been in Candletown in over a year and then I was never near the plant.”

      “We know that,” Cirrus nodded, “but the spell was cast by a tech-magic device.”

      “Oh,” Lampblack sat back in her chair. “I see. You thought I programmed that device?”

      “There was a possibility, but this interview was strictly to cover all the bases,” Cirrus told her. “I never seriously entertained the notion you were involved.”

      “What was the nature of the spell?” Lampblack asked curiously.

      “I’m not at liberty to say,” Cirrus responded. “Pretty nasty stuff though, but you don’t impress me as a fanatic.”

      “Why would I have to be a fanatic?” Lampblack asked.

      “Because if you had cast the spell, it would have meant sacrificing your brother to whatever cause you thought you were serving. The results would have destroyed Candletown.”

      Later, as they continued on toward New Randona, Jerry commented to Cirrus, “I don’t think you should have told her what happened in the Candletown plant.”

      “Probably not,” Cirrus shrugged. “I always did talk too much. That’s another reason I had to get myself out of the Department of Defense. I like to talk about my work, and that was not work anyone was allowed to talk about.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t know about the Bond of Aritos from there,” Jerry remarked.

      “There were rumors,” Cirrus admitted. “Not by that name, of course, but there were stories of certain spells that could eat the caster as well as his victim. Bellenin Defense doesn’t play clean and nice, but then I can’t say that their counterparts in Emmine and Granom are any better, but I do hope they are. There’s no good use for the Bond of Aritos and the only reason to even know about it is to be able to counter it. I never would have thought Moonsong would know, though. I would have thought she’d stay clean of that sort of magic.”

      “She does,” Twist maintained. “She told me she was one of a handful of wizards chosen to keep the knowledge. I got the impression that group that keeps it is not affiliated with any government. They just hold the knowledge in case it is needed. We were lucky my parents are in the know. According to Mom, counting us, there are only ten mages who do.”

      “More than that,” Cirrus shook his head. “At least one more knows and if my suspicions are correct there are a dozen or more in Bellinen’s Department of Defense. It may turn out to be the only real secret about the Bond is that your parents’ little cabal exists at all.”

      “We’re sort of part of that now, you know,” Jerry told him. “I think we can all count on being contacted and indoctrinated on our return to Maiyim.”

      “I don’t really know all that much,” Cirrus pointed out, “but if Moonsong is a part of it, I think they’re going to want to know just how much I really understand about it. Oh well, no need to worry about it now and maybe in my old age I can learn to keep my mouth shut.”

     Eighteen

      “Any idea of where we’re going” Twist asked Cirrus as they got off the train in New Randona and followed the queue through Customs.

      “Once we’re checked through,” Cirrus responded, “we’ll have breakfast somewhere and then head over to Mellias Technology. That’s where Gawin Ochsart is working now.”

      “And what do we do if after questioning we think he is guilty?” Jerry asked. “Do we arrest him?”

      “We aren’t the police,” Cirrus replied. “We don’t arrest anyone unless they confess to the crime and I wouldn’t hold my breath waiting for that to happen. As you know I recorded our interview with Lampblack and shot it back to Candletown. I’ll do the same with Ochsart. It’s up to Twist’s cousin to decide what to do about him.”

      “But wouldn’t our questions tip him off that he’s under suspicion?” Jerry asked.

      “Probably,” Cirrus replied, “unless he’s a complete dolt, but we also don’t know he’s guilty. Besides I don’t plan to lead off by asking what he knows about the Bond of Aritos. It probably wouldn’t do a lot of good for one thing and for another he probably doesn’t know exactly what he did.”

      “Why wouldn’t he?” Jerry asked.

      “Ochsart is an engineer,” Cirrus explained. “Any magical training he has is in tech-magic. Nothing wrong with that, but it means he would not have cast the spell himself and there would have been no reason for the one who did to give him the full details involved. He did his job and got out of there. That is, unless the timing was coincidental.”

      “You think it was?” Jerry pressed.

      “I’ve seen stranger coincidences,” Cirrus admitted.

      New Randona was a territory of the Kingdom of Emmine, so when the Customs officer, a young woman in a green uniform, glanced at Twist’s and Jerry’s passports, she smiled and told them, “Welcome home! Anything to declare?”

      “Haven’t even had the time to find a rock to take home as a souvenir,” Jerry remarked.

      “Yeah, the passenger lines generally discourage that anyway,” she told him, taking a cursory glance through his duffel, “but every trip, there are several tourists who feel they just have to take a bit of Midbar home with them. Then they wonder why they’re over the weight limit.”

      “Could just be a small rock,” Jerry pointed out.

      “Some of them don’t stop at a small rock,” she smiled. “Usually it’s something that weighs a few pounds, or a large bag of gavel or something. So instead of making exceptions, they just ban all Midbar rocks from passenger luggage. If you want a piece of the moon, you can buy one on your way out of the spaceport back on Maiyim.”

      She gave the same cheerful greeting to Twist and the same quick glance at her luggage, but Cirrus, being from Bellinen got a more thorough going over. “Relations chilling down more than usual?” Cirrus chuckled.

      “Sorry, sir,” the Customs officer apologized. “It’s my orders.”

      “It’s okay, I’m not smuggling moon rocks either,” Cirrus laughed.

      Once inside the city, they quickly made their way to Mellias Technology, only one level down and a short walk from the train station.

      “What do you mean Gawin Ochsart is not here?” Cirrus asked the receptionist. “We are conducting an investigation on behalf of the Candletown Police Force and his interview is crucial. He cannot possibly have any vacation days left.”

      “I mean, sir,” the receptionist replied coolly, “that Mister Ochsart is not here and, in fact, never reported for work so far as the records show.”

      “Never reported…” Cirrus echoed, trailing off in thought. “May we speak to whoever is in charge of Personnel?”

      A quick discussion with the head of the Personnel Department revealed not much more than they had already learned from the receptionist. Gawin Ochsart had applied for and been offered a job as an engineer for Mellias Technology, but had never reported for work as he should have.

      That led them back to New Randona Customs where they learned that no one with the name Gawin Ochsart had been passed into New Randona. “Did he approach Customs at all and get turned back?” Cirrus asked.

      “No,” the man who was assigned to help them shook his head. “No one has been refused entry in nearly a year. He just never arrived.”

      “Terrific,” Cirrus muttered. “I wonder if he just stayed on the train and kept going.”

      “Not very likely, sir,” the man told him. “This is the end of the line for all trains from Candletown. That doesn’t have to be the case, of course. It’s just the way those lines run. Are you sure he boarded in Candletown.”

      “Now that you mention it,” Cirrus admitted, “I’m not even sure he ever left the city, just his job there.”

      “Well, I might be able to help there,” the man offered. “It’s a bit beyond what I’m supposed to do, but since this is part of a police investigation, I think I can go that extra bit further. Different jurisdiction, but we cooperate all the time.” He tapped his fingers on the controls of his terminal. It was a sophisticated model Jerry had not seen before. It was integrated into the man’s desk and, as he started to use it, the keyboard rose an inch up from the surface and the keys floated in place. When he was done, they sank back down and became flush with the top of the desk once more. “Well, he definitely left Candletown with a ticket to New Randona, but he never showed up here. You know that, of course, but I’m waiting for a search to tell us where he did get off.” A minute or so later, a bell rang and he read the results. “According to this, he got off the train at Quartzvein Station.”

      “That’s one of two stops between here and Midbar City,” Cirrus noted. “Any idea of where he went from there, or doesn’t Granomish Customs cooperate that far.”

      “They have no record of his leaving,” the customs man replied. “If you hurry, he should still be there.”

      Hurry was not exactly the right word for their progress. The mages were willing to rush right out, but the next train kept them waiting two hours. Then the stop-over in Upper Grinnel ought to only have lasted a quarter of an hour, but a called-in bomb threat, or so they learned on debarking at the Upper Grinnel station, held them up for three hours while a bomb squad could be flown in from New Randona and inspect the train. While there were waiting, however, Cirrus’ phone rang.

      “This is Mayor Moore,” the voice on the phone told him.

      “Hello, Mayor,” Cirrus replied, so Twist and Jerry would know to whom he was speaking. “What can I do for you?”

      “I understand that you have done an excellent job bringing the power station back online and I am just calling to thank you for all your efforts,” Moore told him.

      “Well, thank you, Mayor,” Cirrus replied. “We try our best. As it happens we’re just tracking down the last of the possible suspects and should have finished speaking to him in a few hours. After that, we leave the matter in the hands of your police and city prosecutor.”

      “Oh you need not go any farther,” Moore replied easily. “I have spoken to Chief Hardisty and we are in complete agreement that he and his men can take over from here. We are both quite satisfied with the job you have done so it will not be necessary to involve yourselves from here on in. I have taken the liberty of having the agreed-on amount deposited directly to your bank account on Maiyim along with a healthy bonus for your assistants in thanks for their hard work above and beyond anything we might have expected of them.” He went on to mention an amount. 

      “Well, that’s very generous of you, Mayor, but I assure you we do not mind doing this one last thing.”

      “No, no,” the mayor told him cheerfully. “I would not want to think I was taking advantage of you. Thank you very much, Wizard.”

      “Well, all right,” Cirrus replied. “If you feel that way, thank you once again.”

      “Well,” Jerry remarked after Cirrus had filled him and Twist in. “That was suspiciously timed. And I suppose we are supposed to just quit and go home now?”

      “That would be the sensible thing to do,” Cirrus replied. “Of course wizards are seldom sensible.”

      “Better not let my mother hear you say that,” Twist warned him.

      “Oh she’s heard it many times before,” Cirrus laughed. “Remind me to tell you about some of the jobs she took while still a master’s candidate.”

      “Or I could just ask her myself,” Twist replied.

      “Ask her about what happened on Meledirin,” Cirrus suggested.

      “Where’s that?’ Twist asked, furrowing her brow as she tried to remember where it might be.

      “Wennil Archipelago,” Cirrus replied. “The southernmost island. If she refuses to tell you come back and ask me. All that aside, we’re already on our way to Quartzvein Station. We may as well find this Ochsart and ask him a question or two.”

      “We’re no longer working on behalf of the Candletown police,” Twist pointed out.

      “Do you think he knows that?” Cirrus countered.

      The Granom who acted as the Customs official at Quartzvein Station also had a day job with the local post office and sold train tickets. When Cirrus asked who could answer questions about other recent arrivals, the man who according to his name tag was Alexier, replied he could as soon as he finished stamping their passports.

      “Gawin Ochsart?” Alexier echoed, after Cirrus told him who they were looking for. “Yeah, I think I remember him. We don’t get that many visitors. I’m pretty sure he only applied for a three day pass though, so he probably won’t still be here, but we can probably find out where he went.”

      “Wouldn’t you have sold him the ticket?” Twist asked.

      “I only work this desk eight hours a day,” Alexier replied. “One of the others might have sent him on his way. Well, let’s see. Hmm, interesting.”

      “What?” all three mages chorused.

      “He never came through customs,” Alexier replied. “If  he is still here, he owes the station for air. I think this justifies using the code.”

      “The code?” Cirrus asked.

      “As a Customs officer I can, if the case justifies it, look at other computer records that are normally private. I’ll have to submit my reasoning in writing later, but suspicion of an expired pass is more than enough for that,” Alexier told them.

      He went to work on his terminal again, reciting what he found as it came up. “He checked into Bors’ Hotel not long after I stamped him in.”

      “Bors’ Hotel?” Jerry asked.

      “The only transient’s hotel in town,” Alexier replied. “That’s pretty normal so far. He stayed there two days before checking out at which time he rented a pressure suit, but never turned it in. The rental company has a posted a want for him.”

      “A want?” Twist asked.

      “As in Wanted: Dead or Alive,” Alexier replied. “Well not really dead or alive. They just want their money and the suit back or the price of the suit. The deposit doesn’t really cover it, though. He doesn’t seem to show up anywhere after that. Strange.”

      “Do any private ships dock here?” Jerry asked.

      “Some,” Alexier replied with a shrug of his massive shoulders. It reminded Jerry of just how naturally strong Granomen were in general. “We get a few corporate ships in, mostly execs looking in on their pet projects. Quartzvein is mostly a collection of research labs, but we haven’t had any landings here in the last month. And he would not have needed a pressure suit for that. All ships dock directly with one of four airlocks. You don’t need a suit to board a ship, you only need one to go out on the surface.”

      “How much air is there in the average suit?” Cirrus asked

      “Depending on the model, oh, three to four hours,” Alexier replied. “There are some extended models that can go about six hours, but they’re very heavy. You do have to carry all that air, you know.”

      “Don’t people have to work on the surface for longer than that?” Twist asked.

      “All the time,” Alexier replied. “They have to stop and change air bottles every so often, but our Mister Ochsart did not rent an extended suit or extra bottles, You know it’s odd that a long time resident like him wouldn’t have his own suit.”

      “He may have left it in Candletown,” Cirrus speculated. “I didn’t see many people board the train with their suits.”

      “Could be,” Alexier replied. “Now this is interesting. On a long shot I decided to query the Candletown entry records and it looks like wherever he might have gone in between, he returned to Candletown two days ago. No, he closed his bank account there.”

      “He could have done that from anywhere,” Cirrus pointed out.

      “No,” Alexier replied. “I mean he walked through the doors of the local bank in Candletown. He may have been there a while and obviously he reentered the city illegally.”

      “But how could he have gotten there?” Twist asked. “He couldn’t have walked, could he?”

      “Not hardly,” Alexier laughed, “but he could have walked away from Quartzvein station. At an average pace he could have hop-stepped his way over the horizon without undue exertion in an hour or so. Once there he could have embarked on a waiting ship – we might not have seen it from here – and then gone almost anywhere. My guess is that he entered Candletown the same way he must have left here, but in reverse. The ship landed just over the horizon and he then walked into Candletown.”

      “Then it’s back to Candletown again,” Cirrus noted.

      “Wait, one more item,” Alexier stopped them. “After taking his money out of the bank, he apparently bought a ticket on the next shuttle flight out. By now he’s on his way back to Maiyim.”

     Nineteen

      “What was that you said about suspicious timing?” Cirrus asked Jerry.

      “This is worse,” Jerry replied.

      “No kidding,” Cirrus agreed. “When is the next train to Candletown?”

      Alexier checked his schedule, “In about an hour. Next one after that is in eight hours. That would give you time to sleep.”

      “We can sleep on the train,” Cirrus decided and bought them luxury-class tickets once again.

      The next train turned out to be local service, stopping more frequently along the way, so Cirrus turned off the announcements in their cabin after their second stop. “Candletown is the end of the line in any case,” he grumbled out loud on his way back to his bed.

      They woke up an hour before their expected arrival and made their ways forward to the dining car. This was the first time they had left the car they were riding in. There were rugged flexible collars between each car of the train to keep the spaces pressurized and since the cars barely moved in any direction other than straight forward, walking between them was just a matter of stepping over a one-inch gap in the platforms.

      They were just coming into Candletown as they finished up with breakfast, so they walked back to their cabin and, after grabbing their luggage, disembarked. One of the Customs men there recognized them and welcomed them back into the city. ”Staying long this time?” he asked the mages. It was an official question.

      “No, just here until the next shuttle out,” Cirrus replied. “I understand that is in 3 days. Could have left from Midbar City, I suppose, but we left some of our things here.” That last was not true, but on the way the mages had decided that their answers might well get reported elsewhere and after their polite, but obvious dismissal, they wanted to appear as though they had finished their work.

      “Well, I think we should pay our respects to Mayor Moore,” Cirrus told Twist and Jerry.

      “He told us to stop working,” Jerry pointed out. “What was the point of that show you put on at Customs if your first stop is back in City Hall?”

      “No, I just mean to bid him farewell,” Cirrus told him. “That’s fair enough, isn’t it?”

      “If you say so,” Twist agreed with a note of skepticism. “I doubt it would fool me.”

      “Well, I just want to make sure he thinks we’re leaving soon,” Cirrus replied. “After that we can go through the same charade with your cousin, the chief of police, and with him I think it might be safe to ask a few nosy questions; professional curiosity and all. Now do you understand?”

      “Still sounds a bit suspicious to me,” Twist told him.

      “That’s because you know we’re up to something,” Cirrus told her with a laugh.

      The Mayor kept them waiting in his outer office for over half an hour. “That’s understandable,” Jerry whispered to Twist. “We aren’t a priority for him anymore.” But when the receptionist stepped away from her desk, Jerry got curious and drifted over to have a look through the mayor’s calendar. “This is interesting,” he told the others. “According to this, the mayor met with a G. Ochsart two days ago just before that flight he caught back to Maiyim.”

      “Now there is a lead worth looking into,” Cirrus commented.

      A short time later Mayor Moore did agree to see them. The meeting seemed cordial enough even when Cirrus brought up the matter of Ochsart. “We couldn’t help but learn on our way back that Ochsart had re-entered the city and then left just two days ago via shuttle.”

      “Really?” the mayor asked. “It’s a shame no one realized he was back. I’m sure Chief Harsidty would have liked to question him. However, I have instructed everyone that in the absence of other evidence it is time to move on. The current owners of Candletown Power and Light have agreed to spend the necessary funds to ensure we never have another incident such as you helped us recover from and while we would sincerely like to arrest and try whoever it was tried to sabotage the plant…”

      “And who killed Sana Forrov,” Jerry added.

      “Excuse me?” Moore asked.

      “Sana Forrov,” Jerry repeated. “She may have been a murderess, but she too, in turn was a victim of murder and it seems likely to me that whoever killed her was also involved in the sabotage of the plant.”

      “But,” Cirrus cut in, “I suppose you must already know what Ochsart had to say for himself, right?”

      “Excuse me?” Mayor Moore repeated, sounding affronted.

      “According to your own calendar,” Cirrus replied, “you met with him shortly before he left the city.”

      “My calendar?” Moore echoed. He turned toward his terminal and checked the screen. “No, no, you’re mistaken. Sorry. I met with his sister, Gala Ochsart. She was understandably worried about her brother you see.”

      “Oh, my error, Your Honor,” Cirrus replied. “Apologies.”

      “Does Ochsart even have a sister?” Twist asked once they had left City Hall.

      “I haven’t the slightest,” Cirrus remarked.

      “I really expected the mayor to blow up at us when we brought up that appointment,” Jerry told them.

      “That sort of thing happens more on the Tri-Vee than in real life,” Cirrus told him. “Have you ever wondered why so many actors go into politics? It’s quite simple. Most politicians are consummate actors to begin with, so it’s just a bigger stage on which to perform and it has better job security as well.”

      “I suppose going to visit Chief Hardisty would be a bad idea just now then,” Jerry remarked, “especially if you want to keep up the pretense of believing the mayor.”

      “No, I doubt we’re fooling anyone right now,” Cirrus replied. “Let’s go have a talk with the chief.”

      They were escorted directly into Chief Hardisty’s office within minutes of their arrival at the police station. “What are you three doing here?” Alnon demanded.

      “We came to have a chat,” Cirrus shrugged.

      “What a coincidence,” Alnon laughed harshly. “The mayor wants me to have a chat with you as well and I’m sure what he had in mind isn’t quite what you do.”

      “Hmm,” Cirrus considered, “I imagine the subject matter is the same.”

      “Possibly, but the meeting room wouldn’t be,” the chief replied. “All right, he wanted you picked up for questioning.”

      “That’s generally a euphemism for an arrest isn’t it?” Jerry asked.

      “Not necessarily,” Alnon told him. “You can be held for up to one full day before you are formally arrested and sometimes being ‘picked up for questioning’ merely means we want to talk to you. His Honor didn’t specify, although his tone of voice made his intention clear, but depending on your answers, I can choose to interpret his words anyway I like. So just what did you threaten Moore with that got him upset?”

      “We didn’t threaten him at all, I thought,” Cirrus remarked. He went on to summarize what they had learned while chasing Ochsart around Midbar and then talked about their meeting in City Hall.

      “He said he met with Ochsart’s sister two days ago?” Hardisty asked. “That’s strange, because I spoke to her just yesterday over the Comm. and she was in Rjalkatyp at the time. Even a wizard couldn’t get from Midbar back to Maiyim in just a day.”

      “I certainly couldn’t,” Cirrus chuckled. “So where do we stand?”

      “On a rather iffy patch of ground,” Alnon replied. “I believe and I’ll tell the city prosecutor that I found no reason to hold you, but I’m not sure what he would do about the mayor. I guarantee that by now any record of that meeting with Ochsart has been erased and while most systems hold that sort of information for up to a year, governmental records can be permanently destroyed  on a moment’s notice. That’s all in the name of security, you see. Whose security, I’ve yet to figure out, since it ought not extend to the local level, but it does. Do you have your return tickets yet?”

      “The return tickets are required for all visitors before they leave Maiyim,” Cirrus reminded him, “but we have not yet made reservations.”

      “Make them,” Alnon suggested. “There’s really not much more you can do here anyway. I plan to tell the prosecutor what you’ve told me. I may need to get official statements from you or not. It depends on what his office decides.”

      “Good enough,” Cirrus decided. “We’ll reserve our shuttle cabin and spend the rest of our time sight-seeing.”

      “Have we just been ridden out of town on a rail?” Jerry asked as they sat down to lunch in a nearby café.

      “Effectively,” Cirrus grinned, “but we’ve been well paid for it. Chief Hardisty was on our side, but we didn’t have any hard evidence on the Mayor, although I think his meeting with Ochsart was definitely incriminating. The problem, aside from it being our word versus his, is that we don’t have any evidence against Ochsart. He disappeared at a suspicious time and then reappeared and left Midbar before he could be questioned, but while he had a questionable record, that does not mean he was involved. Also I don’t see what the mayor could have for a motive if he had anything to do with the plant’s sabotage.”

      “Unless he doesn’t understand how dangerous it would have been,” Twist countered. “Remember, Ochsart and the other engineers knew, but Moore is not an expert on fusion reactors. Ochsart left town until it became clear it was physically safe to return. I’d think it was probable that Moore thought that since the plant was outside the rest of the city he would be safe.”

      “With no power that wouldn’t have lasted long,” Jerry commented.

      “Enough time to evacuate if he had to,” Cirrus pointed out, “but I still don’t see any motive. Why destroy his own city?”

      None of them had an answer to that and decided that Hardisty had been right, there really was not anything else they could do and they had already been paid for their troubles. They would be leaving in another two days and that would be that.

      Twist and Jerry spent the afternoon window shopping. There were a few jewelry shops around the city square, but none had a locket that could hold the emerald Jerry had given Twist, so he promised they could look around Killo on their return to Maiyim. After dinner. Twist convinced Jerry to do some magical exercises with her. They had not gone through their usual workout that morning so an hour or two after dinner seemed reasonable. Finally, they decided to call it a day and went to sleep.

      Jerry and Twist woke up gasping for breath. “What’s happening?” Twist tried to ask, but she was having too much trouble trying to breathe to get the words out. Jerry go to his feet and immediately collapsed to the floor. Twist tried sitting up but found she was too dizzy from the lack of fresh air, but, on the floor, Jerry crawled toward the door of their room and opened it. The air outside was only a little better but they both improved enough to make their way into the common room. Jerry reached the outer door of their suite but it was stuck and could not be opened. The hotel rooms, he recalled having read about, were airtight compartments so in case of a blow out, the occupants could wait in safety. At least that was what the notice on the door had told him. It also meant that the suite could be cut off from its air supply or even evacuated. 

      Jerry heard a thump behind him and turned to see Twist had fallen down again. She evidently had been headed toward Cirrus’ door and was moving too fast. Jerry closed his eyes and concentrated. With the world spinning around him that was not easy, but finally he shot a projectile ward, a small tangible bubble of force, toward the outer door as hard as he could. A large section of the door broke off and was hurled against the opposite wall of the outside corridor. Fresh air flowed into the room immediately, leaving Twist and Jerry alternatively coughing and breathing deeply. A loud bell rang as well and Jerry understood he must have set off an alarm with his spell.

      Getting up, Twist continued on to Cirrus’ room where she found the older mage had passed out as the air grew stale. He was still breathing, however, and she hoped there was no cerebral damage to him. “I’m calling a ambulance,” she told Jerry. Both were still breathing hard, but recovering now.

      “I’ll finish opening the door, I think,” he remarked. “I wonder if someone is going to try and charge us for that.”

      “Possibly,” Twist shot back, “but they won’t like the counter suit if they do.” Calling for medical assistance in the hotel was a simple matter. All a guest needed to do was press a bright orange button beside his or her bed. Twist did so and arrived back in the common room just in time to see three people, a human woman and two male Granomen, wearing black masks burst through the now fully open doorway. One of the Granomen slammed his forearm into Jerry’s chest, knocking him to the floor several feet away.

      Twist quickly cast a ward around her and Jerry, but all three attackers were also mages and immediately began attacking magically. Their attacks were not hitting her directly, but she was getting knocked about as projectile wards slammed into her stationary one. “Jerry, I need help,” she told him, reaching for his hand.

      Strictly speaking, she knew, they did not need to hold hands in order to work cooperatively, but it was a habit they had developed in practice. She made a mental note to try to break that habit in the future, but for now the warm feel of his touch gave her strength even before he started sharing energy with her. “What are we doing?” he asked.

      “Just don’t fight me, dear,” she told him. “Share the ward with me. It will be much stronger and you’ll be able to fight through it.” She made another mental note to show him how to phase through a ward then remembered she had shown him, but they had not really practiced it. It would not have helped all that much in this situation since they could not cast a spell through their attackers’ defenses unless they knew the exact phase, which was nearly impossible. Touching the ward with one’s hand could be enough to do it, but it would have left them badly exposed.

      While all those thoughts dashed through her head she felt Jerry share the maintenance of their protective ward. The power astonished her. Until now they had only worked at relatively low power and even multiplied by two it was still low power. Now when the projectile wards hit their shared ward, there was barely a shudder. She started throwing fireballs and Jerry did the same, but where Twist threw them directly at their enemies, Jerry was slightly cleverer. Twist had formed an almost spherical ward that surrounded them, but the other mages were using simple curtain wards, so Jerry tried sending a fireball around the edge of one and hit the human woman.

      Her clothing burst into flame and she started screaming. Still burning, she ran for the door and, while one of her companions extinguished the flames, she continued to scream and run away from the fight. While that was happening, however, the third mage did something else and instead of a normal ward, something began to glow in front of him. As it rapidly grew brighter and more focused, Twist and Jerry recognized it as the Bond of Aritos or, as Moonsong had identified it more specifically, the Bond of Pohn. Even before it was fully formed the shield-like Bond had sent out a dozen gleaming spell strings that began to sap the energy out of Twist’s and Jerry’s ward.

      Twist and Jerry cast more fireballs but they bounced off the Bond and started setting the room on fire. Jerry tried using telekinesis to throw a table at the back of one of the remaining attackers, but he had learned from the earlier mistake and now had another ward guarding his back.

      Twist, felt the power going out of her ward and tried reversing the process, but the Bond was too strong and all she could do was try to gather more magical energy from all around them. However, the Bond was drawing power into itself faster than she could grab it.

      Just then Cirrus stumbled out of his room, cast a bolt of lightning and struck one of the attackers dead, but then he too collapsed to the floor leaving Twist and Jerry fighting on their own against the mage who was using the Bond of Pohn.

      Twist grabbed Jerry’s hand again and together they put everything they could into their ward, but now they were fighting a holding action only. It was taking all their concentration to hold up the ward against the onslaught of the other mage’s Bond who was now also using it to send small Bond projectiles at their ward.

      As they fought to maintain their ward,  glowing cracks began to form in it where the Bond projectiles hit. “Don’t fight me,” Jerry told Twist.

      “I’m not fighting you,” Twist told him tensely.

      “Not yet,” Jerry shot back and then Twist understood what he meant. She nodded her agreement and he concentrated on what he wanted to do. Suddenly Jerry dissolved the Ward they were maintaining and in the same instant, formed another much smaller and closer to them. 

      The move unbalanced the other mage. He had been using the Bond of Artios to directly drain Twist’s and Jerry’s ward, but when it was not there any longer the spell strings from the Bond started whipping around and he had to fight to bring them back under control. He was just starting to manage that when Jerry cast the same sort of projectile ward he had at the mage he fought in North Horalia. The small, hot projectile ward smashed into the Ward and stuck there. The Bond shimmered for a moment and then seemed to settle down.

      “It just absorbs all power,” Twist noted.

      “I’ve noticed,” Jerry replied, sending two more projectile “hot wards” at the Bond. Once again it shimmered each time he hit it.

      “You’re just making it stronger,” Twist warned him.

      “I know,” he nodded and sent one more “hot ward” into the Bond. “Look at what’s happening behind it.”

      As Jerry continued to pelt the Bond with “hot wards” Twist realized the masked Granom was having trouble staying on his feet. The Bond might have been absorbing the energy, but like the wards Jerry was throwing at it, it was radiating the heat.

      “Fire,” Twist told him. “Just throw fire.”

      They did and the Granomish mage’s  clothing began to smolder, and then after a second they ignited.  The Granom instantly put out that fire but as he did, he lost control of the Bond. The Bond of Aritos suddenly wrapped itself around the mage and he began to scream. His screams, however were abruptly silenced as he disappeared with a loud snap that was followed by an even louder clap of thunder.

     Twenty

      As the ear-splitting roar ceased, it was replaced by an alarm and the sound of water spraying over everything in the smoke-filled room and soaking it down. “Where’s Uncle Cirrus?” Twist asked worriedly between coughs.

      “Probably still on the floor,” Jerry replied, coughing as well, but on his knees with his head near the floor. “Get down in any case. The air is a bit better down here.”

      Twist did so and, while still coughing, she and Jerry found Cirrus and dragged him out of the room and waited in the hallway until a crowd of firemen came to help them.

      Fires were even more deadly in space than on Maiyim. Not only could the destructive flames spread from zone to zone, the fumes had nowhere to vent save into the ventilation systems so it was customary to isolate the air supplies of one zone from another, but there were few airlocks. Smoke could travel to an extent and there was no “outside” for it to go save the public areas of the colony. The filters that could eliminate the accumulated odors of the colony could get most of the smoke as well, but there were limits and many fumes from a fire are poisonous so a speedy response from the Fire Department was essential to everyone.

      Jerry doubted they had been in the corridor for more than a minute before help came. Men in environment suits rushed to them and slapped respirator masks on their faces before asking, “Is there anyone else in there?”

      “Not alive,” Jerry told them adding, “Careful, that’s a crime scene now.”

      “It’s also a fire and that’s more important,” the fireman told him. “A pity the door is broken.” Jerry did not understand that last remark, but the man called for a “T.A.U.” and what looked like a piece of thick clear plastic with rubber around the edges was promptly produced. Two men slipped it in the door frame, touched a small control in the upper corner and the rubber expanded to form a perfect seal with the doorframe. “Evacuate the room!” the fireman called into his comm. and only then stopped to explain that a T.A.U. was a temporary airlock unit. 

      Inside the room they could hear the sound of all the air being sucked out, but now the men were more concerned with Twist, Jerry and especially Cirrus. Jerry tried to explain that he should be fine, but they told him, “Smoke inhalation is nothing to take chances with.”

      Twist told them, “Take care of Wizard Cirrus first,” but there were enough men and women who responded that all three mages were assisted out of the building through its basement. On the way out, however, Jerry spotted two policemen who had responded to the alarms and told them, “Call Chief Hardisty. He’s going to want to know about this immediately.”

      Twist added, “and we want to know who the two dead Granomen were.”

      “Who?” one of the cops asked reflexively.

      “You’ll see,” Twist called as she was hustled into an ambulance.

      The ambulance was similar to the police rail car they had ridden in on their first visit to the power station and was one of the few vehicles the mages had seen inside a Midbarian settlement. Most colonists walked where they needed to go. They used the same tacks as the public and service vehicles, but were given precedence to the tracks in an emergency. There were no private vehicles, however, so traffic on the tracks was rarely heavy.

      Cirrus was quickly rushed away from the others when they arrived at Wenni General Hospital and Jerry and Twist found themselves being herded into twin waiting rooms and told to please don hospital gowns. Jerry did as he was told and found there was a bag for his clothing with instructions to hand the bag on a hook outside the room and they would be laundered for him; all part of the service. Smelling the acrid smoke smell coming off them, he could understand why and thought he must smell pretty much the same.

      He found Twist just hanging her clothes bag up when he opened the door. Her emerald was circling her head and Jerry decided she must be doing it to keep her mind occupied. They stayed in the hallway until a nurse came in to take blood and breath samples, explaining that both would indicate if they needed any further treatment.

      “How is Wizard Cirrus?” Twist asked worriedly. The emerald started doing loop-de-loops. 

      “I don’t know,” the nurse replied honestly. Her eyes could not help but follow the path of the floating gemstone. “They took him directly to the I.C.U.” 

      The answer did nothing to relieve Twist’s anxiety, but she replied, “Thank you,” none the less.

      “You need to stay in your rooms,” the nurse insisted, gently herding Jerry back into his.

      “Why can’t we wait together?” Twist asked, following them inside.

      “Regulations,” the nurse told her stiffly and moved her back to her own room. Jerry heard a small snap as the door closed and, on testing it, found it was now locked from the outside.

      “Now that ought to be against regulations too,” he thought out loud and then remembered something Twist had said about how difficult it was to imprison a mage, so he reached out with his mind and slid the deadbolt back open again. As he opened the door, he saw Twist had done the same thing. 

      She glared once at the lock on his door and commented, “That should take care of that.”

      “What did you do?” Jerry asked.

      “I fused the locking mechanism,” she replied.

      “You melted it?” Jerry asked.

      “No,” Twist shook her head, coming back inside. “After the fire I didn’t want to take the chance and this was safer. I just moved the surface molecules of the parts to move around a little is all. It heated up, I’m sure, but now the lock is all one piece. Try to lock up a mage, will she?”

      “I’ll have to learn that trick,” Jerry remarked.

      “It’s not so hard,” Twist told him, “but it does require pin-point control to do it without actually seeing what you are working on. It’s just levitation on the sub-microscopic level.”

      “It can’t be that easy,” Jerry told her.

      She looked around the room and found a clear plastic cup. “Try it on this,” she suggested. “Don’t melt it any more than you need to, you can’t help but make it heat up, but try to just fold the rim over on itself like this.” The rim of the cup started folding over, but after an inch of that, it stopped.

      “I could do the same thing with a finely controlled heat spell and telekinesis,” Jerry commented, “and it would be easier.”

      “That’s true,” Twist nodded, “but try it this way. It’s better practice.”

      They occupied themselves for the next half an hour that way. Once the nurse came back and tried to break them up again, but Twist simply cast a ward over the door to hold the nurse out and only relented when the nurse conceded they could wait together, but they would have to allow her to take their blood pressure. Finally the doctor showed up and with a few questions released them. It turned out to be the same Doctor Scalpel they had met on their previous visit.

      “You two are fine,” he told them. “From the lab results I would guess you barely breathed in any smoke at all.”

      “Our ward held it out until we released it,” Jerry remarked.

      “It was impermeable,” Twist pointed out. “How is Cirrus?”

      “Is he here too?” Doctor Scalpel asked.”Here, let me check.” He looked at his tablet, a wireless NetMaiyim terminal, and pressed on a few of the virtual keys. “Well, not too bad is my guess,” he reported. “They took him out of Intensive Care a few minutes ago and should have him in Room 252 by the time we can finish signing you two out, although I understand the police are waiting to question you, so it may be a while before you can leave.”

      It turned out “the police” were Chief Hardisty and one of his detectives who sat down in a quiet waiting room to interview Twist and Jerry. “Good morning, cousin,” the chief greeted Twist, letting her know they weren’t in trouble. They spoke for a long time during which Alnon received several messages. After one he remarked, “Hmm, it seems that the mayor’s wife was checked in here just before you two with first degree burns and a few second degree ones all over her body. Sounds like it’s amazing she got here on her own. Did you say there was a human female with the two Granomen?”

      “They were all wearing masks,” Jerry pointed out, “but that was the one my fireball got. That was Mayor Moore’s wife?”

      “Possibly,” Alnon nodded. “She is certainly a suspect now. I know she has some magical training. She makes a great show of doing little tricks with it at parties. She has always claimed she wasn’t really very good at it, but maybe she was being modest. The part that makes me most suspicious, however, is that according to the report I just got, when two of my men went to the Mayor’s home to inform him, there was no one home, so they went down to City Hall, where all the terminals were showing signs of having been wiped. They’re now in the process of asking for search warrants for both locations. Pardon me, please, while I inform the City Prosecutor.” He stepped out of the room, but returned a few minutes later saying, “Timing is everything. I just received a report that Mayor Moore has left the colony on a private ship that was evidently waiting for him at one of the emergency airlocks. No telling where he is headed, but my men are putting out an International statement on the subject. If he lands anywhere with an extradition agreement, we’ll have him back for trial. But we do have his wife and I’ve requested help on keeping her restrained pending a possible trial.”

      “Any idea of who the two Granomish mages were?” Jerry asked.

      “We have identifications,” Alnon admitted. “One arrived as a tourist three months ago with a six month visa in Midbar City and lived in New Querna, at least according to his passport. The other was a local and worked at the representative of Maobawa Imports, a large trading company based in Rjalkatyp but I think I’ll do a deeper check on both of them, just in case. And if you leave me an address and phone number, I’ll let you know what we learn from the mayor’s wife, although that might be weeks from now. I understand she is heavily sedated and I intend to keep her that way until I know she won’t try to escape using her little party tricks.”

      Cirrus was looking tired by the time they were allowed to visit, but he smiled broadly as they entered his room. “My heroes!” he chuckled.

      “How are you feeling, Uncle?” Twist asked.

      “Like half a barbecue,” Cirrus remarked lightly, “but they inform me I’m responding to treatment very well and I should be released in a day or two. So tell me what I missed. Your cousin’s detectives have given me a rough idea, but in their case I was doing all the talking.” So Twist and Jerry told them what they knew until it became apparent Cirrus had fallen asleep.

      Cirrus was not released the next day, but he was finally allowed to leave the hospital on the following morning when they met with Chief Hardisty one final time. “I thought you ought to know who you three seem to have been dealing with,” he told them. “Have you ever heard of an organization known as the Sons and Daughters of Maiyim?”

      “They were behind the kidnapping of Lord Dathan in Horalia,” Jerry replied. “Until then I had only heard of them from a friend who was into conspiracy theories. Although now, I think he was spot on.”

      “That might not be what they call themselves,” Alnon admitted. “I received a report from the Isle of Fire Department of Security about them. The name, “Sons and Daughters” seems to be what the lower level members call it, but that name has been bandied about among conspiracy enthusiasts like your friend for years and more recently by the mainstream news media. The report I got says there’s an indication that there is an inner circle of members composed of the noble and ultra rich and that they might have another name for themselves.”

      “When I first heard about them, it was just what you call that inner circle,” Jerry remarked, “and if they call themselves something else, not that it matters, it is probably the ‘New World Order’ or something like that. It seems to be a favorite theme in the speeches of their pet politicians, um, according to my friend.”

      “Could be,” Alnon allowed, “I just figured I would pass on what I had learned. We’ve been hearing about conspiracies like that off and on for centuries, but this is the first time I got any official word recognizing their existence.”

      “But how do they tie in here?” Jerry asked curiously.

      “Ah, I forgot to mention that,” Alnon chuckled. “It seems Mayor Moore was an associate of some sort of a very rich gentleman in Rjalkatyp who has been a subject of investigation by the DOS. They’re being very close mouthed – typical of them – but they did give me enough to be able to answer their questions. They believe that these Sons and Daughters were ultimately behind the fusion plant sabotage and that the means by which it was done was in keeping with other recent incidents they have observed.”

      “Now that is not good news,” Cirrus remarked cryptically. They had not told Alnon about the Bond of Aritos, but he nodded agreement for reasons of his own. “I think, perhaps I’ll stop in and have a chat with the DOS when I get to Rjalkatyp.”

      “You’re going to the Isle of Fire next?” Twist asked.

      “Yes,” Cirrus nodded. “I was hoping to sail with you a little more, but I think I’ll feel better if I hand my report in to the Colonial Board in person. And I suspect the DOS really wants to talk to me and since the feeling is mutual, I may as well make it easy for both of us. Give my regards to your boat. Maybe I’ll see you when you get back to Olen.”

      “You’re going to Olen too?” Jerry asked.

      “Yeah, I might be getting to old for this sort of adventure,” Cirrus chuckled, “or maybe not. But the doctors have advised me to take it easy for the next few months so I may as well return to teaching for a bit.”

     Spinnaker

     One

      They traveled with Cirrus as far as Space Station Miyabawa where the wizard had less than twenty minutes to rush off to his connecting shuttle flight. Twist and Jerry had to wait an extra day for the next flight down to Killo, however.

      Their time in Miyabawa Station was quiet and they spent most of it in their room either sleeping or making phone calls down to the planet. Maiyim was thrilled to learn they would be back soon and even Moonsong admitted that she was impressed by what they had accomplished on Midbar, advising Jerry, “You really should give serious thought to your mage name. This is twice you have performed above your technical level.”

      “I’m still thinking about it,” Jerry replied, “but the fact is I’m used to my name the way it is. Changing it is a serious step.”

      “So is becoming a mage,” Moonsong reminded him sternly.

      “She’s right,” Twist told him after breaking the connection. “You weren’t planning to give up magic now, were you?”

      “No,” Jerry shook his head, “I think it’s safe to say I’m committed now. And honestly I have been thinking about it, but nothing feels right yet. I didn’t have a cousin to tease me with a pet name like you did.”

      “That did make my choice easier,” Twist admitted. “Well many mages choose their names, based on things that happened growing up.” She had been playing with the emerald. It was tricky doing that in freefall, but it was good exercise for her mind. On a whim she sent it off toward Jerry.

      “Hmm, nothing comes to mind,” Jerry replied, catching the gem telekinetically, allowing it to circling around the back of his head and then go back to Twist. 

      “That was very smooth,” she praised him. “You’re getting very good at that.”

      “But I need more repertoire, right?” he asked.

      “We both do,” she admitted. “You were fairly inventive in Candletown, but I kept casting the same spells repeatedly.”

      “But you do them better than I do,” Jerry pointed out, “and you know more spells than I do.”

      “Yes, but when pressed I used a ward and fireballs mostly,” Twist replied. “It’s not good to be predictable in a fight.”

      “Maybe not,” Jerry allowed, “but how often do mages fight like that? I got the impression it was not all that common.”

      “Most never do at all,” Twist replied. “To tell the truth I never thought I would have to kill anyone with magic. I don’t think Dad or Mom ever did, but I did in Horalia. You know I had some rough moments after that.”

      “I know,” Jerry replied. “You woke me up several times, and it wasn’t any better for me really. If we weren’t both so exhausted afterward, we probably would have been screaming in harmony.”

      “Sorry,” Twist apologized.

      “No, it’s okay,” Jerry replied. “I had to think about what we had done there and it took a while to realize we had done nothing wrong.”

      “You never said it bothered you too,” Twist commented.

      “I was worried it might make you feel even worse,” Jerry replied. “You were having enough trouble those next few nights and I didn’t really know what to say just then. I think we both came to grips with how we felt by the time we were back on Maiyim Bourne and, to tell the truth, I didn’t expect to have to do it again. That caper we got into on Tond seemed more normal to me. Was I wrong?”

      “No,” Twist shook her head, “That was unusual too, but it was closer to a normal case for a freelance mage.”

      “That was kind of fun,” Jerry admitted with a grin. “So was this until the attack, and that was just foolish.”

      “What do you mean?” Twist asked.

      “Why did they attack us?” Jerry asked. “Yeah, okay we knew the mayor had met with Ochsart, but we couldn’t prove it, not really.”

      “But he claimed to have met with Ochsart’s sister when we were able to prove she was in Rjalkatyp at the time,” Twist recalled.

      “Yeah, but he might have claimed they had a comm. conference rather than meeting in person, just like Alnon did,” Jerry argued. “The calendar didn’t say either way so it was plausible, but obviously he panicked and ran for it. I wonder if he lifted off before or after his wife checked into the hospital.”
      “Do you think he might have run out on her?” Twist asked.

      “I can’t say,” Jerry shrugged, “but obviously he thought we had him dead, whereas we only had a case of our word versus his.”

      “Or maybe we were close to something else he was afraid of having known,” Twist suggested.

      “Such as?” Jerry asked.

      “How should I know?” Twist laughed. “I don’t think we’ll ever know for certain. But about your name; it can also be about your aspirations or something you identify with. Some mages honor their ancestors by taking their mage names. Didn’t Mom say you have a famous mage in your family?”

      “Windchime,” Jerry replied, “but I don’t know very much about him other than the fact he was a master and he founded my family’s business. It would be a hollow gesture.”

      “Well, it really doesn’t happen very often,” Twist admitted. “Hmm, something that makes you happy? Or determined? Something you grew up with?”

      “I don’t know,” Jerry shrugged, “but I’ll keep thinking about it.”

      Having come from Miyabawa Station, they were not subjected to a customs search on landing at Killo, but the moment they left the shuttle, they encountered a gaggle of news reporters and their attendant camera men. With the lights glaring in their faces and all manner of cameras whirling and clicking and beeping and making other less describable noises, the reporters started shouting their questions. 

      In the cacophony, Jerry held his hand up, mostly to shield his eyes from the lights, but the reporters took it as a call for quiet. ”What the heck is this?” Jerry asked in the sudden silence.

      “Are you Jerry Carter and Islandtwist?” one reporter shouted just ahead of the others.

      Jerry was tempted to deny that and claim the people they were looking for were still on board the shuttle, but the only ones left behind were an elderly couple who were still being helped into their hover chairs. Even if the reporters believed him, Jerry could not get himself to subject the nice people to this onslaught.

      Twist answered before he could, however. “We are.”

      The babble got louder and the only words they could make out were “Candletown,” and “Midbar.” Finally, after just standing there and staring at the newspeople, Twist and Jerry figured out what they were asking.  Jerry tried to reply modestly, “Yes, we were in Candletown and helped out a bit with their problems,” but the constant barrage of questions being thrown at them drowned him out. “Well, bloody Hell!” Jerry shouted at them. They went silent again at the outburst. “If you don’t want to hear the answers, why are you bothering to ask the questions? One at a time or none of you.”

      “It’s been a long trip,” Twist added, “so please no more than five or ten minutes, and let us sit down in the lobby. We’re blocking the exit from the shuttle.” Another thought occurred to her. “However did you all get past spaceport security? I was under the impression only ticketed passengers and ships’ crews were allowed out here at the gate.” Her question was met by an embarrassed mutter, but the reporters and their pet cameras parted to allow Twist and Jerry to sit.

      “Let’s make this an orderly mob,” Jerry told them. “No repeated questions, no matter how you reword them and only one at a time, hands raised and no shouting. We’re not politicians so we don’t actually enjoy this sort of invasion. Make believe you’re back in grade school except misbehavior means just the opposite of staying after class. Okay, now who’s first and why are we worth your time? You.” He pointed carelessly in the general direction of two reporters.

      They, a man and a woman, glanced at each other and, for a wonder, courtesy prevailed and the man gestured for the woman to take the first question. “Mister Carter,” she began, “is it true you two saved Candletown from a nuclear meltdown.”

      “We were part of Wizard Cirrus’ team,” Jerry replied carefully, “and fusion power plants do not actually melt down in the way the old fission plants did, but yes we did help Cirrus in getting the plant reactivated, although he performed the actual initiation.”

      Further questions prompted Twist and Jerry to describe some of what they went through on Midbar. It was a highly edited version in which they both claimed to only be assistants. But one reporter told them, “Wizard Cirrus is on record as saying you two were the heroes of the day and that he was incapacitated twice while you two handled problems even a fully trained wizard would have trouble with.”

      “Wizard Cirrus was being kind,” Twist told them, “and I think he must have exaggerated a bit. I am just a journeywoman and Jerry is still an apprentice. How could we possibly perform at wizard level?” In the back of her mind she was secretly pleased Cirrus had given them such praise, but she also suspected he had done it to get a similar flock of reporters off his back in Rjalkatyp.

      “And are you not the same Jerry Carter and Islandtwist who rescued Prince Dathan in Horalia?” was the next question.

      “Lord Dathan,” both Jerry and Twist corrected in chorus. Twist continued. “And we were not the only ones involved then too.”

      “And weren’t you two also the ones who captured the rogue called the Ghost of Tond?”

      “Is that what he is being called?” Jerry laughed. “It was just something we stumbled into and not such a big deal. Also I believe that as well, as what happened on Midbar, both involve criminal cases that have not yet come to trial. It would be inappropriate for us to comment further.” To his surprise, it worked and the reporters allowed the subject to pass.

      “Tell me how you feel about being placed on the Emmine Royal Honors List?” a woman near the back requested.

      Twist laughed, “That’s news to me!” Jerry was about to say something and then realized that he had never mentioned the letter his father had read to him.

      “Really?” the woman followed up. “How could you not know you are up for the Star of Emmine for service to the crown?”

      “I’ve never even met His Majesty,” Jerry replied and turned to Twist, “Have you?”

      “Othon III was still a prince at the time,” Twist replied as quietly as possible, “and I was only six, I think. He was sent to play with Freddy and me, well, Freddy. I was just there at the time. Not exactly a close friendship.” She paused and then spoke to the reporters, “The Star of Emmine is the highest service award in the kingdom and if it is true that we are on the list, I can only hope we are worthy of it. Now if you don’t mind, we really must be going. Thank you.”

      Getting out of the lobby was not as easy as that, but Twist cast a wedge-shaped ward around her and Jerry and they were able to ease the reporters out of their way even though it meant having a noisy and annoying parade follow them down the concourse to the baggage claim area. There, the reporters were held back by spaceport security people, leaving Twist to wonder where they had been on the concourse. On picking up their baggage, Twist and Jerry started back toward the waiting crowd, but Jerry noticed an unguarded exit door to the left. They suddenly made a break for it and dashed directly into a waiting cab.

      “Where to?” the Orente at the controls asked automatically.

      “Down to the harbor,” Jerry replied, adding the name of the marina.

      “Sure thing,” the cabbie replied and started lifting his hopper from the ground. Then he noticed the surge of reporters headed toward them. “Are you two celebrities or something?”

      “Definitely something,” Twist replied.

      “We made the mistake of saving a life or two,” Jerry laughed.

      “Figures,” the driver laughed. “Save a life and they won’t let you live one of your own. Looks like some of them are getting cabs and trying to follow. You want me to lose them?”

      “If you can,” Jerry replied. “Otherwise getting us to the marina with time to get out before we’re mobbed will be enough.”

      “That’s easy,” the cabbie laughed. And his flying car shot off. It was a harrowing ride with a dozen extra turns and as many vertical and horizontal lane changes, but finally they set down in the marina parking lot and Jerry tipped the Orente two gold coins over the fare on his meter. “Wow!” the driver exclaimed. “Call on me anytime!”

      Twist and Jerry grabbed their bags and sprinted down the dock, but Jerry stopped suddenly, “We have to check out of the marina.”

      “I see the clerk on the dock,” Twist told him, tugging his hand.

      They ran down the dock and Jerry pantomimed checking out as the reporters began to surge through the marina’s outer gate. He thrust a handful of coins into the marina clerk’s hands. “Will this cover the bill?”

      “For the next decade at least,” the clerk, a tall Orentan woman replied, astonished.

      “Keep the change,” Jerry laughed. “Always wanted to be able to do that,” he added to Twist and they continued running down the dock.

      “No running on the piers,” the clerk shouted behind them, but a glance over their shoulders showed the reporters were not slowing down either. 

      As they reached Maiyim Bourne and jumped on board, Maiyim appeared to greet them, but frowned when she saw the reporters on their tails. “You brought company?”

      “My friends?” Jerry asked facetiously. “I thought they were your friends!”

      “Casting off,” Twist shouted as she telekinetically released the lines from their cleats. The first of the reporters attempted to board, but found Jerry’s ward blocking his path. The crowd of reporters piled up against the invisible barrier and several fell into the water on the other side of the narrow pier. By then Twist had managed to pilot the boat a few feet away from the dock and it was safe to  just turn and wave at the gentlemen and ladies of the media, who were still shouting questions in the boat’s wake.

      “Well,” Maiyim remarked a few minutes later, “that was different. I saw you in the news several times, but I did not expect you to bring the news with you.”

      “We didn’t invite them, but some people can’t take ‘No,’ for an answer,” Jerry replied, realizing he was still trying to catch his breath. “Sure hope that doesn’t become normal.”

      “Same here,” Twist agreed, looking back of the dock where many of the reporters were still standing and looking out at them. “What time is it, anyway? How long until sunset?”

      “Three and a half hours,” Maiyim told her.

      “Maybe we can get far enough away to not worry about them tonight?” Twist wondered.

      A few minutes later, however, Maiyim spotted a pair of motor boats headed out of the port toward them. “Your company is persistent,” she remarked.

      “I wonder how fast they would go with holes in their boats,” Twist remarked. Jerry had just finished hoisting the mainsail.

      “We have enough wind and we’re running with it,” Jerry told her. “Deploy the foils while I go ahead and get the spinnaker up.” Their pursuers had nearly caught up as the large and colorful sail went up and caught the wind. Suddenly Maiyim Bourne was flying over the water and away from the best the two motor-craft could manage. ”Ha!” Jerry shouted. “I just love that spinnaker! Oh hey, what about that?”

      “What about it?” Twist asked, looking back at the boats that no longer had a chance of catching up.

      “As my mage name,” Jerry replied. “Spinnaker.”

      Twist nodded and thought about it. “Um, you do realize everyone would probably call us ‘Spin and Twist?’”

      “More likely ‘Twist and Spin,’” Spinnaker laughed. “I think I can live with that.”

      “Spinnaker,” Twist repeated with a broad smile. “Nice to meet you.”

     Two

      The wind slacked off to nearly nothing as sunset approached, but by then the fog was gathering, so they piloted themselves in toward shore and partway up a small river before setting the anchor. “Did you two eat on the shuttle?” Maiyim asked curiously.

      “Not since breakfast,” Spinnaker replied as he started securing the mainsail to the boom. “Why? Oh, yeah, I guess we were so busy making sure we could get away from those reporters that we forgot to eat. Twist, want anything special for dinner?”

      “Everything is special here,” Twist replied, “but yes, we should celebrate your new name. Let me see what I can come up with.”

      “Nothing too fancy,” Spin replied. “Actually, it’s been ages since I had just a steak dinner.”

      “Steak it is, then,” Twist agreed. “You finish tying those gaskets and I’ll prepare the meal. Meet you below.”

      Spin awoke the next morning, feeling really good. Twist was already out of the cabin and had left the door slightly ajar. Through it, he could hear the gentle sound of water lapping at Maiyim Bourne’s hull and he realized what he had been missing since they had gone into space. The sounds of the space stations and of Midbar in general were machines. There was hardly a moment you couldn’t hear the tick or hum or beep of some sort of device and even when those noises were absent there was a certain almost subliminal hum you could never quite escape. Here on the boat the sound of the sea was constant and unless the weather was bad, a comforting presence.

      Spin got up and slipped on his usual Orentan shirt and jeans and left the cabin to find Twist hard at work at the dining table. “Oh, you’re up!” she greeted him. “I decided to let you sleep in this morning. It’s still rather foggy out there and, according to the forecast, likely to stay that way all day.”

      “I’d hoped to get to some port on Orona today,” Spin remarked, “but we’re not in that much of a hurry that we need to risk the fog.”

      “We’re safe enough with my radar and fog horn,” Maiyim opined from just behind him.

      “We are,” Spin agreed rightly enough, “but we’re even safer if we take the day off. I think it’s safe to say Methis will still be there when we arrive. So what are you working on?” he asked Twist, helping himself to a cup of coffee.

      “My thesis,” she replied with a smile. “All I’ve done so far is take a ton of notes.” She indicated several piles of note pads, loose pages and a notebook. “Given the lay-over, I thought it was time I started to organize all this at least.”

      “I wonder if I should start considering a thesis,” Spin thought out loud.

      “You haven’t even got a journeyman’s degree yet,” Twist pointed out.

      “Technically, I do,” Spin replied. “Both you and Cirrus told me so often enough. I wouldn’t try calling myself a journeyman right now, but I do have a bachelor’s degree, so it would not be unthinkable to try to get into a master’s program somewhere.”

      “Any school would want you to do a lot of extra classes to make up for the fact you haven’t any magic hours in your curriculum vitae,” Twist pointed out, “but you are correct, you could skip directly to a master’s program if you could find a school willing to enroll you. I think Cirrus said the University of Rjalkatyp was known for granting master’s degrees on a thesis only.”

      “No, I believe they would require me to sit classes too,” Spin disagreed, “but I think having a potential thesis project in mind might go some way toward showing how serious I am about this.”

      “Maybe,” Twist agreed. “What are you interested in studying?”

      “Not sure yet,” Spin admitted. “I really do need more training, I know, but maybe a study of cooperative magic and how it works.”

      “I think there have been some studies on that already,” Twist remarked. “You should look them up and see if you can find something about the subject that has not been covered already. But with that sort of project you are going to have to learn all sorts of different types of magic. You’ll have to be a generalist among generalists with a fair knowledge in all quarters. Otherwise your advisor will suggest something much more specific.”

      “Good point,” Spin conceded. “Maybe something else will come to me later.” He spotted the emerald he had given Twist, circling her head and smiled. She had not been in the habit of keeping  her pearl in orbit like that, but he now realized that since their engagement she could rarely be seen during an idle moment without the emerald. “In the meantime I should probably work on my morning exercises.” He pulled the hex nut he used and set it in motion as well, and then went up on deck with his coffee to give Twist some space while she worked.

      “Foggy up here,” he noted aloud.

      “I said it was,” Maiyim reminded him.

      “So you did,” Spin chuckled.

      “Spinnaker,” Maiyim said fondly.

      “Yes?” he asked.

      “I like that name too,” she smiled.

      The day passed far more quickly than Spin might have imagined. He ran through his small repertoire of spells – wards, illusion, telekinesis and levitation mostly; as always, he chose to skip fire manipulation while onboard – and then started to thinking of new ways to combine them. He was deep into his contemplation when he heard Twist calling to him from the galley. “What?” he asked, opening his eyes for the first time in a while and immediately lost his concentration.

      Without realizing it, he had levitated off the deck of Maiyim Bourne. He had not risen very high, but a soft breeze had evidently pushed him just beyond the starboard gunwale so when he saw where he was, he managed to stay aloft for one or two seconds like a cartoon character, unknowingly walking off the side of a cliff and then he promptly fell into the drink.

      “Spin?” Twist called again as she rushed to see what had happened. “Oh no,” she smiled in spite of herself. “Were you trying to levitate over water?” She pulled over an aluminum ladder and  hooked it over the side of the boat.

      “Evidently,” Spinnaker replied, climbing back on board, “I succeeded in levitating over water. I just didn’t realize it at the time. I still need more practice with concentration, though.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Twist replied. “You didn’t lose the hex nut when you fell in.”

      Spin looked and saw a drop of salt water fall off the circling nut. “Huh! I wasn’t even thinking about that.”

      “Not consciously,” Twist pointed out, “but obviously a part of your mind was still holding on to it. That’s very good.”

      “Maybe,” he allowed, “but I’d better wash this off with fresh water or it will start to corrode. It’s only a hex nut, but I think it would look better if it were still shiny.”

      “And it’s historically a very valuable hex nut,” Twist told him.

      “Only if it’s really one of the originals Oceanvine used to learn on,” Spin countered, “and only if anyone believed me when I told them that.”

      “There is that,” Twist agreed, “but I think any mage who steps on board Maiyim Bourne will believe it.”

      “Yeah,” Spin nodded, “but not if they think about it. Maiyim supplies most things we need, right? Well how could we prove she didn’t provide this hex nut when we needed it?”

      “I don’t think I can do that,” Maiyim told him. “Remember each creation spell within me has a specific place where it works. I’m pretty sure there’s no place within me that creates hardware.”

      “What about the modern navigation equipment?” Spin asked. “And the Tri-Vee screen in my cabin?”

      “Well, I think that’s different,” Maiyim replied. “It’s communications equipment.”

      “Yes, so?” Spin countered. “None of that even existed during Silverwind’s day. Why would anyone think to build the ability into you unless it was a general purpose creation spell? I suspect that Silverwind or Nildar or whoever did it must have left his options open.”

      “But things don’t just appear in me,” Maiyim argued.

      “Not very often,” Spin nodded, “but the NetMaiyim terminal was another example. That had to have been a lot more difficult than a hex nut.”

      “But you were thinking of a terminal when it appeared,” Twist cut in. “You told me so. I doubt you were looking for a hex nut. Not specifically.”

      “No, I guess not,” Spin agreed. “So possibly this is an original, although you did say there was a bowl full of them by tradition in the Magic Department at the University of Randona. This might have come from there, or from any hardware store in Keesport.”

      “Why Keesport?” Twist asked.

      “She was stored in Keesport,” Spin replied.

      “Every winter until I was put in the warehouse,” Maiyim added.

      “You remember being put in the warehouse?” Twist asked.

      “No, of course not,” Maiyim laughed. “It’s another of Oceanvine’s memories and a strong one since she was comparing my long storage to the ones I went through each winter.”

      “Oh,” Twist nodded. “Spin, aren’t you cold?”

      “No, I’m wet,” Spin replied, “but I’d better shower off the salt before I start to itch.”

      “Then we should have dinner,” she suggested. “You missed lunch.”

      “I did?” he asked.

      “This is not the first time you’ve lost an hour or two while practicing magic,” she reminded him.

      “It’s the first time I lost an entire day,” Spin replied.

      “It’s a good sign that you’re really throwing yourself into your studies,” she told him.

      “Maybe so, but I don’t like completely losing track of what’s going on around me like that,” Spin told her.

      “I’ll show you an exercise after dinner,” she promised. “It will develop your awareness of your surroundings and it’s good practice for multi-spell casting.”

      “I think I’ll like that one,” he admitted.

      The next day they woke to a crystalline pre-dawn sky and as soon as it was light enough, they weighed the anchor and set sail once more. They reached the Island of Orona the next day and stayed overnight in Taniwa, a small town on the northwest tip of the island. Taking a walk around the town they found nothing of interest although Twist admitted that if they were looking for a quiet place to get away from it all, Taniwa might be perfect.

      It took two days against unfavorable winds to reach the port city of Keladril on the Island of Wiladda. Keladril owed its size and importance to being one of the closest ports to the Granom Archipelago. Surf from the unpredictable Sea of Aritos pounded on the nearby beaches, making them popular especially to seasoned professional surfers looking for a challenge and cool prevailing winds made it one of the cooler spots in the otherwise mostly tropical Bellinen Archipelago. It was not cold there most of the time, but climatologists all agreed it was definitely subtropical in its temperature range and had some of the few deciduous trees in Bellinen, making it a fall vacation spot for Orentan leaf peepers.

      It was said you could buy almost anything in Keladril these days and it reminded Spin forcefully of his native Keesport, but much larger. So, after paying for a marina slip for two days and nights, Spin used the terminal on Maiyim Bourne to look up local jewelry stores while Twist was taking a shower.

      “What are you doing?” Maiyim asked.

      “I’m looking for the other half of my engagement present to Twist,” Spinnaker confided. “She needs a locket or something to keep that emerald in. I don’t know how I’m going to surprise her with it though.”

      “Don’t try,” Maiyim advised.

      “Why not?” Spin asked.

      “A number of reasons,” Maiyim replied. “First of all, you’ll never get the emerald away from her without her knowing. She uses it almost constantly.”

      “I know,” Spin admitted, but there was a fond smile on his face.

      “Second of all,” she went on, “I seriously doubt you can come up with an excuse she’d believe for you to borrow it.”

      “I can be very clever when I need to be,” Spin replied defensively.

      “I know, dear,” Maiyim agreed, “but she loves that gem, I can tell. She loves it because you gave it to her, so the odds are no matter what excuse you invent, she would just come with you instead and that brings up my final reason. You two have been practically glued together at the hips since you met. I think that’s what the movies refer to as love at first sight.”

      “It wasn’t quite at first sight,” Spin argued.

      “Close enough,” Maiyim disagreed. “I could tell the first moment I saw you two together and at the time I was fairly naïve.”

      “Yeah, you’ve grown up a lot in the last few months,” Spin admitted.

      “Don’t change the subject,” she laughed, “and I still have a long way to go. I just started by studying people in general and you two specifically. What I’m saying is if you say you’re going into town she is going to want to come and if you convince her to stay here and work on her thesis some more she’ll keep the emerald with her. You’ll be better off to just say, ‘Let’s go shopping for that locket.’ At least that’s my opinion.”

      “And you’re right, Spin conceded, “and it’s not like we haven’t looked for one together before.”

      Twist was excited to hear Spin’s shopping plans and practically dragged him out of the boat after breakfast the next morning so that finding a locket she liked turned out to be anti-climactic when they found one in the very first place they looked. But while Jerry had been looking forward to a day-long search, he was happy enough to pay for the small sterling silver trinket and choose a sturdy silver chain by which Twist could wear it.

      The locket was oval-shaped and had the simple lines of the current jewelry fashions. Inside it had been empty, but at Spin’s insistence, the jeweler found some padding and a piece of velvet to line it with. The cover was domed and had an ornate round design that Twist said looked familiar to her but that she could not quite place it.

      “It is an old motif,” the jeweler informed her. “Some say it is a symbol that stands for all Maiyim as one.”

      “One Maiyim?” Spin asked, not sure he liked the sound of that. Since he had started his journey the ghost of the old one-time ecological movement had cropped up from time to time, but Twist’s reactions was positive.

      “Of course!” she exclaimed. “This is the same symbol that is inside Oceanvine’s wizard’s stone. I knew I had seen it before. I wonder where the designer saw it, though.”

      “A wizard’s stone?” Spin asked.

      “The mage stone a wizard is given at his or her graduation,” Twist replied. “You’ve seen my journeyman’s stone.” She pulled the clear crystal tablet out of her purse. It was roughly the size of a credit card, but a third of an inch thick. Inside, there were the arms of the University at Randona and when she touched the stone it glowed bright red. In the past it had been considered an infallible means of identification, but magic-technicians had long since found ways to duplicate what had once taken two or three wizards to produce. “Journeymans’ stones glow red,” Twist explained. “Masters’ are green and wizards’ are gold. Anyway, according to legend, Oceanvine and Sextant received their stones directly from the gods.”

      “Sounds a bit far-fetched,” Spin said automatically, then reminded himself where they were headed. “No, I take that back. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least.”

      “Right and they had this same symbol within them,” Twist told him.

      Spin attached the locket and chain around Twist’s neck, and she spent the next few minutes practicing several times at telekinetically opening and closing it and then did the same with the emerald being put away and taken back out again. Finally she sent the gem into its new home and they left the small shop.

      “Well that didn’t take long,” Spin remarked. “Where to next?”

      They spent the rest of the morning taking an historical tour of the city. Keladril had been the site of several important battles during the Great Granom-Bellinen war centuries earlier and, not coincidentally, it had also been the staging area from which several invasions of Granom had commenced. Now the city abounded with war memorials and museums, although the two most well-known landmarks were a large sports arena and the opera house which overlooked the rest of the city from atop a steep cliff.

      Twist noticed she was attracting some curious stares from the Orenta they passed and decided it must be her staff they were staring at. Having needed it or something like it on Midbar, she had decided to keep it with her from then on, at least until they returned to Olen, whenever that would be.

      They went back to the boat for a late lunch and decided to stay in for the rest of the afternoon. Twist continued to organize her thesis notes, commenting that had she known how long that chore would take she would have been keeping them better organized from the start. Spin continued to practice the exercises Twist had given him. The latest one, he decided was actually fun. 

      As promised, he was no longer isolated from his surroundings – he knew precisely where everything was and what was happening. As he worked, though, he still lost time and everything seemed to happen in fast motion. That was distracting at first, but after his third attempt he came to expect it.

      They turned in early that evening, knowing that the longest sea-leg of their trip was still ahead of them and it would be on the most infamously unpredictable stretch of water on Maiyim; the Sea of Aritos.

     Three

      On the first day out from Keladril, the Sea of Aritos was as calm as it ever got. It was only a bit choppy and they were able to deploy the foils for high-speed sailing. The foils cutting into the waves made it a wet trip as water and salt spray washed over them constantly, but waking up the second morning they discovered they were at the fringe of a brewing storm.

      “No going back,” Spin commented. “We’ll just have to set the sea anchor and ride it out.”

      “Why wasn’t this in the forecast?” Twist asked as they worked to take down and secure the mainsail. The sea anchor had already been set and tossed overboard and was now holding them bow to the wind.

      “The forecast changed just a few hours ago,” Maiyim informed her. “I would have woken you, but it did not seem to need immediate attention.”

      Once the sails were secured, they went below and closed the hatch behind them. “Whew!” Spin exclaimed. “It’s cold out there!”

      “Well, the Sea of Aritos is the confluence of a cold and a warm oceanic current,” Twist replied. “I guess the cold current is winning today.”

      “Looks like,” Spin agreed. “Nice and warm in here though, just like when we were in the Iniliands.”

      They spent the next three days getting pushed around by the storm. While the inside of Maiyim Bourne did not seem to move as much as the outside, a feature they had noticed and discussed frequently, the storm was rough enough that they did feel the movement and it was enough to make sleep difficult to accomplish for very long, so by the time the storm finally let up sometime the third evening, both mages were exhausted and just collapsed together on their bed.

      “Where are we?” Spin wondered much later when the sun, streaming into the cabin finally woke him up. He peaked out through a small porthole and saw land. “It would be nice if that was Quirnlia out there.”

      “Sorry, Spin,” Maiyim told him. Spin looked around and saw her apparently seated on a chair. “That’s the south shore of Wiladda.”

      “We may as well have stayed in Keladril,” Twist commented.

      “Yeah,” Spin agreed. “We’re slightly farther away from our goal than had we stayed in port. Well, I suppose we ought to try again.”

      “After breakfast,” Twist told him. “I haven’t eaten much in days and I’m starving.”

      “Same here,” Spin admitted.

      Their next trip into the Sea of Aritos had other dangers. Once again they managed to get one day out beyond the ring of bell, whistle and light buoys that marked the political territory of the Republic of Bellinen. This time Twist sighted a long almost straight disturbance in the water off to their starboard beam. “Spin, what’s that?” she asked, pointing.

      “Oh oh!” Spin replied. “Sure hope that isn’t what I think it is. Do you know of any spell that will repel a serp?” The line of disturbed water continued to get closer.

      “Why would I want to do that?” Twist asked. “Serps are still on the endangered species list.”

      “At the moment,” Spin replied, “so are we. Serps naturally attack boats and ships. Freddy told us about the subsonic generators modern ships use to keep them at a distance, but we don’t have one of those. Maybe we had better cast a ward?”

      “It will also block the wind,” Twist replied. “It’s coming from nearly the same quarter. Hmm, I wonder if serps hunt that way naturally.”

      “Interesting topic for research,” Spin told her dryly, “but right now we might not have a representative sample.”

      “Relax,” Maiyim told them both. “The serp can’t get close enough to harm us. “My keel naturally emits a serp’s hunting call as we move through the water. That’s the sound that keeps them at bay as they won’t attack each other.”

      “Then why is this big boy still coming closer?” Spinnaker asked.

      “The sound my keel emits is not quite as loud as that of most serps,” Maiyim admitted. “But this one won’t actually attack us, but it might be a nice camera shot if you want.”

      “I did bring a camera,” Twist admitted, “and haven’t used it even once. Guess I’m not much of a natural tourist.” 

      She ran below and returned with a small hand-held camera and managed to snap a few shots off just as the serp reared out of the water a dozen yards away from their starboard quarter. Spin estimated the large sea snake was at least one hundred feet long and it managed to keep its head twenty feet out of the water, before roaring a deep basso sound that sent shivers through them. Then it splashed back into the water, trailed them for the next hour, but eventually it roared once more and turned to swim off to the south. “See?” Maiyim told them.

      “I’ll have to send these pictures back to Freddy,” Twist decided. “You know that some of the other lords think him strange because he doesn’t participate in ‘The Hunt.’ He can show them these pictures. I’m pretty sure I even got the boat in them to show what a small craft we are on. Serp hunting is usually done from a ship so this should get them off his back.”

      “But Freddy isn’t here,” Spin pointed out.

      “They won’t know that,” Twist smirked.

      Later in the day, however, a high-speed motor boat could be seen slicing its way through the sea from Bellinen. “The reporters again,” Spin concluded sourly, but he was mistaken.

      As the boat drew closer, it became apparent the men on board were carrying weapons, not cameras. “I’ve heard about this,” Twist remarked. “Piracy has been on the upswing here and on the side of Bellinen closest to Saindo.” She quickly erected an impermeable ward to protect them.

      “Near Saindo I can understand,” Spin remarked, preparing himself, “but why here?”

      “According to what I learned from Freddy, it is thought that some interests in Bellinen are actually encouraging the piracy,” Twist informed him. “Most of the boats and ships they attack don’t have Bellinen registrations, you see.”

      “Ah, so they are sort of unofficial privateers,” Spin concluded.

      “Very unofficial,” Twist replied. “Bellinen denies the charges, and yet does nothing to stop them or even look for wherever they are coming from.”

      Just then the pirates started shooting. These were warning shots; some rapid fire from small arms and a rocket shell shot across their bow, but Spin decided that was an open invitation to play “You show Me Yours and I’ll Show You Mine.” He forced himself to relax and concentrate and shot a very hot projectile ward, about the size of an eight-base ball directly into the attacking boat’s hull at the waterline.

      The hot ward drilled a perfect hole through the pirates’ hull and, if Spin had his way, out the other side, slightly below the water line. He never knew if that was the case, however, as a fuel tank was in the line of fire and an instant later there was an explosion that left a smoking hull that slowly sunk into the sea and only one or two survivors who were not likely to last much longer in the cool waters.

      At the same time, Twist grunted and fell to the deck of Maiyim Bourne, “Twist!” Spin exclaimed worriedly.

      Twist opened her eyes and gave him a crooked grin. “Spin, darling, give a girl a break, will you? Your projectile smashed through my ward and nearly blew my mind out.”

      “Sorry,” Spin told her instantly, wincing at the thought. “I guess I still haven’t mastered phasing through a ward.”

      Twist shook her head, but as she sat up, she told him, “You’re getting better at it in practice, but you have to remember to do it when it’s for real.”

      “I won’t forget,” he promised.

      “Don’t make promises you don’t know you can keep,” Twist replied. “I’ll settle for knowing you’ve tried. Did you get them all?”

      “There are a few swimmers yet,” Spin reported, “but I’m not planning to go back for them.”

      “No,” Twist agreed, “that’s a traditional death for an unsuccessful pirate, especially since they don’t have a yardarm to be hanged from. We should probably report this, however, in case the authorities want to try arresting them.”

      “I already have,” Maiyim informed them.

      “You did?” Spin asked.

      “You know I have a comm. number and a voice, right?” Maiyim reminded him. “I called both the Bellinen and Granomish Coast Guards. It will be interesting to see who gets here first since we’re still a little closer to Bellinen. Oh, Granom asks us to stand by and offer the pirates a life raft if we have one. I don’t, but I suppose it’s possible one might appear.”

      “I can use a ward,” Twist decided. “So much for giving them what they deserve.”

      “I feel the same way,” Spin agreed, “but if assistance is coming, I suppose it’s the right thing to do. I’ll bring the boat about.”

      Twist picked up her staff and commented, “And I’ll scoop the survivors out of the water.” She got to her feet with only a little shakiness.

      “Are you sure you’re up to it?” Spin asked concernedly.

      “Oh yeah,” Twist replied. “I’m recovering, although I have a headache. I’ll get something from the medicine cabinet and be right back.”

      Two large floaters, the size of public buses arrived on the scene a little over half an hour later and one airlifted the surviving pirates off to the east. The other stayed on the scene and started recovering bodies and requested that Spin and Twist remain there until their parent ship arrived on the scene. An hour later they were meeting with the captain of the HMS Isle of Carlifa in his private office.

      “I would normally give my standard You-Were-Very-Lucky speech,” Captain Goreth Hassov told them not quite sternly enough to be taken seriously, “but given who and what you two are, I’d have to say the men we picked up were the lucky ones. I can assure you we will prosecute them to the full extent of the law. We’ve been hoping to catch a few alive so Granom is grateful to you both.” Captain Hassov was a mature Granom with grey hairs mixed liberally with the brown on his head. He was slightly more muscular than average for a Granom and therefore was an impressive figure in spite of his typically short stature.

      “It was nothing,” Spin replied modestly.

      “No, it was hardly nothing,” Captain Hassov disagreed. “I have several mages in my family tree. Have you ever heard of Wizard Southgate?”

      “No,” Spin replied honestly. “Sorry.”

      “The name sounds familiar,” Twist added, “but I cannot place it. Maybe he used to teach at the Olen School?”

      “She, actually,” Hassov corrected her. “According to the family journal she was a contemporary and colleague of Wizard Candle who was one of only two humans to ever hold a landed title in Granom, the other being Silverwind the Great, of course.”

      Twist smiled warmly. “Captain, I think that makes us almost related. Candle and Silverwind are my ancestors. Small world, isn’t it?”

      “Well, it has been centuries since any of them lived,” Hassov shrugged that off. “I imagine there are quite a few who might claim descent from those three. I know I find new cousins every time we hold a family reunion. My cousin, the Marquess of Nanir, would be quite interested in meeting you should you ever happen to be in Querna.”

      “I’ll make it a point to look him up should we get there,” Twist promised. “That does remind me of a slight problem you might help us with.”

      “Anything,” Captain Hassov agreed.

      “Obviously we’ll be entering Granomish waters soon and we’ll need to have our passports stamped, but out destination is a private home, so if we show you where we’re headed, would you suggest where we might stop to get through customs along the way?”

      After looking at a chart the captain had to admit, “There aren’t any nearby towns at all at that end of the island, although I don’t know why not. Normally I’d say the two major ports to use would be either Endertone to the southeast of your course or Carlifa, nearly as far out of your way to the northwest. There are a few small towns here along the Bay of Aritos,” he indicated a wide bay between Endertone and the place Twist and Spin called Methis’ Forge, “but to tell the truth I don’t know if they have customs offices in all of them and if they do, I doubt they’re set up for passing visitors into the kingdom, but I know what I can do for you. There are generally two or three Customs ships along the coast here who patrol for smugglers. I’ll call ahead with your estimated time of arrival and perhaps one can meet you there.”

      “That is very kind of you, Captain Hassov,” Twist told him charmingly.

      “The very least I can do for you, Journeywoman Islandtwist,” he responded gallantly.

     Four

      “That pier,” Twist pointed toward the shore. “It has to be where we are supposed to dock.”

      “There’s nothing else in sight,” Spin agreed. “Ready about! Hard alee!” He spun the boat’s wheel and they headed directly toward the pier. Twist started walking the jib around the mast, but Spin stopped her. “May as well strike the jib now. We won’t need it from here.”

      “Aye aye!” Twist replied cheerfully and started  pulling the jib down. She had it down and bundled in the bow before they were ready to dock. Then Jerry brought Maiyim Bourne expertly to rest just at the side of the pier.

      As they came to rest, the painter and stern lines snaked out and secured themselves to the  cleats on the dock. “Did you do that?” Twist asked.

      “I thought you did,” Spin replied.

      “Hmm,” Twist wondered. “Do the gods have a sense of humor?”

      “Why shouldn’t they?” Spin responded.

      “They created us, you mean?” Twist asked. “Could be.”

      “Or it might just be for the convenience for whoever docks here,” Maiyim suggested. “There’s no need to think of this as a joke, you know.”

      “I suppose not,” Twist replied, “but you have to admit that was unexpected.”

      “It won’t be next time,” Maiyim smiled.

      “True,” Twist agreed, “well, let’s grab our bags and start hiking. Methis’s home is a quarter of a mile inland.”

      “Why don’t you take that car over there,” Maiyim asked, indicating an old vehicle not far from the end of the dock.

      “It’s an antique,” Spin replied. “It’s three centuries old, if it’s a day. I doubt it still runs. Probably there as a lawn ornament or something.”

      “It looks pristine,” Twist noted as they got closer to the ancient vehicle. It looked like an old horseless carriage, with a high roof, thin wheels with possibly real rubber tires, but no windows except the windshield, but there was a shelf on the back where they could put their bags.

      “Didn’t these old things start with a hand crank?” Spin asked as they walked around the red-painted car.

      “Maybe this was the first model with an electric ignition,” Twist shrugged. “Let’s just get in and take a look.”

      They did but there were no keys nor was there an ignition switch in which to put one. “Well that’s it,” Spin concluded. “We may as well just start walking. A quarter of a mile is not all that far.” As he said that, however, he happened to rest his hands on the steering wheel and the car started rolling forward. “Maiyim is wrong,” he told Twist. “I think Methis is definitely laughing at us.”

      “Oh, this is fun!” Twist replied. “Relax.”

      “I think it would be more fun if I could actually control the car,” Spin told her. “I can’t turn the wheel and I just noticed there are no pedals.”

      “There’s a hand brake,” Twist commented. “But we’re not moving very fast and the fact that we are moving at all without having turned the car on argues this is just some sort of magic. Maybe it’s just Methis’ way of saying, ‘Hello.’”

      The car continued on through the beginnings of a forest until it reached a two-story house in the middle of a clearing. Cattycorner to the house stood a small barn with wide double doors. The road from the dock ended in a loop that went past both the house and the barn before rejoining the road to go back to the dock and beach. The car rolled to a gentle halt just in front of the house, so Twist and Spin got out and retrieved their duffle bags and Twist’s staff.

      Spin was about to lift an old-fashioned, heavy brass doorknocker when the door of the house suddenly opened to reveal a short Granomish woman of approximately their age. Her skin, like all Granomen was chalk white and she kept her brown hair long. To their surprise she was wearing the unofficial Olen “School Uniform,” an Orentan floral shirt over a cream-colored skirt. “Well,” Methis greeted them with a chuckle, “it took you long enough.”

      “We did sort of take a detour,” Spin admitted.

      “I expected what happed in Horalia,” Methis admitted, “and in the Probellinens. After that, you rather surprised me.”

      “Sorry,” they  replied as one.

      “Oh no need to apologize,” She told them. “I’m just not used to such surprises. I don’t always know exactly what’s going to happen, but I usually have a general notion. It’s just that I expected you here weeks ago, so imagine my shock when you showed up in the news from Midbar. Well, come in, come in, Islandtwist, Jerry.”

      “Spinnaker,” Twist corrected Her. “I finally got him to choose a proper name.”

      Methis laughed. “And agreed to marry him, as well.”

      “You know about that too?” Twist asked.

      “Much of the future is clouded to Me just now,” Methis told them as She led them into the house, “but some events stand out even when nothing else is clear. So let’s see it.”

      “Huh?” the both asked.

      “That unique substitute for a ring,” Methis clarified.

      Later after settling into a guest room and after Aritos, Methis’ divine husband, had arrived, they sat down in a surprisingly modern living room to chat. “I’m quite pleased with how well you’ve both done so far,” Methis told them. “Twist, you practice magic well above your academic level and you have been a superlative teacher to Spin. And as for you, Spin, I think I’ve only encountered one other mage who learned as quickly as you have. That’s good, because I sense there are things you must do and even more you’ll have to learn before you can do them.”

      “That’s why You invited us here?” Spin asked.

      “No,” Methis shook her head. “I invited you because I took an instant liking to the two of you. I’m hinting at things I have only learned of since then. I can’t give you details and probably would not even if Aritos and I knew what they were. We gods have tried to be observers, not actors in the last few centuries, although I’ll admit, I’ve stretched that resolution several times, and broke it entirely once.” She took a deep breath to clear Her mind.

      “That one had it coming,” Aritos reminded Her, “and if You had not done it, I would have.”

      Methis nodded. “Well, along the way you’ve become  known to the Sons and Daughters of Maiyim, a presumptuous name if I ever heard one,” She added. “Given what happened in Horalia, that was bound to happen, but they might have ignored you if not for your appearance on Midbar. That is part of what shocked me, so what I’d hoped would merely be a pleasant interlude for us all is going to be an intensive learning experience for you and possibly Us as well.”

      “That’s what we came for,” Spin replied. Twist nodded her agreement. 

      “Good,” Methis smiled. “We’ll begin first thing in the morning, but we should have dinner first.”
     Epilogue

      Islandtwist woke up suddenly one early morning two weeks after their arrival at Methis’ Forge. It was dark outside and Spinnaker was still sleeping soundly. Unable to get back to sleep, she decided to get dressed and go downstairs. From experience she knew her hostess was always awake and could often be found sitting in a comfortable old armchair reading. 

      Methis read absolutely everything. Subject matter varied from the daily comics of a century ago to books that had yet to be written. One afternoon, Twist had caught Methis reading a book with Spin’s name on it, but She put it away before Twist could catch more than a glance. “You’ll see it soon enough, dear,” the goddess had told her with a smile. “Besides the future has not happened yet. This is just a possible book, really.”

      “But You could read future histories, couldn’t You?” Twist had asked.

      “No,” Methis denied. “At least not reliably. First of all they are only from possible futures and there are many of them. And second, my vision into the future is clouded. The fact I didn’t see you going to Midbar ought to be proof of that. I once told Silverwind that to see into the future you first have to be looking in the right direction. It is not something I do often as it would take all the fun out of life. Omniscience is boring. And for the last few decades there hasn’t been a right direction to look in.”

      “No?” Twist had asked.

      “No, indeed,” Methis smiled. “You see, the one limitation is that I cannot see a future I am involved in. None of the gods can and at the moment none of Us can see more than a passing glimpse of anything from the future.”

      “But that would argue that You’re all involved,” Twist concluded.

      “Yes,” Methis had replied. “And We are involved intimately and extensively.”

      Now Twist stepped softly down the stairs and into Methis’ living room to discover the goddess and Aritos sitting and talking with a mature Granomish couple. “Oh, excuse me,” Twist apologized. I didn’t realize you had company.”

      She started to turn away, but Methis called her back. “I don’t believe you have met My parents, Gran and Querna. Mother, Father, may I present Journeywoman Islandtwist, one of my two latest students”

      “Students?” Gran rumbled in his deep voice. “Really? You had not mentioned that.”

      “You’ve barely just arrived,” Methis replied. “And We have centuries to catch up on.”

      “But you have not been quite so isolated from Our mortal children as planned?” Gran asked pointedly.

      “I’m afraid not,” Methis admitted, “although Twist and Spin are the only ones who know who Aritos and I truly are.”

      “But they do?” Gran did not quite ask, but sounding amused. “Oh that’s good. That’s very good.”

      “Uh, why is that good?” Twist asked, but she did not get an answer because Spin came down the stairs, still in his pajamas, just then.

      “That’s one heck of a way to call someone, Doctor Face,” he told Aritos.

      “Doctor Face?” Querna asked, smiling broadly. “Are you still using that alias?”

      “It’s like an old and comfortable pair of slippers,” Aritos admitted. “But Jerry, sorry, Spinnaker knows who I really am and he figured it out before we ever met.”

      “You always did leave clues,” Gran commented in his deep voice.

      “I like people,” Aritos admitted, “and sometimes it’s refreshing to have someone you can talk to without having to watch every word you say. I was alone for a very long time, You know. It’s amazing that in the last two centuries or so, he’s the only one who did figure it out.”

      “I got lucky,” Spin admitted. “If it had not been for Maiyim Bourne I would never have even thought to look. But are You who I think You are?”

      “Unless you think I am Bellinen or Emtos,” Gran laughed, “then quite likely. Please sit. I will not say we are wasting time, but there is a reason We have returned to Our beloved Maiyim, although perhaps the news is not as dire as We had thought, although it is still quite serious.”

      “Tell us, Brother,” Aritos requested.

      “As you know, the six other Elder Gods left this world shortly after your children were imprisoned for all time,” Gran replied. “It was our desire to travel the Universe and learn all there was to learn about it.”

      “One thing we learned,” Querna took up the story, “was that we are not alone. There are other gods and mortals on other worlds. Some are friendly and hospitable, others not so much. Most were mildly curious to meet us but, so long as We were not a threat, their concerns were elsewhere. And We were so pleased to return and find Our children had taken the first steps toward joining us in Our universal exploration.”

      “In fact,” Gran cut in, “We only found one other people who have learned to travel in space.”

      “It might be nice to meet them,” Spinnaker remarked. “If nothing else, life on Maiyim proves that people of different species can cooperate and prosper together.”

      “And that pleases Us more than you may ever know, young Spinnaker,” Querna smiled at him. “Unfortunately, the Tzali may not feel the same way about you.”

      “Who are the Tzali?” Methis asked before the others could.

      “Far away from here,” Gran replied, “so far it takes over a century for the light from their sun to reach Maiyim, there is a world of people. As people, I can say they are no better or worse than Granomen, humans or Orenta, but they are quite different from the children of Maiyim. They can be aggressive and acquisitive and they have already colonized other worlds by force.”

      “The Tzali are headed this way,” Querna told them.

      “They must be stopped or diverted if they are a danger,” Methis replied.

      “We cannot,” Gran replied. “It is part of a deal we made with the gods of the Tzali. They will not interfere if we do not. The Children of Maiyim must contend with the Children of Tzal without divine intervention. We may neither intervene nor advise anyone not previously aware of our divine identities. One of their gods is on the colonization, or perhaps I should call it a conquest fleet to see to it that we keep to our end of the bargain. That is where there might be some hope.

      “Why is that?” Twist asked.

      “You already know who Aritos and Methis are,” Querna told her. “In all of both worlds, you two are the only living mortals who have knowingly met your gods. The Tzali gods have merely observed for millennia and We had chosen to do the same. So in making the deal none of Us ever thought there would be a way to help or even warn Maiyim what was coming.”

      “So are we supposed to go to the leaders of the world and tell them there’s about to be an invasion from space?” Spin asked. “It sounds like something from a bad movie.”

      “A movie?” Querna asked curiously.

      “I’ll explain later, Mother,” Methis promised. “Spinnaker, if I understand correctly you are now bound at least partially by the compact My parents struck with Our Tzali counterparts. At least you cannot go directly saying what you know, but you are not enjoined from participating in the defense of Maiyim.”

      “How long do we have?” Twist asked seriously.

      “Not very long at all,” Querna replied. “Five years, maybe or ten at the outside.”

      “Oh,” Spin breathed. “That’s a relief!”

      “A relief?” Gran asked, showing some small confusion. “Do you have no inkling of how short a time that is?”

      “Oh, I understand what you’re saying,” Spin replied easily, “But the way you were saying it, I was afraid they’d be here next week. I’m only an apprentice now, but I have time to learn.”

      “And you will need the abilities and knowledge of a wizard when they arrive,” Gran replied. “Can you become a wizard in five years?”

      “Spinnaker, Islandtwist,” Methis cut in. “I invited you here because I felt it was time to teach again. I thought you both had potential, but it was a beloved hobby of mine I was going to indulge. Well, that, and I really like you both even on our short initial meeting, but now all that has changed. As My father said, you need to be wizards and by all My family, you will be.”

      “But, Methis,” Twist objected. “There’s not a school that would allow us to earn our wizard’s degrees in such a short time.”

      “Oh, piffle on degrees,” Methis laughed humorlessly. “There are wizards who could not duel their ways out of a wet paper sack. You two have proven you can do that. So now it’s just a matter of learning the rest. Get your official academic recognition if and when you can, but we have more important concerns.”

      “Only you two have personal acquaintance with even some of the gods of Maiyim.” Aritos added calmly. “By the compact with the gods of Tzal only you two can be advised by us and can seek our help as limited as it might be.”

      “And at that, you can only be advised directly by Our brother and daughter,” Querna added, “but advised and taught you can be without fear of breaking the agreement.”

      “As of now, my dears,” Methis continued, “the defense of Maiyim rests entirely on your shoulders and we only have a few years to prepare.”

      “Then let’s get started,” Twist replied.

