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“The Rules of War: The laws that make it illegal to hit below
the toes.”

 ― Leo Rosten (1908-1997)


 


“A visitor from Mars could easily pick out the civilized
nations. They have the best implements of war.” 

― Herbert V. Prochnow (1897-1998)


 


“The surest sign that intelligent life exists elsewhere in
the universe is that it has never tried to contact us.” 

― Calvin and Hobbes (Bill Watterson)
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Caution: This book should be read within easy reach of the Internet,
in order for the reader to check science-fiction quotes as well as technical,
geographical, historical, and name references.










SECTION I



THE WISH










ONE


 


Edwards Air Force Base, CA


California State Route 58


December


Saturday, 11:47 p.m. PST


 


The
howl of a fierce wind. A driven snow. And a bitter, biting cold. Pitch blackness along a deserted section of
four-lane highway. Other than the snowfall, nothing stirred in the area,
neither on the road nor in the desert sand amid the sagebrush.


From the east, a set of headlights approached, the diluted
beams thrusting weakly through the dull-gray clouds of swirling snowflakes to
dimly reveal the ice-encrusted roadway. Wiper blades flashed back and forth
across the windshield in a frenzied effort to keep the blowing snow at bay.


Inside the cramped interior of the aging Toyota, a scowling,
bald-headed, heavyset man wearing black-framed glasses leaned forward, peering
intently over the steering wheel. With a grimace, he edged his foot still
further off the gas pedal, slowing the vehicle to barely more than a crawl.


“‘Captain’s log, stardate 1672.9. On the planet’s surface,
temperatures are beginning to drop, our landing party there in growing
jeopardy,’” the driver groused, quoting Captain Kirk from an original Star
Trek episode.


Rubbing his tired eyes, the man strained to make out the details
of the road ahead in the blackness of the storm. Then he squirmed gently in his
seat, trying in vain to ease the weariness of bone and muscle that encompassed
and beset him.


Normally a very busy thoroughfare, SR 58 carried the east
and westbound traffic between Barstow and Bakersfield. However, on this
particularly stormy night, there wasn’t another car or truck in sight in either
direction. Nothing except the snow and his lone vehicle moved on the roadway.


“This has got to be the worst storm in Southern California’s
history!” the man muttered, but he stayed focused on keeping the Corolla on the
asphalt. 


Needing a distraction to help keep him awake and alert, he
momentarily reached down to turn on the radio. But then, out of the corner of
one eye and through an unexpected break in the gusting snow, he caught sight of
a blinking light up ahead. He jerked up in disbelief. In the next instant, the
light was gone, swallowed up in the blizzard. From the very brief glimpse he
had, it appeared that the light was not on the roadway itself but off to the
north somewhat.


“But I’ve already passed the California City turnoff,” he
mumbled with a puzzled scowl. “There’s nothing over there but sand and sagebrush!”


Then the curtains of snow broke a second time, giving him a
much better view of the flashing light. The source was obviously a set of
hazard lights, possibly on a truck or another large vehicle of some sort. And
as best as he could judge, it was a good twenty yards off the road and into the
desert. Moreover, at his current speed, he would pass it by in only a few more
seconds.


 Then without warning, directly in his path, a dark
silhouette materialized out of the storm! The figure standing in the middle of
his lane was desperately and wildly waving its arms! The driver’s alarmed
reaction was instinctive, slamming on the brakes, causing the tires to lose
their precarious grip on the road. The car swerved crazily for a moment,
throwing its occupant into a surging panic as he fought to regain control.
Slinging the wheel back and forth and with frantic use of the brake pedal, he
barely managed to recover, after which he swung the car around the shadowy
figure and into the other lane. For a moment, his foot reached for the
accelerator....


...But he instead planted it firmly back on the brake,
slowing the car to a slithering stop.


I am so tired, the man thought to himself. I
worked seventy hours last week and eighty hours this week, seventeen of them
just today! I really don’t want to get involved in someone else’s problems
right now! I need a break!


But if I don’t stop and try to help, this person might be
stranded out here for hours! They might even die of exposure! I just couldn’t
live with that. 


As he reached for the door handle, there was a tap on the
window. Startled, he instead gently rolled it down. The wind immediately and
violently shoveled freezing air and churning snowflakes through the opening,
sending an icy shiver down his spine.


The stranded stranger standing next to the car was revealed
as a taller and older man, his wrinkled face dotted with snowflakes. He was
wearing gunmetal-framed glasses and a black Navy cap with ear muffs, brandishing
a red nose and a set of twinkling brown eyes. He was positively beaming at the
driver through the open frame of the window.


“Mister, I can’t tell you how glad I am that you stopped!” the
tall fellow shouted over the howl of the wind. “My car is off the road, and I guess
I got myself good and stuck.” He seemed to be practically gushing with relief.


The driver of the Corolla smiled unenthusiastically,
reassured that this stranger seemed to be whole and unscathed, but also a
little uncomfortable to be face-to-face with someone in so desolate a location
in the middle of the night in a blinding blizzard. But on the other hand, this
fellow seemed friendly enough and obviously needed help.


So, the driver thought, forget how tired you are!
Help the man, Obi-wan, you’re his only hope!


“What happened?” he shouted over the wailing wind. 


The guy standing at the window swayed for a moment from a
particularly violent gust, and then he frowned in irritation at the question.
“Road’s as slick as a skating rink, and my tires are worth zilch on ice or
snow. I spun out, and now my SUV is buried axle-deep in the sand.”


The driver grimaced in sympathy. “I’m afraid I don’t have
anything to pull you out with. But I could drive you into Mojave,” he offered
obligingly.


The man with the Navy cap laughed, obviously relieved. “I’ll
take the ride, thank you. I just need a few things from my SUV. Do you mind?”


“No, not at all” was the gracious answer, but inwardly, the
Toyota driver had mixed emotions. On the one hand, he was helping a fellow in
need, but on the other, this was an added complication to his drive home. Hopefully,
this little mission of mercy wouldn’t take too long, and also hopefully, the
tall stranger wouldn’t have too much that he wanted to take with him.


“Just be a minute!” the chap yelled as he turned and scurried
for his vehicle.


The heavyset driver rolled up the window, wearily opened his
door, and emerged from the Corolla. As he went, he grabbed his windbreaker,
struggling to quickly pull on the meager material against the gale.


“This blasted windbreaker is almost as good as mosquito
netting is against a fully charged phaser bank!” he muttered, clutching the
thin jacket tightly about himself. He watched the black shadow of the tall man
pick its way across the snow toward his large SUV, though in the dark, the make
and model couldn’t be made out properly. Its front bumper was pointing out into
the desert, a sagebrush framed in the dim headlights. The rear wheels appeared
to be deeply mired in the soft sand.


“‘Your Taun Taun will freeze before you reach the first
marker,’” the motorist whispered as he shivered, quoting from Star Wars: The
Empire Strikes Back.


True to his word, in short order, the SUV owner dug out two
black duffel bags from the back seat of his vehicle, turned all his lights off,
and locked the doors. Moving slowly, the driver of the Corolla reached back
into his car and pulled the trunk release lever. Then, sluggishly, as though he
were dragging a huge heavy weight, he carefully made his way along the icy
asphalt toward the rear of his vehicle and pulled the trunk lid up against yet
another blast of wind. There he waited for the stranger’s luggage. With rasping
breath, the taller man made his way back to the highway and heaved the two bags
inside. With the baggage secured and the trunk lid closed, the two men scampered
into the car and out of the tempest. The driver absent-mindedly turned the heat
up before putting the car in gear again and accelerating back up to a cautious
speed on the snow-covered freeway.


Patiently, the man behind the wheel endured the other fellow’s
appraising look in the illumination from the car’s instrument panel, knowing
that his passenger wouldn’t be impressed by what the dim light revealed. The
driver himself well understood that he wasn’t what most people would consider a
sterling example of manhood. Five-foot-nine inches tall, almost 250 pounds,
bald, wearing large horn-rimmed glasses and worn, rumpled clothing, he would be
everyone’s last choice as a male modeling contestant. And to add insult to
injury, with high blood pressure and type 2 diabetes, his health wasn’t in any
better shape than his wardrobe.


The stranded man took off his cap and then a glove, offering
his hand to the driver. “Name’s Michaels. Glenn Michaels.”


The Toyota owner carefully shook the hand without taking his
eyes off the road. “Nice to meet you. I’m Paul Armstead.”


“How far is it to Mojave from here?” Michaels asked, a big
smile highlighting the laugh lines on his face.


Paul gave him a weak smile in return before answering, “About
five miles—say, ten minutes.”


The passenger frowned briefly and looked out the window and
up at the sky. “When it snowed like this back home, there wouldn’t be a loaf of
white bread—”


Paul chuckled in instant mirth. “Or a gallon of whole milk.”


“—on a grocery shelf for a hundred miles,” Michaels finished
with a huge grin. 


“It’s the same way here,” Paul admitted with a smile.


Michaels waved a slow hand at the scenery. “Won’t be light
for hours yet. A couple of hours after that before I can get back here with a
tow truck. Do you know of any decent places to stay in Mojave?”


“Nothing four-star,” Paul replied with a regretful shrug. “A
Best Western, a couple of cut-rate places, and two or three fleabags.”


“The Best Western will do nicely, thank you,” the other man
responded cheerfully. “I really can’t tell you how much I appreciate your help.
I have one of those silly smartphones,” he said, whipping a small rectangular object
out of his shirt pocket. “But I can’t seem to get a signal. Probably too far
from a tower.”


Paul gave a small nod in understanding but dared not to take
his eyes off the road. “First trip to California?” he asked politely, secretly hopeful
that the other man would soon run out of small talk.


The stranger shook his head briskly. “Naw, I’ve been here a
couple of times before. I’m from Tennessee myself. Yes, sir, it sure is lucky
you came along,” Michaels repeated gratefully. “I really do appreciate your
stopping to help.”


“Well, it really isn’t much,” Paul half-heartedly pointed
out in his typically modest fashion. “I’m headed that way anyway. I’m just
sorry I couldn’t help you pull your vehicle out of the ditch.” 


“That’s okay,” Michaels responded a bit too sharply. “I
haven’t been real happy with that car anyway. Spends a lot of time in the shop.
Sorry piece of junk.”


Michaels unhappily brushed some of the snow from the arms of
his jacket and leaned back in his seat before taking an even more serious look
at Paul.


“If you don’t mind my saying so, you look a little familiar
to me,” he asserted.


Paul raised an eyebrow. “Funny, but I was just thinking the
same thing about you.”


“Ever been to Middle Tennessee? The Grand Ole Opry, Lookout
Mountain, the Country Music Hall of Fame, Rock City—any of that sound
familiar?”


“No, I’m afraid not,” Paul replied with an emotionless
shrug.


“Ah, but I bet you’ve heard of Lynchburg,” the other man
suggested with a half-smile.


Paul blinked and pursed his lips. “Yes, something about a
distillery. Jack something or other. Is that in Tennessee?”


Michaels chuckled. “It never fails. Nashville, Chattanooga,
with populations in the hundreds of thousands. Nobody knows those. But
Lynchburg, with 6,300 souls in all of Moore County—everybody’s heard of
Lynchburg.”


They rode in silence for a minute while Michaels studied the
road ahead. “Say, are you on a trip?”


Paul shook his head, adding a small negative grunt. “No,
just coming home from work. Edwards Air Force Base.”


Out of the corner of Paul’s eye, he could see that Michaels was
impressed and that the other man’s estimate of Paul had gone up a couple of notches.
“Really? You work there? Are you a scientist?” Michaels asked as his eyebrows
rose appreciatively.


“An engineer, not a scientist,” Paul responded, gently amending
the other man’s guess.


“That sounds like interesting work,” Michaels observed with
a note of approval. “I used to do some engineering, but that was a long time
ago. You like that sort of work?”


Paul stoically sighed. “I wish I could.”


This time, Michaels cocked his head to one side in surprise.
“Problems?”


“Yeah. I’m working on a project that the Air Force wants
finished before Christmas. Too much work to do and too little time,” Paul wearily
complained.


Michaels grunted. “Sounds familiar. My sympathies. Is that
why you’re going home at midnight on a Saturday in a storm like this?”


Again, Paul unenthusiastically shrugged. “Yeah. It’s a job,
and it puts food on the table. I just wish they would be more reasonable about
the schedule.”


“Got a family?” Michaels asked, changing the subject.


Paul smiled again, though it was still halfhearted. “A stepson.
And an ex-wife.”


“Oh. What happened?” Michaels pried shamelessly.


“Well, my ex-wife, Marie, divorced me four years ago and
married another man. She said I was boring her to death. And my stepson,
Douglas, is quite frankly a loser. He got mixed up with a gang and drugs.” Paul
reached down to adjust the fan heater to a lower setting. “His legal fees took
half my life savings, and my ex-wife got the other half at the property
settlement.”


Michaels nodded slowly, as if he had heard that song before.
“Yeah, that’s rough. So, that’s going to affect your retirement? If you don’t
mind my asking.”


On another occasion, Paul would have found the other man’s
questions annoying, even intrusive. But replying just seemed like a polite way
to pass the time. Paul silently reminded himself that as soon as he dropped this
stranger off in Mojave, he’d never see the other man again anyway. So why not answer
a few harmless questions?


“No, I don’t mind,” Paul patiently admitted, but with a
disinterested voice. “I’m sixty-one, and my retirement plan is simple. One day,
a few years from now, they’ll find me at work, slumped over my computer keyboard,
probably from a heart attack or maybe just a stroke.”


Michaels blinked and then frowned. “That’s too bad.”


The conversation then shifted to Michaels, and during the
rest of the drive into Mojave, Paul learned that the other man had lived a hard
life. Michaels’s job had jerked him all over the country, leaving him for a few
years in each place before forcing him to move again.


“I was on my way to meet up with my wife. She’s staying with
some friends in Bakersfield. Guess I won’t get there tonight.” Michaels frowned
for a moment before continuing. “Struck it rich a couple of years ago, too,” he
bragged. “Got real lucky. My life hasn’t been what I’d call great and I’ve done
a lot of things that I’m not too proud of, but I wouldn’t change anything.”


Paul nodded absently and let the man talk. The first Mojave
off-ramp was coming up, and he carefully steered the car down the snow-encrusted
exit, angling inward to the “downtown” section of the small town.


“Shall I take you to the Texaco station?” he volunteered
helpfully. “As far as I know, they’re the only place in town with a tow truck.”



“No, I’ve had enough for today,” Michaels freely admitted,
again glancing out the window. “And from the looks of things here, they
probably aren’t open anyhow. Just take me to the Best Western. I’ll tackle the
car tomorrow.” He took his cell phone out of his pocket and checked the
display. “Yes, I’ve got four bars now, the ruddy thing.”


As the car neared the first traffic light, it cycled from
green to yellow to red—which was Paul’s typical luck when it came to traffic
lights. He grudgingly grunted and slowly braked to a stop, watching as the
light swung wildly back and forth in the wind. Except for the street lights and
some lighted Christmas decorations on the telephone poles, the small town
seemed vacant, almost deserted. At least here, it wasn’t snowing so hard.


Michaels looked at Paul thoughtfully and reached for his hip
pocket. “How much do I owe you?”


Paul had half-expected the offer, and although he was always
in need of extra money, there was no way he was going to accept any for his
having given Michaels a ride. By nature, Paul was very much a generous person.
Indeed, he deeply regretted his earlier hesitation, but he was inwardly
mollified that, when it came down to brass tacks, he had rendered the
appropriate assistance. Taking money for it now would only demean the deed,
turning it into a business transaction instead of an act of kindness.


“Nothing. Not a thing. As I said, it wasn’t even out of my
way,” Paul replied charitably and with a small shake of his head.


Michaels’s eyes seemed to twinkle in amusement at an inside
joke. “Okay. But you really have done me a good turn and been pretty nice about
it, too. So I plan to return the favor at my first opportunity.”


In response, Paul’s eyes narrowed, partly in irritation and
partly in confusion. Michaels’s statement made no particular sense to him, so he
didn’t bother to reply. It was extremely unlikely that he would ever meet Michaels
again. To be honest, Paul was already having trouble remembering the guy’s full
name.


The light turned green, and Paul resolutely drove on. A mile
farther, after being stopped by the second traffic light in town, they finally
approached the motel.


Paul nodded weakly in the direction of a long two-story
building with a large vacancy sign out in front. “Here’s the Best Western Inn.
About the finest they have in town.”


Relieved to have reached their destination, he pulled into
the parking lot near the motel’s entrance. “Let me open the trunk for you,” he
offered, grateful for the opportunity to have helped someone, but also grateful
to have the task completed and therefore shortly to be on his way home, toward a
warm meal and a comfortable bed.


“Thanks,” Michaels replied, another happy smile plastered on
his face. “I still say you look familiar to me. It’ll come to me eventually.”


It took only a few moments to recover the stranger’s bags,
though both men staggered in the gale force winds like drunken sailors. Then
Michaels shook Paul’s hand again before he turned and disappeared through the
motel lobby’s front doors. Paul never saw the man again after that. Fatigued to
the point of exhaustion, he climbed back into the warm car and headed for home.


• • • •


Upon arrival, he eased his car into the garage, allowing the
big folding door to close behind him before climbing slowly out of his vehicle.


In the kitchen, Paul snapped on the lights and wearily dug
through the freezer compartment of his refrigerator. Pulling forth a
frost-covered meatloaf dinner, he slit open the box and shoved it in the
microwave, setting the timer for several minutes. As bone-tired as he was, he
was even hungrier, not having had time to eat anything since breakfast.


Retrieving a canned soft drink from the refrigerator (root
beer, his favorite), he took the hot meal and utensils to the den, where, with
a sigh, he contentedly dropped into his worn, but
serviceable easy chair, feeling very comfortable.


However, there wasn’t room on the coffee table for his meal,
the clutter there consisting of half a dozen science-fiction books, several
open DVD cases, various papers, the remains of a previous frozen dinner, and a small
stack of Blu-ray discs. On top of the nearest pile was the last DVD movie he
had had time to watch: 4D Man with Robert Lansing and Lee
Meriwether. Shoving some of the books to one side, he made room for his current
meal.


“I really should clean this place up,” he muttered unhappily
to himself. “Tomorrow. Maybe.”


As he dove into the meatloaf, he silently contemplated his
plans for the next day, Sunday. In the morning, of course, he would attend
church, as he did every week. But this Sunday would be somewhat special. His
church was holding a Christmas pageant, and what’s more, for the first time,
Minister Parsons had actually drafted him to play a part in it! A small part,
to be sure. A small, non-speaking part, to be more specific. But it was a part
nonetheless.


And since he had missed the dress rehearsal that afternoon,
it was a very good thing indeed that it was a small, non-speaking part. 


Then, after church, he would come home, relax, and watch one
or two movies from his science-fiction collection as a special treat, as he did
every Sunday afternoon. It was one of the few breaks that he allowed himself.
And this week, he sorely needed the indulgence and the rest. 


In one of the spare bedrooms was stored a large collection
of DVDs and Blu-ray discs, even a few VCR tapes, ranging from the 1927 Metropolis
to the latest movie releases with thousands of other movies and TV
episodes in-between. He had seen all of them multiple times (and had whole
sections of the dialog memorized). Each and every one of them was like a
treasured old friend.


Consuming the last bite of his meal, he glanced up at the
mantel clock above the fireplace. The time was 1:08 a.m. For a couple more minutes,
Paul simply sat quietly in the easy chair in deepening melancholy, not moving
but listening to the ticking of the clock in an otherwise silent and empty
house. 


My life is approaching the endgame, he thought. I
could theoretically pass away in the not-too-distant future from one of several
medical causes. And what do I have to show for a lifetime of work? Although
there have been moments of satisfaction and complacency, there really never has
been any happiness or joy. On the balance sheet, there has been little to
compensate for all the years of struggle, of disappointment, of anxiety, of
hopelessness, and of abuse and misuse. I went for the brass ring, grabbed ahold
of it with both hands, and discovered that it was just a lead weight with a
little gold paint. Is it just me that feels this way about life? So many others
seem better off. 


I feel so terribly useless and alone. 


With a grunt of irritation, Paul forced himself to his feet
and moved toward the bedroom. He deplored self-pity. 


“It’s a good thing that tomorrow is Sunday,” he muttered
sleepily. “I need a spiritual shot-in-the-arm, some Christmas cheer, and
some rest! That prescription should help me feel a whole lot better!”










TWO


 


Mojave, CA


Home


December


Sunday, 7:30 a.m. PST


 


With
the clamor of the clock radio on his nightstand the next morning, Paul
reluctantly and wearily rolled out of bed and shuffled into the bathroom. A
quick, hot shower helped revive him somewhat, flushing some of the fatigue from
both his muscles and his mind. 


After getting himself dressed and eating a hearty breakfast,
Paul grabbed his pageant costume and exited the house, driving the Toyota to
his local church. With less than two weeks left until Christmas, this was the
Sunday selected for the special church Christmas pageant. The pageant was a
yearly tradition, an event that he never failed to enjoy. And it was the only one
where many in the small church’s congregation practiced for weeks to give their
best performances. Each year, Minister Parsons and the Christmas Committee
managed to make the pageant creatively different from previous pageants and entertaining
as well. 


The storm of the previous evening was long since gone, the
bright morning sun already melting the snow on the streets, creating rivers of
dirty slush in the gutters on both sides of the roadways. Traffic was light,
and Paul made good time, pulling into the parking lot of the Church of the
Christian Savior and taking a slot next to that of his neighbor’s car, that of
Sidney Dumont. Sidney was a good soul, the evening manager of the local grocery
store and the resident Scout Master. With a grin on his face, feeling
considerably better about himself on this cold, but beautiful Sunday morning,
Paul tucked his car keys into his pants pocket and sauntered up the concrete
sidewalk. As he approached the church, he sidestepped around Mrs. Frieda Weiler,
an elderly widow, and pulled open one side of the church’s
double-oak-paneled-doors for her. Then he bowed in her direction. She smiled
back at him, using her cane to push herself up the small concrete step as she
proudly entered through the church’s doorway.


Inside, Paul made his way into the nave and took a moment to
glance around. Apparently, Minister Parsons had gone all out this year. There
was a new Christmas tree in front of the organ, much larger than last year’s,
at least ten feet tall. And it was well decorated with strands of silver
“icicles,” lights, and large ornaments. The youth choir was already in their
seats. Each young person wore a smartly pressed green gown and held a lit
electric candle in front of them (real candles were deemed much too dangerous
by the church’s insurance provider). There were also a number of wreaths and
other decorations strategically placed around the chapel. Paul nodded in
approval at all the hard work that had obviously been donated to the cause.
There was no doubt in his mind that this year’s Christmas pageant would be more
memorable than even that of the previous year.


“Brother Armstead!” squawked a familiar voice. 


Paul turned to see Sidney, who was already dressed in his
costume (a ragged-looking robe), rushing in his direction. He smiled at his
neighbor.


“Thank goodness you’re here!” exclaimed Sidney. “And you
have your costume, too! When you didn’t show up for rehearsal yesterday, I
thought I might have to set up the sound system myself! Come on, you’d better
hurry. After you set up the PA system, you still have to get dressed in your
costume. Minister Parsons wants us in position early!”


Following the Scoutmaster into the chancel, Paul stepped
around him and ducked into a small maintenance closet. On a shelf near the door
sat the small PA system, a positively antique device with small dials and
knobs. However, Paul had long ago mastered both its intricacies as well as its
idiosyncrasies, and he soon had it powered up and the microphone volume
adjusted the way Minister Parsons preferred. 


Reemerging into the chancel, Paul stood next to his assigned
seat (across from the choir section) and unwrapped his costume. Like Sidney, he
was playing the part of one of the shepherds in the nativity scene. It only
took a few moments to slip the robe over his suit and don the traditional
headpiece. There! Now he looked the part. 


He gazed out over the nave at the knots of people standing
about in huddled conversations. Many of them, such as the ponderous, almost
blimp-sized Sister Georgette, were like him, regular weekly attendees of the
church services. However, Paul also noted with amusement the presence of
several additional people who weren’t regulars.


The “newcomers” reminded him of the old joke about the
church that was infested with mice. The pastor had tried traps, poisons,
repellents, and even cats. Nothing seemed to work. Finally, one of the deacons
recommended baptizing the mice. According to him, that way, as members of the
church, most of the mice would only show up twice a year—at Christmas and at
Easter.


Chreasters. That’s who many of the “newcomers” were. One of
them, Gordon Atherton, the manager of a small bank in the neighboring city of
Rosamond, was guiding his wife and three small children through the archway
into the nave of the large chapel. Another such person, a young woman whose
name he couldn’t remember at the moment, was one of the more successful lawyers
in town. She was nervously glancing around, obviously debating her decision to
attend services.


Oh, and neither last nor least, there was Oren Burchfield
himself, shaking hands with Minister Parsons. Brother Oren was, if not the
worst town drunk, certainly in the bottom ten of such august “celebrities” and
definitely the oldest. By all accounts, he was in his mid-eighties. Paul noted that
the man was already having difficulty staying on his feet. It would seem that
even this early in the morning, Brother Oren had taken the opportunity to hit
the egg nog—laced with a healthy dosage of gin, of course.


Paul waved at several friends and acquaintances, before
taking his seat and making himself comfortable. He noted with satisfaction that
Sister Olivia was already seated at the church’s organ, located in the front of
the nave and over against the right wall, and that she was just starting to
play the prelude music. Within moments, he relaxed, enjoying her expert
rendition of one of his favorite Christmas hymns, “Joy to the World.” 


He leaned back in his seat, patting Sidney’s arm. “This is
going to be good!” he whispered with a cheerful smile. 


• • • •


Paul was sadly regretting his earlier assumption. The
Christmas pageant was not going according to plan at all, despite all the
obvious efforts that had gone into its preparation.


For one thing, Minister Parsons, standing behind the pulpit
at the front left corner of the chapel, was apparently suffering from some sort
of throat problem. His voice was harsh, strained, and nowhere near its usual
volume and timbre. And every ten or twenty seconds, he coughed or sneezed as
well. It would seem that he was coming down with a cold and a rather ill-timed
one, at that. 


In addition, the youth choir was absolutely murdering the
Christmas hymns. As best as Paul could tell, the cause was one of the young men
on the back row. It would seem that the individual in question had reached the
age in puberty where his voice was changing, the vocal cords of his larynx
thickening. And the notes he was singing were cracking pretty badly. It was
throwing off all the other children’s harmonies. Naturally, some of the younger
ones were trying hard not to laugh each time it happened.


No, the pageant wasn’t going well at all. And to tell the
truth, it was pretty embarrassing. Paul winced as the choir made mincemeat of
yet another hymn, this time “While Shepherds Watched Their Flocks.” He could
see by the expressions on the congregation’s faces that they weren’t enjoying
it either.


It was almost time for Paul’s part in the pageant, where the
shepherds were visited by the angels, which would be followed by the shepherds’
visit to the manger. He didn’t know why, but he was a little nervous about
this, his acting debut. He shouldn’t be. After all, he only had to look the
part of a shepherd for a minute or so. But on the other hand, he could possibly
trip over the robe and fall down, step on Sidney’s foot, or maybe just....


There! The cue! 


Paul took a deep breath. “‘As Dame Honor would say, people,
let’s be about it,’” he muttered under his breath, quoting Captain McKeon from
David Weber’s book, In Enemy Hands.


In unison, he and Sidney stood and took their places.


• • • •


At the Best Western Hotel, Glenn Michaels finished packing
his duffel bags and zipped them shut. Only a half hour before, the local Texaco
station tow truck had finished bringing his SUV to the motel. In a few minutes,
Michaels would check out, toss the bags in his vehicle, and continue his trip
to Bakersfield to meet his wife.


There was only one more task to be completed first, before
he could leave the motel room.


Seated at the small desk in the room, pen in hand, Michaels
carefully crafted a letter to Paul Armstead, the man who had rescued him from
perhaps death itself the previous evening. With quick strokes, he penned the
letter, and then he folded it and stuffed the paper into an envelope. Then he
taped the envelope to the top of a small wooden box sitting on the bed.
Reaching out, he patted the side of the box.


“Well, old friend, it’s goodbye and good luck to you,” he
stated with a sad, but meaningful smile. “I sure hope you can do as much for
Mr. Armstead as you did for me. I can tell he’s a good man, he is, and he sure
needs the kind of help you can give him. Take care, my friend.”


Wiping a tear from one eye, Michaels got up and left the
room, a duffel bag in each hand. Behind him, the wooden box on the bed--with
the envelope still taped to the top of it--slowly faded out of existence,
leaving behind only four small dimples in the bedcovers.


• • • •


Gratefully, Paul turned and retreated out of the spotlights,
back toward his more dimly lit seat, his and Sidney’s part in the floundering
pageant now over and done with. And without a screw-up on his part, either.
What a relief. The choir had struck up with “O Holy Night,” and Paul winced at
every off-tune note of it.


But then, a surprise. There, in his seat, was a wooden box!


Sidney plopped down into his seat and urgently beckoned Paul
to get into his as well.


Puzzled by the presence of the mysterious box, Paul
hesitated for a moment, before snatching it up out of his way and taking its
place.


“Where did this...?” he whispered, nodding at the object in
his hands.


“Shh!” admonished Sidney. The hymn was thankfully over, and
Parsons was speaking now—and sneezing again.


Paul winced in mortification and looked away.


Perplexed by the article he was holding, Paul leaned forward
and squinted at it more closely. There was an envelope taped to the top, with
his name printed on it. The darkly stained box was perhaps a foot tall and
seven or eight inches wide, its surface decorated with dozens of small
six-pointed stars in a sea of intricately carved scrolls, spirals, and whorls. 


The envelope was the standard white business type. Paul
peeled it off the box and took a closer look. There was no writing on the back,
only on the front. And that was just Paul’s name and underneath it the words
“Read me first!”


The lamentable and embarrassing Christmas pageant was
forgotten, Paul’s curiosity aroused. He pushed his eyeglasses further up his
nose and then opened the envelope’s flap. Inside was a neatly folded single
sheet of letter-sized paper. He pulled it out and unfolded it. Again in black
hand-lettered print, it read:


• • • •


Dear Paul,


I hope you read this before you open the box. Of course
you will.


Ever had to explain something real complicated to someone?
Never been any good at it myself, but here goes.


A couple of years ago, I got the thing that’s in the box.
I won’t tell you how I got it, ’cause that ain’t important, and it’s a long
story anyway, too long to tell here. I don’t know what it’s called. Maybe it
doesn’t have a name. I wouldn’t know. But I do know what it is. It’s like
Aladdin’s lamp or that bottle the astronaut found on that TV show with the
beautiful girl inside. There’s a genie inside this thing too, though it ain’t a
bottle and this genie is not a girl. Funny, ain’t it? An astronaut finds a
genie on TV, and now you, a jet engineer, have one too.


I told you I’d do you a favor. I know you need one. That
worn-out antique you drive is pretty good proof of that. Course, it might not
be much of a favor if you ain’t real careful, and I do mean REAL careful.


You only get three wishes, you see. And those wishes
usually have strings attached. The bigger the wish, the bigger the strings. By
cracky, even though I was warned, I had to use my second wish to undo my first
one. My third wish I was more careful with, and that’s why I have some money
now.


Yeah, I know you don’t believe me about the genie. At
least not yet, you don’t. But this genie is yours now, and it will follow you
around until you do two things.


First, you have to make your three wishes. That ain’t
hard. What’s hard is ONLY making three wishes.


Second, you have to find someone to give the genie to.
Not just anyone, either. It has to be someone especially deserving, someone
that does you a favor, a big favor, and then turns down money for it. This is
harder to do than I thought. Took me a year to find a guy that fit that
description. You.


Okay, so, now you’re asking, if I had a genie, why did I
give him up? Well, he’s already given me my three wishes. And also, he has to
stay close to his owner. Never more than a hundred feet away. Any time I tried
to get farther away than that, the little thing he hides in would show up by
magic in my car or luggage or whatever. After a while, it got to be a drag. I’m
actually a little relieved to give it to you.


Oh, don’t waste your time looking for me. I couldn’t take
it back now even if I wanted to, which I don’t.


Something else you need to know. Other people can see him
if you aren’t careful. And believe me; you don’t want that to happen. So be
careful, okay? Don’t let that happen. Having a genie is real hard to explain to
other people. Trust me on this.


Let’s see, what else can I tell you? Oh, yeah. He’s not a
bad guy. I’ve talked to him a lot. He’s been around for a long time and knows
stuff. Also, he will answer questions and they don’t count as wishes, but I’ve
got to tell you that the more important the question, the less you will
understand his answer.


Oh, one more thing, and it’s important. When you want to
see him or talk to him, you have to say the magic phrase “Ati Kispu Alka.” And
when you want him to go back into his box, you have to say “Ati Kispu Du.”
Remember those phrases. They’re important.


Guess that’s all I’ve got to say except that I really do
thank you for rescuing me and that I wish you good luck.


Regards,


Glenn Michaels


• • • •


At first, Paul was puzzled by the words he was reading, his
mind refusing to comprehend their meaning. For crying out loud, a genie? He
read the letter a second time and then a third. It still made no sense! The guy
he had given a ride to last night had sent him a genie? It just had to be a
practical joke of some kind. It was the only explanation that made an ounce of
sense.


Yet it left unanswered questions, too. Paul twisted in his
seat and looked uncertainly around the chapel. How had the wooden box ended up
here, sitting in his seat? Paul felt certain that he had not told Michaels last
night which church he attended. And he was also reasonably sure that if
Michaels had entered the room and placed the box in his seat, he would have
seen the man. The Tennessean was, after all, pretty distinctive.


So someone else had done it. But who? Paul scratched an
earlobe in thought. All the other people in the church had been in bed when
Paul and Michaels had arrived in town last night. And none of the other church
attendees were likely to know who Michaels was, nor would they help him play a
practical joke on Paul.


One corner of his mind noted that the youth choir was now
making a shambles of “The First Noel.” 


“‘Let’s face it, we have a mystery on our hands!’” Paul
muttered softly, quoting Jack Belicec in Invasion of the Body Snatchers.
Then, with another glance at the note, he mumbled, “I wonder what language
those words are in? Sort of like ‘Klaatu barada nikto’ in The Day the Earth
Stood Still, hmm? ‘Ati Kispu Alka,’ indeed. Humph!” 


The change in the chapel was nearly instantaneous. All the
lights in the room, including the Christmas lights on the tall tree, dimmed to
half their former brilliance. And the sound level in the chapel dropped,
cutting the volume of the choir and the organ to a fraction of their former
intensity.


In the crossing, the space between the front row of pews and
the chancel, a huge figure suddenly materialized out of thin air. Taller than
the Christmas tree, the massive human physique dominated the expanse of the
chapel.


The face was vaguely Asian in appearance, with high
cheekbones, a huge hooked nose, a strong jawline, and sparkling ebony eyes under
thick, swarthy eyebrows. There was a black circular beard, the hair at the chin
waxed to form two prominent spikes thrusting forward. An oversized white turban
with a large red ruby in the center topped the apparition’s head. Massive arms
were crossed over a smoothly muscled, naked chest, the skin a golden brown. Coal-black
baggy pants tapered down to the figure’s ankles, with pointed, white satin slippers
on mammoth feet. 


In every respect, he appeared to be a genie right out of Arabian
Nights. The sight of him was enough to make Paul’s chin drop and his eyes
bug out. 


The genie turned his head slightly, staring downward,
intently and directly into Paul’s eyes. Paul froze, unable to move a single
muscle.


The choir stopped singing in mid-note, their expressions
mirroring Paul’s as they stared at the towering figure. The organist, who was
leaning over the organ’s keyboard trying to figure out why it wasn’t playing as
loudly as before, took one look at the gargantuan image towering above her and
fainted dead away. She collapsed on the keyboard, the organ shrieking forth a
jumble of discordant notes.


Everyone in the chapel froze in place, staring in shock and
confusion at the sudden effigy. At the rear of the nave, on the back pew, one
middle-aged man was the first to recover from the shock. He stood, and at the
top of his lungs, he shouted, “It’s a demon from hell!”


That pronouncement broke the spell. Suddenly, a whole host
of the congregation was out of their seats, leaping pell-mell for the exit,
some of them screaming, some crying, but all of them panic stricken.


At the pulpit, Minister Parsons grasped the crucifix hanging
on the chain around his neck. Extending the small cross forward at arm’s
length, his eyes bulging wide, he moaned in a raspy voice, “Be gone, ye fiend
of the eternal pit! Be gone in the name of the Savior Christian!”


Sidney stood with his arms raised high and yelled, “Now,
everyone, stay calm! Don’t panic! There is no cause to lose our heads here!”


Sister Georgette climbed unsteadily to her feet, her eyes
locked on the genie’s bulk and her hand over her chest. “Oh, my heart! My
heart!” she screamed as her eyes flew up into her head. She fell backward onto two
other people, knocking both of them to the carpeted floor of the aisle.


Paul didn’t see who, but someone reached a fire alarm pull
station and yanked it down, the whooping sound clashing with the organ notes
and the screams of the other attendees, the flashing of the strobe lights on
the walls only adding to the confusion.


Most of the kids in the choir scattered wildly, some diving
under their chairs, others dashing behind the Christmas tree. The tree took a
hit from one careless youth and toppled forward, smashing across the organ,
ornaments flying into the pews.


One young boy stood frozen at his choir seat and screamed,
“It’s a ghost!”


Fourteen-year-old precocious Adelle shook her head as she
whipped out her cell phone. “Naw,” she proclaimed in that oh-so-superior voice
of hers. “It’s a hologram, silly! Anyone can see that!” She pointed the cell
phone forward. “And it will look great on YouTube!”


The lawyer was in the thick of the crowd, trying to pry her
way out through the vestibule doors. She was also screaming at the top of her
lungs. “I’ll sue, I’ll sue everybody here! Get out of my way!”


Gordon Atherton huddled his children and wife behind a pew
and nervously peered over the top. “I’m not donating a penny to any church
attended by devils or goblins!”


Sister Frieda, sitting in the fourth row, pushed herself to
her feet and stomped her way forward, brandishing her cane at the genie. “Who
turned this thing on? It’s in my way! I can’t see the kids, and it’s ruining
the whole pageant! Why won’t somebody do something?!” And she proceeded to
swing her cane at the specter, but the cane never connected with anything solid.
When that didn’t work, she turned away and started casting her eyes around.
“There must be some way to unplug this thing! I’ll find it.”


The bedlam and confusion was simply incredible. People in
the front pews, unable to escape, were throwing hymnals, Christmas ornaments,
and everything else they could find at the genie. For the most part, the
objects simply sailed through the apparition without effect, though one or two
of the projectiles hit someone on the other side. 


Paul was finally able to break through his shock and move
again. With his heart beating so fast and so hard that he thought it might
break through his chest, he frantically clutched at the letter and scanned the
print again. 


“Ati Kispu Du!” he screamed, shooting to his feet,
the box falling to the floor. “ATI KISPU DU!”


It was as if an off switch had been flipped. One moment, the
hulking form of the genie was there, seemingly amused by the reactions of the
congregation. The next, it was gone, the lighting and the sound returning to their
normal levels.


For several moments, the chaos continued. Then, as people
realized that the giant figure was gone, they began to calm themselves and
remember where they were.


In the second row of pews, Brother Oren Burchfield leisurely
stood up, clapping his hands slowly. He turned to face the wild-eyed Minister
Parsons (who was still holding forth his crucifix).


“Minister Parsons! That was the best Christmas pageant I
ever saw, bar none!” he hollered as he wavered slightly back and forth.


• • • •


With the box sitting in the passenger seat of the car, Paul frantically
raced home, running all the stop signs. He didn’t even wait for the garage door
to open but instead left the car in the driveway and dashed to his front door,
the box tightly clutched under one arm while fumbling with his keys to get the
entryway unlocked. 


In the house, he slammed the door closed behind him and
dumped the box on the couch. Then he froze.


What do I do now?! he silently screamed at himself.
He had concentrated so hard on getting home that he had not considered what to
do once he had arrived. Should I call forth the genie in here? No, he’s
huge! He would never fit in this room! And I can’t do it outside! My neighbors
would have a fit! Okay, maybe in the garage! It has an open ceiling. He will
probably fit between the beams. But then what?


His thoughts ran wildly off on a dozen different tangents. 


Egad! What would the other members of my church say if
they ever found out who was responsible for that...that apparition? What would
Minister Parsons say? Zounds! If one of the gossips, say, maybe Georgette,
found out where the genie came from, that I have it, the whole town of Mojave
would know in hours! The national network news would know in less than a day!


He was assuming too much. What if the genie wasn’t real?
Maybe the image they’d all seen was a projection of some sort? Perhaps a dream?
Maybe a hallucination brought on by stress and overwork? After all, he had put
in 150 work hours over the last two weeks, eating fast-food meals on the run,
which were followed by liberal doses of antacid tablets. 


What was that quote from the Charles Dickens novel, The
Christmas Carol? “‘You may be an undigested bit of beef, a blot of mustard,
a crumb of cheese, a fragment of an underdone potato. There’s more of gravy
than of grave about you, whatever you are!’”


Pacing wildly back and forth, he glanced at the box every
time he passed the couch. It was real enough. So was the letter. With every
step he took, he began to calm himself, allowing his engineering training to
take hold.


He only briefly considered taking the box and dumping it
someplace or burying it in a deep, dark hole. If Michaels was to be believed,
that wouldn’t work since the box and its contents would follow him wherever he
went. Assuming, of course, that there was any truth to this genie nonsense!


Besides, his curiosity was now rekindled. Was it possible?
Could there really be a genie in that box? And could he really grant Paul three
wishes? What could he wish for if it were true?


On the other hand, this was far more likely to be some sort
of scam. The Star Trek: The Next Generation episode “Devil’s Due” came
to mind, in which a woman with advanced technology had used “magical tricks”
pretending to be the devil incarnate. Paul would much rather believe that
possibility than to believe that there was an actual genie ready to grant him
three wishes!


Or worse, this could be an opening bid in some sort of
terrorist plot. The scene in his church vaguely reminded him of the story of
the panic that had occurred during the War of the Worlds radio broadcast
by Orson Welles back in 1938. 


Paul put both hands to his head. Enough, already! It
was time to check it out, slowly, cautiously, and using a scientific approach. 


He would probably need a few tools. There was a
well-equipped toolbox in the garage with a complete assortment of screwdrivers,
wrenches, pliers, and hammers. Also in the garage was his workbench, stocked
with a scope meter, a digital voltmeter, soldering irons, a portable drill,
magnifying lenses of various sizes, and wire strippers. Oh, and he would need
his digital camera too. It made sense to photograph his progress while
examining the box and its contents.


He didn’t even take the time to get out of his shepherd
costume. The sooner he resolved this problem, the better!


• • • •


A half hour later, Paul had everything set up in the garage,
nearly every tool he owned laid out nearby and ready to assist in his
inspection. The box was in the center of the workbench, under two bright
portable lights as well as a fluorescent light mounted to an overhead rafter.
In his hand, he held a clipboard with blank paper, and in his shirt pocket, he
had two mechanical pencils, ready to take notes as he worked. The camera, a
compact digital model, also sat on the workbench, easily within arm’s reach.


“It’s time to get this show on the road,” he muttered,
making a notation on the clipboard with one of the pencils. He was so flustered
that he couldn’t think of a suitable science-fiction quote for the occasion.


Approaching the box, he took a number of photos, capturing
the scrollwork on each face thereof. When he finished doing that, he took a
deep breath and gingerly snapped open the small clasp on the box, guardedly
prying the lid open and looking inside. The interior of the box was lined with
red velvet, with an odd-looking thing sitting placidly in the middle. More
photos, taken from a half-dozen different angles. This was followed by probing
the interior of the box with the voltmeter and the scope meter to check for
static charges or voltage potentials and waveforms.


But there was nothing in that regard. Electrically, the box
and its contents were neutral.


Delicately, Paul placed his right index finger on the object.
It felt vaguely metallic, smooth and cool to the touch. More notes followed
these observations. Then, warily lifting the object out of the box, he rotated
and studied it closely. Roughly teardrop in shape, maybe six inches in diameter
and almost ten tall, it had a small black metal frame holding several smooth
yellow, blue, and red rectangular panes (glass? plastic?) around its
circumference. The entire object glowed with a soft yellow light. One corner of
Paul’s mind noted that the metal frame appeared to be Arabic in design, with tiny
etched swirls and lines that matched those on the outside of the wooden box.
Otherwise, the object was featureless.


He tried to set it down on the workbench, next to the wooden
box, but it refused to stay in place. Instead, the glass/plastic/metal object
floated a full three inches above the bench in a perfectly vertical position.
Startled, Paul gently pushed it down into contact with the wood, but it snapped
back up into a hover as soon as he pulled his hand away. 


He studied it, again pushing his eyeglasses up his nose.
“Some sort of magnetic field, perhaps? But the table is made of wood!
Interesting. There doesn’t seem to be a way to open it,” he muttered to himself.


“It doesn’t open,” announced a confident baritone voice
behind him.


Paul froze in surprise and fear for several seconds, his
eyes opened wide. Gradually, he forced himself to turn and face the genie,
which stood tall, perhaps eight feet, not counting the white turban with the
large red ruby in the center. He was a much smaller figure here in the garage
than he had been in the church. 


But it was the same image, dressed in the same clothes. The
sight of him was still enough to make Paul’s chin drop and his eyes bug out.
The genie chuckled at the expression on Paul’s face.


Mentally, for several seconds, Paul flailed wildly for
control, wedged between indecision and incomprehension, while the giant in
front of him waited patiently, even cheerfully, for him to recover his wits.


He eventually did, at least partly. 


“How do I know you’re really a genie?” he whispered, a part
of him still thinking that this was some sort of trick. How could it possibly
be real?


The genie laughed, his voice booming in the room. “But of
course, Paul! What else would I be, wearing clothes such as these and having an
appearance like this? Perhaps you were expecting someone or something else?
Hmm?”


The image of the genie morphed, stretching in some
directions, contracting in others, and now appeared as a brawny man dressed in
a tight tunic, baggy pants, and leather boots, with a conical felt hat on his
head. A short sword was sheathed at his waist, a crescent shield in one hand
and a long spear in the other.


“Perhaps Xerxes the Great is who you wanted?”


The image transformed a second time. The new figure was
incredibly stout, with bulging muscles on top of muscles. Bare-chested, he wore
a short skirt-like garment. Long black hair and a heavy black beard framed a
manly face that was sporting a wide grin.


“Or Hercules himself?” the figure asked. “Or do your tastes
run more to mythical beings?”


Yet another transmutation. In front of Paul was now a
large...creature of some kind. It possessed the body of a lion, red in color,
and a head that appeared almost human, but with large, dagger-like teeth. And
was that a dragon’s tail?


The sight of the strange beast unnerved Paul. He edged away
from it slowly.


“How about a manticore?” the monster said, showing far more
of the razor-sharp teeth than Paul cared to see.


“Or,” and there was a fourth morphing of the genie’s appearance,
“a peri, perhaps?”


In front of Paul now stood...a very voluptuous feminine
figure in a provocative pose. A dark-haired beauty, wearing a thin facial veil
and a skimpy, lacy garment of silk that barely covered the essentials.


Paul felt his face heat up in embarrassment, and he turned
away.


“Ah, no!” he barked. “I believe you! You’re a genie!”


There was another metamorphosis, and the image of the
original genie was restored. “And what do you wish for? Wine, women, and song?
Riches without end? To live forever? Power? Fame?” He leaned forward a little.
“Maybe a full head of hair and some decent clothes to wear instead of those
rags? Whatever you want. Wish for it and it is yours!”


Various synapses began to fire again in Paul’s brain, like
old spark plugs with the carbon blown out.


“Theoretically speaking, you shouldn’t be here,” Paul
observed lamely, backing up even farther, smack up against the workbench.


The giant figure smirked. “Obviously, this ‘Theoretically’
person knows naught of which he speaks.”


Feeling overwhelmed by the genie’s presence and even a bit
faint, a quote finally popped into Paul’s head. “‘I’ve always found that
sticking your fingers in your ears and humming loudly solves a whole slew of
problems.’ Jack O’Neill, Stargate SG-1. I am sorely tempted to try it
this one time.”


The genie grinned widely. “I’ve always valued a master with
a sense of humor.”


Sighing, Paul clenched his teeth and tried to pull his
thoughts together. “Michaels said that you only grant three wishes.”


The genie’s grin was daunting. “Glenn Michaels is correct.
But three wishes should be enough for any man, don’t you think? What shall they
be?”


More synapses fired. “And there are strings attached.”


The huge genie swung his arms out wide and laughed again
loudly. “So he told you that, did he? Yes, it is said that for every action,
there are consequences, good as well as bad.”


Paul’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “He also said that you
answer questions, but that your answers don’t often make much sense.”


For the third time, there was a booming laugh. “Knowledge is
like catching a wild butterfly.”


At first, the genie’s answer seemed to make no sense. Then Paul
realized his implication: Wild butterflies were elusive and difficult to catch.
And when caught, they often lost their luster.


Paul gulped and nodded thoughtfully. “He also said that
questions don’t count as wishes.”


The genie shrugged, those massive arms resuming their
position across his chest. “Conversation is cheap. Ask what you will, wish what
you want. I will answer to both.”


“I see,” Paul replied. Then he remembered something else
from Michaels’s note. “I thought you were only supposed to come out when I use
a certain magical phrase.”


The genie gave a smug smile. “Yes, to be sure, you are
correct. However, the words don’t have to be said out loud. You were thinking
them.”


“Ah, I see. I’ll have to be more careful about my thoughts,”
Paul noted sarcastically. “By the way, did you enjoy scaring all the people in
my church?”


Again, the smug smile and the shrug. “I did as you bid. Like
you said, it is wise to be careful. And now, are you ready to make your first
wish?”


“I...ah...that is...ah, no,” Paul stammered.


“No?” the genie replied in surprise, his smile fading
slowly.


Paul crossed his arms and slid along the workbench, further
from the genie. He realized that he still wasn’t ready to confront the reality
of his situation and that he badly needed time to come to terms with the idea
of a genie granting him three wishes, let alone of making decisions about what,
if anything, he wanted to wish for. No, Paul needed time to analyze the notion
of genies, magic, and wishes and to explore all the potential implications and
ramifications thereof. There was research to do, web searches to make! This
whole situation screamed for an impact study, a fault-tree examination,
boundary assessments—maybe even a fishbone diagram! He was an engineer, blast
it, not an impulsive gambler!


Slowly and deliberately, Paul said, “If I only get three
wishes and those will all have some negative side effects, then I want...that
is to say, I intend to give it considerable thought before making any wishes.”


Most of the genie’s smile returned. “Ah, so you really are a
wise and careful man after all. Very well, Paul. Whenever you want a wish
granted or if you simply want to talk, you know how to summon me.”


Paul nodded in appreciation. “I understand....” But then he
discovered that he didn’t really have anything further that he wanted to say
and that mostly, he was anxious to terminate this disturbing interview—if that
was the right word for it—as rapidly as possible. 


“Ati Kispu Du,” he said quickly. The genie faded out of
sight, and Paul was faced with an empty garage again.


For several moments, he leaned against the workbench for
support, his knees weak, as he frowned, mentally trying to deal with his
encounter with the genie. He grimaced at the sight of all his tools, still
neatly arrayed for his use. None of them would really help him with this type
of problem.


He still found himself wondering if he had really even seen
the genie, if what instead he had experienced was yet another delusion, a
mental aberration of some kind, brought on by fatigue and stress. What was
reality anyway? How much of what was seen, heard, touched, tasted, or smelled
was real, and how much was contrived within his mind? Until that day, Paul would
have sworn that genies had no place in cold, hard reality. Yet he had just
talked to one. Was it his concept of reality that was flawed, his perception of
it, or had delusions seized control of his mind?


Paul shook his head in confusion. What choice did he really
have? According to what he thought he had just seen and heard, he now had three
wishes to think about. Maybe he was deluded. Maybe not. The best he could do
was play the cards he had been dealt. 


His knees wobbling, Paul gingerly took the brightly colored
object and carefully put it back in the box, snapping closed the lid.
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Try
as he might, Paul could not get the genie out of his mind. For four days, he wandered
through life like a man in a dream, wrestling with a thousand variations of
wishes he might make. Nothing he could come up with seemed to be satisfactory.
The more he thought about it, the less sure he was that he had actually seen a
genie at all. And although he used every spare moment to research genies and
magic on the Internet, Paul was also totally uncertain about what he wanted and
how to wish for it. As a result, he became utterly distracted and frustrated.


It didn’t help the situation, either, to be followed around
by that blasted wooden box! It seemed to be everywhere! At home, at work, in
his car, at the stores where he went shopping—everywhere that he went! And the
fact that everyone else noticed it and asked pointed questions about it that
Paul found difficult to answer only compounded the issue, making him feel like
a liar.


His co-workers and neighbors all became very much aware of his
distracted condition as well. Some were concerned but the majority was irritated,
and in a couple of cases were genuinely exasperated with Paul. Only a couple of
people tried to give him some space to work out his problems. Everyone else
pestered Paul with questions or chastised him for being so dysfunctional and
unresponsive to their demands on his time. His stress levels rose dramatically.
He felt despondent and even more isolated and alone.


Thursday night, Paul ended up sleeping on the couch. He
tossed restlessly, unable to fall asleep until well after the mantel clock
chimed 1 a.m.


And then, in his sleep, he dreamed that he was the genie,
trapped in a bottle by an evil master, who only let him out when he wanted some
greedy, twisted wish granted. Paul dreamed that he was the one confined in a
bottle—a horribly small, dank, and dark prison—while the evil, repulsive master,
who totally controlled him, laughed hideously, pointing at Paul with a gnarled,
misshapen finger. It was a ghastly nightmare which woke Paul up with a start. He
came to sitting fully upright on the couch, gasping for breath, his heart
racing, his forehead drenched in a cold sweat, the dream still vividly and
terribly real in his mind. Gradually, he got control of his breathing, calming
himself by degrees, telling himself over and over again that it was only a bad
dream. A glance at the coffee table confirmed the presence of the wooden box,
the faint light in the room reflecting off the scrollwork patterns in the wood.
Feeling miserable and down in the dumps, Paul glanced at the clock on the
mantel. 5 a.m. Though every muscle and joint in his body ached, the idea of
going back to sleep distressed him. Instead, he got up and prepared to go to
work.


Dragging through the morning was pure torture. Paul’s eyes
were gritty, the lids like lead weights. His head throbbed and his body ached with
fatigue. 


This was the day of the big test, the day that his whole
company had been working toward for nearly three months. The test program
involved a new fuel mixture for the C-5M cargo plane. The Air Force was
attempting a new fuel combination that would supposedly increase the plane’s
range while at the same time leaving less in the way of pollutants in the
atmosphere. In lab and wind-tunnel tests, the results had been promising. The
task at Edwards AFB was to fly an instrumented test aircraft, complete with a
data acquisition system in the plane and one also on the ground, to monitor the
environmental conditions and the usage of fuel. 


Operations were scheduled to start at 9 a.m. with the
takeoff of the C-5M aircraft test bed. As far as the testing team could tell, they
were as ready as they could be, though the new data system, which Paul was
partly responsible for, was still somewhat of an unknown quantity.


The nightmares of the previous evening continued to plague Paul’s
thoughts. He could not seem to concentrate. When he arrived at work, a
co-worker, Ken Rivera, an African-American engineering graduate of Caltech, seemed
to immediately recognize that Paul was in trouble, and he stepped in to help
whenever and wherever he could.


For the ten thousandth time in four days, Paul was tempted
to call upon the genie and wish for the data system to work properly during the
test. But there were two problems with making that wish. First, it would waste
a wish on something that was real important to Paul, but trivial on a
nationwide or global scale, and he was loath to waste any wishes in such a
manner. Second, and even more important, Michaels had made it abundantly clear
that there were strings attached to every wish. If Paul asked for the data
system to work correctly, then something else might go terribly wrong, such as
the C-5M aircraft crashing into the Tehachapi Mountains or a major earthquake
striking the San Andreas Fault nearby. Or any one of a thousand other potential
disasters. No, it was best not to tempt fate in that manner.


The C-5M took off on time, lifting majestically into the
bright, sunny California sky. On the ground, Paul and his team were positioned
to one side of the control room, monitoring the telemetry data streams from the
aircraft. All data channels seemed to be operating normally, the squiggly lines
on the computer monitors showing parameter data from each on-board sensor.


An hour went by, the test crew running their procedures,
preparing for the most important part of the test sequence. And just as the
aircraft switched the on-board fuel sources to the “environmentally-correct”
fuel, all the telemetry channels suddenly dropped out, all of them reading a
perfect 0.0. All the pressures, the temperatures, fuel flows, and everything
else. Absolute flat liners.


“Oh, no!” groaned Ken. Paul too could not believe his eyes,
his jaw dropping open.


The test conductor, Darcy Wilson, standing at her station a
few feet away, spotted the issue on her monitors at virtually the same moment.
“What’s this? Data Ops, what’s going on? Where’s my data?”


Paul bit his lip and rapidly flipped through the displays at
his workstation. Nothing was making any sense. How could all the data stop at
the same time? He tried to think it through, but the mental and physical
fatigue was hampering him badly. 


“Couldn’t be an antenna problem,” muttered Ken as he too
examined the displays. “We still have IRIG timing synch.”


A quote came to Paul, from the movie The Andromeda Strain.
“‘It’s just registering double-zero, double-zero.’”


“Huh? What’s that mean?” Ken asked.


“What’s the problem here?” asked their boss, Adrian
Cantrell, who was standing behind them.


Paul looked up with a start. He had not heard Cantrell’s
approach. With a supreme effort, Paul kept himself from groaning out loud or
otherwise reacting in a bad way. Cantrell was the worst micromanager that Paul
had ever worked for, bar none. The last thing that they needed was to have
Cantrell looking over their shoulders while they worked to resolve the problem
with the data system.


And it was urgent that they solve it. If they didn’t do so
in the next few minutes, then it would seriously impact the performance goals
of the test, perhaps even cause the test to be cancelled. That would be bad,
Paul knew. It would reflect poorly on the company and cost the Air Force a hefty
chunk of money. It might even delay the program past the end of the year.


Ken screwed a hesitant smile onto his face. “It’s just a
glitch in the data system, boss.” He turned to Paul. “I think we should reboot
the telemetry computer. That will probably take care of the problem.”


To Paul’s mind, it seemed like a reasonable suggestion, so
he started to nod in agreement.


And then, in a flash, he understood what the true cause of the
problem was. 


“No,” he said slowly. “It’s the telemetry demultiplexer. It’s
lost module lock mode.”


Ken stared at him. “That’s never happened before.”


Paul nodded. “The sales rep told me about it once, right
after they sold us the system. I almost forgot about it. He said if it happened,
it would have these symptoms.”


Cantrell coughed. “How long does it take to fix the
demultiplexer?”


Ken blinked. “We would have to reload a calibration and
setup file. It would take ten, maybe fifteen minutes to run and get back into
acquisition mode.”


Cantrell’s eyes narrowed dangerously, and he gave Paul a
measured look. “And to reboot the telemetry computer?”


“Two, maybe three minutes, tops,” Paul replied with a
sinking feeling in his heart. Knowing Cantrell, he knew what was coming next.


“Do the PC reboot instead. Now,” he ordered Ken.


For a brief moment, Paul considered voicing his objections.
His boss’s decision had been based solely on the time element involved and not
with any technical considerations. Paul knew that the reboot would not solve
the problem and that they would eventually be forced to take the demultiplexer
off-line and reset it anyway. 


It was a perfect case of being caught between the devil and
the deep blue sea. If he tried to explain to Cantrell that it was the wrong
decision, then his boss would yell at him. If he let Ken waste time rebooting
the PC, his boss would later be furious at him for not saying anything. Either
choice was bad.


So he folded his arms and said nothing.


• • • •


The workday was finally over, and they were free to go home.
It was like receiving an executive pardon from the governor. Everyone was
locking up their desks, grabbing their coats, and heading toward the door. Paul
managed to make it outside the building and halfway to the parking lot without
collapsing from exhaustion.


“Hey, Paul! Wait up for a moment, will ya?” shouted Ken,
trotting up the sidewalk behind him.


Paul stopped and turned, trying to screw on a “happy face.”
He failed.


“Listen, man! It was my bad! I’m sorry,” Ken apologized
profusely.


Paul shook his head sadly. “That we’ve got a jerk for a
boss? Not your fault. And to tell you the truth, I first thought it was the
computer too.”


“But you were right. You saved the test. It would have taken
me an hour before I tried resetting the demultiplexer. And even though you were
right, you still got yelled at. If I had just kept my big mouth shut....”


Paul managed to shrug indifferently. “We got the data with
only a small impact to the test goals. Cantrell will get over it. I won’t get
any recognition for being right, but I’m not worried about it. So, go home,
rest up, get ready for Christmas. The big test is done, for now.”


“There will be another one early next year,” observed Ken
with a rueful look.


“There always is,” Paul agreed. “It’s our jobs, such as they
are.”


“Yeah. Hey, thanks. I’m just glad you aren’t mad at me,” Ken
said with a thankful smile.


Paul sighed. “Not you, no. Not you.” And then he slowly
plodded off toward his Toyota Corolla. Toward home.


• • • •


He barely managed to stay awake during the drive home. At
the house, he left the car in the driveway and stumbled inside, the genie’s box
loosely gripped under one arm. 


He just couldn’t put the genie quandary off any longer. He
was so tired of the stress it was putting him under. And he wasn’t going to
risk having another one of those horrid nightmares. The genie needed to be
dealt with. Right now! Then Paul could get back to living his life in peace.


He trudged into the garage through the kitchen door. Nervously
biting his lip, Paul took the object from the box and set it floating above the
workbench again.


“Ati Kispu Alka,” he babbled feebly.


“You look terrible, Majeed (Honorable) Paul,” the
baritone voice rumbled.


Once again, the genie was there in all his power and
splendor. Paul weakly nodded, actually relieved to see the big guy again. For a
fleeting moment, he had feared that he really had dreamt the first
encounters. Wobbling somewhat, his knees buckling, Paul lowered himself and sat
on the cold concrete floor, his back to one leg of the workbench.


“At least when I show up, little old ladies aren’t diving
behind pews,” Paul muttered sarcastically.


The genie gave a sly smile. “You look very tired. Perhaps a
nap...?”


“It’s true that I haven’t been sleeping well lately,” Paul
admitted in a louder voice.


The genie grinned merrily. “Too busy thinking of what you
might wish for, no doubt. I can help you out there. Would you like to know what
the All-Time Top Ten Most Requested Wishes are? That is, according to the
latest official Genie Guild charts? I’ll give you a hint. Number one is a shiny,
yellow, soft metal....”


Paul ignored the genie’s smirking and said, “I’d like to ask
you some questions.”


“Of course! What would you like to know?” the huge
apparition asked buoyantly.


“Have you always been a genie?” Paul asked, studying the
genie’s face intently with tired eyes to see how he might react.


The question startled the genie, and he suddenly appeared
troubled by it. “A snow-covered mountain endures forever,” he muttered in a
subdued manner.


Sure it does, Paul thought in sudden sarcasm. “Do you
enjoy being a genie?”


The genie’s reaction to Paul’s question was totally
unexpected. The grin was gone now. Sweat appeared on his upper brow. The genie
was visibly shrinking, too, right in front of Paul, no longer a tall figure.
Moreover, his clothes had ceased to glow.


“The sun arises in the east each morning and shines on the
earth,” the genie weakly declared with a gulp.


With growing certainty, Paul was beginning to get the feel
of the genie’s answers. The fact that the apparition was now only four feet or
so tall and his clothes had taken on a disreputable appearance told Paul that
he was getting warm.


So he pressed forward.


“If you had a wish, what would you wish for?” Paul asked,
again watching closely.


The genie now stood less than three feet tall and was still
continuing to shrink. His turban was a dirty gray now, and the ruby was gone.
He looked increasingly old and worn out. 


“Those who serve reap many blessings,” he mumbled feebly.


Paul felt like he was on firm ground now and decided it was
time to make his offer. “There is a wish that I want. Just one wish. But I want
no strings. Therefore, I will make you a deal. You can have the other two
wishes for yourself, to use as you would wish. Is it a deal?”


Without a word, the genie vanished, and the empty garage was
all that Paul could see. Getting slowly to his feet, Paul mentally kicked himself,
thinking that he had blown an opportunity to have a genie grant him a wish. 


“Geez, man!” Paul screamed, balling both of his hands in
frustration and shaking them at the rafters. “Where did you go, Genie?! What
about my offer?! Where is my wish?! Blast it, what a total idiot I am! How many
times am I ever going to have a chance like this again? What am I going to do
now?”


Then a solid explosion of white light blinded him, and after
that, there was nothing.
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Paul slowly became
aware of a softness supporting him. Gradually, this was followed by a sense of
the warmth of the sun on his face, the fragrance of flowers, a warm gentle
breeze, and the general sense of being outdoors.


He snapped open his eyes. He was lying on an incredibly large,
cushy bed, a pure blue sky above him. Sitting up, his eyes bulging, he saw that
the bed was in the center of a patch of closely mowed grass. Scattered around
the lawn were manicured flower beds in which brilliantly colored flowers of
many different types swayed quietly in the light wind. Fifty yards beyond him,
in all directions, the lawn and flowers ended abruptly. Beyond that was the
most incredible vista he had ever seen.


Mountains all around, all of them snowcapped and breathtakingly
majestic. A few pure white clouds swam among the peaks. It was a magnificent
vista of nature, overwhelming in scope and power, yet peaceful and serene. Paul
stared at it for several moments, unable to move or even to think.


A truly inspiring scene, but eventually, Paul wondered where
the heck he was and how in blazes he had gotten there.


“‘Look...just so I can tell my friends what this dream is
about, okay? Where am I?’” he muttered, quoting Kevin Flynn from the movie Tron.


Slowly getting to his feet, Paul walked to one edge of the
plateau and looked down. It was a sheer drop, thousands of feet to the bottom. Nothing
but rocks everywhere below him. Indeed, the bottom of the chasm could not
properly be made out due to the haze of distance. Dizzy, Paul hurriedly backed
away and turned around. 


The bed was gone. In its place was a modest alabaster round
table with decorative metal legs, the type often seen on the sidewalk in front
of a French café. A matching set of cushioned wire-framed chairs bracketed the
table. A tall frosted mug was parked in the center, a rainbow-colored straw
poking out the top.


This sudden and soundless exchange of furniture made Paul’s
skin crawl. He crept warily to the table and picked up the mug, taking a
tentative sip through the straw. The flavor was unfamiliar, but incredibly
delicious.


“Good, is it not? It was always my favorite drink. Please,
have a seat,” said a deep bass voice from behind Paul.


His heart racing, he spun around, apprehensive. There stood
before him a middle-aged man, balding, with black hair, a dark green short-sleeved
shirt, baggy gray pants with a wide belt around the waist, and a large metal
armband on his right arm. Instinctively, Paul knew that this was the genie,
though the man bore no resemblance to that visage now. Puzzled, but for some
strange reason not feeling threatened by him, Paul relaxed a little, lowering
himself slowly into one of the chairs, where he waited for the genie to join him.



A mug identical to Paul’s magically appeared in the genie’s
hand, and he sat in the chair across from Paul, imbibing his drink deeply.


They sat in companionable silence for several moments,
continuing to sip their drinks, while a million questions roared through Paul’s
mind. However, he managed to swallow his impatience while he waited for the
genie to speak first.


“You have no idea what has happened, do you?” the genie casually
asked.


“No, I don’t,” Paul replied guardedly and with a small shake
of his head.


The other man nodded, apparently expecting that answer, and
he casually leaned back in his seat. “Many centuries ago, I was a young man, an
apprentice to a merchant in the area you know as Saudi Arabia, in a city that
no longer exists. I fell in love with Princess Aria, a beautiful, sensitive
girl. And she loved me too. But her father, Sheik Taslim, was not amused that
his daughter was interested in a mere commoner. At first, he forbade me to see
his daughter. Then two of the palace guards, dressed as thieves, broke into my
room and beat and robbed me. It took weeks for me to recover, and then the
merchant unexpectedly sacked me. I was penniless and heartbroken. I pretended
to leave the city but snuck back in at night. Aria and I met and fled the city.
I had it well planned, and we managed to escape pursuit for two months. But
they caught us. Instead of killing me, Aria’s father gave me to an evil magus,
a man who experimented with magic. The magus was trying to create the perfect
genie, and I became his experimental subject. In a way, I was lucky. His
experiments did not kill me and actually did make me into a genie of sorts. But
the wishes I granted were imperfect.


“A part of the spell he cast upon me was that someday, a
generous man could release me from the enchantment if I were allowed to use one
of the wishes. However, I was forbidden to tell anyone of the conditions of my
genie spell. 


“At first, I thought it would take very little time for
someone to figure out my predicament and give up one of his wishes. I had no
idea that people were so greedy and so unimaginative.”


The genie smiled at Paul. “I gave up the hope long ago of
ever being free of the spell. I can’t tell you how grateful I am that I no
longer have to wander the face of the earth granting imperfect wishes to greedy
people. Thank you.” His sincerity touched Paul’s heart.


But Paul’s feelings at this point were otherwise quite
mixed. He had helped someone out of a difficult jam, yes. But at the same time,
he had lost the opportunity to use any of the wishes for his own purposes. With
a sense of regret, he put that consideration to one side. No sense in crying
over spilt milk. There were other issues that he was still confused about.


“If you are no longer a genie, how did we get here?” he
asked, waving his arm around. “And how do you make things appear and disappear?
Oh, and where on Earth are we? What is this place?”


The genie gently smiled again. “I will answer your last
question first. This place is a special wizardly retreat, created for wizards
of ancient times to visit, to rest, and to contemplate new magical spells. It
is apparently a forgotten place too, since I have found no evidence that it has
been used in centuries.


“As for your first question, you gave me two wishes,
remember? I used one wish to make myself into a wizard, one who can manipulate
space, matter, and the laws of physics. I then used the second wish to free
myself of the genie spell.”


Paul blinked in surprise. From genie to wizard? Okay. That
was truly interesting. Up until now, he had never believed in wizards. Oh,
Harry Potter was supposedly great entertainment (since Paul hadn’t seen the
movies or read the books, he could only accept what others had told him about
them), but science allowed no room for wizards or magic in real life.


Or even genies, for that matter. Yeah, okay. That was a
really good point. Maybe it was time for a new scientific hypothesis: if genies
were real, then maybe wizards were too. Right.


The genie continued on, oblivious to Paul’s suddenly
thoughtful look. “And now, I ask, what great thing may I do for you to repay
the gift that you have given me?” he asked. “What is the wish you wanted me to
grant?”


Paul blinked again, his breath catching in his throat. So,
there might be a chance to have a wish fulfilled after all? 


He jumped to his feet and began to slowly pace back and
forth. How to best ask for this wish?


Tentatively, Paul cleared his throat. “I was, ah, going to
ask for world peace,” he stated, faking a degree of nonchalance but anxiously
awaiting the genie...uh, wizard’s answer. Would he say yes?


The wizard/genie stared at Paul for several moments and then
softly began to chuckle.


“Paul, in all the centuries of my existence, and I say this
quite truthfully, I have never before known a more humble, selfless man on the
face of the whole world. Truly, it is an honor to meet you,” his voice rumbled.


“So, you can grant me my wish?” Paul asked, a hopeful lilt
in his voice, as he stopped pacing.


The wizard/genie smiled apologetically at him. “I regret I
cannot do so. I am not a god, so I am not able to bring about world peace. Some
things are beyond even the power of magic to accomplish. I’m sorry, but you
must choose some other wish. No, hold on a moment. That is not quite true. I am
no longer a genie, but a wizard. You need not confine yourself to one wish. I
now have the power to grant you multiple wishes. I can grant you fame, power,
money, love, a younger, healthier body, and a long life. Would those things
interest you?”


Paul’s shoulders slumped, disappointed, but he was quickly
trying to find alternatives to his first wish. He barely heard the wizard’s
counter-offer. It overtly reminded Paul of the American Dream, a vision by
which he was so thoroughly disenchanted. Did he want more of the same things he
already had, but at some higher level of comfort? A small man in the back of
Paul’s head was shouting through a megaphone, “No way!”


Another idea came to Paul.


“Okay, if world peace is too much to ask for, what about my
stepson, Douglas Bouffard?” Paul asked, trying to keep the squeak from his
voice, hoping for a more positive response this time.


The wizard/genie cocked his head to one side, looking
suddenly thoughtful. 


“Still thinking of others, heh?” he inquired with a small
grin. “Very well. Hmm, let me concentrate for a moment.”


Closing his eyes, the wizard/genie hummed softly to himself
for a minute. Apprehensively, Paul watched, his body tense, a small twitch
developing in his left pinky as he grasped the back of the white chair.


The wizard/genie opened his eyes and frowned. “I just used a
small spell to call forth the specifics on Douglas Bouffard. Yes, I see why you
are so concerned about him. Not a very nice or productive man, is he? I
understand your desire to help him. Very well. What did you have in mind? Do
you want me to force him to be a good person? I can do that. In his case, it
would require a total replacement of his personality. Is that what you want?”


Startled, Paul quickly shook his head. “No! Not that! I
don’t want you to wipe out his personality! Isn’t there some other way? Can’t
you just...you know...make a few tweaks to his character...to kind of make him
be a better person...?” Paul’s voice trailed off into nothingness.


The wizard/genie gently shook his head. “In his case, a few
tweaks, as you call them, would not accomplish all that much. However, there is
an alternative, one that is more difficult to bring about and less certain in
the end results.”


“And that is...?” Paul asked, raising his eyebrows.


The wizard/genie pursed his lips in thought, staring off
into the distance. “I can arrange a series of events to instantly punish him
for bad deeds and thoughts and to reward him for good ones. Despite how far
gone his morality is, I believe that a series of such events will force him to
want to change. In all honesty, he will probably never become a truly good
person. But with the proper punishments and rewards, I think he will cease to
be the loathsome, degenerate person he is now.”


Nodding in agreement, Paul gave a sigh of relief and slowly
lowered himself back into his seat at the small table. “Yes, that sounds good
to me. You can do this?”


Smiling generously, the wizard/genie replied, “But of
course. It will take a little time, but you can consider it done.” Then he
clapped and rubbed his hands together. “And now, Paul, I really must insist. I
want to do something for you. I have seen your life, your existence, and I have
seen the path that you walk. In two more miserable years, in your current mode
of reality, you will die of a massive heart attack. I’m sorry, but I simply
cannot let that happen to you, not after the great gift you have given me. You
like to help others. For once, let someone else help you. Let me return the
favor that you have done for me. Tell me how I can help you.”


The twitch in Paul’s finger subsided, and the tension left his
body. Doug would now get the help he needed. For that, Paul felt profoundly
grateful.


“Thank you for promising to help Doug. And I appreciate your
offer,” Paul heard himself say, “but I really can’t think of anything that
would fix my life. I’m afraid that it is a little too late for that.”


The bearded man stared at him with a bitter smile. “Paul,
please! Don’t go back to your beastly existence. I’ve told you what will happen
to you. Don’t you value your life more than that?”


Paul winced and looked down at his hands. “True, my life
isn’t all that great. However, I’m serious. It really is too late to do
anything meaningful about it. And to be honest, I really can’t think of
anything else that I want. Certainly nothing that would make me happy.”


The bearded man frowned and leaned back in his chair.


“I am sorry to hear you say that, Paul,” the wizard/genie
rumbled. “But I am a stubborn and patient man. There must be a way....” And
then he paused.


And smiled. Then he chuckled in mirth. And then he openly
laughed.


“Yes, of course!” the wizard/genie boomed. “Why did it take
me so long to see it? Tell me, Paul. You seem to be concerned about people. How
would you like to help a lot more than just your stepson, Douglas? A lot more
than just him. People that are starving, people that have lost loved ones, or people
that have fatal illnesses? Doesn’t your heart ache for them? Don’t you want to
help them as well?”


His forehead wrinkling, Paul was puzzled by the other’s
questions. 


“What are you saying?” he asked the wizard/genie, his
eyebrows scrunched together in bafflement.


The bearded man leaned forward. “How would you like to be a
wizard too?”


Paul found himself speechless, his throat suddenly dry, and the
very idea of being his own wizard, of casting magical spells, to be a
mind-boggling concept. His whole body tingled intensely from head to toe just
thinking about it.


“You could make me into a wizard?” Paul asked hesitantly,
and this time, his voice did squeak quite a bit.


The wizard/genie nodded. “Think of all the people you could
help then, Paul. You could travel the world, seeking out the neediest of
people. You could cure the deadliest of sicknesses, end droughts, floods, and
famines, and bring true relief to the suffering.” He leaned back in his chair
and gave Paul a huge grin. “Of course, you’d have to give up the menial
existence that you have now, leave that terribly stressful job you have, the
one that is slowly killing you. That’s the unfortunate part of my offer, of
course. But necessary. For the good of many other people. You must think of them,
Paul. Don’t be selfish. Think of them.”


Paul’s body physically froze in place; he was totally unable
to move a muscle. Instead, his mind was aflame, filled with ideas and images.
He could see himself bringing rain to the deserts, dropping manna from heaven
to whole populations of starving people, rescuing potential victims from floods
and earthquakes, diverting hurricanes away from populated islands, stopping
battles and wars before they happened, as well as a whole host of other
possibilities.


Saving lives. Helping other people. Giving them a real
chance to succeed when there would otherwise be none.


The idea was overwhelming. Mind-blowing. Paul was filled
with awe at the scope of it, at the audacity and daring of it. His body pulsed
with excitement, his heart pounding loudly in his ears. In the back of his
mind, a whole cheerleading team was dancing wildly, shouting rousing slogans,
and tossing pom-poms high in the air.


One lone voice, far off in the distance, was shouting at him
to wait, to carefully examine this offer in detail, to do a top-to-bottom
cost/benefit study and an environmental impact assessment. With icy contempt
for that voice, Paul ignored it.


Instead, he again jumped to his feet, rubbing suddenly
sweaty palms on the sides of his pants and pacing anew, this time much faster
than before. And too, he made himself focus on the wizard/genie, who was
grinning at him in delight. 


“Please, correct me if I am mistaken, but I sense a certain
interest in the idea,” the wizard/genie observed unflappably. “However, there
is a condition to my offer.”


Paul’s heart skipped a beat, and all his visions of himself
playing a superhero came crashing to the ground.


“A condition?” he asked, his pacing coming to a dead halt,
as if he had run into a brick wall.


The ex-genie nodded and casually waved a hand. “In my case,
I have endured great hardship for centuries. I feel confident that I will not
misuse my new powers. But what about you? Great powers present great
temptations. You would have to swear that you would not use your powers in an
evil manner and that you would never use your powers to kill anyone.”


An episode of the original Star Trek series came to
Paul’s mind, the one with Gary Mitchell in which his mental powers nearly
turned him into a god—a very arrogant and revenge-minded one, at that.


Paul mulled the wizard/genie’s condition over in his mind
for a few seconds before replying. “I wish I could guarantee that I would not misuse
such powers. But you’ve seen my life. It has also been far from ideal. I know
so many other people who have suffered too. I freely admit it. Your offer is
extremely tempting. Are you seriously offering me the chance to be a wizard?”


“Do you swear not to misuse your powers? Do you swear not to
kill anyone?” the wizard earnestly asked Paul in return.


The tingle returned, coursing back and forth through Paul’s
body, like a series of waves in a tube. The other man really was serious. The
offer really was on the table. Paul sensed a vast gulf open in front of him, an
endless sea of possibilities ahead. The power to make a difference, to reach
out and touch so many other lives. He was suddenly hit with the realization
that this was probably the greatest watershed moment of his whole life. His
knees threatened to collapse under him.


Paul nodded quickly, but firmly and with great
determination. “I so swear.”


The bearded man seemed satisfied, even a bit smug. “Then, I
can grant you your wish to be a wizard, one with considerable power, but let me
make one point clear: I cannot make you into a god. There will be limits to the
magic you can perform. Do you understand? And do you still want to be a
wizard?”


Paul contemplated the question and made his final decision.
“I think I understand. And yes, I want to be a wizard.” After a short pause, he
continued, looking a bit sheepish. “But what about my job?”


The wizard/genie stood, gently shaking his head. “You can’t
go back, Paul. Especially not as a wizard. Trust me on this. And in truth, they
probably won’t even miss you very much.” 


Paul blinked in surprise, then cast a downward look before
giving the genie a wintery smile. “You’re probably right. In my career, I’ve
seen lots of people retire, and everything went right on, same as before. I
just...all those years....”


“Let it go, Paul. In your heart of hearts, you know it was a
horrid existence. No one would treat a dog the way your bosses treated you.”
With a smile, he continued, “And in your new life, you will be too busy to miss
them very much either!”


With a grim smile of his own, Paul nodded. “Good point. A
very good point. Fine. Please, proceed.”


The wizard/genie waved his arm. The bed reappeared a few yards
away. “There is one more thing you should know before I grant you your powers.
I won’t be here when you wake up. There are other matters I must attend to. But
you won’t need me. Once you have your powers, you will have everything you need
available to you.” He paused. “You and I will meet again. I somehow feel it in
my bones. May Allah be with you and bless you.”


Paul smiled weakly back at him. “Thank you for this. And may
He bless you too.”


“Please, lie down,” the ex-genie said, “and close your
eyes.”


Weak-kneed, Paul somehow managed to walk to the bed without
tripping over his suddenly too-large feet. As he lay down, a sudden thought
came to him.


“Uh, just how long is this going to take?” he asked as
images of people in suspended animation popped into his head, from films such
as 2001: A Space Odyssey, Buck Rogers, Avatar, Forbidden
Planet, Star Trek, and a host of others.


The wizard/genie smiled and shook his head. “Only a day or
so. Now, relax and clear your mind. Very good. Shortly, you will fall asleep.
When you awaken, you will have the powers of a wizard, and you will find ways
to use those powers. This is your last chance to change your mind and go back
to a normal, if miserable life. What do you say?”


“Please, proceed,” Paul said firmly. His heart raced, his
blood pounding in his veins. He was about to become a real-life wizard!


Paul heard the wizard/genie softly chuckle. “Very well. May
you henceforth have the ability to shape reality to your will. May you be a master
of space and all the elements and have the power to bend the laws of nature to
suit your needs. So it is said; so let it be!”
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Paul
stirred slowly, gradually awakening for the second time on the soft bed. The
plateau was still there and the vista too, but this time, there was no wizard/genie.
No matter. Paul silently wished him bon voyage and jumped to his feet. 


The position of the sun had not changed much, not far from
its zenith in the sky. According to his watch, he had been asleep for an entire
day. Moreover, he felt a great deal better—far more rested than he had been in
the last month.


He also felt distinctly odd. Internally, he felt light, a
warmth radiating though his whole body, and he was filled with a sense of
anticipation. Also, he felt a...well, there was no decent way to describe it
other than as a power coursing through his body, ready to leap forth and
perform great feats of magic. It was hard to put into words exactly, but there
was no denying the differences he felt.


“Ah, but how is it done?” Paul softly asked himself as he
pushed his glasses up on his nose. “And what should be my first act of magic?”


His stomach chose that moment to rumble in hunger. But of
course. The answer was obvious. Paul needed to cast a spell for some food.


He snapped his fingers and paused expectantly. But nothing
happened.


Huh? Where was the food?


Anxiously, Paul snapped his fingers again. “Hey, let’s have
some food here! I’m hungry!”


Nothing.


Maybe a spell needed more concentration?


He closed his eyes and concentrated hard, visually creating
the image of a huge steak dinner on an oversized plate, the meat turned to a
perfect medium-rare. He visualized the onion rings, the baked potato with sour
cream and bacon bits, and the side helping of broccoli smothered in melted
butter. He threw in the steak knives and other utensils and included a tall,
frosted mug of root beer. Oh, and a table to hold it all too.


Then Paul snapped his fingers again, hard. “Engage!” he
yelled anxiously.


He cracked open an eye and peeked around. Nothing.


For a couple of seconds, Paul felt a surge of panic. It
should have worked! His brand-new magical powers should have worked! Why hadn’t
they? 


He wrung his hands silently as he began to pace back and
forth, his brow furrowed in concentration. Suddenly, he realized that being a
wizard just might be a shade more difficult than he had first anticipated. The genie...ah,
wizard, had made the casting of spells look incredibly easy. And unless Paul
started casting his own spells...well, without the other wizard’s help, he might
end up stuck here on this rocky summit, where there was no food to eat or even
water to drink. He had already gone more than a day without water while he was
asleep. Therefore, he needed to solve this problem quickly.


Paul forced himself to put aside his emotional reactions,
focusing on his predicament as if it were an engineering problem, one to be
solved with logical thinking. He could feel the power inside him; ergo, he must
be doing something wrong, possibly multitudes of things, in trying to use his
new abilities.


The wizard/genie had told Paul that he had everything he
needed to be a fully functional wizard of his own. The implied assumption was that
Paul could work his magical powers without difficulty, that he would know how
to do so or that the processes involved were intuitively obvious.


As Paul began pacing again, he realized that such was
probably the case. Sure, the wizard/genie had been regularly using magic for
centuries. Moreover, he had come from an age when people commonly believed in
magical powers. So it wasn’t a stretch of the imagination at all for the wizard
to assume that Paul would know how to implement his newly acquired abilities, employing
methods that were widely known by the general public, promulgated through
legends and myths. 


But Paul wasn’t a product of such an era. In the modern day,
a belief in magical powers was scoffed at and ridiculed. Yes, the concept of magic
was sometimes used for entertainment purposes, perhaps as the basis of a movie
or for a magician to use in front of an audience. But no one took it seriously.


Not only that, but Paul was less informed about magical
powers (i.e., stories of sorcerers, wizards, genies, etc. and their spells and
methods) than even the general population. He wasn’t an aficionado of fantasy
at all. Science fiction, yes, but he had never really been enamored with
fantasy. Magic, knights, damsels in distress, and all of that seemed a little
bland in comparison to starships, time travel, and black holes. But given his
current situation, it might have helped him a bit more if he had read a few fantasy
stories and seen a couple of movies. What could that have hurt? Maybe, if he
lived long enough, Paul could redeem that mistake.


However, he needed to focus on the here and now. The
question before him at this moment, assuming that he wasn’t using his magical
powers properly, was how to figure out how it should actually be done. 


Continuing his pacing back and forth on the plateau, Paul
considered how to acquire the knowledge he needed. And after serious
deliberation, he came up with three possible avenues of approach.


The first and most effective option was to have someone
teach him how to cast magical spells. The second was to somehow acquire the
necessary reference materials (books, operational manuals, YouTube videos,
websites, etc.) that he could study and learn from what he needed to know. The
third avenue, and without a doubt the least efficient one of all, was to
experiment, to try a variety of different methods and learn through the process
of trial and error how it should be done.


Obviously, the best person to teach him was the
wizard/genie. But he had said that he had places to be and things to do, so getting
his help...well, that idea was busted. And to call on anyone else—or to access
any textbooks, manuals, or the Internet—also required the use of magical
spells. It was a classic case of a catch-22. Paul needed to cast magical spells
to obtain the information he needed in order to cast the spells in the first
place. It was quite the conundrum, indeed.


He mulled the possible options over in his mind. Perhaps if
he just tried casting a few spells to call on a knowledgeable individual,
one of them might work. It was worth a shot. But who should he call on?


A wizard would be the best choice, but Paul didn’t know of
any other real-life wizards. So perhaps he could call on a magician instead.


Ceasing his pacing, Paul narrowed his eyes in concentration,
bringing both of his hands up high and waving them around in a frantic motion, and
said, “I need a magician here to help me. David Copperfield!”


And yet again, nothing happened. 


“Okay, any knowledgeable magician will do. Pronto!”


Nothing.


“Perhaps the Guardian of Forever from Star Trek? As a
personal favor? Please?”


Nothing.


“Mr. Peabody?”


No response.


Paul sat down on the edge of the bed with his head in his
hands. The reality of his situation was that any fifth-grader could probably have
easily figured out how to start casting magical spells. 


“I’ll take a fifth-grader,” Paul muttered. “Or even a five-year-old!”


Still, nothing happened.


“‘I’m not even supposed to be here,’” Paul bellyached,
quoting Guy Fleegman from Galaxy Quest. “‘I’m just Crewman Number Six.
I’m expendable. I’m the guy in the episode who dies to prove how serious the
situation is.’”


Oy vey!


So, what was he going to do now?


• • • •


Not knowing what else to try and feeling a little more
desperate with the passage of time, Paul began experimenting with
determination, though in a more or less aimless fashion. For nearly two hours,
he tried everything that came to mind. He tried calling forth every personality—real,
historical, or fictional—that might possibly help him. This ranged from all his
favorite sci-fi characters to a number of scientists going all the way back to
Leonardo da Vinci. He tried calling forth textbooks, Internet connections, and manuals
of any kind dealing with magic. He went back to trying to conjure forth food,
this time simplifying his spells. Instead of steak dinners, he tried simpler
fare, such as apples and various other fruits, bread, cheese, a variety of
drinks, and so forth. He even tried to distill water out of the air, and then he
tried tapping into the snowbanks that were clearly visible on some of the
surrounding mountains.


The result was always the same. Nothing came from any of his
attempted magic.


Depressed, he plopped back down on the edge of the bed, mulling
over his situation and what to do about it. For a few minutes, he even fell
into self-pity, blaming his own greedy nature for allowing himself to get into
such a quandary in the first place. If he hadn’t been so fixated on becoming
some sort of superhero, then none of this would have ever happened! He could,
right this very minute, be back in his home in Mojave, watching another one of
his favorite sci-fi movies and scarfing down a TV dinner!


He sighed and got back up to pace again. He needed to focus,
to use his training as an engineer, to approach this problem from a scientific
point of view and in a much more deliberate manner, not to experiment wildly in
the dark like he had been. As he considered the problem, he realized that he
had been too ambitious with his first spells. Every one of them had been
complex, requiring a fairly sophisticated use of magic. After all, he was
trying to conjure up people and material objects. What he needed to learn and
master first were the basics involved. 


For a couple of minutes, he pondered that idea. Sure, something
fundamental. As basic and as simple as he could make it.


Looking around the plateau, the flower beds gave him an
idea. A quick few steps took him over to the nearest one. Leaning down between
a rosebush and a stand of forget-me-nots, Paul scraped together a handful of
dirt and then returned to the four-poster bed. There, he opened his hand, and
with the other one, he brushed away most of the dirt until he had a small number
of tiny specks of sand scattered in his palm. 


Narrowing his eyes in concentration, he visualized one of
the particles moving, willing it to levitate off his hand and to hover in the
air.


It didn’t so much as twitch, let alone levitate.


Paul grunted in annoyance. It was no wonder he couldn’t get
the more complicated spells to work, not if he couldn’t even make the smallest
grain of dirt budge.


He tried several more times, but all attempts were without
result.


With a huge sigh, Paul lay back on the bed. He was still
missing something, a very basic and crucial step in the casting of spells. But
what was it?


Closing his eyes, he lay still, thinking of all the sci-fi
movies and TV episodes in his library. He tried to think of anything that
touched on magic and how it was used.


One of the first examples he remembered was Galen of first Babylon
5 and then Crusade. One of the techno-mages. But they used
technology, not magic, for their spells.


Then there was another original Star Trek episode he
remembered, “Catspaw,” in which fake witches in a bank of fog had used an
incantation to cast a spell for Kirk, Spock, and McCoy. Spock had called it
extremely bad poetry, but the spell had called forth both wind and fog.


Paul rubbed his chin in thought. Yes, it seemed to him that
in order to cast a proper spell, there should be an incantation. When he
thought about it, the wizard/genie had used an incantation too, when he gave
Paul his magical powers, and then he’d concluded by using the phrase, “So it is
said; so let it be!” However, that seemed much too quaint to suit Paul’s tastes.
What did that character say on his stepson’s favorite cartoon so long ago? “In
the name of Greystroke?” No, that wasn’t quite right. But it really didn’t
matter; the form was what counted.


He got off the bed and collected more dirt from the flower
bed in the palm of his hand, isolating another grain of sand.


“In the name of the warp drive, hyperspace, and the Holtzman
drive, may this grain of sand in the palm of my hand move and levitate.”


And just like that, the grain of sand disappeared.


Paul blinked several times. He studied the palm of his hand
closely. No, that particular grain of sand was definitely gone. He studied the
air above his hand, looking for a hovering speck of dirt. But no, nothing.


He tried again, using the same exact spell on another grain
of sand. And the same identical result occurred. The speck of dirt disappeared
instantly. Where it went, Paul didn’t know. It was very mysterious. But also
very encouraging. He began to take heart. So, as it turned out, it took a
properly worded spell, as well as a certain degree of mental concentration, to
employ his magic. Why words were necessary was a mystery to him. It practically
offended his engineering sensibilities. Magic should work without words. Paul
distinctly remembered several spells from the wizard/genie without the use of
words. Well, without any words that were spoken out loud, at least.


He tried again, this time using tiny pieces of rock the size
of BBs. Employing his spell on one of them produced the same outcome. It simply
disappeared from his hand. So did the next three that he tried.


Then he gathered a few pea-sized pebbles and tried again.


With the invocation of his spell, there was a sharp crack,
and the stone disappeared. The noise startled Paul, and he blinked several
times in bewilderment. The mystery of where the targets of his spells were
going was really starting.... 


Another sharp crack, this time accompanied by a
breath of air near his right ear, was enough to make him leap clear off the bed
in a single bound. What was that?


A third crack, more muted, this time to his left.


Somebody was shooting at him!


He dove to the ground at the fourth crack, swiftly
scrambling under the four-poster bed. Wild-eyed, his eyes darted around the
area, looking for his assailant. But he saw no one or nothing unusual.


A fifth crack, another projectile whizzing past the
front of his face, made him wince backward, further under the bed, in shock.


A thought popped into his mind, causing him to catch his
breath.


Could it possibly be that same pebble?


There was one quick way to find out.


Breathlessly, he gasped, “In the name of stop signs, red lights,
and traffic cops, let that blasted pebble be stopped dead in its tracks!”


There was a thud-like noise, and the pea-sized pebble was
suddenly hovering in front of his face, aimed roughly between his eyes.


• • • •


Once he managed to get himself calmed down again, Paul realized
what must have happened. Apparently, he had put way too much energy into the
spell, causing first the grains of sand and then the BB-sized pebbles to
accelerate to high speeds. That was why they had disappeared and never come
back.


The spell on the pea-sized pebble was somewhat different,
however. It too had accelerated away at a high speed, but the pebble, apparently
still under his spell, kept returning over and over again, buzzing closely past
him on each pass, until he had cast the spell to stop it. Perhaps the grains of
sand had done the same thing, but since they were much smaller, he had never
noticed their return.


Much more carefully, double-checking each step of the
process, he began again to experiment with moving pebbles around. With grim
determination, he cast his next spell.


• • • •


After an hour of magically moving gradually larger stones (and
gathering an increasing skill in doing so), he took a break to consider his
latest discovery in the use of magical powers. 


“The larger the rock, the more power it takes to move it.
And it would seem that I don’t have enough oomph to move large masses. Three
pounds seems to be my upper limit,” he muttered to himself. “‘We cannot break
free, Captain. We only have a fraction of the power necessary,’” he said,
quoting Spock from Star Trek: The Motion Picture.


Apparently, the energy required to move the rocks had to
come from somewhere. And it seemed most likely to be coming directly from him.
Ergo, he could move small things, but not large ones.


The wizard/genie had not had that problem, Paul was sure.
Again, he was convinced that he was missing something, a vital piece of
information concerning the use of magical spells. But what was it?


The sun was hanging low to the west. This was taking much
too much time. And now that he knew his power was limited, he remained stuck where
he was. Just where would he go from here with his experiments? And most
importantly, where would he get the energy he needed for water and food, and
then the energy necessary for a means of escape from this remote location?


He was exhausted, feeling wrung out as well as discouraged,
and out of ideas. Perhaps in the morning, after some sleep, he might come up
with some other options. With a yawn, he kicked off his shoes and climbed into
bed, falling asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow.
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Paul’s
dry throat woke him up a couple of times during the night, but both times, he
managed to get back to sleep.


As the sun peeked over the tops of the snow-capped mountains
to the east, he awoke again. After putting his shoes back on, he popped one of
the pea-sized pebbles in his mouth in an effort to slake his thirst. And he was
surprised when it actually did help.


Once again, it was a beautiful day, the sun shining in the
heavens, a minimal number of clouds hanging around the mountaintops. He was
fortunate that the weather at least was cooperating. Heaven forbid that a
blizzard descend on this place while he was still stuck here!


Paul knew that this particular day was crucial to his
survival. If he didn’t find water to drink today, then his situation would turn
nasty by this time tomorrow. Therefore, it was time to try the first option
again, namely, finding someone to train him in how to cast more complicated
spells, ones that would give him water to drink, food to eat, and a way to leave
this place and go home!


But how to do that when his powers were so limited? He
couldn’t bring anyone to his location...


Well, not physically, no. An idea stirred in the back of his
mind. Perhaps he could do a hologram. After all, light consisted strictly of
photons, which were nearly massless. Close enough for now. Perhaps he could
create a hologram of a person instead. That should involve very little in the
way of energy.


So far, that was one option he hadn’t tried yet. In theory,
it should work. But who to conjure up?


Someone with magical experience, of course. And who better
than a wizard?


He didn’t know any real wizards other than the one who had
bestowed powers on him and stranded him here. However, the hologram didn’t have
to be of a real person, did it? A fictional one might do as well. Paul tried to
think of some fictional wizards, but once again, his lack of fantasy knowledge
was a serious handicap. As a child, he had repeatedly seen The Wizard of Oz (what
person his age had not?), but he wasn’t interested in the Wicked Witch of the
West or the Wizard of Oz himself. And he didn’t think calling on any of the
wizards from a Disney film would be appropriate here, most of whom were
animated, anyway. There was a decent wizard in the Lord of the Rings
series, but Paul couldn’t remember the name. Gandy or Gundolph or something
like that. 


But there was one wizard’s name that everyone knew, one that
might be of some help. 


Cautiously planning the phrasing of his next spell, Paul
raised his arms high and said, “In the name of Camelot, King Arthur, and the
Round Table, let a hologram of the wizard Merlin appear!”


A tiny ball of gray smoke appeared, swiftly expanding into
the form of a human being, an elderly man with a long white beard, dressed in a
purple robe fringed in white fur and an oddly shaped purple hat embroidered with
several small, yellow five-pointed stars. He looked at Paul in total surprise.


Paul smiled smugly. He was finally getting the knack of
casting successful magical spells!


Merlin looked Paul over from head to toe shaking his head in
stern disapproval. “The world’s newest wizard, I see. For ages, I have had high
expectations of meeting a new wizard, so you can understand my disappointment
at seeing you instead.” And the old man snorted in disdain. “You did well to
call on me, young man. I suppose you are wondering why you can’t make things appear,
disappear, or move. Am I right?”


“That part I already know about,” Paul admitted. “Power. As
in, I don’t have enough of it.”


Merlin snickered briefly. “You have the right of it. Your
brain cannot generate the energy needed for the spells. In the language of this
age, you only have a few joules to work with, which are a few degrees too low
to do the job.”


Paul nodded in complete understanding. “Of course. I need an
energy source and a way to tap into it.”


“The energy you need is all around you,” explained Merlin,
waving an arm. “You can access the sunlight, Earth’s gravity and magnetic
fields, the Van Allen belt, cosmic rays, and the heat of Earth’s magma below.
There is more than enough power in those sources to supply your needs. It is an
amplifier you lack that keeps you from your magic.”


“An amplifier?” Paul asked, surprised that Merlin, a person
from the Middle Ages, would know about the Van Allen belt, joules, and
amplifiers.


“To channel the power of the spell, of course,” Merlin
replied, slightly exasperated with Paul. “And you call yourself an engineer! Humph.”


Startled, Paul realized what the old wizard was referring
to. “Oh, a wizard’s amplifier? A—what do wizards call it?—a tally-ho?” Paul asked.
No, that didn’t quite seem like the right word.


“The proper word is ‘talisman.’ You need a talisman,” Merlin
explained condescendingly.


Paul looked around the plateau and sensed that things were
still not working in his favor. “I don’t see a talisman here. There’s not one,
is there?” he sadly guessed, his earlier feeling of excitement now rapidly
fading away.


“No, there’s not,” Merlin confirmed for him. “No talisman
that will let you leave this place or provide you with food or water.” He gave Paul
a firm stare. “You do have a problem.”


Paul nodded in uncomfortable understanding with a sudden
desire to sit down on the edge of the bed, which he did. A talisman, huh? Maybe
that was what that armband had been, the one that the wizard/genie had been
wearing. Or perhaps that odd-looking belt buckle on the overly large belt he
had on. 


It now made perfect sense to Paul, this need for a talisman,
but it unfortunately still left him stranded. How would he escape this place? He
had the ability of a wizard, but without a talisman, he was stuck. He rubbed his
sweaty palms on his pant legs. Just how would he deal with this problem?


Paul waved a hand. “In the name of Jimmy Hoffa, Amelia Earhart,
and the Bermuda Triangle, you may disappear now.”


And Merlin faded away. Sitting on the edge of the bed, Paul
spent an hour thinking about his situation and trying to put the pieces into
perspective. Slowly, the sun moved through the sky, heading toward high noon.


Abruptly, he realized that he was making a serious mistake
and slapped his knee in annoyance. Here he had sat, for more than a day, too,
attempting to solve a complex problem, but only as Paul Armstead, the bumbling,
slow, dull-witted, mundane clod that he was.


“Idiot,” he muttered, deeply irritated with himself.


Why on Earth should he crawl when he could run? Paul now
possessed the power to make himself a great deal smarter. Indeed, he could make
Einstein look like a nursery school dropout! For a few moments, he wondered
what it would be like to have an IQ of 10,000 or more. If he made himself that intelligent,
he could make short work of resolving his current situation. Furthermore, he
could solve all his future problems and perhaps all the problems of the world!
A sudden confidence filled him with the desire to cast the necessary spell.


But a small voice internally whispered its doubt, and Paul
hesitated. Fortunately, his sanity quickly regained control. With more thought,
Paul realized that if he became that intelligent, he would most likely cease to
be human as a consequence. Moreover, he would not be Paul Armstead anymore. And
he would likely lose interest in the affairs of humanity, too.


Paul shuddered, his stomach queasy at the recognition of
what could be done with his new powers if he were not careful.


What he needed was a fine balance. He wanted to be smarter,
yes, but not so smart that it would change him into something else. Just how
smart was that? An IQ of 160? 180? How high should he go?


He chuckled as he thought of the obvious answer. His brand-new
magical powers could tell him. Let’s see. How to make this work?


Standing, he raised his arms high. “In the name of bipolar
disorder, schizophrenia, and leather couches, let a virtual reality copy of
Sigmund Freud appear before me.”


Paul waved both of his arms. 


And again, a small dot of light appeared in front of him, a
little over three feet off the ground. It grew and solidified in the image of a
man wearing an old-style tweed suit with long coattails, a black vest with a gold
chain, and a gray bowtie. The man himself was balding, gray-haired, and sporting
a hefty gray beard and mustache. His visage was stern, almost foreboding, and
he carried a smoking cigar in his left hand.


“Yes, what is it that you want?” he asked Paul severely.


Paul decided not to waste any time with this guy. It was
best to get right to the point.


“I have the power to make myself more intelligent,” Paul
explained hurriedly. “On the other hand, I don’t want to go too far. I don’t
want to lose my identity. I don’t want to change my personality or lose
interest in my hobbies. I need to make myself smart enough to be able to plan
my future and use my new powers to help other people. How intelligent do I need
to be to do that?”


Freud cocked his head to one side. “Intelligence consists of
many mental capacities.” He took a drag on the cigar, studying Paul critically,
and then pointed it in his direction. “Yes, I can see that you need help in
that regard. And I agree that the more you improve yourself, the more impact
you will experience to your personality. I would recommend a two-fold approach.
Modest improvements should be made to the most critical areas of your psyche.
Then use your magical powers to create a super intelligence, a magician’s sage,
as it were, to act as a consultant during times of need. There are ample
literary examples for you to use as a pattern.”


Paul chuckled in relief. Of course. A simple solution. He didn’t
know why he hadn’t thought of it himself. He didn’t need to make himself
supersmart, not as long as he could consult with a super-being anytime he
needed to. Just like he had already done with Merlin and Freud.


“What image should I use for this superintelligence?” Paul
asked, curious about the literary examples Freud was referring to.


The old man shrugged. “There are many examples in
literature. You could use Sherlock Holmes or that fellow on the starship, the
alien with the odd name—Spock. Or, if you prefer, the mirror from Snow White.
Or the Wizard of Oz. Or you could continue to depend on Merlin. Or any of dozens
of other examples.”


Freud was right. There were many choices to choose from. Paul
planned to think more about the possibilities later.


“What upgrades do you recommend for me?” Paul asked
pensively, interested to know the man’s opinion of his mental capabilities.


The doctor considered the issue for a moment. “I suggest a
40% increase in both short-term and long-term memory, a 15% increase in
heuristic logic and intuitive functions, and a 20% increase in cognitive
recognition capability. There is a minor, but noticeable skew in your time
synchronization and situational awareness capacities that needs correction.
Also, a 30% increase in precognitive functions, a 25% increase in linguistics
generation, and a 15% increase in imaginative adaptability.”


Paul stared at him in near shock, the blood draining from
his face. “That’s what you think of as ‘modest improvements?’ Zounds! Okay,
okay, that sounds like the complete list.” He raised an arm.


Freud waved both of his frantically. “No, no, not here, not
now, not all at once! Zum Kuckuck noch mal! (For crying out loud!) Are
you trying to kill yourself?!”


Paul lowered his arm and tucked both of his hands into his
pants pockets while he avoided Freud’s eyes. “Oh. Okay. What would you
suggest?”


“You must do this incrementally, or the stress on your brain
will kill you for sure,” Freud snapped with a disdainful scowl. “Any idiot
should know that!”


“Okay. Thank you, Herr Doktor. I will tackle this
incrementally. Goodbye.” Paul snapped his fingers, suddenly glad that the
conversation was finished.


Dr. Freud faded from sight. 


Startled, Paul realized that he had not actually spoken the
incantation necessary to make Freud go away. Yes, he had visualized it, thought
of the words, and snapped his fingers, but he had not said the words out loud.
It was a sure sign that he was getting better and more accustomed to casting
spells.


But back to the issue at hand, namely, making himself
smarter.


So, this might be dangerous? Okay, slow and careful Paul
would be.


He went over and lay on the bed.


“In the name of Jeopardy, Wheel of Fortune, and The
Price is Right, may five percent of the recommended modifications be made!”
he said apprehensively, casting the spell.


A sudden explosion of pure pain erupted in his head. He closed
his eyes, the palms of his hands pressed tightly against his temples. God, the
pain! Wave after wave of it beat against him, all the muscles in his body
spasming in concert, and he cried out for relief.


Then the pain slowly started to fade. Paul gritted his teeth
and endured as best as he could. After a few minutes, he was able to open his
eyes again. Slowly, his muscles began to relax, leaving behind a whole series
of dull aches and twinges.


And that was only five percent.


• • • •


Rubbing his throbbing temples, Paul tried hard to test his
supposed new mental powers, but he failed to find any discernible difference in
his mental processes. Oh, sure, he had only implemented five percent of the
doctor’s recommendations, but he thought he would feel something
different!


On the other hand, he shook his head and closed his eyes,
relieved to discover that he still felt like Paul Armstead. At least, as far as
he could tell, he was still him. Thankfully, he hadn’t made things worse for
himself.


Once again, Paul sighed, frustrated by the lack of
detectable results. He was still going about all of this the wrong way. He
would be dead of thirst and starvation long before he’d have the time to make
himself smart enough to escape this mountaintop.


It was time to call forth the cavalry.


With a wave of his hand and another incantation, Paul
brought Merlin back. The old wizard glanced around the area.


“Still stranded, I see,” he observed smugly.


Frowning, Paul ignored the taunt. “Tell me about the
energies involved in magical spells. What does it take to transport objects?
What is required for me to leave this mountaintop and return home?”


Merlin stroked his beard and shrugged indifferently. “I
suppose you do have a need to know, though this is as tiresome as writing a
politician’s campaign speech. Very well.”


Pulling forth a long black wand from his robe, he flashed it
through the air. In response, his image morphed into that of a tall thin man
with a bald head, recessed chin, thin gray mustache, round rimless spectacles,
and a modern black three-piece suit with a small bright-red bowtie. A wooden
podium also appeared in front of him, complete with a gooseneck silver
microphone.


Glaring at Paul, Merlin tapped his wand on the edge of the
podium and spoke into the mike. “Now, class, pay close attention here. I don’t
like to repeat myself.”


He waved his wand, and a large projection screen appeared, six
feet wide by three high, floating in midair between them. On it was the image
of a wizard wearing a pointed hat magically lifting a large boulder into the
air.


Clearing his throat, Professor Merlin began speaking in a
near monotone voice, managing to imitate the majority of Paul’s college
professors back at University of Southern California. “Very well. To start
with, there is nothing indeterminate about magic. Don’t think of magic as some
separate, nebulous, and unknowable art that is subject to individual
interpretation and therefore not subject to the scientific method or
experimentation. Instead, magical properties are just as much a part of the
physical universe in which we live as any other scientific or physical
property. Magical powers follow fixed natural laws and scientific principles,
including the use of universal constants.


“Now, in terms you would understand, it takes just as much
energy to manipulate matter with magic as it does to do so by physical means.
Whatever a machine can do, magic can do as well, assuming you have a talisman
and can tap an available energy source. There are two major differences. First,
there is no friction or inefficiency involved with magic. Second, as a
magician, you can do anything within the limits of your imagination that is
also within the limits of your talisman, so long as you don’t violate the laws
of physics. You can therefore do many things with your magic that machines are
not yet able to do.


“There are two methods preferred by most magicians to move
objects. If the distance is short, less than a few hundred yards, then you can
cast a spell to apply a force to the object in question and move it to wherever
you want. For greater distances, you can generate a trans-spatial portal. A
portal brings two separate areas of space-time into congruence. The interface
will resemble a window in space, one that you can both see through and walk
through, from one location to another on the opposite side of the portal.


“In terms of power...” Merlin’s voice droned on, Paul
listening with rapt attention.


• • • •


Paul rubbed his forehead with his fingertips, trying to
massage away the throbbing headache he had. Merlin’s lecture on the properties
of magical powers had been nothing less than amazing, but it had also been
intense, full of new and radical concepts, and laced with lots and lots of
numbers and equations. In some respects, it reminded Paul of the physics courses
he had taken in college.


It seemed that all matter in the periodic table had magical
potency. Common elements, like hydrogen and oxygen, had very little, but the rare
elements held a lot more. In fact, the rarer an element was, the higher its
magical quotient. 


In order for Paul to properly use his powers, he needed a
talisman. In essence, this was a combination of materials chosen for their
magical potency and melded together. A proper talisman would use materials from
four different categories: precious metals, precious stones, basal materials,
and stellar materials. 


Precious metals included gold, silver, platinum, and
palladium. A list of precious stones included diamonds, rubies, sapphires,
emeralds, and jade, emeralds being the most potent. Basal materials came from inside
the earth, including igneous rock such as carbonatites, obsidian, and orbicular
granite. Stellar materials were meteorites, the best being pallasite, an
iron-nickel silicate with iridium impurities.


A properly constructed talisman would allow Paul to create a
trans-spatial portal, one that would connect his current location to that of
Mojave or Edwards Air Force Base. According to Merlin, they were currently
standing in the Karakoram Mountain Range, in the northeast quadrant of Pakistan,
7,466 miles from Mojave. From that distance, it would take considerable power
to portal Paul home. 


“Don’t drift off,” Merlin snapped. “I am not quite done
here. There is one last principle to discuss, and it is important! Your spells
are, by their nature, generally temporary!”


Paul’s expression must have communicated his confusion.
“Temporary? What does that mean?”


Merlin half-smiled in reply and waved a hand in the air. Another
two-dimensional display appeared in front of them, showing an image of Paul
holding a small bottle in one hand and what looked like several sheets of
ordinary paper in the other hand.


“Now,” said Merlin, “let’s suppose that you have some green
ink and white paper in hand. And you need money. Presto, you create a few
bills.”


On the display, the image of Paul brought the bottle and
paper together, and in a sudden bright flash of light, he created a stack of
bills in both of his fists that looked like $100 bills in US currency.


“And then you spend them.”


The cartoon of Paul was seen handing a few bills over to another
person, a man dressed in a white chef’s hat and apron. The chef, in turn,
produced a large plate overloaded with food of various types.


“And then you walk away....”


The image of Paul disappeared while the chef on the screen
was counting the money. Until, that is, the money suddenly disappeared in
another flash of light, to be replaced by sheets of white paper and a gooey
glob of green ink. The chef flung both to the ground in disgust, rubbing his
hands in an attempt to get rid of all the green ink.


Merlin grinned while the display disappeared. “Magical
spells don’t necessarily have permanent results. As a rule of thumb, if you have
to exert energy to maintain a spell, then it is temporary. If you don’t, then
the effects of your spell are permanent. And any temporary spell will disappear
as soon as you leave the vicinity.”


Paul felt a mental numbness at all of it. “Okay, Merlin. All
of that’s fine. Now for the $64,000 question. How do I use everything you’ve
told me to get off this mountain and back home?”


Merlin chuckled. “That’s strictly up to you. I can see at
least a dozen ways that you could make it happen. Think, young man, think!
Think like a wizard, not an engineer! Or better yet, combine the two and think
like an engineer-wizard!”


Paul grimaced and thought about what Merlin was saying,
especially about the construction of a proper talisman. Obviously, there were
no precious stones or metals on this mountaintop. There were probably some in
the surrounding mountains, buried deep within. But there was no way to access
them—even if such truly existed—without a talisman. Another one of those catch-22s.
Paul needed them to create a talisman, but he couldn’t get to them without a
talisman in hand. He crossed his arms, annoyed. It figured.


A dozen ways off this mountain, and for the life of him, Paul
couldn’t see one. An engineer-wizard? Hah! He’d had extensive training in
engineering, especially electrical. But none in magic. All Paul could remember
about magic was stories about Merlin, Aladdin, and his magic—


The idea hit him like a ton of bricks, and he couldn’t help bursting
out in laughter at the silliness of it. There was indeed one way off this
mountain, and it was staring him straight in the face!


He looked at Merlin again, a sloppy grin on his face.


“You said that the best materials are precious metals and
stones. That implies that there are other metals and materials with lesser
degrees of magical powers. True?” Paul asked assertively.


Merlin gave him a full bow. “Yes, of course. In fact, all
elements have some degree of magical power,” he repeated.


“Does that include this bed?” Paul asked, although he was
already pretty sure of the answer.


Merlin laughed. “Naturally, although some beds have more
magic than others! But it is far too low to make a talisman.”


Paul hurried over to the bed and ripped the blanket off. The
mattress came off next, and then he was pulling the steel bedrails loose from
the headboard. He stretched the blanket out on the grass with a steel rail laid
along each end. Then he rolled the rails in the blanket, keeping each turn as
tight as possible. The end result was like an ancient scroll but with a blanket
instead of parchment paper and bedrails instead of sticks.


Merlin nodded, amused. “Ah, another bright pupil! I do know
how to teach them!”


Sitting on the blanket, Paul grabbed one rail in his left
hand, the other in his right. 


He cast a glance at Merlin. “What magical quotient does iron
have?”


Merlin waved a hand indifferently. “That’s carbon steel in
the rails, 5.4 kilos’ worth. The quotient is essentially 0.634.”


Paul mulled the information over in his head and then
snapped his fingers. “In the name of the abacus, slide rules, and the Commodore
64K, may a virtual scientific calculator appear here in the air.” One did, a Texas
Instruments TI-30X IIS, and Paul quickly began “punching” its keys. “Now, let’s
see, gravity is 9.8 m/sec2. My weight, plus the rails, plus the blanket...call
it 120 kg....” And he did a few calculations. And grinned. “Ah, hah! Combined,
the two rails have a fraction over 3.4 kilojoules of energy! More than enough
to suit my purposes!”


The calculator disappeared with a quick mental incantation
and a wave of the hand.


Paul gripped the rails again. “In the name of the Wright
brothers, Charles Lindbergh, and Captain Nice, I command this blanket to be as
stiff as a board and to levitate off the ground, going where I will it.”


The blanket snapped taut and leapt six feet into the air.
Startled, Paul lost control, the blanket pitching upward and to the left,
bucking him off, and he fell to the ground, landing squarely on his keister,
temporarily knocking the wind out of him. The moment Paul lost his grip on the
blanket and rails, they lost all upward momentum and fell on the grass beside
him.


Merlin shook his head sadly. “Not a good first showing,
young man. It’s fortunate that you didn’t fall over the edge of the precipice.
You would not have walked away from that landing.”


Annoyed at the hologram, Paul breathed raspily while the
pain from the impact still radiated up his back and down his right leg. He
fired off a dirty look, which Merlin ignored.


When he could properly breathe again, Paul mournfully muttered,
“But it looked so easy in the cartoons.”


Merlin’s ears perked up. “Did you say something?”


“Yes, I did,” Paul sardonically replied in a louder voice.
“Manufacturer’s note: next year’s model is to include a seat belt.”


As Merlin stroked his beard, he shrugged. “A very practical
suggestion, under the circumstances. Are you going to try again?”


Paul winced painfully at the thought. But he really had few
options. With a moan, he gathered the rails and blanket and duplicated his
earlier effort.


When he was ready, he repeated the spell, adding an altitude
limit of three feet and a vertical velocity limit of two inches per second.
This time, the blanket under him rose gently, coming to a stop exactly three
feet in the air.


Paul quietly hissed, “Now, gently! Let’s do a little tour
around the immediate neighborhood.”


The flying blanket made a gentle circle, staying above the
grass and well away from the edge of the cliff. For a half hour, with a growing
degree of skill, Paul practiced with his newly acquired flying machine, Merlin
cackling from the sidelines.


It was only when he felt reasonably confident that Paul
increased the height to ten feet off the grass. Another fifteen minutes of practice
and he braved a short flight over the edge of the cliff. Everything seemed
fine. Paul chuckled at himself and his newfound skill.


Taking a deep breath, he sent the blanket toward the east,
in the direction of the snowmelt. 


The view below and around him was both fabulous and
terrifying. Paul kept a white-knuckled grip on the rails as he breezed through
the open skies. Thirty or so feet from the mountaintop, the air suddenly became
ice cold, and he shivered from the sub-zero wind chill.


Paul chuckled. Then he belly laughed. He had never felt
anything like this in his whole life! His heart thundered in his chest, his
blood roared in his veins, and his skin tingled with goosebumps. Never had he
felt so alive, so aware of everything around him and of the sensations from all
five senses. This was FUN!


“‘It’s still kind of awesome though, right?’” Paul screamed
at the top of his lungs, now quoting Fargo from Eureka. “‘We’re in
space! I’ve wanted to do this my whole life! Just look out there! It’s
beautiful!’”


Flying for three miles, Paul passed a ‘small’ mountain
ridge. Beyond that, a small stream popped into view, and he banked to follow
its course. There, ahead, was a flat bank on one side of the stream, and he
aimed the flying blanket for a soft landing.


When the blanket was on the ground, Paul crawled over the
rocky ground to the stream, which was full of bubbling, pure, clear, freezing cold
water. Dipping his cupped hands in, Paul sipped greedily, again and again. When
he finally had his fill, he leaned back and wiped his face with a shirtsleeve.


“The best water I’ve ever drank!” he exclaimed, appeased and
feeling self-assured again.


“Well done,” Merlin said, lightly applauding. “One challenge
mastered. Now, for an encore, what do you do for food? And how do you get
home?”


In the excitement of the flight, Paul had forgotten about Merlin.
Apparently, the sage had followed Paul from the mountaintop. With a snap of
Paul’s fingers and a quick mental spell, Merlin disappeared. That was enough of
him for now. 


Paul smirked. “There will be time tomorrow to worry about
food. At the moment, I feel pretty good about my accomplishments so far.”


Thirst wasn’t a problem anymore, but it had taken all the
magical ability he possessed and a whole day’s worth of effort to fly to this
stream. 


The sun hung low over the mountains, and Paul felt increasingly
tired and cold. Returning to the blanket, he went airborne, climbing steadily, and
returned to the mountaintop. Once there, a smiling, happy Paul Armstead collapsed
of fatigue on the mattress and closed his eyes, falling instantly to sleep.
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The
next morning, Paul woke up late, his stomach growling in hunger. Rubbing it
with one hand, he cast a spell, forcing the hunger pains to go away. Thankfully
the spell worked as intended. Good. It was time to get control of his weight
anyway, and this was a golden opportunity to start on that objective.


But on second thought, with his newly acquired magical
abilities, what did losing weight have to do with not eating? There ought to be
a half-dozen different spells to make his body lose weight while he continued
to eat a healthy quantity of delicious calories. With a smug nod, Paul grinned,
amused at the idea. There would be time to explore his weight-control options
later, after he took care of his current situation. 


The weather today wasn’t quite as perfect as it had been before.
He glanced upward at the cloud cover, which had increased overnight. It was
possible that there was a weather front moving in. He would need to keep an eye
on that possibility, though he had no idea what he would do if a blizzard were
to blow through. It wasn’t like he had a shelter to hide in or adequate
transportation to leave the area. Certainly, his flying blanket lacked the
speed and the range to take him out of harm’s way. And he couldn’t just fly to
the nearest village to seek shelter. No telling what the reaction of its
inhabitants might be if he flew in and landed in the middle of their main
street. Yeah. Right.


Paul shook his head, muttering in disgust. When he had asked
to be given magical powers, he had thought that it would make life much
simpler. With magical powers, he had expected never to want for anything again,
at least not for any material item such as food or money. With magic, a wizard
should be able to just whip up a spell and presto! His need (or want) would be
instantly fulfilled.


The reality of having magical powers seemed to be far
different from his expectations. Far different.


With a mournful shake of his head, Paul pushed his glasses
back up on his nose and got back to the current problem. What should he work on
next? Finding food? Or going home?


Hmm. As he scratched the stubble on his chin, he realized
that both of these goals involved a common solution. He needed to create a
talisman. When he had such a device, he could feed himself and go home!
And in either order he so pleased!


Moreover, a talisman would fit in with his long-range goal: to
help the needy of Earth. He would have to have a talisman in order to exercise
that degree of magical power. 


So, he would concentrate on fabricating a talisman.


What had Merlin said? Precious metals, gemstones, igneous
rock, and meteorites. All he had was the bedrails—a poor substitute for any of
those other materials. Was there nothing else he could use?


He looked at the head and footboards of the bed.
Theoretically, the carbon in the wood could be used to create diamonds. The
carbon could be extracted by burning the wood, then concentrating it and
forcing the necessary covalent bonds. However, limited to the power of the
bedrails, the task would require hundreds of hours to perform, and only then if
he accessed the power of the diamond as it formed. Possible, but not within the
time constraints he had.


What other materials did he have access to?


Some grass, a few flowers, dirt, and rocks. Lots and lots of
rocks.


Hmm. Rocks.


If he remembered his basic chemistry correctly, rocks were
made up of silicon and oxygen, both of which were very common elements.
Therefore, on a pound-for-pound basis, they wouldn’t pack much of a magical
punch.


But here in these mountains, the rocks were likely to be available
in a variety of sizes.


He waved an arm in the air. “In the name of the Hubble and
Kepler telescopes and in the name of the Argus Array, let there appear before
me a magnified view of the closest mountainside.”


A circular display appeared at eye level, magnifying the
image of one of the mountains. Maybe the first step in making a talisman was to
find a nice big rock.


• • • •


Paul energized the blanket and flew east down the glacier to
the same small stream as before, which he then followed to the north until it grew
in size to that of a diminutive river. In front of him, on the left bank, were
entire fields of boulders that had been apparently pushed by glaciers out of
the mountains and downward along the slope. Some of them were truly huge, nearly
as large as houses.


He continued to angle the blanket downward, closer to the
river, threading past the smaller boulders as he searched for the perfect one
on which to land the blanket.


As he rounded one really large boulder, the path ahead
became more visible. Enough for him to see the flying insects buzzing in the
air not far from the water—and dead ahead in his flight path!


“Hard a-port!” he yelled, banking in that direction, ducking
his head to one side. But it was too late. A large bug swerved perfectly with
him, on the precise course it needed to fly squarely into his face, impacting
dead center on the right spectacle of his glasses.


The blow stung him and made his head snap backward. For a
moment, he lost control of the blanket, sending it into a spiral. Dazed,
blinking, his eyes suddenly watery, his face stinging as if slapped, Paul tried
to regain control but failed.


In the next instant, he hit a wall of snow, plunging into
its depths, his right arm twisted at an odd angle with a sharp pain. Suddenly,
Paul could neither see nor breathe, and a crushing weight descended upon him.


Fear gripped him in a viselike hold.


For several moments, he fought to push the weight of the
snow off, to get breathing space, but it was all to no avail! Disoriented, in
pain, and scared for his life, he struggled mightily to get free, but he could
feel nothing but cold and wetness everywhere he reached.


A small corner of his mind urged him to stop panicking, to
stop for a moment and think! It was hard! So very hard, but he forced himself
to stop moving and instead found the will to calm down some. Think, Paul,
think. I am buried deeply in the snow, and I have no idea what is up or
down! How do I get out of this mess! 


Nothing came to mind.


Paul’s stomach twisted in knots, and he flung his arms and
legs about all the more wildly— 


—and he touched a bedrail.


With a surge of relief sweeping through him, Paul reached out
and grabbed it firmly.


Concentrating hard, he frantically visualized an explosion
in the snow around him, hurling it upward and outward in all directions. In
response, a hammer blow struck him, momentarily knocking him senseless. But he
forced himself to ignore the pain and cast another spell, to repeat the
explosion.


The hammer blow struck him again, this time much harder. On
the edge of losing consciousness, Paul fought hard to stay awake.


And then his other questing hand broke the surface of the
snow, into the freezing air above.


The explosive spells had worked! Desperately, he pushed the
snow away from his face, and gasping strenuously, he sucked in the sweet, cold
air, spitting snow from his mouth and wiping away the cold powder from his
nose. For several minutes afterward, he lay unmoving, gradually recovering with
each ragged breath, the panic slowly ebbing away as he regained his strength.


When he felt strong enough, Paul pushed away enough of the
snow around him to allow him to sit up. He had to dig with his poor half-frozen
hands, but he eventually managed to excavate himself completely out of the
snowbank.


He could see again (sort of) with his left eye. The vision
in his right was completely blocked by a gooey blob of smashed insect on the
lens of his glasses. He quickly grabbed a few handfuls of snow and rubbed the
bug carcass off his glasses, and then he used part of his shirt to wipe off the
snow. His right arm twinged with pain at every movement. Apparently, he had strained
his shoulder in the crash-landing.


Sliding his glasses back on, Paul looked up, his face
blanching to a solid white as he realized where it was he had crashed.


Just a few yards to the west, towering above the snowbank,
was a solid wall of granite. If his flight path had taken him just five feet
higher, he would have missed the snow entirely and smashed headlong into
unyielding stone. To the east, a little down the slope, lay the edge of the
field of boulders. If his flight path had been five feet lower.... 


And to the north, the snowbank quickly petered out to a bed
of dirt and gravel. Crashing there would have also not been very healthy.


A near thing. A very near thing, indeed. Gulping with a
suddenly dry throat, he gave a prayer of thanks for his fortune of having
avoided serious injuries, perhaps even death itself.


Taking a huge breath, he cast a glance down toward the
river, noting that several of the flying bugs were still in the air, hovering
over the riverbank, close to a few scraggly green plants growing at the water’s
edge.


Suppressing a sudden desire to scream obscenities at the
insects, Paul continued to brush the snow from his clothes. 


“An addendum to the manufacturer’s note,” he muttered
sarcastically. “Next year’s model of the flying blanket should also include a windshield.”


• • • •


On foot, Paul found the boulder he wanted, a little farther
from the water, with a nice smooth section of dirt flanking it. He reassembled
his flying blanket in that location.


Turning to face the boulder, Paul was impressed with its size,
an easy twenty feet in diameter with a third of it still buried in the ground.


And at more than 100 tons, it was more than large enough to
suit his purposes. When he put one hand on its cold, gritty surface, he giddily
sensed the nearly 300 megajoules available at his disposal.


Grinning wildly, he snapped the fingers of his other hand
and uttered a quick incantation, creating a bubble of warm, dry air around him.
He used another spell to suck the moisture from his wet clothes and a third
spell to ease the pain in his right arm. 


Then he sat at the foot of the boulder, keeping his hand in
contact with it. It was now time to experiment with portals, which was essential
in his plan to build a talisman.


• • • •


Merlin had told him that a trans-spatial portal connected
two areas of space-time directly and that such a portal could be used to
transport a material object from one location to the other, without the need
for it to travel through the intervening space.


There were ample examples of similar devices in science
fiction. The wormholes of Stargate SG-1 and the fold-points in Michael
McCollum’s Antares series were but two of such cases in point that came
almost effortlessly to mind. Paul had no idea how far back the basic idea went.
Perhaps Lewis Carroll was the first to use it in Through the Looking-Glass
and What Alice Found There. Maybe it went back further than that. 


It didn’t really matter. Paul’s immediate need, now that he
had the power to create a portal, was to master the use of them in order to move
stuff around. Including the most important item of all—himself.


Raising his free hand, he pointed to a clear area a few
yards away. “In the name of Stargate Atlantis puddle jumpers, Star
Trek’s “The Guardian of Forever,” and The Time Tunnel, may there be
a portal over there.”


A brilliant flash of light caused him to wince in surprise.
When he looked back, a strange sight greeted him. 


There were two elliptically shaped circles, roughly ten feet
apart. Both of them were a light silver color, their edges a very soft white.
The one closest to him was the most circular, perhaps the diameter of a
grapefruit, tilted thirty degrees from the vertical and positioned a good ten
or so feet off the ground. The second circle was far more elliptical and much
larger, perhaps fifteen feet long by three feet wide. It lay nearly horizontal,
only a few inches off the ground. Presumably, these two circles were the same
portal, simply viewed from two different perspectives.


Paul shook his head in disappointment with a wry half-smirk.
“‘Oh, yeah. Nothing piques my interest more than repeated failure,’” he said,
quoting Jack O’Neill’s sarcastic comment from a Stargate SG-1 episode.


Yeah. Obviously, it was going to take some practice to get
it right. Working on a talisman would just have to wait a bit longer.


• • • •


For two hours, he struggled with portals, creating one after
another, each one improving on the one before. Well, most of the time, anyway. Casting
all the spells involved was hard work. Twice, he stopped to walk down to the
water for a drink and to take a short break. 


There seemed to be a certain knack to creating portals that
worked properly. Grimly, he patted himself on the back for the progress he was
making, but he vowed to keep at it until he had mastered the skills involved.


When he was confident that the portal spells were working
properly, he worked on separating the endpoints of the portals farther away
from each other. This turned out to be easier than he expected. For portals
connecting to a location out of line-of-sight, Paul also discovered that he
needed to be somewhat familiar with that location to accurately visualize what
the terrain looked like. That was a little difficult to do, especially for
locations he had never been to or previously seen, but he worked it out. Fairly
soon, he was opening small portals to remote locations such as New Delhi,
Tokyo, the Black Sea, a South African beach, Machu Picchu, San Francisco Bay,
and Anchorage, Alaska.


“Okay, enough practice!” he chuckled with an evil smirk. “I
could use a snack.”


His first impulse had been to create a portal that would
take him home, straight to his kitchen, where he could fix himself a proper
meal. But truth be told, he was still a little leery of the portals after all
the ones he’d created earlier that had been less than perfect. To trust his
life to one yet? Maybe later, when he had more experience. Besides, there
wasn’t all that much food at home. He’d been so busy worrying about the genie
and his job that he hadn’t shopped for groceries in over a week. 


No, it made sense to bring the food here. That way, if his
portal spell didn’t work quite right, all he would lose was a little food.


Paul created an image of the inside of a famous restaurant,
the best place for steaks that he knew of: Morton’s The Steakhouse in Beverly
Hills. With care, he used a display to let him see the target area, and then he
created a portal that was two feet in diameter, linking the kitchen of the
restaurant to a portal in front of him. He was on the verge of reaching through
to grab a loaded dinner plate from a countertop when he stopped.


That would be stealing, and Paul just wasn’t going to allow himself
to do that. His new powers could be used to harm others, and he could easily
see where he might try to rationalize theft and other crimes as “necessary for
the good of the many.” In other words, where the end justified the means.


No, sir. Right then and there, Paul made a firm resolution:
he would not steal.


Firmly clinching his jaw, he closed the portal. There were ways
to feed himself without theft. 


He used a magical display to find and then create a portal
for two wild Kei apples in South Africa from a valley over 1,000 kilometers
east of Cape Town. He then searched in India, found and pulled through a wild
banana and two wild mangos from Kerala. These he munched on quickly, appeasing his
hunger, at least for the moment.


Feeling much more sanguine about his situation, Paul contemplated
his next move. The house-sized boulder still gave him the option of returning
to the States, even home to California. But the more he considered that idea,
the less he liked it. He needed a talisman, and he was more likely to find the
materials for one here in the Karakoram Mountains than he was in Southern
California. It made sense to search the terrain here first, before going home.
Because without a talisman, once he went home, it was unlikely that he could
ever come back to his current location. Not that he was that fond of it here,
but if he could find even one of the materials he needed in this place, it was
worth the day or so delay involved. Yes, it was a logical decision. Stay
another day or so and see what could be found here. Then he would go home.


Merlin had explained that the rarer the element, the higher its
magical quotient. The abundance of any particular element in the universe more
or less followed the periodic table, with exceptions, of course. Thus, hydrogen,
the lightest and most abundant of the elements, held the lowest magical
quotient, and the radioactive elements heavier than uranium held the highest.


Gathering together the rarest materials of the four special
categories might take man-years to accomplish, especially since he lacked the
tools and the magical experience to do the job properly. But in reality, he didn’t
need to make the most powerful talisman possible. At least not yet. What he
needed was something that could be created from rare, but more “common
materials,” a small enough talisman to be portable, yet with enough magical
power to allow him to travel short distances. Sort of a step up from the flying
blanket, but not quite a full-scale talisman. Truth be told, he didn’t need a
talisman powerful enough to take him straight to California. It would be easier
to fabricate something that allowed shorter jumps, say 500 miles or more at a
time. He needed to go through the math, play with the numbers, and see what the
possibilities were and what made sense.


So he snapped his fingers, muttered a few words, and created
a large screen in midair, and with effort, he managed to tie it to the Internet.
When he got the link working, he pitched in and performed research on rare
metals, meteorites, gemstones, and volcanic rocks. 


According to the web, the rarest non-radioactive elements
were lutetium, tantalum, and thulium—and due to their scarcity, all would
possess significant magical quotients. Unfortunately, as he had surmised, they
would be very difficult to prospect for and he would have to process thousands
of tons of raw ore in order to obtain any sizeable quantity of any of those
metals. There were other rare metals that fell in the same boat: iridium,
rhodium and palladium. Scratch all of them off the list, at least for now.


Gold, on the other hand, was both rare and could be found in
the earth in higher concentrations, as much as 1,000 parts per million. If he could
find a pocket of such close to the surface, he anticipated that he could
extract it.


Paul grimly clapped and rubbed his hands together. He held
no illusions about this task. Even with using portals to mine underneath the
Earth’s surface, this was not going to be easy, especially due to his lack of
wizardly experience. He would start with the gold first.


• • • •


His tired body felt as if it was on fire, and he was barely
able to keep his eyes open. Paul gently massaged one arm as he silently
contemplated the acquisitions piled in front of him. He had the gold (still in
raw ore-form, unfortunately), a sizeable meteorite, several small emeralds, and
a nicely sized chunk of obsidian.


And it had taken him the majority of the day to acquire them,
too.


Finding the materials had been challenging enough. The items
in front of him truly were rare, the obsidian being the easiest to locate. But
the real challenge had been extracting it. In the case of the gold, he had been
forced to mine that precious metal from a location more than 200 feet below
ground and over 300 miles away!


The concept of using portals for mining was straightforward
enough. Just create a portal, one end above ground, and send the other one to digging
into the earth for the gold ore. No problem, right? As one end of the portal dug
into the ground, the rock and dirt would pour out of the other end (the one
above ground) until the gold was reached. A simple enough concept.


But as always, the devil was in the details, and it had
taken considerable practice to move one end of the portal while keeping the
other end fixed. Also, guiding the portal underground, where Paul could not see
where it was going, had turned into a difficult trial. Almost like threading a
needle from the far side of a large room.


Still, with persistence, his efforts had finally paid off
and he had what he needed.


All the use of magic involved had made him exceedingly tired.
With a wave of his hand and a few words, he created a portal and retrieved an
old sleeping bag from a dump in Macon, Georgia and then, with another portal, a
half-dozen discarded pillows from Salina, Kansas. Both the sleeping bag and
pillows held distinctive, unpleasant odors, but fortunately, another quick
spell took care of that problem.


With the sun setting slowly behind the mountains to the
west, Paul stretched out as best he could in the sleeping bag on the hard,
rocky ground, his hand against the house-rock (to keep the spell alive for
heat). He fell quickly and contentedly into a deep sleep. 
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Paul
awoke in the wee hours of the morning, long before daybreak. Every muscle
loudly protested its abuse. At first, he was a bit cranky, feeling more than a
degree of self-pity, stranded as he was in one of the most desolate locations
on Earth, his muscles sore, his body cold. But then he remembered the gold he
had acquired the previous evening, and his spirits picked up appreciably.


With one hand to the boulder, he cast a spell, bringing
forth a chipped, white china cup and saucer from a dumpster in the downtown
sector of Newark, New Jersey. He obtained the hot chocolate to fill his cup by
snatching a teaspoonful at a time through a series of small portals from the
leftover cups of dozens of patrons in several restaurants scattered around the
greater Perth, Australia metropolitan area. His logic was that taking that
which others were discarding was not theft but instead came under the heading
of salvage. After reheating the liquid with another spell, he gingerly sniffed
and sipped it, drinking in its aroma and warmth. 


As a thin sliver of light appeared in the east, he retrieved
a discarded, dirty plate and fork from a garbage can in an alley in downtown Dallas,
Texas. Afterward, he washed them in the icy water of the stream and then, with
an anticipatory grin, brought through a nice breakfast of eggs, bacon, and
toast (all leftovers, of course) from a variety of restaurants along the east
coast of Australia via a series of small portals. After wolfing that down, he almost
felt human again.


Gathering together his talisman ingredients from the day
before, he sat at the house-rock and closed his eyes.


“In the names of Houdini, Copperfield, and Bill Bixby, I command
these materials to form together to create a talisman.”


Nothing happened.


Paul sighed in renewed frustration. Obviously, he was doing
something else wrong. 


“To paraphrase Thomas Edison, this is not another failure. It’s
just that I’ve found one more of ten thousand ways that my magic doesn’t work!”



He needed some of that super intelligent help now.


By snapping his fingers and invoking a spell, Merlin
appeared a few yards away. The sage studied Paul and the materials in front of
him.


“My, my, you have some of the precious materials you need.
Not the best ones, it would appear, but adequate to create a modest talisman. I
admit, I am surprised. I guess even a blind anteater can find an anthill now
and again. You’ve done well, young man. Now you need to create the symbols and
hold the ceremony.”


Paul shook his head. “I’m not ready to invest that sort of
time or effort. Later. Right now, just like you said, I just want something modest,
something that will let me move around, even if it’s limited.”


Merlin appeared as disappointed as a young child would be in
discovering that all his Christmas presents was clothing instead of shiny new
toys. “Always in a hurry, the young. I’m sorry, but no shortcuts here. You must
make time for the symbols and ceremony.”


“Symbols and ceremony?” Paul asked with a frown and a
raised eyebrow.


“Aye. Your magic will come to naught without those. Use the pentagram
as a minimum. And have the ceremony as you make the talisman.”


“Why?” Paul asked, increasingly confused by Merlin’s replies.
“What difference do symbols and ceremony make to performing magical spells? I
just don’t see the logic involved.”


Merlin sighed in frustration. “That’s the way it works. Do
or not, as you wish. But the spells won’t work without them.”


Paul sighed deeply, thoroughly annoyed. Merlin was right.
What difference did the reason make? If that was what it took to make the spell
work, then that was what he would do.


“All right, I’ll do it,” he grunted irritably, gracelessly
conceding defeat to Merlin’s counsel. And with a thought, Paul snapped his
fingers to send Merlin on his way. 


He glanced around, still irritated at the waste of time. First,
he would need to clear off a spot of ground to work with since this location
wasn’t level enough or large enough to suit his purposes. And then he would
have to find something to create the symbols with. Oh, and then for the
ceremony.... 


• • • •


Paul set a large black boom box down next to the house-rock
and turned to inspect the work he had just finished.


Where before there had been several large rocks and a ton of
gravel, there was now a circular piece of ground roughly several hundred square
feet in size covered over with a few inches of fresh dirt. Using three
partially emptied white spray cans of paint retrieved from a landfill near
North Las Vegas, Nevada, Paul had painted a large pentagram on the ground. The
boom box and a set of scratched CDs had been retrieved from another landfill,
this one near Detroit, Michigan. Paul had then distributed the gold, the
meteorite, the obsidian, and the emeralds, placing them at the apexes of the pentagram,
leaving the fifth apex open for himself and the boom box, right at the foot of
the house-rock. As an afterthought, he had retrieved several used mismatched
incense candles from different trash bins around the world and placed one of
them at each apex.


The boom box was in sad shape, but with a few quick spells, it
was able to play again, drawing its power through the house-rock. After
repairing one of the scratched CDs, Paul was able to get it to play properly
too.


Then he resumed his place on the ground next to the house-rock,
his left hand laid on its gritty surface.


With a smug smile, he pointed at each candle, lighting them
one by one with heat from the Earth’s core. Then he pushed the play button on
the boom box.


With “Rockin’ Robin” playing in the background, Paul closed his
eyes in concentration, stretching forth his right hand toward the center of the
circle, and said:


 


“In days of old


magicians spoke of


earth, air, water, and fire


In days of new


scientists work magic


electricity, optics, magnetism, radiation,


Let the power of old


and the power of new


Meld into one without flaw


In a wizard’s tool


for the cause of good


for the aid of many


Be it here


Engage”


 


Cautiously, he opened his eyes and blinked in surprise at
the brilliance of four impossibly white globes, each of his objects, at the
other apexes of the pentagram. Slowly, in concert, they began creeping toward
the center of the pentagram. Paul watched, mesmerized, his jaw hanging open,
his eyes wide.


The meteorite, the obsidian, the gold ore, and the emeralds—all
merged at the center of the pentagram. And as they did so, the light
intensified even further, becoming blindingly white. Paul was forced to close
his eyes and turn away.


For five minutes, it went on. The boom box followed up with
“Yes, We Have No Bananas” and then “When the Saints Come Marching In.” Paul started
to wonder how long this was going to take but then noted that the light had
begun to fade. Slowly, the radiance dampened down to a soft glow, and Paul was
able to open his eyes again.


The ceremony seemed to be complete, so he took his hand from
the rock, slowly climbed to his feet, and walked over to the newly formed object
in the center of the pentagram.


It was flat, an inch thick and six inches square, solid
black in color with a surface as smooth as glass, speckled with gold flakes,
crystal and shiny white dots. The newly created talisman silently called out to
him, imploring him to pick it up.


With an unconsciously directed motion, Paul did just that,
bringing his creation up close, holding it in both hands, studying it intently.
It was surprisingly lightweight and beautiful. It also seemed to hum, just
beyond the edge of his hearing, lightly vibrating in his hands.


Paul grinned, a tingle of excitement coursing through his
body.


He could feel the talisman’s power, similar to the boulder,
but nowhere near as strong and yet different. It was as if the talisman sang
quietly, a clear beautiful melody, one which if he could hear it more clearly,
would hypnotize Paul. He clasped it to his chest and felt its warmth.


As he studied the talisman, it occurred to him how awkward
it might get carrying it around in one hand all the time. What he needed was
some sort of pouch, perhaps a way to strap it to his belt. But it would also
need to stay in contact with his skin somehow so that he could use its power on
a constant basis. Well, he would think more about that later, when he had the time.


So, okay, his first talisman was done. He could now move
about freely and perform most of the simple feats of magic. To prove it, he
eagerly snapped his fingers. A large portal appeared, and with only a trace of
his former reluctance to trust a portal, he stepped through to the mountaintop
oasis. And he was more than a bit gratified to find that it worked perfectly
and without any ill effects.


But it wouldn’t be right to leave all that mess behind in
the riverbed. Not that anyone would see it, as isolated as that location was.
Still, it was the principle of the matter.


So he went back and cleaned up the mess, humming merrily to
himself as he did so, sending everything back to where it came from. He also
returned the excavated rocks and gravel to their original configurations.
There! Right as rain.


He returned to the mountaintop, where he prepared an
elaborate dinner at a nicely decorated table, listening to several selections
of classical music playing in the background while he enjoyed his meal. As he savored
the last bite, he came to a decision. It was time to go home now. Indeed, it
was probably past time to go since it would be difficult to explain his absence
to his neighbors or to the local authorities. And that was assuming he didn’t
ever go back to his old job. Still, he needed a base of operations, and his
California house held considerable sentimental value. It would make a decent place
to live, at least until he had fully developed a plan on how to begin his
mission of mercy to the rest of the planet. 


Sure, Paul could leave now, but he was pretty tired and it
had already been a very long day. He would wait and leave first thing in the
morning. For now, he used a spell to reassemble the bed and curled up in the
blanket, his new talisman tucked tightly into one hand, up against one cheek.
Feeling a deep warmth of satisfaction, he fell fast asleep.
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Paul
awoke and sat up suddenly, an unknown fear chilling his entire body. Somehow,
he knew that something was terribly wrong, though his five normal senses
told him that nothing was amiss. Slowly, he looked around.


The sky was crystal clear, the clouds from earlier in the
day now long gone. The stars were shining brightly in incredible splendor. The
moon was just past its zenith, in its waxing gibbous phase, not far from being a
full moon. As such, it was casting a fair degree of light on the mountaintop.
The flowerbeds were visible, peacefully basking in the moonlight.


Then, near the cliff’s edge, a large shadow moved.


Paul’s fear spiked even higher. There appeared to be
something there, though he could not make out any details—just a shadow that
was moving very slowly in his direction.


For a few seconds, he couldn’t force himself to move or to even
generate a coherent thought; the fear was virtually paralyzing. Then he clinched
his jaw and reached out for his talisman. Its smooth throbbing sensation helped
him feel a tad bit better. Whatever was out there, he now had the power to deal
with it. 


Paul snapped his fingers, and an intense ball of light
formed thirty feet over his head like an army parachute flare, throwing the
whole mountaintop into broad daylight. And with that light, Paul could suddenly
see his visitor with stark clarity. Startled, he stared at the...it...whatever
it was, with even more alarm and horror.


It wasn’t human. A tall as a man, perhaps a little taller,
with wide shoulders and a bulging chest. The head sported wild black hair, sprouting
out in all directions. Two long horns, just above the forehead, poked through
the hair. Eyes large and as black as coal glared at Paul. A mouth with outsized
jagged teeth smiled hideously. The creature’s skin was bright red, its clothes
a dark gray and vaguely militaristic in style. 


Never, not in Paul’s wildest nightmares, had he ever
imagined such a creature! Nor had he heard or read about such a beast!


Paul heard a small noise off to the side, and he spun to the
left.


An identical creature stood near the cliff’s edge in that
direction too.


Fearing the worst, Paul turned and looked to his right.


Yep, there was one off that way as well.


He was surrounded. Paul gulped in total terror, his whole
body consumed with paralyzing panic.


The creature in front of him loosed a terrible cry, and Paul’s
fear somehow ratcheted even higher. With a second cry, the beast pointed
skyward with a hairy arm and a clawed hand. Paul’s light sputtered and died,
returning the whole scene to moonlit dimness.


Fear surged through Paul like a wild storm as he stared
unblinkingly at the nearest monster. He could sense the evil that all three of
these creatures radiated like radio waves. His life was in the gravest of
danger. It was fight-or-flight time!


With that thought, Paul was suddenly able to move again,
swinging his legs off the side of the bed. Quaking in fear, he somehow managed
to focus his thoughts a little better. Using everything that he had discovered
about using portals, he hastily assembled a spell for one to Delhi, India. Stammering
out the words, he waved one hand and the portal popped into existence. But
before he could even roll free of the bed, he heard another vicious cry, and
then his portal suddenly glowed with an eerie yellow-green light. Hesitantly,
Paul leaned forward to touch it and was shocked by a strong electrical charge, strong
enough to fling him backward on the bed. The portal snapped instantly closed.


This time, all three of the creatures bellowed out a cry of
weird noise.


Paul abruptly realized that they were laughing at him! His
blood turned to ice water.


But then anger stirred in his chest. He jumped to his feet
and shot forth his left arm, creating a blast of superhot plasma that streaked in
an instant across the distance toward the first creature.


However, four feet or so short of the beast, the plasma
bounced off an invisible wall, dissipating in all directions. Again, all three of
the creatures laughed at Paul.


With a wave of his arm, he yelled, “In the name of
Federation starships everywhere, SHIELDS UP!” And he was instantly enclosed in a
solid force field.


This time, the creatures laughed twice as long, gesturing
and pointing at Paul as if he were the funniest thing they had ever seen in
their lives. 


“Ah, this ain’t exactly inspiring confidence,” Paul muttered
unhappily to himself.


The ogre on the right raised its hand, and suddenly the
ground at Paul’s feet turned red-hot. His shield didn’t protect the ground
beneath his feet, and he instantly found it too hot to withstand. He jumped
backward, behind the bed, his shield collapsing, his feet blistered from the
heat.


More laughter. They were actually toying with him!


Overcome with great anger, Paul lashed out again, putting
all the power he could into a single blast of pure energy that ripped forward—


—into an invisible wall twenty feet in front of him, the
blast boomeranging backward, hurling him to the ground, singeing his hair and
clothes, and instantly setting the bed on fire.


He managed to sit up and stare wild-eyed at the monster that
had so nonchalantly defeated his best spell.


The creature on the left then sent a blast in Paul’s direction,
and Paul, acting on impulse, extended his left arm forward, creating another
invisible barrier.


The firepower of the creature’s discharge enveloped Paul’s barrier,
disintegrating it in a flash and flowing up Paul’s arm, all the way to his
elbow. The energy of the blast detonated, consuming everything in its wake in a
violent discharge of light and energy. Paul was slammed savagely to the ground,
and a sudden surge of pain threatened to overwhelm him.


In disbelief, Paul raised his left arm and stared at the charred
stump, now missing everything from his fingertips to up past his elbow. How
could such a thing happen? He gritted his teeth as wave after wave of pain
pushed him toward unconsciousness. With a terrible sense of urgency, he cast
another spell, clamping down on the nerves of the arm, dampening the pain. Panic,
hopelessness, and despair gripped him so hard that he could hardly breathe
anymore. Why wasn’t his magic protecting him? Yet again, there was laughter from
the creatures. In the back of his mind, there was a small voice gibbering
wildly in fear. He was about to die a horrible death, and there seemed to be no
way to stop it! His heart raced as terror flooded his body from head to toe.


He gaped at the three beasts as they slowly closed the gap
between them. He was seconds away from death, and he could think of nothing to
save himself!


Paul clutched his talisman with a death grip in his right
hand. Think, Paul, think! And he cast a small spell on his own brain, frantically
trying to concentrate, to come up with an idea, any idea that might save him
from imminent death. He couldn’t fight these creatures! They possessed more magical
power than he did. And he couldn’t run from them, either!


The old science-fiction movie that he had recently watched somehow
came rushing unbidden to the forefront of his thoughts. Seizing the memory, he
desperately cast a spell on himself, cocooning a bubble of space-time around his
body.


And he fell into the Earth.


• • • •


Physicists the world over understood that matter, for the
most part, consisted of mainly empty space, lightly populated with subatomic
particles. Paul’s spell allowed the atoms of his body and clothing to fall
between the atoms and molecules of the mountaintop. The trick had been to make
the spell link his atoms together, lest they get “lost” in the surrounding
rocks. 


He was in freefall, heading toward the center of the earth
and accelerating. For a couple of seconds, he allowed this to happen, and then he
mentally conjured up a spell to bring himself to a halt. There was no air to
breathe, no light to see by, and nothing to hear. He couldn’t stay here for very
long. Yet he felt an overwhelming sense of relief and gratitude wash over him
that the spell had worked. At least here, the evil monsters weren’t threatening
to blast him into teeny-tiny particles.


Thank you, Robert Lansing, 4-D Man.


Paul struggled to his “feet” and hastily began to “run.”


The mountaintop retreat had sheer cliffs on all sides. Paul
realized that it wouldn’t take long for him to reach that cliff wall from the
inside of the mountain and to burst out into the open air again. At least, it
had better not take him too long to extract himself!


And when that happened, he needed to be instantly ready with
a spell for a new portal, lest those monsters catch up to him again. He
concentrated hard, gathering the right words together.


His lungs were burning from the lack of air, but he exerted
more effort on running faster.


Then suddenly, Paul was out in the open air again, nothing
underneath him but empty space and the rocks a very long way below him. He gasped
wildly for breath, flailing while he fell, then he reached forward, casting a
spell for a portal. It snapped into existence just below him, and he fell
through the center of it—


—and onto the grass of the soccer field in Laleh Park in
Tehran, Iran. Paul struggled to his feet—difficult to do one-handed—and ran for
the goal line, still tightly gripping the talisman in his right hand. Ahead,
past a line of trees, was the Carpet Museum of Iran. With a quick spell, Paul
levitated over the road and up to the roof of the building. Collapsing to his knees,
he turned and looked back over the field.


It was dark in Tehran, but the street lamps cast enough
light to let him see most of the soccer field. He threw a small spell on his vision,
for light amplification as well as 2X magnification. 


There was no doubt in Paul’s mind that he had caught his attackers
by surprise. They had not anticipated that he would escape downward into the Earth.
But who and what in the devil were they? How had they found him? And why in the
name of Abraham Lincoln did they want to kill him?


And was he truly free from them now? What if he wasn’t?! It
seemed preposterous that those monsters could follow him to this location,
hundreds of miles from that isolated mountaintop. And yet…what if they could?
Okay, so maybe it was just his paranoia talking. Under the circumstances,
considering that he was still trembling in fear, was it really so outlandish a
concept?! They had nearly killed him back there! So it was possible that
his life might still literally be on the line, even now, even here. After all,
what he didn’t know about magic could fill entire libraries. Maybe, just maybe,
he should play it on the safe side and prepare another portal spell, one for a
expeditious exit from Tehran, if only as a precautionary measure.


He promptly got busy with the words, this time finding it a
bit easier than before. If he lived long enough, the casting of portal spells
might get to be second nature to him. He frowned. For some reason, he found
that idea to be less than reassuring.


When he thought that he was ready and could cast the spell
quickly enough, he took a few seconds to breathe deeply several times, all in
an attempt to calm his racing heart rate and trembling body. And for a moment,
it seemed to be working.


And then all his thoughts screeched to a grinding halt, the
sudden lump in his throat making breathing impossible, while his eyes bulged
wide.


 Another portal had appeared on the grassy soccer field
below him.


Apparently, the ogres had been able to follow him after all.


Two of the monsters fanned out, scouting the immediate area.
The third held up some device in its hand, panning it back and forth. Suddenly,
the creature swung it in Paul’s direction, angling it up toward the roof. And
it looked up at Paul and grinned.


Paul’s blood froze. Apparently, they had some sort of device
that could track him. How the devil was he going to escape that?


Without hesitation, he muttered the appropriate words, formed
a portal behind him, and rolled through it.


• • • •


Such began Paul’s frantic flight. He fled from a moonlit beach
on the Israel coast to a darkened forested mountainside in northern Italy to a foggy
trash laden alley in Lisbon, Portugal to a sunset burnished tiled roof of a hotel
in the Azores before doubling back to the east to the gritty sands of an
Algerian desert. 


There he collapsed on all fours, gasping like a chain smoker
after a hundred yard dash. Portal hopping was too new to him and, as such, was
arduous work; each leap taking a heavy toll on both his mental and physical
stamina. All he was doing was buying himself some time, but he was exhausting
himself in the process. 


Between the exertion and the panic, he just couldn’t make
himself think, his mind a virtual blank.


He needed help!


Merlin! But of course! Why had he not thought
of the old wizard before now?


“Merlin?! Help me! Please!” he croaked between gasps,
squeezing his eyes tightly shut in pain.


“Tut, tut, young man,” came the now familiar voice behind
Paul, in a disapproving tone. “If only you knew how to defend yourself with a
certain magical sword.”


“Those monsters…wheeze…tried to…wheeze…kill
me! Wheeze…need your help!” Paul wearily tried to stand but instead just
crumpled to the cooling desert sand where he barely managed to assume a sitting
position instead.


“There’s not much time,” observed Merlin dispassionately.
“They’ll be here in a few minutes. I recommend that you leave and quickly.”


Paul groaned and shook his head in disagreement. “But
that’s…no good! If they…can follow me…here…then they…can follow…me anywhere…on
Earth I go!”


His own words surprised him and Paul blinked several times
before abruptly barking in laughter.


Anywhere on Earth?


What Paul needed was a place that he could escape to where
he could survive but the monsters chasing him could not. And there was such a
place.


Paul forced himself to stop for a moment while concentrating
hard on developing his idea into a full-blown plan. It was tough. The terror he
felt was constantly getting in the way.


“No, no, that won’t work…,” he wheezed quietly. “Ah, but
that could…yes, not a bad idea, that. But if I could…Hmm, if only I had a
rocket-pack like in the Disney film The Rocketeer.”


He looked up sharply at Merlin. “Can wizards fly? I need
to…move fast. Can I fly? Fast?”


Merlin tugged a little on his beard while gazing towards the
setting sun on the western horizon. “Normally, for the purpose of flying, a
wizard creates a vehicle of some sort, like your flying blanket. But yes, there
is no reason why you couldn’t fly like a bird, if you wish. Faster than a hawk,
if you want.”


“Or Ironman, I hope,” Paul muttered to himself.


Taking a bright yellow mechanical pencil from his pocket,
Paul leaned over and stuck it vertically into the sand, the end with the eraser
on it pointing straight up. Then, with a wry grin, he sluggishly climbed to his
feet, talisman in hand, and took a few deep breaths, both to calm himself and
to give him strength. Turning westward, he stumbled across the sand, toward the
western twilight. Taking an enormous deep breath, he mumbled, “Up, up, and
away!” as he lunged into the air, arms stretched forth.


And was gratefully surprised when he hung in mid-air and
didn’t crash back to the ground.


Assuming the standard superheroes’ airborne position, Paul
started flying.


Tapping more energy from the talisman accelerated his speed
until he hit eighty miles per hour. Flying more than a mile away from the pencil
in the sand, he finally slowed to a stop and hit the sand feet first. Spinning
on one heel, Paul turned back around, facing eastward. The panic which had
threatened to overwhelm him earlier was receding somewhat. But he still felt
the desperate need for urgency. There couldn’t be much time left now before the
Oni showed up.


Raising his right hand, Paul hurriedly intoned a new spell, “In
the name of Joseph Priestley and Aquaman, let the air around me be purged of nitrogen
and let the oxygen gather to me. Let my lungs drink of that oxygen, enough that
it saturates my tissues.”


With several deep breaths, the oxygen helped rejuvenate a
few tired muscles. 


After another deep breath and with a determined look in his
eyes, Paul began running straight east, back toward his pencil and the portal
that had brought him to this forsaken desert. Once again, he lifted nimbly into
the air in flight picking up speed, pushing himself at better than three gee’s
of acceleration. The sand dunes beneath him flew by swiftly as he closed the
distance between himself and the pencil. With yet another spell, Paul gathered
additional oxygen and filtered out the nitrogen, all to aid his breathing and
to prepare himself for what was about to happen next.


Eighty mph. Ninety mph. One hundred mph. The tiny form of
the upright pencil rapidly approached. Briefly closing his eyes, Paul grunted in
the effort to cast yet another spell, this one a new portal, which opened
directly in front of him, just short of the pencil in the sand. 


The other side of this new portal was located 456.78 miles
out in deep space, directly above his head and far, far outside the outer edge
of the earth’s atmosphere.


An instant blast of explosive decompression sucked the surrounding
air around Paul from Earth through the portal. Sand too was hurled through the
hole in bucket lots, swirling in the Coriolis Effect as it whipped by in
hurricane gale force winds. 


And then Paul streaked through the portal, the cyclone
knocking him about, twisting and spinning him violently in corkscrew fashion.


But then he was through, sailing wildly through empty space,
holding tightly to his talisman and the oxygen bubble he had formed.


• • • •


A typical human could last fifteen to twenty seconds in the
vacuum of space without a spacesuit before falling unconscious. Thirty seconds and
the blood and all the water in the body would begin to boil and all the body
tissues would bulge outward from the internal pressure. In less than a minute,
death would occur.


With the oxygen in his tissues and in the bubble around him,
Paul was optimistically hoping for more time than that. Exerting even more magical
effort, and with his jaw clinched shut, he continued to accelerate eastward as
rapidly as possible through the darkness of space, heading further into the
night, the huge crescent of Earth shining up at him from below.


Ten seconds, twenty seconds. His grip on the bubble was
failing, the oxygen escaping through the gaps, his muscles weakening from the
strain. Thirty seconds went by like eons. His lungs were hurting, a deep
stabbing pain from the lack of oxygen, the need to breathe! Paul estimated that
he had now traveled nearly three miles through the emptiness of space. It was
not nearly as far as he thought he needed to go, not in order to be totally
safe, but he could feel the pressure building in his tissues, the pain in his
eyes, and see his vision rapidly tunneling. If he waited any longer, he would
fall unconscious and quickly die. 


No! It would just have to be enough! He could wait no
longer, travel not one foot further.


Summoning all the magical power he had left, Paul quickly
created another portal, this one leading back to Earth’s surface, back to the
Algerian Desert.


This time, the explosive decompression worked against him, and
it took all of his inertia and all of his rapidly vanishing magical power for
him to thread the hole and safely reemerge on Earth. But Paul had misjudged the
portal’s location, and to his surprise, he dropped six feet to the ground,
hitting the sand with a stunning impact that knocked the breath out of him and
sent his glasses flying. Over his head, the portal slammed shut. 


The strain of the leap through space had been too much, the
crash-landing too violent. Paul lost the fight to stay conscious as he lay
sprawled out in the sand, his talisman lying a couple of feet away.


• • • •


Groggily, he awoke a few minutes later, feeling terribly
weak and disoriented. Suddenly realizing that he no longer had his glasses or
his talisman, he frantically scrambled around on hand and knees, doing his best
to find them.


As he searched, the engineering/analytical corner of his
mind mocked him. If he had his glasses, he could easily find the talisman. If
he had the talisman, he could cast a spell on his eyesight to allow him to find
his glasses. But without either one, he was forced to search using his normal
and rather poor nearsighted vision.


He found the glasses first, and he blew most of the sand off
the lenses before putting them back on. 20/20 eyesight restored, Paul resumed
the hunt for the talisman.


Out of the corner of one eye, to the west, he saw a flash of
light, and fearing the worst, he again dropped prone, doing his best not to
move—not even to breathe too loudly! Suddenly aware that the sand in his
clothes was itching him fiercely, he resisted the urge to scratch. He dared not
move at all.


Scanning the horizon, Paul could see nothing at first. Then
he realized that there was a small hump of sand only a few feet away, blocking
part of his view. Edging his head up a little higher, he was able to see the
horizon better.


He could see his pursuers too. They were less than a hundred
yards away, highlighted against the twilight on the western horizon, emerging
from a portal that was very close to where his yellow pencil stuck up out of
the sand. Again, following the same pattern as before, two of the beasts fanned
out, studying the horizon toward the west. Paul eased himself back down, staying
out of sight, and waited. The third creature would be scanning for him with that
device it had. If Paul understood the sequence of events correctly, the beast
wasn’t really scanning for him, but for the evidence of his magic. Otherwise, these
monsters could not have followed him all the way from the mountain retreat.


Cautiously, Paul eased his head up again.


One of the creatures was pulling the pencil from the sand
and studying it. But then it tossed the yellow object to the ground and
gestured to the others. They stepped away from Paul, heading toward the fading
glow on the western horizon. They had obviously detected the trail of the
portal that Paul had created to take himself into Earth’s orbit. One of the
beasts raised and waved an arm in front of the group.


With a loud bang, for the third time that day, explosive
decompression rang out across the desert, sand and typhoon winds flying across
the dunes, jerking the three helpless figures off their feet and hurling them
though the portal in the blink of an eye. Barely a second later, the portal clamped
shut behind them. With a loud echoing bang, the sand and the windstorm died
instantly.


Time slowed to a crawl, and the seconds dragged by, Paul
holding his breath in dread. Would the monsters escape? Just how powerful were
they? They had been launched through their portal into space, the same as he
had been, but they had been hurled in the opposite direction, toward the west.
They would have to overcome their speed in that direction, the one thrust upon
them by the decompression wave when they entered the portal, and then
they would have to cross three miles in empty space back to the east before
they could follow Paul’s return portal to Earth. Could they do that? Did they
have that much magical power? Or perhaps they would simply give up the chase
and return to Earth? Even if they tried to do that, did they have the ability
to punch through a decompression barrier in another portal back to Earth? Paul’s
heart beat loudly in his chest, his hands clammy and cold.


Suddenly, another portal appeared, a hundred yards farther
west, and for the fourth time that evening, explosive decompression sucked wind
and sand in a screaming, howling rage though a portal into space. Then it just
as abruptly ended, the portal now snapped closed. As the sand in the air
cleared, Paul’s eyes anxiously swept back and forth, looking for any sign that
the beasts had successfully returned.


But there was nothing to see. The devilish monsters weren’t
there. There was nothing visible except sand. Even the yellow mechanical pencil
was gone.
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For
several minutes, Paul lay prone on the sand, his heart thundering in his chest.
His very close brush with death, with being violently murdered by those ugly
monsters, tore at the foundation of his sanity and threatened to send him
screaming in mindless terror. The entire sequence of the chase repeated itself
over and over again in his mind as he tried to grapple with the reality of it—and
indeed the implications involved.


With the passage of time, his ragged breathing slowed, the
adrenalin gradually dissipating in his bloodstream. 


And he was not ashamed to admit what happened next. He started
to cry. Great big alligator tears, too, as his mother used to call them. In
great tearing sobs, he let all his fears and the terror of the last hour take
total control of his emotions, and he curled into a fetal ball on the sand.
With his arm wrapped around his legs, he bawled like a baby.


That too slowly passed, and eventually, Paul was able to
take control of himself once again, wiping the tears from his face with the
back of his right hand.


Taking a quick look around, he spotted his talisman lying in
the sand, and with effort, he snagged it. Stumbling to his feet, he began to
wobble away across the desert, giving no real thought to where he was going. He
just wanted to get away from those creatures, as far away from the last place
he had seen them as he could get. Such was his poor mental state that the idea
of using a portal to leave the vicinity never occurred to him.


With his thoughts focused inward, Paul was completely
oblivious to the passage of time. He didn’t take note of how long he wandered
in the darkness. Collapsing to the ground to rest for a minute, he leaned back,
lying prone on the cool desert sand. His last thoughts were of his bed in
California and how much he missed being home.


• • • •


Paul dreamed that he was being chased, that somehow,
thoroughly terrified, he was moving in very slow motion while an unseen evil
pursued him, drawing ever closer.


He jerked awake, his mind momentarily unable to deal with
the reality of seeing nothing but desert sand. It took a few seconds for the
memories of the previous day to seep back into his conscious mind. When it did,
he groaned loudly in anguish.


It was dawn, the sun just peeking over the east horizon. Still
exhausted, both physically and mentally, from the fight the previous night, Paul
struggled to a sitting position and stared eastward. The sand in his clothes
itched him, and his mouth and throat were desert dry.


“Hello, Paul,” said a well-modulated, feminine, alto voice.


Leaping to his feet, he spun, tightly gripping his talisman,
and prepared to let loose a blast of plasma.


But he instantly froze, his muscles unable to move an inch.


In front of him, kneeling on a blanket on the sand, was the
most incredibly beautiful woman he had ever seen. Miss Universe looked like Jabba
the Hutt from Star Wars by comparison.


A willowy figure with perfect curves was topped by a finely
shaped head with long, stunning blonde hair done up in an unfamiliar, yet
alluring fashion. Sparkling green eyes, a trim nose, and a flashing smile
combined to form a classically perfect feminine visage. Her clothing consisted
of a red evening dress, expertly tailored to flaunt her figure in a sensuous,
yet sophisticated style. Paul’s jaw slowly dropped in astonishment, and he
found himself unable to utter a sound as he gaped at her.


She seemed amused by his reaction—or rather the lack
thereof. She nodded at his left arm.


“Did the Oni do that?” she purred graciously.


Paul somehow managed to rub two tiny brain cells together.


“Oni?” he croaked through parched lips. 


Her sly smile grew a little larger. “Tall, horned brutes
with red skin and a face no mother would lay claim to. Except, of course, they
don’t have mothers. Those Oni.”


So that’s what they are called, a small voice in the
back of Paul’s mind noted with interest.


“Yeah,” he replied dully. Great, what a brilliant comeback.
I’m sure I’ve impressed her with my witty conversation and cosmopolitan charm.


She nodded and smiled at him again. Paul thought his heart
might stop.


“We will have to attend to that arm soon,” she suggested
smugly. “The pain must be horrible. But in the meantime, we must leave this
place.”


“You know my name,” Paul stated, blinking in surprise at his
own belated observation.


The beautiful woman stood in one graceful motion as if she
had trained for it all her life.


“Yes, Paul Armstead, I know who you are.”


A tiny corner of Paul’s mind noticed that the blanket on the
sand was identical to the one that he had been flying around on the day before,
the one that had burned in the mountaintop attack. He silently wondered if
there was some single store on this side of the planet where everyone shopped
for their linens. Maybe at AmazonEast.com?


“Who are you?” he asked, afraid that the woman might laugh
at his questions. “Are you a—well, a wizard?”


Her smile deepened, and his heart really did skip two beats.



With a flick of her wrist, the blanket rose from the sand,
shook itself off like a dog shedding fleas, folded itself neatly, and tucked
itself under her right arm.


“My name is Celeste,” she assertively answered. “And yes, I
am a wizard, just like you. But we must not dally here any longer.” She held
forth a hand.


For reasons that even he was unsure of, Paul hesitated to
take it.


She sensed his reluctance. “Paul, if I had wanted to hurt
you, I could have done so anytime while you were asleep. We need to fix your arm
and tend to your other wounds. Also, I know you have many questions that you
would like answered. I promise to answer them—well, most of them, anyway. And
there are more Oni on the way here, too.”


That did it. Paul tucked his talisman into his belt and
reached out to take her hand.


“Your place or mine?” he asked as innocently as possible.


• • • •


Her portal deposited the two of them on the wide sidewalk of
a narrow residential street in a city unfamiliar to Paul. The buildings here
were old, four to six stories tall, many with balconies looking out over the
sidewalks, their entrances double-doored and framed with innate iron
scrollwork. Most of these residences were crowded together, giving the
appearance that they were all the same structure. However, there were a few
residences that occupied larger lots with actual yards that even sported a few
trees and shrubs. The city had a decidedly European feel to it. The sight of a
civilized city bolstered Paul’s spirits and helped diminish the memories of the
terror he had lived through the previous day.


There were people here, too—not many, but a few. An elderly
couple was strolling down the sidewalk on the other side of the street. A
delivery man, box in hand, was standing at the front door of a nearby house. One
younger man with long dark hair was riding a motorcycle. A few cars, mostly
small European makes, were moving sedately down the road, their drivers focused
on nothing in particular. Everything seemed perfectly normal—an average day in a
European city somewhere. No one seemed to notice Paul or Celeste at all.


“‘You would think they had people beaming down every day,’” Paul
quipped in ironic amusement, quoting Captain Kirk in the Star Trek
episode “Errand of Mercy.”


Celeste didn’t seem to get the joke but smiled anyway. “I
cast a spell around us, allowing us to walk among them unnoticed. Come, we are
almost there.”


“Wait a minute! My feet! I don’t have any shoes, remember?”
he petulantly reminded her.


She smiled and snapped her fingers. A pair of black slip-on
shoes appeared on the pavement in front of him, and he knelt to put them on.
They were a perfect fit.


“Thanks. Where are we?” Paul asked, curiously looking around
for any clue as to their location. He saw nothing definitive.


“16th Arrondissement, Paris, France,” she replied
as she stepped through a covered arch, past a wrought iron fence, and to the
doorway of one of the more stately buildings on the street. The landscaped
yard, with a carefully sculptured hedge and manicured shrubs, was impressive.
Paul glanced up at the outside of the white three-story structure, noting the
narrow windows, the balconies, and the ivy-coated walls. In Paris, this was a
veritable mansion, and he nodded in appreciation.


“Come,” Celeste urged him, waving him to the front door. She
opened it and pulled him inside.


It was unlocked? Ah, well, maybe it had been locked. What did
a wizard need with keys?


Inside, Paul was suitably impressed by the sumptuousness of
the furnishings and the size of the rooms. The large entrance hall held a
circular carpeted staircase, starting on the right and spiraling up to an
apparent landing over his head. Past the staircase and up one floor, he could
see a banister-lined catwalk with three wood-paneled doors. Presumably, there
were bedrooms up there somewhere too. To his right, on the ground floor, a pair
of ornately carved doors apparently led to another room, though they were
closed. To his left was an outsized archway, leading into a formal living room.


Celeste released his hand and tossed the blanket on a small
wooden table but guided him through the archway to the left. The living room
was magnificent. A huge fireplace sat to his right, in the wall between the
entrance hall and the living room. A modest fire burned within. To the left of
the fireplace, there was another archway leading into a wood-paneled dining
room complete with an elaborate set of dining-room furniture. Further to his left,
on the far wall of the living room, were two painted portraits of people
dressed in nineteenth century clothing. Also along the wall was a bookcase
filled with old thick books. To his far left, a bay window lined with white
satin curtains sat facing the street, a small, but well-decorated Christmas
tree planted in front of it. 


In the middle of the room, a diminutive coffee table was
situated strategically in front of the fireplace, bracketed by a pair of
overstuffed, black leather chairs. A French sofa and two more overstuffed
chairs flanked with small wooden end tables sat near the center of the room as
well. The floor was furnished with forest green, thick pile carpeting
emblazoned with an imperial coat of arms formed in gold-colored thread.
Overhead, an arched ceiling with crown molding supported a huge crystal
chandelier. 


The room reeked of wealth.


“Nice digs,” he mumbled admiringly. He wouldn’t have minded
living in a place half as nice.


Celeste warmly smiled again. “Thanks. We like it. We will be
safe here. Please, come this way.”


They went through the dining room and into a hallway, where
she led him to a huge bathroom, with an old-fashioned claw-foot bathtub and a
two-sink lavatory.


She turned toward Paul and touched his face. He blushed at
her touch and looked away.


Smiling sweetly, she said, “You may take a bath in here. Use
all the hot water you want. You will not be disturbed, I promise. And while you
are doing that, I will hunt up some clothes for you...” she glanced down and
grimaced, “...hopefully better than what you are wearing now. After that, we
will get you something to eat, take care of some of your wounds, and start
answering your questions. Does that sound fair?”


Paul’s mouth quirked, and he smiled awkwardly, feeling like
a thirteen-year-old again. “I love it when a plan comes together. Yes. And
thank you for rescuing me.”


Celeste hesitated. “You are welcome. Enjoy your bath.” And then
she was gone.


Normally, Paul was a shower man, but this bathroom was not
equipped for that. The water was easy to start in the tub, and it was certainly
hot enough. One-handed and with a little magical help, he took off his clothing
and appreciatively lowered himself into the rising water, still clutching his
talisman. The hot water helped ease his tired muscles, soothing away some of
the aches and pains he had.


With great care, he focused on cleaning the stump of his left
arm and then examining the damage. He ground his teeth, both distressed and
nauseated by the mutilation: the torn purple skin, the exposed biceps, muscle
tissue, and humerus bone. If not for his magical spells, a wound like this
would have already been seriously infected (not to mention the pain he would have
had to deal with). Indeed, he would have probably already bled to death. His
stomach heaved at the sight of the damage, and he cast a spell to quell his
queasiness.


His only consolation at this point was the hope that his magical
powers might somehow be able to grow a new arm. Tenderly, he worked on the
injury. 


Taking his time, he took one of the longest baths he could
remember, soaking long past the point when his fingertips turned wrinkly.


Afterward, he drained the tub and dried off with a huge,
thick green towel. On a chair next to the door, he found new clothes. Whether
Celeste had snuck them in when he wasn’t looking or she had used magic to
portal them in, he didn’t know. But he slowly dressed in the clothing anyway.
Everything fit perfectly. 


Standing in front of the mirror mounted to the back of the
bathroom door, Paul critically examined his image. He had to admit, the clothes
were nicely styled, a distinct improvement over what he normally wore. But he
noted with a frown, he was still a short, fat, bald man and now missing half an
arm, to boot. He sighed, still gripping his talisman, and left the room. 


“There you are!” Celeste observed brightly from one of the
overstuffed chairs in the living room. “My, you are looking a lot nicer now!
Come, let’s sit you in front of the fire and I’ll get your food for you. After
you eat, I’ll take a look at that arm.”


The heat from the fireplace felt wonderful, and Paul eased
himself into one of the overstuffed chairs, enjoying the feel of the soft
cushion against his back. Celeste returned in short order with a large tray of
fruits, cheeses, breads, and Danishes. With restrained gusto, Paul ate
hungrily, everything tasting like manna from heaven to him. 


“Let’s work a little on that arm to prevent any possible
infections,” Celeste told him. She knelt beside him and produced a white towel
from thin air, laying it on the arm of the chair, directly underneath his damaged
arm. Then, again from thin air, she pulled forth a small attaché case, which
she opened to reveal an array of oddly shaped devices.


“These are medical instruments,” she cheerfully explained.
“Magical ones, of course. We’ll start with this one.” And she pulled forth a
small wand with two small lenses glued to one side. Gently taking the stump of
his arm with her right hand, she held out the wand in the other and moved it in
close.


“This won’t hurt a bit,” she pronounced readily. If the
sight of his injury affected her in any way, she gave no indication of it.


Paul grimaced in reply. “Whenever a doctor tells me that, I know
he’s lying.”


Celeste smiled reassuringly, and then a small white light
emerged from the lenses, sweeping across the stump of his arm. 


“This removes the dead tissue and most of the tissue that’s
badly damaged,” she explained confidently. “It will greatly speed up the
process of grafting a new arm on you.”


Paul blinked in astonishment, his mouth momentarily dropping
open. “Grafting an arm? That’s possible?”


“Yes, it is. Even Normies—that is to say, even modern
medicine—can do a fairly good job of it these days, though the magical methods
are better, of course.”


Her implications disturbed Paul a little. “Where would the
new arm come from?” he asked, slightly queasy at the thought.


“From a donor, of course. We will look for someone that has recently
passed away, from natural causes or an accident, obviously—someone with your
general build, age, and blood type. If they have living relatives, we will pay them
for the arm. We will tell them that we need it for medical research. There are
many people in the world that would leap at such a chance to sell us what we
need.”


With a small, crooked smile, Paul realized that the woman
was right, and that with magical powers, it probably wouldn’t be too hard to
find a suitable replacement arm. Still, the idea of using a dead man’s arm made
him a little uncomfortable. And yet, lots of transplants were being done these
days from donors recently deceased. Paul told himself that he was being much
too prissy.


“Now, before I start answering your questions, of which I am
sure there are a few, would you mind answering one or two for me?” she asked as
she finished with the first medical instrument and started working on his arm
with another one. “If I know more about your background, then I will be able to
answer your questions better and perhaps avoid telling you things you already
know.”


Paul shrugged indifferently, fully prepared to grant her any
reasonable request she might make—and perhaps more than a few unreasonable ones
as well. “Sure. What do you want to know?”


“Well, you are Paul Thomas Armstead, of Mojave, California,
is that right?”


“Yes,” Paul nodded, dumbfounded at how much she already
seemed to know about him.


“And you work at Edwards Air Force Base?” she asked.


“I do. Well, I did. They have probably fired me by now. I
don’t know for sure.”


“How long have you possessed magical powers?” she asked with
that mysterious smile of hers.


Paul managed not to blush this time, but only barely. “Only
a few days.”


“Tell me, please, how did it happen?”


So he quickly told her the whole story, from helping Glenn
Michaels, to the genie and the wishes, to his stay on the mountaintop, to his flying
blanket and the fabrication of his talisman, to the subsequent attack by the
Oni. He didn’t leave out a single detail and stopped only after describing his trick
with the portal into orbital space. She listened with rapt attention but didn’t
interrupt once. 


When he finished, she offered a bemused smile. “That’s a
remarkable story, Paul. Truly remarkable. It tells me quite a bit about you. Now,
that arm looks much better. And it’s my turn now to explain a few things.” Celeste
packed away the medical instruments and moved over to the chair on the other
side of the coffee table. “It’s a long story, but I will keep it as concise as
I can.”


• • • •


The beginnings of wizardry were lost in the mists of ancient
history yet it somewhat paralleled that of the growth of the scientific method.
Over the centuries, a few gifted individuals researched and experimented, very
slowly divining the fundamentals of magic, developing skills and magical spells
that actually worked. 


However, unlike the physical scientists who published their
findings in order to gain recognition and to contribute to the knowledge of the
entire world, the ancient wizards hoarded their discoveries for personal wealth
and power.


Nevertheless, understanding of magical methodology continued
to grow and spread, and it gained an increasing number of adherents.


The wizards tended to follow one of three paths. A small
percentage of them divorced themselves from the affairs of men. These wizards
retreated to quiet corners of the planet, content to use their powers in peace,
focusing their attention on further development of their magic. 


A slightly larger group of wizards used their powers for the
selfish gratification of their senses and appetites, choosing to party
riotously in nonstop fashion. 


“I’m going to be honest with you about the third group,” Celeste
said with a regretful smile. “They are the largest group, and almost from the
beginning, they have used their increasing magical powers for personal gain.
They worked to accumulate vast amounts of money and other worldly riches. They
strove for power and influence, learning to control kingdoms, governments, and then
nations. At first, they peacefully competed among themselves, each striving to
have more influence and control than the other wizards. Eventually, their
competition became violent, their magical powers growing to be so great that
they began to initiate wars among the Normals (those without magical powers) in
order to gain even more control and wealth.”


She gazed over at the fireplace, obviously deep in thought. “About
a thousand years ago, this third group of wizards decided to form an
association, sort of a syndicate. This organization has, over the centuries,
grown to include almost every wizard on Earth. It has become known as Errabêlu.
The name itself should tell you what sort of organization it is. Erra is the eighth-century
Akkadian name for the Babylonian god of plague, mayhem, pestilence, and
political confusion. Bêlu is the Akkadian word for lord, master, and king.
Together, the name of the syndicate means the masters of the god of mayhem and confusion.



“Errabêlu has no real control over any of its
members. Mostly, it serves as a neutral ground, where a meeting of the minds
can take place and sometimes where challenges and accusations can be made. All
the wizards give lip-service to the organization, no matter what they actually
do in private or with the Normals or governments they control.


“And even though they might all belong to Errabêlu,
they still make every effort to improve their own standing, advancing the
science of weaponry and warfare, hungrily pursuing the maximum of wealth, advantage,
and control. The situation has, at times, deteriorated to the point that the
wizards have actively hunted and killed each other. As a result of the warfare,
virtually all of the two previous groups of wizards I mentioned were killed or
forced into deep hiding.


“All the wizards now recognize their special status, that
their magical powers define their segregation and superior nature apart from
the rest of humanity. Defensive of that special status, the wizards of Earth go
through extraordinary pains to maintain their monopoly on magical powers,
successfully squelching any effort by Normals to investigate or experiment in
any specialty that might confirm the existence of magic and thereby discover
its properties. But that seems to be the only goal that we wizards have in
common. On every other front, most of us seem to always be on the lookout for
ways to murder our rivals and take their possessions.


“Sometimes, the wizards will form small alliances,” Celeste
explained. “Where two or three of us will work together in order to defeat a
common enemy. However, such alliances don’t typically last very long. Egos tend
to get in the way, and there is almost always a falling-out later on. Some of
us recognize that if we don’t stop the bloodshed...well, it could end up
killing everyone and everything on Earth.”


Paul nodded slowly in complete understanding. Thermonuclear
warfare made that prospect potentially possible. The thought made his stomach
feel a bit queasy. 


“Let me see if I understand what you are saying,” he
interposed. “You’re saying that all the countries of the world are magically
controlled by wizards, and it’s because of them that there are so many wars? So
much death and destruction?”


“Not quite, no,” she responded patiently. “There are only a
few hundred wizards on Earth. Most of the kings and presidents and other rulers
are what we call Normals. But somewhere in the background of the dictatorships
and military governments, and even most of the democracies, there is usually one
or more wizards, quietly manipulating the strings of power, stirring trouble,
and scheming new evil to be unleashed.”


Paul silently mulled over her words. If that was true, it would
turn his understanding of the world completely topsy-turvy. Her story seemed so
utterly fantastic. And yet, it would explain a few things. He had never
understood the desire of some nations to wage war on other peoples. War was
such a terrible abomination, and that made it a thing to be avoided. Even the
victors of a war lost so much, in terms of cost and of lives shed. Could there
ever be justification for a war?


Well, in some circumstances, there was, he realized,
thinking of World War II and the evils of Adolf Hitler and his henchmen. Okay,
that kind of people had to be stopped. So maybe there were times when such was
necessary. Yet, if Celeste was telling the truth, even that war had probably
been instigated by wizards.


Paul clinched his jaw in anger. With wizards actively
fomenting armed conflicts, world peace never had a chance and never would. 


“What are the Oni?” he asked, pushing his glasses up on his
nose.


“Biologically constructed warriors. Assassins, for
the most part,” Celeste informed him. “A thousand years ago, the Oni were
derived from human stock. But now, they are essentially clones created to do their
master’s bidding. They are physically strong and fast, and they possess a
certain degree of magical power. But fortunately, they are not very
intelligent. Most of the wizards of Errabêlu use the Oni as bodyguards,
slaves, and even soldiers.”


Not very intelligent, huh? That explained why they had blindly
followed Paul’s trail into outer space.


“The Oni go out in public? But how? I mean, they would be
seen!” he pointed out.


“Their powers allow them to disguise themselves,” Celeste
explained patiently. “In outward appearance, their disguises make them look and
sound like human males. You yourself may have met an Oni or two without
realizing their true identity. Of course, now that you possess magical powers,
their camouflage spells will no longer work on you. Henceforth, you will always
see them as they really are.”


So he might have actually met Oni before, but seen them as
human, due to a magical spell? Gee, that was a creepy thought. 


And then another question occurred to him.


“How did they follow me?” he asked, still mystified by the
Oni’s abilities. And yes, still feeling more than a little fear left over from
the previous day.


She shrugged. “They probably had a gemstone, one that held
the power to detect magical energies. That’s what the Oni usually use to try to
track a wizard’s movements.”


Abruptly, another possibility dawned on Paul, and he squirmed
nervously in his seat at the disquieting idea.


 “Then could they not track us here, to Paris?” he asked, an
edge of panic in his voice.


She smiled, lightly shaking her head. “No, they couldn’t.
Over time, we have learned ways to mask our magical spells, especially our
portals. And the energies released dissipate in just a few minutes. The Oni won’t
be able to track us here. They tracked you because—forgive me for being blunt—the
energies you used for your portals were much greater than necessary and weren’t
masked in any way. Also, your talisman is rather crude. Oh, don’t get me wrong!
For a first effort, it is impressive! You should have seen my first talisman!
But it isn’t even the equal of what the Oni carry.”


Yes, Paul had received ample demonstration of the truth of
that contest. At her calm assurances, his panic subsided into the background again.


“No offense taken,” he replied, his mind still spinning
furiously. “Tell me, is that how you found me there in the desert? By following
my trail of portals?”


Her smile was almost patronizing. “Yes, Paul. Like a trail
of breadcrumbs.”


He was still not offended. “But how did you know to come
looking for me in the first place? For that matter, how did the Oni know that I
existed?” Then the truth burst upon him, and he felt like slapping himself
upside the head. “It was the talisman, wasn’t it?”


“That’s right, Paul. When a wizard creates a talisman, the
energies that are released are fantastic. They can be detected from anywhere on
Earth.”


Paul mulled that over. Merlin should have warned him. But
perhaps he was being too hard on the old wizard. Maybe Merlin would have warned
him if he had asked the right questions. 


“Can you teach me how to mask my spells?” Paul asked, indeed,
practically begged her. “Help me avoid the Oni?”


“Of course, Paul,” she graciously replied. “And I can teach
you a lot more. A good wizard, if necessary, can fight a half-dozen Oni and
win, but the best solution is to avoid them altogether. You can be taught how
to do that and also to construct a better talisman. You can even be taught how
to—ah, how do I say this delicately?—make a few physical and mental
enhancements.”


Paul chuckled in amusement at her tactful turn of phrase. “I’m
anxious to get started on that as well.”


“Excellent,” Celeste commented with another one of her
brilliant smiles. “Then perhaps, for dinner, you might feel up to a little
company?”


Paul frowned at the abrupt change in the direction of the
conversation. He was enjoying her company a lot. He suddenly wasn’t crazy about
sharing her with someone else.


“Who would that be?” he asked as nonchalantly as he could
manage.


“Dr. Duncan Ruggiero, a wizard I admire very much.”


Ah, joy. Another man. And a doctor, too. Wonderful. He
sounds stuffy already, Paul thought.


“Oh, I see. Is he the one who interviews new wizards?” he inquired
somewhat sardonically.


Celeste blinked, her smile losing a degree of potency.
“Hardly. You are the first new wizard in more than four hundred years. Except
for that genie-turned-wizard friend of yours, of course.”


Paul stared at her in shock, a tingle moving up and down his
back. Four hundred years?! But.... 


“That’s impossible!” he resolutely declared with a pinched
expression. “Why, you yourself can’t be more than twenty-five years old!”


Her smile developed a tinge of sadness. “Paul, I was born in
a tiny hamlet near Andorf, Austria in the sixth month of the year of our Lord
1505.”
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Celeste
offered her profound apologies but informed Paul that she had to go out for a
while to run a few vitally important errands. In the meantime, she insisted
that he make himself at home, providing him with an upstairs bedroom at his disposal
if he felt like taking a nap.


“There is also a wonderful library in the house,” she told
him. “It’s on the other side of the front room, near the front door, behind a
double set of doors. It’s quite extensive. Dr. Ruggiero has personally taken
responsibility for its upkeep, and I think it will suitably impress you. Feel
free to browse it in your leisure.”


After making sure that Paul had everything he might need or
want while she was gone, Celeste smiled and repeated her apologies, leaving by
way of portal shortly before noon.


Although Paul felt tired and in need of a good rest, he
couldn’t picture himself taking a nap, not in the middle of the day. Since he
loved a good book (mostly science-fiction, of course, but he had other
interests as well), and since Celeste had spoken so highly of the selection in
the library, he decided to wander over to that room and check it out for
himself.


The library was a marvelously furnished room, lined with
bookcases overflowing with huge old books, a massive oak desk sitting near the
big bay window, and a black leather sofa with end tables occupying the middle
of the room. A large oriental rug adorned the wood floor. The portions of the
walls not hidden behind the bookcases were paneled in dark-stained wood. All in
all, it would be just the perfect place to curl up with a good book on a dark
and stormy night, a mug of hot chocolate in hand.


Paul merrily stepped over to the nearest bookcase and began
browsing the titles.


Then he began to frown. Most of the titles he read weren’t
even written in English. And the ones he could read looked pretty bland. As he
worked his way through the library, he found books on history, medicine,
surveying, shipping, and law. But there didn’t seem to be any books on math,
physics, or engineering. And not a single work of fiction either, not even
Shakespeare or any of the other classical writers. For a library, this was
woefully out of date and boring as well.


Paul finally selected a history book, one about the ancient
Germanic people, printed in London, England in 1833. He spread out on the sofa,
settling into a comfortable position, and opened to page one.


Right away, he knew he was in trouble. The writing style was
stilted, some of the words obscure, and the concepts were awkwardly presented.
At times, even the author seemed confused about the material and wandered
around aimlessly.


Paul’s eyes began to droop. He managed to read another two
pages but then lost the battle to stay awake. Leaning his head against the arm
cushion, he fell asleep, the book draped across his chest.


• • • •


Paul woke up and pushed away a pink comforter, sitting
upright on the edge of a magnificent king-sized bed, complete with satin sheets
and a goose-feather pillow. For a few moments, he looked around in complete
bafflement, wondering where he was and how he had gotten there. The last thing
he remembered, he had been in the library, reading a very boring book. Now he was
in a bedroom, dressed in a set of red pajamas.


Celeste. It must have been Celeste. She must have come back
to the house, found him asleep in the library, and then magically moved him to
a bedroom. It was the only explanation that Paul could think of that made any
sense. And since there was a dinner jacket and a pair of dress slacks hanging
from a clip on the back of the bedroom door then, yes, it pretty much confirmed
the theory, at least in Paul’s mind. The clothes were even in his size. 


With difficulty (due to his arm), he dressed and went
downstairs to look for her.


There was a man in the living room having a conversation
with Celeste. She had changed clothes and now wore a sultry, dark blue,
shoulder-less evening dress. She looked gorgeous. The man was wearing a dark
suit and tie. Celeste introduced him to Paul as Dr. Duncan Ruggiero.


Dr. Ruggiero was tall, at least 6 foot 2, dark-skinned, with
black hair in a crewcut, a prominent nose, thick eyebrows, and black eyes set
wide apart. He carried himself with dignity, and Paul could easily see him as a
leader of men. He vaguely reminded Paul of Laurence Fishburne of the Man of
Steel and The Matrix movies.


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Armstead,” Ruggiero
asserted in a resonant voice as he shook Paul’s hand. “Celeste speaks very
highly of you.”


“It’s nice to meet you too, Dr. Ruggiero,” Paul replied
politely.


Celeste gracefully interrupted, saying, “Gentlemen, dinner
is ready. Shall we eat while the food is still warm?”


“Quite,” echoed Ruggiero.


He took the head of the dining-room table, Celeste sitting at
his right hand. Of course, Paul chose to sit on Celeste’s right.


The dinner table was spotless, completely bare of food,
dishes, or silverware, and Paul briefly wondered just what they were supposed
to eat.


The door to what Paul assumed to be the kitchen swung open silently,
and a series of china plates floated smoothly through, spinning along on thin
air. They were followed by silverware (marching along in a vertical position
like tin soldiers), saucers, napkins, and glasses.


Neither Celeste nor Ruggiero seemed to notice the procession,
and what was worse, Paul couldn’t tell whose magic was making it happen, though
he could sense the magic at play. And he was strongly impressed. True, the
energies involved weren’t very significant. But the degree of precision and
control! His eyebrows went up in amazement and appreciation.


The plates moved around behind everyone, and then, in
perfect synchronization, they slid past their shoulders and touched down lightly
on the table. Everything else followed suit into their proper placements. 


“Mr. Armstead,” Ruggiero said formally. “Ordinarily, we don’t
discuss business during a meal. However, since you are our guest, and since you
have different customs in America, we would like to dispense with European
conventions on this one occasion. Do you have any objections?”


Paul was listening to Dr. Ruggiero, but he continued to
watch, still impressed, as a new parade of items streamed through the door,
beginning with a series of salad bowls and small individual baskets of dinner
rolls. He also noted, with considerable interest, that no one was using
incantations for their spells. Apparently, like the wizard/genie, their skill
level didn’t require them to use spoken words. He hoped that one day, he would
be able to do the same thing.


“That would be fine,” he answered automatically as he
solemnly watched the salads and rolls descend into their places on the table.
It really was eerie to watch food deliver itself to be eaten.


“Celeste has related to me the details of your narrative,” Ruggiero
informed Paul with an air of quiet dignity. “An interesting series of events,
indeed. Very interesting. Would you object to my asking a few supplementary
questions?”


Paul shrugged in indifference, turning his attention back to
Celeste. “Not at all,” he replied, watching Celeste stab some of her salad with
a fork and take a bite. Feeling a bit self-conscious, he picked up his own fork
and slowly did the same.


“You say a genie turned himself into a wizard and then made
you into a wizard too. Do you know the name of the genie?” Ruggiero inquired.


Swallowing his bite of salad, Paul thought for a moment
about the question. It seemed unimportant to him. Did genies have names? Well, he
supposed that they must have.


“He never told me his name,” Paul admitted apathetically,
still far more interested in watching Celeste. “Why do you ask?”


Ruggiero considered the question as he chewed.


“We would like an opportunity to meet him too,” he finally
replied. “But unfortunately, no one I’ve talked to knows anything about him.
However, I am sure that in time, he will turn up. Was it he who taught you how
to make your own talisman?”


“Ah, no. Merlin did...ah, I mean, a spell told me how,” Paul
answered after another bite of salad.


“Very good. May I see your talisman?” Ruggiero gave Paul a
disarming smile. “I promise to give it back.”


After a moment’s hesitation, Paul removed his talisman from
the inside pocket of his dinner jacket and handed it to Ruggiero. The doctor studied
both sides of it and then did a curious thing. He closed his eyes and placed
the talisman flat against his forehead.


“Yes, gold and fairly pure. Good. The emeralds are of decent
quality, though there are quite a few impurities and flaws in the crystals
themselves. The meteorite isn’t too bad, though it has similar flaws. Oh, and
you used obsidian. There are other, much better choices. And the spell you used
to construct it must not have been the optimum. Still, I must compliment you on
a fine first-time construct, and only after having magical powers for a couple
of days, as well. You show considerable promise, my dear sir. Very considerable
promise.” He turned to Celeste. “Wouldn’t you agree, Celeste?”


She smiled and nodded. “Paul is a good man.”


Paul felt his heartbeat tick up a notch at her agreement. 


Ruggiero handed the talisman back to Paul and then proceeded
to eat a roll before continuing. “I was struck by your escape from the Oni, how
close you came to death. Nasty business, that. Very unfortunate that it
happened so soon after gaining your powers. You say you used a spell to dig a tunnel
in the earth in order to escape?”


Paul frowned, perplexed by the question. Apparently, the
story had become twisted in the retelling of it.


“No, I allowed my molecules to slide past the molecules of
the earth,” he explained patiently as he studied Ruggiero’s face to see if he
was testing him in some unknown manner.


“Yes, that was it,” Ruggiero agreed with a polite smile.
“Very ingenious on your part. Most people would not have thought of that,
especially in a life-or-death situation such as you faced. Oh, and I dare say
that when you opened a portal into outer space, that too was a flash of genius.
The Oni were bound to follow, the dumb brutes. Wherever did you think of such a
solution?”


There was something about his questions that set Paul on
edge. Yes, the doctor was polite enough, and Paul could find nothing in the
man’s words that challenged either himself or his story. Yet, the man left him with
an uncomfortable feeling. Glancing at Celeste, he wondered if he might be a
little jealous of the other wizard. A small voice in the backside of his mind
was telling him that Celeste and Ruggiero had known each other for hundreds of
years. On the other hand, Paul had just literally shown up on Celeste’s radar
two days previously, and she had only known him for less than a day. Okay, so maybe
Paul’s primitive subconscious was throwing out nefarious ideas when in reality,
there was no true cause for concern. Ruggiero had to be one of the good guys,
if a bit stiff and formal. Paul’s mother would have called him cultured.


“I saw it in 2001: A Space Odyssey,” Paul courteously
answered. “A science-fiction movie.”


Both of the other wizards actually froze momentarily in mid-motion,
Ruggiero managing to recover first. “Yes, yes, how...unusual. Inspiration can
come from the most unlikely sources sometimes,” he muttered, apparently
troubled by Paul’s answer, though for the life of him, Paul didn’t understand
why.


Then Ruggiero smiled again. “Still, Mr. Armstead, we welcome
you into our presence, where you will be safe. Celeste tells me that she has
already offered you our modest services, to help heal your wounds and to teach
you how to properly develop your new abilities. Does this meet with your
approval?”


Paul nodded quickly and anxiously in agreement, feeling
deeply grateful for the offer. “Yes, please, I would like that very much.”


Ruggiero continued to smile. “I would like to give you fair
warning, too, as it were. Celeste has told you of the conflict among the other
wizards. If you elect to stay with us, we will likely take advantage of
the opportunity to solicit your recruitment. Celeste probably told you that we
are forming a group of wizards to try and discourage the appalling escalation of
world violence. We could use someone with your obvious talents and abilities.
You will be given a position of considerable authority. And you will be
handsomely compensated as well. Very handsomely so. Have you any objections to
hearing and considering our proposals in that regard?”


It didn’t take a wizard to know that Celeste was listening
carefully to Paul’s reply. How could he dare to refuse in front of her?


“I would like to hear your proposals, yes,” Paul said with a
quick nod. “But I also need to go back to California and take care of a few
things.”


“Most excellent,” Ruggiero replied. “However, we can’t let
you go back to the States just yet, not with that arm. We can start on that
problem in the morning. I will contact a trusted associate and get him started
on locating a suitable replacement for you. It might take a day or two to find
the right one. In the meantime, Celeste and I shall stay with you, to see to
your needs. While you are here, please feel free to make yourself comfortable. As
you’ve already discovered, we have a remarkable library available, which you
are welcome to continue to browse at your convenience.”


“Thanks,” Paul said, trying mightily to hide his disappointment
that Ruggiero was planning to stay. Why couldn’t the doctor leave to search for
a new arm instead of sending someone else? That way, Paul could spend a little
more time with Celeste.


The main course arrived (known as Zurcher Eintopt,
Celeste informed Paul—a sort of pork stew, which was quite delicious), and the
conversation switched to the war among the wizards as well as world
affairs in general. Paul kept his mouth shut except to ask an occasional
question or two. He just didn’t know enough about magic and wizards to carry on
a decent conversation. 


Eventually, dinner ended and the three wizards retired to
the living room, where Ruggiero lit a pipe and offered Paul an after-dinner
glass of brandy. As a true Californian, Paul did drink an occasional glass of wine,
but never anything stronger, so he politely declined the doctor’s offer. Paul could
tell that the man was disappointed in him.


Ruggiero turned to Celeste. “My dear, I hate to impose on
you, but we have a few items of business to discuss. Would you mind if we met
in the library for a half hour or so before we retire for the evening?”


She smiled radiantly. “Of course not, Duncan.”


This time, Paul did feel a stab to his heart, instantly recognizing
it for the jealous reaction that it was. He quickly beat it down and silently berated
himself. He had no cause to develop a crush on this woman! In Methuselah’s
name, she was nearly 450 years his senior! And as a sixty-one-year-old man himself,
the last thing Paul wanted to do was act like some love-sick junior high school
student pining away over the head cheerleader! Geez, man, get a grip! he
silently yelled at himself.


Ruggiero swung back in Paul’s direction. “Mr. Armstead, we
know that you have experienced a most trying time and need a great deal of rest
in order to recover properly. I thank you for your time this evening and for
honestly answering our questions. Again, welcome to this humble abode, and don’t
hesitate to call on us for anything you desire.”


The doctor reached out and shook hands with Paul again, very
firmly.


“It truly has been a great pleasure to meet you,” Ruggiero
said with a big smile on his face.


Paul had been politely, but firmly dismissed.
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Upstairs,
Paul sulkily changed back into the red pajamas and yanked back the covers on
the bed. He hadn’t liked the way Ruggiero had so easily gotten rid of him. Like
he was some sort of wayward child, sent up to bed on a school night. And he didn’t
much feel like sleeping, not after that afternoon nap. So instead, he plopped
down on one corner of the mattress, stroking his chin with his right hand and thinking
about the things Celeste and Ruggiero had told him. Wizards that controlled the
governments of the world. Wars and rumors of wars instigated by them with selfish
goals. 


In truth, events on a personal scale had moved so incredibly
fast! In three days, he had gone from being an overworked, underappreciated, second-rate
contract employee to a full-blown wizard and a target of magically adept
monsters. He had been lucky, very lucky, to have escaped their attack and
luckier still to have been found and rescued by some “good” wizards. And they
had promised to replace his severed arm, to teach him how to properly develop
his new magical talents, and to adopt him into their group.


Okay, true, it was not what he had envisioned when he was
offered magical powers. He was mystified and a bit put out with the wizard/genie
for not explaining what he was getting Paul into. Why had the wizard/genie not mentioned
the other wizards of the world or the Oni? Why had there been no warnings of
the danger Paul would face as a newly minted wizard? If he ever saw the man again,
he would surely demand some answers.


In the meantime, it appeared that Paul was in good hands and
that he had a long productive future ahead of him. Right?


The more he sat and thought about the whole mess, the less
he was able to convince himself that he was actually safe. After all, what did
he really know about Celeste and Ruggiero? Of course, Celeste had rescued him
from the desert and treated him extremely well. Yet, on the other hand, he had only
known her for a day and Ruggiero for a mere couple of hours. And he was
literally putting his life in their hands.


He admitted candidly to himself that part of his emotional
response to Ruggiero was resentment. Paul suspected that Celeste and the good
doctor were playing house—that they were actually lovers! It was the way
Celeste looked at the man. But aside from those twangs of jealousy, he felt
something more. It wasn’t anything he could put into words. Just a gut reaction
to some of the things Ruggiero had said at dinner. Paul was old enough—and yes,
he had been the victim of enough con jobs—to recognize when someone was being
less than honest with him. And Ruggiero certainly had that effect on him. He
didn’t seem trustworthy in some way.


Paul pushed his glasses up on his nose as he remembered that
Ruggiero had asked Celeste to meet him in the library. They would probably talk
about Paul, too. If so, he would be very interested to know what they were
saying.


The idea of attempting to eavesdrop on a private
conversation made him hesitate for a few seconds. It wouldn’t be ethical, not
really. On the other hand, his situation verged on the precarious. Maybe this
organization Ruggiero was trying to recruit Paul for was trustworthy and maybe
not. Any information that Paul obtained, virtuously or not, might have quite an
immediate impact on his life expectancy. It seemed like the smart thing to do.


His intentions therefore rationalized, at least to himself,
Paul rose to his feet and began to pace. So, how could he spy on them and
listen in on their conversation? He wasn’t about to sneak downstairs and listen
in at the keyhole. If he had more experience with magical powers, there was probably
some spell that would let him do it.


Yet, on the other hand, maybe that wasn’t such a good idea.
Paul remembered how distinctly he had “sensed” the magic employed at dinner to
bring the food in from the kitchen. With all his years of experience, Ruggiero
would be sure to detect any spells Paul might use to spy on Celeste and
himself. No, that wouldn’t do at all. Paul could just hear Ruggiero lecturing
him for trying to use a spell any rookie wizard could instantly detect.


He was on the verge of casting the whole idea into the
mental trash bin when an old, half-remembered “made-for-TV” movie came to mind.


The two of them were in the library, right? Since it was at
the front of the house, that room had a bay window facing the front street. A bay
window, to be sure, as were all the windows on the front of the house. But nevertheless,
a nice glass window.


A laser. In the old TV movie, they had used a laser
reflected off a window to measure the tiny vibrations induced by sound waves.
So, yes, it was theoretically possible to listen to a conversation, say one
that was taking place in a library, from the outside of the house, perhaps from
hundreds of feet away.


Well, no, not that far. The street in front of the house was
not anywhere near that wide. Fifty or sixty feet, then. A magical spell could
create the laser beam, reflect it off the library window and then, using another
spell, capture and convert the modulated laser light back to an audio signal. 


His eyes narrowed in deep thought. But how to do that from
the upstairs bedroom? Ideally, he needed to be physically present across the
street to generate the laser. And surely, Ruggiero and Celeste would notice if he
snuck out of the house, especially if he had to use a magical spell in the
process.


Unless...unless he used a portal. Sure, that just might
work. He could create a small portal, perhaps ¼ of an inch in diameter in order
to keep the energy involved to a very low level, open the portal from the
bedroom to the street, and then fire the laser beam through it. Getting the aim
right might be a bit tricky, but another quick (and small!) spell could help
him with that. And with a portal that small and far away from the library,
there seemed to be a decent chance that neither Celeste nor Ruggiero would
notice. After all, Paul had already used several small spells to help himself
change clothes and clean his glasses, not to mention the ones he was using to
heal his arm and control his weight, and there had been no reaction. There was
undoubtedly some risk involved, but Paul could always claim that he was still
learning to use his powers and had simply made a mistake. If they really were
the “good’” guys, then at most, Ruggiero might grumble but otherwise wouldn’t
do anything about it except berate him for his lack of trust.


Returning to his seat on the corner of the bed, Paul made
himself comfortable and grabbed his talisman from the nightstand.


Closing his eyes, he muttered, “In the name of Sam Spade,
Columbo, and Scooby-Doo, may there be a very small portal, one end a foot in
front of my face, and the other on the side of the street opposite this house.”


With some twiddling of his fingers, Paul adjusted the size
of the portal and moved the other end to get a straight-on shot of the library
window. 


“Let’s see now. In the names of Sir Isaac Newton, James
Maxwell, and Zefram Cochrane, let there be an infrared CO2 laser
beam emitted through this hole straight at the lower left quadrant of the
library window pane, reflecting back through this portal, and let the sound
vibrations from the reflected beam be audible to me.”


“There!” he smirked. “Now a few more adjustments....”


For a minute, Paul tweaked the position of the portal, the
aim and center frequency of the laser, and the audio conversion settings. The
frequency of the laser was in the low infrared band and well outside the
visible light spectrum, making it highly unlikely that anyone in the library
would see it.


At first, he could hear nothing with his spell. Then a
growing murmur of voices could be sensed, but the words were scrambled and completely
unintelligible.


Paul twitched his fingers, adjusting the flow of sounds. Quite
suddenly, the voices became crystal clear.


“You were gone too long, my love,” Celeste’s voice whispered,
ardor dripping from every word.


“I have missed you as well,” Ruggiero muttered
affectionately. 


Paul heard kissing. Oh, this was too much! He started to close
the portal.


“Duncan, tell me true,” Celeste quietly said, “now that you
have met Paul, what do you think of him?”


“You like him, don’t you?” Ruggiero asked, answering her
question with a question.


Paul’s hand froze in mid-wave, and he leaned closer to the
portal to hear her reply.


“He’s sweet, humble,” she replied softly.


“And gullible and naïve?” Ruggiero’s voice added.


“Yes, those too,” she acknowledged readily enough.


“He’s developing a crush on you,” Ruggiero observed.


“I noticed,” Celeste willingly admitted. “But he’ll get over
it.”


Paul’s shoulders slumped, his face going slack. Well, he had
asked for it by eavesdropping on their conversation. He was almost tempted to
end the spell, but he hesitated.


“I disagree with your assessment of his character,” Ruggiero
said. “Would you like to hear my reasons why?”


“Yes, of course.”


Paul heard a rustling noise that sounded like the movement
of clothing.


“Let’s put aside the fact that he is supposedly the first
new wizard in over four hundred years,” the doctor began. “Instead, let us
consider the tale he told us. First, he claims to have given a genie two of his
wishes. How wonderfully generous of him to do so.” Ruggiero’s sarcasm reflected
his disbelief. “Though I can’t imagine anyone on Earth being quite that
foolish. Second, he claims that he received his powers from that same genie. I
checked. It’s never happened before in recorded history, a genie bestowing
magical powers on a Normie, not once. Third, where is this supposed
genie-turned-wizard? Where did he go? There have been no accounts, no rumors of
such a personage.”


The wizard sighed heavily. “Fourth, there is the talisman Paul
is carrying that he claims to have made without any assistance from anyone
else. It’s good. Too good for someone who has had no training in how to
construct one, let alone someone who has only exercised magical powers for two
days. And then there is item number five, that business about escaping the Oni
by letting his molecules fall through the earth. That, my love, is sheer
nonsense. I’ve never heard of a spell like that, have you? No, I thought not.
Yes, modern science has proven that matter is composed of atoms and molecules,
but they are all linked closely together. Matter is solid.” And Paul heard a
thump as Ruggiero smacked something hard, possibly a table or a desk. “You know
as well as I do that if any two objects tried to occupy the same space at the same
time, there would be a very large explosion. If Mr. Armstead had really tried to
do that, there would likely be a hefty sized hole in the ground and he would
not be walking around afterward.


“And then, sixth, there is his clever story of portaling
into outer space to trap the Oni that were chasing him. And it really is a
clever story. It only has one flaw. Without a—what do you call it? Ah, yes, a
spacesuit—without one of those, a person would die instantly, violently in
space. Yes, a spell would provide a degree of protection, but nothing like what
Mr. Armstead claims.”


Silence reigned for several seconds. 


“Then, you don’t think he is anything special?” asked
Celeste, a touch of sadness in her voice.


“Not hardly, no,” Ruggiero answered firmly. “You touched
him, did you not, when you treated his injured arm? I shook his hand twice.
Tell me, did you feel any unusual powers? How would you rate his magical
potency?” 


Paul could almost see Celeste biting her lower lip. “No,
nothing unusual about his powers. Average for a new wizard, I suppose. Perhaps
a little less.”


“Yes, I agree,” Ruggiero concurred. “In time and with
experience, he might become a decent wizard. Assuming he is what he appears to
be.”


“You don’t think he is?” Celeste inquired with a degree of surprise
reflected in her voice.


“No, my dear, I don’t. I think he is a spy. It would answer
a lot of questions. Hypothetically speaking, let’s say that Shirazi or Clarke
or Karlsen took one of their cohorts, and using magic, they altered his
appearance so that we would not recognize him. Then they gave him a cover story
and dropped him on that mountaintop with a cleverly constructed talisman. After
that, they pretended to have their Oni chase him out to the desert. The Oni
portaled away, leaving Mr. Armstead unconscious on the sand. Whoever sent him
would count on us to notice the construction of the new talisman and
investigate, following the trail to the desert. And we rescued him, bringing
him safely into our midst. Isn’t that a much more plausible and likely scenario
than the fable he told us?”


More silence this time. 


“So you think he is a spy. What about his arm? I mean, if he
was a spy, would he voluntarily submit to having his arm shredded like that?”


“Why not? No doubt, it was painful, but any wizard worth his
salt could grow another one in a few months,” Ruggiero countered. 


“Does that mean you plan to kill him?” Celeste asked without
a single hint in her voice that she might find such a fate for Paul to be
objectionable in any way.


Ruggiero sighed. “Yes. I don’t believe we have a choice. But
before I do, I would like to string him along for a bit while we are pretending
to wait for his new arm to be delivered. I want to get as much information out
of him as we can before we get rid of his body. We’ll try a little gentle
persuasion at first, and if that doesn’t work, we can graduate to more
persuasive measures.”


“Ah?” Celeste uttered.


“Yes? Oh, yes, I see what you mean,” Ruggiero grunted,
suddenly sounding upset about something....


Paul’s eyebrows twitched. And just what did that exchange
mean? Had they noticed...? Oh, no! 


Frantically, Paul muttered a couple of words and waved the
portal closed, and then he turned for the bed, reaching out to magically turn
off the room light.... 


But he was too late.


His muscles froze in mid-motion, and he collapsed to the
floor, paralyzed by a magical spell. Though he could not move, he could still
see, and out of the corner of one eye, he saw Ruggiero standing in front of a
portal, just inside the bedroom door, with what appeared to be the library
visible through the portal behind him. 


“How long do you think he was listening to us?” a frowning Celeste
asked, coming through the portal behind Ruggiero. 


“I don’t even know how he was doing it,” admitted Ruggiero
grudgingly, scowling at the sprawled form on the floor. “And quite frankly,
that disturbs me. I could have sworn that there were no magical spells in use
in the library, other than our own, of course. So that part is a mystery. If
you hadn’t checked in on him and seen him listening to our conversation, we
might never have known what he was up to. But to answer your question, he
probably heard more than enough. There is no point in trying to be nice to him anymore.
I have a different idea for our Mr. Armstead now.”


Ruggiero waved a hand, reducing Paul to an unconscious
state.










THIRTEEN


 


Unknown location


Somewhere in France


December 


Friday (Christmas Day), time unknown


 


Pain.
Then again, another sharp pain. Somebody was slapping his face. And again. Not
real hard. But hard enough.


Paul opened his eyes, but there were multiple spinning
images of everything around him.


“Ah, we are making progress,” a voice said in dry humor.


The words had no meaning to Paul. He felt completely
disoriented, like he was waking from a nap without knowing where he was. Only
this was worse. He couldn’t form a cogent thought at all.


“Pass me that glass,” ordered the voice. “Here, drink this,
it will help.”


A hand slipped behind Paul’s head, raising him up. There was
pressure on his lips and a sense of wetness. Without conscious control, he swallowed.


“Good. Drink more.”


The liquid warmed him up internally, making its way from his
stomach up to his head and out to his arms and legs. A sense of strength flowed
into him, and then suddenly, his mind began to clear.


“You see, it works every time,” muttered the voice. This
time, the words made sense, in a distant fashion.


Paul snapped upright and looked around, his eyes blinking as
he tried to take in his surroundings. And they weren’t good. What he saw
intimidated and appalled him.


Standing next to him, floating a few inches off the ground, were
Dr. Ruggiero and Celeste. Both of them were staring at him as if he were some
form of interesting insect.


The room was totally unfamiliar to Paul. Large, with stone
walls and a dirt floor with scattered stacks of wooden crates. High overhead was
a roof with rafters, but no ceiling. From the background sounds and the chill
in the air, Paul sensed that he was in an outdoors facility of some sort, like
a barn or livestock building, but without animals.


Beneath him was some sort of gurney.


But it was the two Oni stationed nearby, watching him
closely, that captivated Paul’s undivided attention. And with the hair lifting
on the nape of his neck, he noticed that the Oni weren’t smiling at all, just
staring at him with those big black eyes.


Paul had goosebumps on top of goosebumps.


Celeste noticed Paul’s wide-eyed look at the Oni. “As long
as you behave yourself, they won’t hurt you. Understand?”


Paul nodded slowly, not taking his eyes off the monsters.


Ruggiero tossed the glass into the air, where it disappeared
in a small flash of light, and then he floated a few feet farther away. Celeste
followed.


“Bring him,” the doctor commanded.


The Oni grabbed Paul by his right arm and the stump of his
left, dragged him in front of the two wizards, and forced him to his knees. One
small corner of his mind noted that he was no longer wearing the red pajamas
but was instead wearing his original clothes, the ones from California. But he
ignored the thought, concentrating instead on the direness of his current
situation.


“Now, Mr. Armstead, I am not willing to waste time here
trying to drag information out of you yet. I hit you too hard and you haven’t
fully recovered your senses. Also, the way I see it, you need a little bit of time
by yourself to do some meditation. Later, we will talk. And when we talk, if
you cooperate, we will get along fine. If not, I’ll let the Oni deal with you.
And they will do a lot more than just remove part of one arm. So, you think
about that for a while.”


He nodded to the Oni, and they yanked Paul to his feet,
dragging him away.


• • • •


They quite literally tossed Paul through the air, into a
small room with a hard wooden floor, slamming the door behind them as they
left. For a while, he lay still, trying to get his breath back while also fighting
to remember what had happened. One minute, he had been in the house in Paris,
and the next, he was in this place.


The memory of the library conversation came flooding back
into his mind.


Oh, yeah, he had been well and truly busted.


The lighting in this room was poor, but sufficient for him
to make out a few details. Perhaps six feet by six feet, the available space felt
very restrictive. Almost claustrophobic. 


Climbing slowly to his feet, Paul carefully examined the
room. It didn’t take long. There was no furniture, no fixtures at all, and not
a single window. The sole object in the small room was a bucket in one corner.
The walls, floor, and ceiling were all wooden planks nailed tightly together.
The door was locked and didn’t budge even one iota. A soft glow was coming from
somewhere in the room. 


Patting his pockets revealed that all his personal items
were gone. No wallet, no car keys, no change, no watch, and worst of all, no
talisman. And his glasses were gone as well. He groaned in anguish, sliding
down one wall into a sitting position on the floor. What a way to spend
Christmas Day! He would gladly trade this situation for the chance to go back
to his day job. In a blue funk, he thought of all the movies, TV episodes and
books where the hero or heroes had been thrown into a jail cell. And there a
lot of such stories, many of them involving nasty, vile dungeons, cruel
sadistic guards, foul food and back breaking prison labor. And yet the heroes
of such tales had universally faced their dire plights with courage,
confidence, a degree of humor and a steadfast determination to escape at all
costs.


Paul felt none of those heroic tendencies here.


I am not a hero! he silently screamed at the ceiling
of his prison. I can’t do what they did! My situation is hopeless!


Crawling into a corner of his cramped quarters, he huddled
there on the floor with his knees up against his chest. Despair gripped him in
a thousand icy fingers. In short order, he felt lightheaded, he was sweating
profusely, his heart was beating rapidly, he was short of breath and his chest
hurt as if his heart was being squeezed in a vise. A feeling of intense doom
descended upon him.


“What’s going to happen to me now?” he whispered in a tiny
voice.


• • • •


He awoke a few hours later, feeling somewhat refreshed and
more alert but also feeling stiff, sore, hungry, and thirsty—and still
depressed. Again, he cast a small spell on himself to block his discomfort.
Unfortunately, there seemed to be no spell to cure his emotional state of mind.


It was still Christmas Day. Gee, what a cheerful thought
that was! A prisoner of wicked wizards on Christmas! Such fun!


He gritted his teeth. There were questions to be answered. He
needed some of that super-genius assistance again. But not Merlin this time.


“In the name of Basil Rathbone, Robert Downey, Jr., and Lt.
Commander Data, let a virtual reality image of Sherlock Holmes appear.”


A hologram of a man of medium height materialized wearing an
old-fashioned dark suit of Victorian cut and a deerstalker hat. His hair and
sideburns were an unruly brown and framed a thin, but serious face with small
black piercing eyes and thin, colorless lips.


The hologram doffed the hat, tossing it into a corner. Then
he turned to study the walls. Reaching out, he ran a finger along a wood seam.


“Pinus Pinaster, commonly known as the maritime pine
or cluster pine. Primarily found growing in Portugal, Spain, southern and
western France, western Italy, and northern Morocco. Not a common lumber. Has a
low magical quotient, I expect.”


Holmes flashed Paul a quick, thin smile. “Let me guess your
questions. One, where are you? Two, how did you come to be here? Three, what do
your captors want? And four, how do you escape? Shall we start with those?”


Surprised by Holmes’s quick intelligence and evaluation of
his situation, the corners of Paul’s mouth quirked up hopefully. “Yes, please.”


Holmes waved a hand at the walls. “Certainly, you are in the
western Mediterranean area, probably still in France and most likely somewhere
along the southern French Atlantic coastline, say between Saint-Jean-de-Luz and
Bordeaux. Obviously, Celeste and Ruggiero put you here when they discovered you
had eavesdropped on their conversation. So now they are quite convinced you are
a spy and now plan to kill you, just as soon as they finish interrogating you. Naturally,
they want to know what information you are trying to obtain, who sent you, and
what plans your spymaster has for them. Of course, you can’t tell them, because
they have drawn the wrong conclusion about your presence here. However, you won’t
be able to convince them of that. The fact that you will insist on a story they
find unacceptable and that you will continue to refuse to answer their
questions will madden them. I anticipate that the torture sessions will not be
pleasant, and following those, the Oni will make your death an extremely
painful one.”


Crestfallen, Paul closed his eyes and bowed his head. Yeah,
Holmes was right. He had screwed up. Again.


“Now, how do you escape?” Sherlock continued, seemingly
oblivious to Paul’s emotional state of mind. “An interesting question. But
there is something else we need to cover that’s even more important. Let’s
consider the evidence. Ruggiero was quite puzzled about how you managed to
listen in on their conversation without a direct spell. Now, why is that?”


Holmes turned to Paul and waited expectantly while Paul blinked
in surprise.


“How should I know that?” Paul asked frankly, not
understanding the sudden change in the conversation.


The detective clenched his jaw, looking annoyed. “Come on,
man, think! Let me give you a clue. Celeste asked if you might be something
special, remember?”


Paul shrugged, still puzzled. “Yes. So what? They both
agreed that I am not. Just another ordinary run-of-the-mill rookie wizard. So what
are you talking about?”


Sitting on an imaginary chair that had popped up out of
nowhere, Holmes leaned forward earnestly. “But you might be special. You could
be, especially if it saves your life.”


Shaking his head, Paul protested, “You are not making sense.
Slow down and explain!”


“As you wish,” Holmes replied, grinning. “Remember what
Ruggiero asked Celeste? If you had some sort of special or superpowers?”


Paul thought back over the library conversation. “Yes. I
didn’t give it much thought at the time. Again, what are you driving at?”


Holmes smiled again. “Your claim of unusual powers.”


Paul frowned, his brow furrowed, surprised by the detective’s
statement. “I didn’t claim any unusual powers!”


“The ability to pass one material object through another on
a molecular level,” Holmes pointed out. “The ability to survive in space.
Remember, those were the reasons Ruggiero didn’t believe you and thought you a
spy.”


Paul considered the hologram’s analysis. It seemed so
outlandish, so preposterous an idea.


“It’s another reason that he is keeping you alive,” Holmes
argued intensely. “And he has put you here, in this tiny room, without your
talisman, in order to soften you up before he interrogates you. It’s a common
enough tactic, a sort of sensory deprivation, to make you more cooperative.”


That last part Paul could understand.


“Then he will likely leave me in here for a few days,” he guessed,
knowing that it was what he might have done, if the situation were reversed and
if he were mean-spirited enough.


“At the very least.” Holmes gave him a nod in agreement.


Paul slowly shook his head in discouragement. “And when he
finally gets around to questioning me, he’ll discover that I can’t answer his
questions, because I am not a spy. Then, eeeeccch!” he said, drawing a line
across his neck with one finger. 


“I would not be so quick to leap to that conclusion,” Holmes
contested. “We know that you are not a spy, but on the other hand, perhaps you
are not an ordinary wizard either, as you say. It behooves you to investigate
the possibility that you are not. And to be quite frank with you, I really
think you just may possess powers that are superior to theirs.”


Paul ogled at him. “What makes you think that?”


“Think, man, think! The library that Ruggiero and
Celeste were so proud of, that you found so blasé. Did you see anything modern
in it? Any periodicals, anything published after the year 1900?”


“Ah, no, not really,” Paul admitted, mystified by where
Holmes was going with all of this.


Holmes persisted. “And nothing on science, engineering, or
mathematics. Did you see anything electronic in their house? Computers, cell
phones, LED TVs? Even a telephone or a wall clock? Any modern
devices at all?”


“No. I just thought, well, maybe wizards don’t need any of
that stuff,” Paul replied, sulking. Holmes’s logic was still baffling him.


“Maybe it’s more basic than that,” Holmes pointed out,
leaning close to Paul again. “Tell me. How old are all the wizards on Earth?”


“At least 400 years old. In most cases, older than that,”
Paul answered, puzzled that Holmes would ask him that question. He was supposed
to answer Paul’s questions, not the other way around.


“Correct,” Holmes responded with a tight smile. “All of them
were born long before the modern age, long before the first steam engines, let
alone jet aircraft, space travel, quantum physics, or science fiction. Did you
not see the way Ruggiero and Celeste froze when you mentioned a science-fiction
movie? Like you had just blasphemed in their presence.”


Paul blinked in surprise. Holmes was finally getting through
to him. 


“Yes, I noticed,” Paul admitted thoughtfully, reaching up to
push his nonexistent glasses up on his nose and scowling in impatience when he
remembered that they weren’t there to be pushed up anymore. “But it didn’t
make sense to me at the time. You’re saying that they don’t understand the
modern age?”


Holmes nodded vigorously. “Yes! How many times have
you bragged about your stepson, Douglas, and his ability with computers?”


Paul thought back and realized that he had done so many
times. Douglas did not have a lot of redeeming qualities, but he did know his
computers.


“It’s because he grew up with them,” Paul said slowly. “He
even played with a PC Junior, back in the 1980s when he barely knew how to
talk.”


“It’s what he grew up with,” Holmes said in determined affirmation.
“That’s true for everyone in every corner of the earth at every age.”


“It’s all about the level of technology and science that
existed when they were children,” Paul stated in dawning understanding. He was
deeply gratified that he had created this rendition of Holmes. The detective
truly was super-intelligent!


“Exactly! You have a huge advantage over them,” Holmes
insisted. “All these great and powerful wizards—all of them—are 400
years out of date, at the very least! They know nothing of modern science or of
engineering or of quantum physics. Their magic is limited. And it always
will be, too, because of who they are and the level of science they learned in
their childhood and on their understanding of the universe way back when. On
the other hand, you have been trained in modern science, and ever since you
were a child, you have read countless science-fiction books and seen countless
movies and television shows.”


Holmes cocked his head back. “It won’t be a fair contest at
all, you against all the other wizards in the world. Not fair at all. Once you
reach your stride, they’ll never understand what hit them.”
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Over
the course of the next few days, Paul fell into a routine. Exercise in the
morning (to help improve muscle tone), followed by a meal of “gruel” provided
by his jailors, then a session of mental improvements, followed by a nap for
recovery, after which the jailors would show up again, this time to empty his
bucket (thank heavens!). In the afternoons, Paul would consult with various
expert super-intelligences about a long list of subjects, including spells to
help spur tissue generation in his arm and improve his eyesight (since he no
longer had his glasses), how to look for opportunities to escape, how to best
deal with his imprisonment, how to utilize his limited powers without a
talisman, how to develop his supposedly superior magical powers, and more. He
also had a couple of long sessions with Merlin on how to hide his spells
(especially portals) from detection by the other wizards and the Oni. In the
evenings, he would conjure forth a giant holographic Book of Magical Spells,
which he would study for an hour or more before crawling into a corner and
falling asleep.


Despite his valiant efforts to keep himself occupied,
however, Paul felt moody, verging on depressed. Being held captive in miserable
conditions wore on his mental equilibrium. With the passage of each day, he had
to work harder to keep a forward momentum, to keep a core faith that events
would eventually work in his favor, and that one day, he would regain his
freedom. 


• • • •


The fifth day of captivity was the worst for Paul. He was
becoming convinced that he would never get out of the small prison, that he was
trapped forever. 


In an attempt to distract himself, he decided to call forth
an expert on the Oni. It occurred to him that he needed to know more about
these creatures if he was ever going to learn how to deal with them.


So he wedged himself into a corner of the room, and with a
wave of his hand, he said, “In the name of Godzilla, Gamera and Mothra, let a
holographic Japanese expert on mythical creatures appear to answer a few
questions.”


The image of an elderly thin Japanese man, wearing a dark
montsuki haori jacket and a striped hakama, materialized in the gloomy light. Sitting
in the traditional seiza position, the hologram exuded dignity and quiet
confidence. The face was taut, the eyes thin, and there was a three-inch
pointed goatee sprouting from the chin. He also wore a tall, thin, black hat
known as a kazaori eboshi.


It would be substantially later that Paul would discover
that he had accidentally called forth perhaps the most powerful magical
personage of all the Orient, the Japanese equivalent to Merlin.


The gray-haired man blinked and slowly produced a small bow.



“I am Abe no Seimei,” he announced in a calm, clear voice.
“Who might you be?”


Paul was deeply impressed by the man’s character and bearing.
This might be his best holographic creation yet. 


“I’m Paul,” he replied. “I, uh, that is, I am the one
that...summoned you here.”


The Japanese onmyōji bowed again. “I see. Paul-sama,
do you have a request of me?”


And do I! Paul thought. “Yes, I do. What can you tell
me about the Oni?”


The hologram looked thoughtful. “You have encountered an
Oni?”


“‘Well, it’s not exactly the first contact situation that
I’d have envisioned,’” Paul responded, quoting Galen from Crusade, “but
yeah, I have had a couple of run-ins with them.”


“If it is no trouble, please describe what you have seen.”


The man needed proof? Okay.


“Tall, monstrous brutes with red skin, horns, and nasty
dispositions. Very nasty,” he answered with a quirky smile.


Seimei nodded slowly. “That is quite an accurate
description. Forgive me. I wanted to make sure that we spoke of the same youkai.
In answer to your request, I know much of these beings and could regale you for
many hours speaking of them. But I do not think you want that much information.
I sense urgency in your situation. Is there something specific that you wish to
know?”


“Yes,” Paul eagerly replied, leaning forward. “I want to know
about their weaknesses and how to exploit them.”


“Ah,” Seimei responded. “That hastens the discussion
significantly. In my experience, salt and specific chants of Buddhist priests
are quite effective.”


Salt? That was easy enough. Buddhist priests, huh? It might
be hard to find one of those just hanging around the next time he ran into an
Oni. “Anything else?”


“Yes. It was common practice in my time to also use soybeans
or garlic or onions to ward them off. They’re also prone to drink much saké and
to enjoy wild, loud festivities whenever possible and do so far into the night.”


Soybeans? Onions? Garlic, for crying out loud? Were the Oni
related to Count Dracula? “Soybeans? Are you kidding me here? Yeah, okay.
So...how do you use all these things to ward them off?” Paul asked.


But the reply he received was not the one he wanted. The onmyōji
bowed again and produced a very mysterious smile. “Hmm. That entirely depends
on your creativity, Paul-sama.”


And with that, the hologram faded away, leaving a very puzzled
Paul deep in thought.


• • • •


On the evening of the sixth day, Paul was still contemplating
how he could use his powers without a talisman in order to escape. For a few
moments, he speculated on the possibility of a Vulcan nerve pinch working on an
Oni but rejected the idea. No, all things considered, it would probably not
work any better on an Oni than it had against Khan in Star Trek Into
Darkness. Too bad.


And then a much more outlandish idea occurred to him. He
turned it over in his mind several times, looking for any fallacies or reasons
why it wouldn’t work. He found none. But on the other hand, he wasn’t a
physicist. Well, that was no problem; he would simply conjure one up, and while
he was at it, he might as well get the best that there was.


So he waved an arm. “In the name of Stephen Hawking,
Commander Spock, and Dr. Emmet Brown, let a virtual reality image of Albert
Einstein appear before me.”


And it did.


Paul knew it was only a magical representation of the man,
but he couldn’t help feeling honored. This was the individual that most of
humanity believed was the smartest physicist who had ever lived. Perhaps even
the smartest person of all time.


Dressed in an old gray sweater, black slacks, and a black
and white checked shirt, Einstein held a small pipe in his right hand. He
glanced around Paul’s prison with obvious disapproval but said nothing.


“Hello, Dr. Einstein. Welcome, sir,” Paul said quietly and
with deep respect.


The elderly physicist nodded and took a puff on his pipe.
“How may I help you?” he asked.


Paul took a breath and considered how to best ask his
question. “I have a few questions about the energy levels of subatomic
particles. And I was wondering if you might help me do a few calculations.”


With a small twinkle in his eyes, Einstein tilted his head
to one side and replied, “I’ll do what I can.”


Paul cast a spell to create a virtual reality chalkboard and
a small box of chalk.


“Then let’s get started,” he implored the famous scientist with
a smile.


• • • •


The brainstorming session went late into the evening and
resumed the next morning, Einstein doing most of the calculations on the
chalkboard. After all, nuclear physics was not Paul’s strong suit. But a person
couldn’t be an avid science-fiction nut like himself without knowing something
about quantum physics. And Einstein confirmed that his initial idea was valid
enough, though it needed considerable refinement and a board full of
calculations to prove it.


They finished just as Paul’s small bowl of gruel arrived.


“Yes,” Einstein reluctantly admitted as he watched Paul eat
his daily meal. “What you propose is possible. But very dangerous. You
certainly cannot test it here!”


Paul nodded as he put another finger full of food in his
mouth. “No, I would never test it here.”


“Young man, this is incredibly dangerous,” Einstein warned him,
pointing his pipe at the blackboard. “If you miscalculate, you could
potentially kill yourself. And it wouldn’t take much error, either.”


His words vexed Paul.


“If I don’t use this knowledge, I may very well be killed by
these creatures,” Paul said, putting his now-empty bowl on the floor and wiping
his fingers off on his grimy pants leg.


Einstein nodded. “You must be very careful.” 


On that score, Paul readily agreed. But on the other hand,
if the calculations they had made turned out to be correct, Paul now had a new
weapon, courtesy of Albert Einstein’s assistance, that he could use against Ruggiero—one
that would let him escape from his prison. And against Celeste too, if such
became necessary.


“I have a lot to think about,” Paul admitted calmly as he
clapped and rubbed his hands together. “And I think that I may be running out
of time. In case I don’t see you again, thank you, Herr Doktor, for all you’ve
done to help.”


Einstein waved goodbye as he faded out of sight.
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The
door crashed open, waking Paul from a sound sleep. An Oni stormed into the room
and grasped his right arm, jerking him to his feet and hurling him through the
doorway.


His time was up.


Another Oni was waiting outside, and Paul bounced up against
its body. It roared and pushed him away. Then the first Oni tied a stout rope
around Paul’s waist, and the two Oni hauled him to what looked like a horse
stall. One of them held the rope while the other grabbed a hose and twisted a
valve.


Paul cringed and half-turned away, knowing what was going to
happen next.


A solid torrent of water blasted from the hose, and the Oni holding
it grinned as it aimed the water directly at Paul.


The stream was so powerful that it immediately knocked him off
his feet. The strength of the deluge stung! He desperately writhed on
the ground, the blast causing him to cry out in pain as he tried, to no avail,
to get out of its path.


The Oni laughed that funny noise again.


Just when Paul thought the pain was so severe that he could
stand it no longer, the Oni thankfully turned it off. Gasping for breath, Paul
pathetically hugged the straw on the ground.


Jerked back up to his feet, he was dragged by the rope to a
neighboring stall, where a bundle of dry clothes was thrust into his arms. With
occasional goading by the two Oni, Paul struggled weakly to shuck off the rope
and his old clothes. Wet, naked, and feeling terribly exposed, he managed to
put on the “new” clothing: a faded pair of jeans and a T-shirt. He did manage
to keep his old shoes.


Then the two Oni grabbed him by the arm again as a portal
opened up a few feet away. Ruggiero emerged, looking dapper as well as smug, his
shiny black talisman hanging off his belt.


“I was gone a little longer than I originally planned, but
you seem to be no worse off. In fact, in my opinion, you look better, trimmer,
and I see that you’ve been working on that arm as well. That’s good. I hope you’ve
had the opportunity to think about what I said, about being cooperative. Have
you?”


Paul wiped some water off the top of his head, and he bravely
tried to smile at his captor but failed. Inwardly, he was trembling in fear, scared
that he might actually die in the next few minutes, especially if his work with
Einstein didn’t pan out. With greater effort, he smiled weakly. “Yes, I have.
What would you like to know?”


Ruggiero smiled thinly. “Good, Mr. Armstead. I like your
spirit. It really is in your best interest to cooperate. I’m of the opinion
that after we discuss a few things here, maybe we could talk about your joining
our organization. We could use a new wizard in our ranks. We would have to
place you on some type of parole, of course, until you could prove yourself.
But that does beat the alternatives, does it not?”


Yeah, right. What a tempting offer. Paul grimly thought that
he might prefer a Ceti eel in his ear, as was given to Chekov and Captain
Terrell in Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan.


With a nod, Paul tried to reply in a casual manner, “Yes, I
agree with you.”


“So, let us get down to business,” the other wizard grinned
insincerely. “Tell me, who sent you here to spy on us? What did they want you
to learn? And how were you supposed to report back to them?”


Paul shrugged, his right pinky beginning to twitch
uncontrollably, his fear growing stronger, his body actually quaking. “I’m
sorry. I didn’t catch his name. He left me immediately after our conversation
and didn’t say where he was going. Oh, he did say that he was from Saudi
Arabia. That’s the first place I would look.”


Ruggiero minutely shook his head. “That’s not very helpful,
Mr. Armstead.”


Sadly, Paul knew that he was skating on thin ice. Should he
tell the truth and risk being tortured? Or make up a convincing lie?


Well, he knew that he had never been much of a liar. Lying
was an art and required true talent, which he didn’t have. So, he reluctantly
decided to go with the truth instead.


“The story I told you was true. Up until ten days ago, I was
a Normal. A genie-turned-wizard gave me my powers. I made my talisman myself.
And I escaped from the Oni as I said. I’m sorry that you find my story to be
too fantastic. But it’s the truth.”


Ruggiero scowled again, studying his prisoner intently with
narrowed eyes. 


“Mr. Armstead, you said that you are an engineer and that
you have had a decent education in science and technology. But how much history
do you know? Have you studied much history?”


“Some,” Paul replied, wisely keeping his answer short.


“I’ve lived it,” the haughty wizard thundered,
startling Paul. “Yes, I was born in the year 1292, and I have seen a great deal
of history! I have lived through plagues and droughts, floods, earthquakes, and
famines. I have seen many things that you could not begin to dream of, let
alone live through!”


Ruggiero stared angrily at Paul, his nostrils flaring. “The
human race is infinitely better off now than it was a thousand years ago. Much
better off than just a hundred years ago! And where do you think that progress
came from? Well? It came from me and Celeste and from other wizards like us! We
cast the spells on the Normies to advance science and technology! We gave them
the tools and the inspiration to develop cures for plagues and to build
steamships! We pushed them to build the railroads that started your country on
its way to becoming the mightiest nation on Earth! It was wizards that guided England
to create the greatest system of trade on the planet! Who did you think was
responsible for all of that and a lot more? Who developed the science and
engineering that you are blessed with today, Mr. Armstead?”


His questions floored Paul. For a moment, he just blinked and
stared back blankly.


“I was told...” Paul tentatively started to stammer.


Ruggiero waved a hand in dismissal. “Yes, of course. Celeste
told you that wizards are to blame for all the wars and destruction in the
world.” He grinned mischievously. “There is truth in that, I’ll admit. But as
they say in your country, you can’t make shakshuka without smashing some
eggs. Yes, we stir up trouble, trigger various regional conflicts, and yes,
Normies die. Sometimes, we get lucky and create worldwide wars. But where do
you think advancements come from? Those two wars propelled your country into becoming
a super-power! Think of all the good that has come from that! All the Normies
that your country has fed, all the democracy it has spread, all the scientific
achievements that have been made! We did that! We pushed and shoved and
maneuvered and enticed, and we made it happen!” 


The wizard paused, crossed his arms, and stepped closer to
Paul. “Sure, the wizards of Errabêlu have received some benefits from it
along the way. A little more power and a little more wealth. But those things
are a means to an end, not the end-all itself. Don’t you understand? We did it
for humanity! Someday, our race will go to the stars! And it will be the
wizards of Errabêlu that made it happen!”


Paul’s mind was reeling from the outrageous claims. All the
wars, all the millions upon millions of dead—to push scientific development? He
had always known that war accelerated the advancement of weaponry—and yes,
science, too. The atom bomb was a great example of both. But to sacrifice so
many human lives? Was it worth it? He remembered reading about the Black Plague
and its devastating effects in a high school history class. That disease alone had
killed nearly 100 million people in the 14th century. But World War
I had killed 16 million and World War II over 65 million. 


Paul was greatly upset by Ruggiero’s argument. It sounded
like something out of a James Bond flick. The megalomaniac genius claiming to
save Earth by destroying it. 


“We’re not finished yet,” the wizard continued, waving his
arms heavenward, unfazed by Paul’s horrified expression. “There is more to do.
In the last 150 years, we have made so much progress. Join us, Mr. Armstead.
Join us and be a part of the future! Join us, and you can make humanity even more
powerful.”


Unbidden, a quote came to Paul’s mind. “‘Improve a
mechanical device and you may double productivity. But improve man, you gain a thousand-fold,’”
Paul murmured sadly, quoting Khan Noonien Singh from Star Trek.


“Heh?” his captor asked, turning back to face him with a
puzzled look. “What did you say?”


As his heart skipped a beat in trepidation, Paul made
himself focus on the water hose, the one with which the Oni had sluiced him
down. They had coiled it up next to the faucet, which was mounted a foot off
the ground in a nearby wall, a dozen or so feet away. The hose was still wet,
especially near the nozzle.


It was time to end this discussion, time to try his very
desperate plan.


Puzzled, Ruggiero looked at Paul, then at the hose. “Are you
thirsty, Mr. Armstead?” Then the evil wizard watched, startled, as the end of
the hose began to glow.


Paul dropped to the ground. Both of the Oni observed him, blinking
in surprise.


Ruggiero stared without comprehension at the hose. “What the...?”


• • • •


There was more than enough water on the outside of the hose
to serve Paul’s purposes. Good ole di-hydrogen oxide, otherwise known as H2O.


Without his talisman (or the one held by Ruggiero, which
would be blocked from his usage by one of the Errabêlu wizard’s spells),
Paul had very little power to work with. But according to Einstein’s calculations,
he had just enough power for this task even without a talisman.


With his spell, the molecules in four drops of water on the
hose were locked into a sphere of force. Those four drops contained six
sextillion molecules of H2O, which in turn contained two quintillion
atoms of deuterium (a rare isotope of hydrogen; of the hydrogen atoms on Earth,
only one in 6,410 were deuterium). With a burst of additional magical energy,
the covalent bonds between the oxygen and deuterium atoms were shattered, thrusting
the oxygen away and shoving the deuterium atoms into a tighter grouping.


Then there was a third tiny burst of magical energy, and the
electrons of the deuterium atoms were knocked out of their “orbits” and
temporarily forced within the boundaries of their respective nuclei and held
there by Paul’s spell—a necessary step in order to make the deuterium nuclei
neutral in terms of an electrical charge. Under normal circumstances, Coulombs
law would have kept the deuterium atoms apart, the electrostatic interaction
between similar positive charges acting as a repulsive force. Not this time,
however, with the neutralization of charges, there was nothing to keep the
deuterium nuclei apart and yet another small spell from Paul began squeezing
the nuclei closer together in pairs.


Until each pair were within only a few diameters from each
other. Then the strong nuclear force took over, pulling the nuclei together in
groups of two, a cascade of fusion that turned the two protons and two neutrons
of each pair of deuterium nuclei into a single helium nucleus—minus a tiny 0.64%
of their original mass.


By Einstein’s law, that tiny loss of mass became energy, a considerable
quantity of energy, far more than Paul had used to force the deuterium nuclei
together. And with all the deuterium nuclei involved from those four drops of
water, the energy produced was enough to equal two sticks of dynamite.


• • • •


The explosion instantly vaporized the hose and its contents,
the shock wave blasting past Ruggiero and the two Oni, the detonation knocking
them off their feet and hurling them to the ground. 


Frantically, Paul rolled over on the dirt floor. It wouldn’t
take long for the Oni to recover their senses. Even if they were wounded, they
were still dangerous.


He scrambled closer to Ruggiero, grabbed the man’s talisman,
and yanked on it hard, ripping it from his belt. Then he flung it through the
air, where it landed next to the mangled remains of the hose and the now-spewing
water geyser shooting forth from the missing faucet. 


Ruggiero struggled to get to his feet. “My talisman!”
he screamed hysterically.


In a mere second, Paul mentally gathered together some of
the water molecules on the wet surface of the talisman, squeezing them
together, setting up a repeat of his earlier spells.


The Oni were jumping to their feet, roaring in anger. With a
mental stab, Paul pushed the deuterium nuclei together.


Another explosion ripped through the air, shattering the
talisman, sending pieces of it flying like shrapnel, shredding everything in
its path. The two Oni fell again, this time both seriously wounded.


A piece of the talisman ricocheted off the wall of the
nearest stall and came to rest in the dirt less than two feet away from Paul,
smoking hot. He scurried madly over to it, grasping it with his right hand, and
it immediately began to burn his palm. 


Ah, but now, the spell that had protected the talisman from Paul
was no longer effective since the talisman was in pieces. In an instant, he cast
a spell that reduced the temperature of the fragment to normal.


And a split second after that, he opened a portal and rolled
through it. And because he had learned a lot about magical powers as a prisoner,
this time, he didn’t even have to use an incantation to create the spell.


• • • •


The portal took Paul to Capbreton, France, specifically to
the green of the second hole of the Golf d’Hossegor, a large golf course just
northeast of the city. He merrily rolled out into the middle of the soft green
grass, free at last from his captors. As soon as the portal snapped closed, he
gleefully created another one in the exact same spot and rolled right through
it—


—along a thick bed of grass into the base of the stone wall
of the Tour Moncade in Orthez, France. The stone keep, part of the remains of
the castle Chateau Moncade, towered above him, the top of the building
thrusting into a clear blue sky. From nearby, he heard shouting, but he ignored
it as he cackled with nervous delight, created another portal where the old one
had been, and rolled through it—


—onto the gritty asphalt parking lot in front of the Notre
Dame Cathedral in Dax, France. The twin towers of the church building, high
over the arched double wooden doors marking the entrance, were impressive, even
with Paul’s limited knowledge of architecture. 


Several people were scattered around the entrance—men in
suits and women in long dresses—staring at him in stunned surprise. They were
either on their way to a church meeting or just getting out of one. But it was
of no importance, so again, with a profound sense of relief and mirth, Paul cast
a spell, and another portal appeared—


—dropping him onto the soft sandy beach of Saint-Jean-de-Luz.
This time, there were only two women and an elderly man nearby to notice his
abrupt arrival, though there were lots of other people visible in the distance.
The three French watched him in shock as he climbed to his feet, roaring with
laughter. He shook the small piece of talisman at the sky and then pointed it
out to sea and concentrated. Still cackling wildly, Paul formed another portal
leading further down the coast of Biscay Bay, to an isolated stretch of rocky
coastline near Akarteg, Spain. Then, a foot beyond that portal, Paul formed
another portal, leading ten more miles further along the coastline. Not finished,
Paul did it again for a third time, out yet another ten miles, this time all
the way to the stone pier on the southern tip of Santa Clara Island in the
Bahia of La Concha, across the small bay from the city of San Sebastian, Spain.
With sweat streaming from his brow, Paul created a ball of water two feet in
diameter from the surf water beside him, floated it into the air, and then
heaved it hard through the first portal where it cascaded through the second
and then the third. With a snap of his fingers, all three of the portals
instantly clapped shut.


Still grinning fiercely, Paul turned to face the three people
and bowed twice. They smiled back and clapped their hands in appreciation,
entertained by the show he had put on. He bowed again and hysterically waved
his hand at them before he turned and created yet another portal for him to
duck through. 
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Paul
steadily, but slowly pushed his way up the rocky slope, toward the escarpment
of Ibon de Ezcaurre, the westernmost part of the Aragonese Pyrenees, part of a
natural border separating Spain from France. He was above the tree line now,
more than 5,000 feet above sea level. Just ahead were some really lovely specimens
of granite rock. True, they were not as large as the house-sized boulders he
had found in the Himalayas. But they were still large enough to command a great
deal of magical power.


Physically, he was tired. Emotionally, he was drained.
Confined as he had been for a week, his stamina was not up to a hike up a
mountainside. The thrill of his escape had worn off now, leaving him with a
growing awareness that he was a hunted man, on the run. And his hunters were
evil wizards. Who knew what their full capabilities were? Just how safe was he,
and how long could he avoid being recaptured?


He had planned his escape carefully. Judging from everything
Merlin had told him as a prisoner, Ruggiero and Celeste would have a very hard
time finding his current whereabouts. So he should be fairly safe. Well, on
second thought, maybe he should confirm that.


“Join me for a walk, Merlin?” Paul suggested, huffing and
puffing a bit.


Merlin popped up out of thin air, floating along beside
Paul, casting his eyes around him, scowling at everything in sight, and then
back at Paul.


“Funny, but you don’t strike me as the mountaineering type,”
he observed sarcastically.


Paul ignored the jibe but stopped to catch his breath. “Okay,
Merlin. My escape back there. How good was it?” he asked, curiously soliciting the
man’s opinion.


“Not bad,” the timeless wizard replied promptly. “Seven
sequential jumps with the portals overlapping each other. Fairly short jumps as
well. And that false trail down the Spanish coastline was a nice touch. It will
take the Oni a few minutes to recover before they can even start chasing you.
They will not be able to track your portals this time, because of the overlap
and because you adequately disguised them. However, depending on resources and
their organization, it might take them only a day, but not more than two days,
before they track you here.”


Paul was disappointed, tugging on one earlobe and casting
his eyes downward. “Eh? How will they...oh, this piece of talisman? You’re
telling me that they can track this?” He nodded to the small crystal in the
palm of his hand.


Merlin sighed. “It’s my fault. There is more that I need to
tell you about the tracking methods used by wizards.”


“Pray, do tell,” Paul replied sarcastically, no longer
feeling quite so pleased with his escape and even more apprehensive about his
safety. With a glance uphill, he resumed his climb. “Please, start talking.”


Merlin floated along with him. “Think submarine warfare.
There are two methods available. Passive and active. Normally, two opposing
submarines listen for each other in passive mode. Whichever side has the best
listening gear and makes the least amount of noise usually finds his opponent
first. In a real shooting war, he who first sees his opponent wins.”


Paul nodded as the implications rang home. “You are saying
the Oni use passive mode searching so that they don’t give themselves away
while conducting a search.”


“Precisely,” Merlin replied, walking around an outcropping as
they climbed. “The gemstone that Celeste told you about does not emit any magical
energy. It simply senses and measures any energy of a wizard’s spell. You’ve
already seen that a gemstone can track the portals of a wizard, but it detects
other spells too. Let’s use this situation as an example. The Oni could start
at the last known portal location you used, perhaps in Saint-Jean-de-Luz, and
then spiral out in widening circles, using the gemstone to detect the use of
any magical energy generated. The more energy you use and the more often you
use it greatly increases the chances of them finding you.”


An Iberian wild goat perched on a ledge over their heads
bleated at them. Paul glanced up as the creature clattered away.


“Give me some numbers, Merlin,” he requested, determined to
get the complete picture of his situation. “Let’s say that I didn’t cast any
spells at all. How close would they have to be to detect me?”


“Assuming they didn’t recognize you on sight, and assuming
you were using no magical spells at all, they could stand within arm’s reach of
you without knowing you were a wizard. Unless they touched you, and yes, I am
referring to skin-on-skin contact. Then they would know.”


Paul nodded pensively. “Yes, Celeste and Ruggiero both touched
me and knew how powerful a wizard I was.” After a little more thought, he asked,
“So, when the Oni make a passive search, they are assuming I am using magic at
some level, else they would have to touch every person in the area.”


“That’s correct,” Merlin affirmed. 


“It would take them some time to cover these mountains with
a passive search,” Paul remarked slowly, still thinking Merlin’s information
through. “How much magic could I use without such a search finding me?”


Merlin shrugged. “It depends on luck and the power of the
spells you use. You could use any spell within the confines of your body, such
as the healing spell you used on your arm, and escape notice. Anything outside of
your body and you run a risk.”


Paul nibbled a little on his lower lip. “Okay, what’s this
active scanning you mentioned? Is that like active sonar?”


“Similar, yes. A wizard can use his talisman to send out a
pulse of magical energy and then listen for a response. Based on the type of
reflection and the time interval between sending and receiving it, the wizard
can find items of magical power, such as a talisman. It doesn’t work for
detecting wizards. Now, that piece of talisman you have can be used as a homing
beacon since Ruggiero will know its magical signature, and he will be able to
find it even if it is currently in rugged, isolated country.”


“So, I need to get rid of it as soon as possible,” mused
Paul. “Well, as soon as I reach a decently sized boulder, I’ll do that.” He
paused for a moment, taking a better look at the face of the cliff now facing
him. “Yes, and I think we’ll try that one first.”


The boulder in question, almost pure granite in composition,
massed nearly six tons. Paul laid his hand on its cold, gritty surface and was
reassured by the power available.


With a nod of his head, he opened a small portal to the
middle of the Atlantic Ocean, more than two thousand miles to the west.


“Ah, may I make a suggestion?” Merlin asked, interrupting Paul
before he could send the chunk of talisman through.


“You disapprove of something?” Paul responded with a
questioning look.


“Not out at sea,” Merlin said with a small shake of his head.
“Ruggiero will instantly know that you dumped it there. But if you are careful of
where you send it, he might actually waste time retrieving it and doing a
search of the area as well, just to make sure that you aren’t somewhere in the
vicinity.”


“Good idea,” Paul nodded in appreciation. “Let’s see.” With
a thought, he created a display in midair, showing a map of the western
Mediterranean area. A twitch of his pinky caused the map to zoom in to Spain.


“Madrid would be a good place, I think,” Paul remarked with
an evil smile. “Ruggiero could waste a lot of time searching a city of that
size. I’ll just drop this rock...yes, in a trash bin...ah, along the Paseo de
Uruguay! Good spot! Almost dead center of the city! Let him spin his wheels searching
for me there!”


With the talisman fragment now disposed of, Paul closed the
small portal and moved on to a more important issue.


Where would he go? To one of the American consulates in
Europe? But then what would he tell them? That he had escaped captivity from an
evil magical wizard? Yeah, right.


Since he had no money, no passport, no identification, no
food, and no adequate clothing, (not to mention he also didn’t know a single
soul in all of Europe), his best bet was to just get out of Dodge as fast as
possible. 


Stretching forth his hand, he touched the boulder in front
of him again, intending to creating a portal that would take him directly to
his home in Mojave.


But he hesitated.


“Merlin? A portal from here to California? Could they detect
that?” he asked with a frown, taking a small step backward.


 “From here? Easily,” Merlin declared with a malicious grin.
“That would use a lot of energy. I don’t recommend it.”


“Even if I disguise the energies involved?”


“It’s far too much energy to disguise with the techniques I
showed you,” Merlin assured him.


Paul lowered his hand and considered his alternatives. If he
still had his talisman, he could have made smaller jumps, each one using a much
smaller packet of energy and therefore being easier to hide from detection. Then
he frowned. To keep the energy low enough, his portal hops needed to be short,
say 20 miles at a time. He would have had to make hundreds of such jumps to
cross the thousands of miles of ocean and the continental United States. He was
already fairly tired due to his escape and to the portals he had thus far
created that morning. Using short portal hops, he would never have made it ten
percent of the way across the Atlantic before exhausting himself, falling into
the ocean, and drowning. 


It was obvious. Even if he had a talisman, he couldn’t go
home using portals.


“Merlin, I need another way home,” he said sadly.


The hologram merely shrugged. “Sorry, not my expertise.”


Paul gave him a startled glance. Was Merlin trying to tell
him that he didn’t see a magical solution to this problem either? Or that Paul
needed a different sort of super-genius to solve this particular problem? Well,
that last possibility was easily tested.


Snapping his fingers, he said, “In the name of James Bond,
Emma Peel, and Agent J, may a virtual reality image of a field-experienced CIA
agent appear before me.”


A hologram of a man wearing a black business suit, black
sunglasses, and a black fedora hat appeared before him. The CIA agent took off
his glasses, letting his eyes swiftly sweep over the area, studying the empty
mountainside.


He discreetly whispered in Paul’s direction. “Ah, the Aragonese
Pyrenees. I played cat-and-mouse with a Russian agent here once, back in the
90s. No one seems to be nearby. So far, so good. What do you need?”


“I want to get to the States,” Paul responded in an amused
tone. “And I don’t want to leave a trail that can be followed. Also, I don’t
have any papers, passport, or money.”


The hologram nodded in understanding. “That makes it something
of a challenge, so it’s a good thing that you are a wizard. Let’s see. First, I’d
suggest you catch a plane and fly into Canada or Mexico. Then you can cross the
U.S. border fairly easy.”


Paul grunted in irritation. So far, the CIA guy hadn’t told him
anything that he hadn’t already figured out on his own. “In principle, it
sounds easy enough,” Paul said sarcastically. “But how do I do that without a passport
or money?”


The hologram shrugged. “What? You never saw that old
Humphrey Bogart movie, The Treasure of the Sierra Madre? You mined gold
from the Himalayas. There’s gold in these mountains too.”


Paul jerked a little in surprise and kicked himself mentally.
Gee, he must really be tired. He hadn’t even consider the possibility of mining
gold here. And he had seen the movie, even if it was another one of those
socially significant films that the critics raved about but for which he was
indifferent. It might have helped if they’d thrown in a Yeti or a Sasquatch or
two. 


The CIA man went on, “And you only need a passport if you
intend to fly as a passenger.”


Paul again jerked a little in surprise. “There’s another way
to fly? Oh. You don’t mean....”


The Agent grinned. “As cargo. Yeah. I’ve done it a few
times. It may not be comfortable, but you don’t need a passport, and you won’t
leave a record of your flight, either.” 


Giving him a dubious look, Paul said, “But won’t the cargo
hold be unpressurized?”


The spy smiled smugly. “If you take the wrong flight, it
might. Choose wisely, grasshopper.”


Paul minutely shook his head. “Okay. But I don’t like the
idea of flying out of Spain, Portugal, or even France. Too obvious.”


“Then I suggest the Frankfurt International in Germany,”
Merlin interrupted. Even Paul was surprised by the Middle Age wizard’s proposal.
“It’s decently sized, and it even has clothing stores—which you obviously need—and
provides connections to almost every other country in the world. And it’s far
enough away not to be too obvious.”


“Where is the cargo terminal in Frankfurt?” Paul asked,
intrigued by the whole idea.


“There are two of them,” came the quick reply from the CIA spy.
“I suggest CargoCity Nord. It’s the larger of the two. Once you get there, you
can check out the flight schedules. They’ll be posted.”


Paul thanked the CIA agent and let the hologram fade from
sight.


With a nod, Paul thought about the plan and found no fault
with it.


It had been quite difficult to mine gold in the Karakoram
Mountains, but Paul had learned a lot about magical spells since then.
Including the use of filtering techniques on portals. 


“Merlin, I think I’ll search this area for gold. If I find
any, I’ll use a filter setting on the portal, one that will allow atoms of gold
through the portal but will let everything else stay underground.”


The old wizard nodded in appreciation. “It will let you keep
energy expenditure low, since only the gold will be transported. Still, you
should keep the distances short. Even doing an active scan for gold could
expose your position here. You should keep the scans short-ranged and low-powered.”


Paul couldn’t agree more, and with his right hand against
the boulder, he created a circular display in mid-air in front of him. “I’ll
concentrate my search eastward. If I don’t find anything within a mile of this
location, I’ll move a mile to the east and try again. If necessary, we’ll go
all the way to the Mediterranean Sea. And the nice thing about the gold, if I
find enough of it, is that I can keep some and use it for a second-rate talisman.
Oh, I know. It won’t be nearly as powerful as a real talisman, but it will be much
better than what I’ve got right now, right?”


“I suppose. In a pinch, as they say in this century,” Merlin
agreed with a shrug of his shoulders. “By the way, all by itself, the gold would
be called an amulet, not a talisman.”


“Gotcha. An amulet. A rose by any other name,” Paul muttered
as he studied the display.


• • • •


The gathering of a sufficient quantity of gold turned out to
be a straightforward and routine exercise. It was tiring, but quite successful.
And it didn’t take all that long to achieve, either.


At noon, he finished with the prospecting task and used a
magical spell to focus sunlight into a beam of energy to finish refining the
gold he had gathered. The melted gold was then poured into several small molds
made of locally gathered sand. He made one four-pound gold bar and a few small rings
and items of gold jewelry. After cooling the finished products in a small
mountain lake, Paul began portaling to the northeast, down out of the mountains,
and into the hilly southern French countryside with its alternating thick
forests and rolling farmland. He passed to the east of Tarbes but to the west
of Toulouse. Indeed, he took care to avoid any and all human habitations,
especially the large cities. His primary goal was to avoid attracting the
attention of any wizards. True, according to Celeste, there were only a few
hundred of them in all the world, but Paul didn’t know how many of those
wizards might be in France. There was no point in taking any chances when such wasn’t
necessary.


Portal by portal, he made his way towards Germany as the
afternoon wore on. The skies were taking on an ominous overcast, the clouds
gathering and looking more storm-like with each passing hour. Exhausted,
thirsty, and hungry, he found refuge for the night in an old abandoned French barn
twenty-five miles southwest of the German-French border. 


As he curled up on the scruffy, but dry straw, he fell
almost instantly into a deep, but troubled sleep. 


• • • •


He awoke to the sound of light rain outside the barn. A
heavy fog hung over the soaking wet countryside, the air dank and chilly. The
dismal weather fit in nicely with his mood. He felt the urgent need to escape
from Europe just as fast as he could manage it.


Three quick portals took him into Germany and two more after
that into the outskirts of Frankfurt.


With quiet efficiency, he used magic to find and take him to
three small jewelry stores around the metropolitan area. In each one, using
falsified identification in the name of Hans Müller (the equivalent of John
Smith in the States), he sold pieces of his fabricated gold jewelry as scrap.
With more than €1,500 in his pockets, his next stop was to a discount
department store.


In the store, Paul marched up and down the aisles, grabbing
a variety of clothes in a willy-nilly fashion from racks, shelves, hangers, and
bins, before tossing everything on a sales counter.


As an astonished clerk began to ring up the purchases, Paul
drummed his fingers on the countertop and said, “Bitte, schneller. Ich habe ein
Flugzeug erwischen. (Please, faster. I have a plane to catch.)” 


When the details of the purchase were completed, Paul
gathered up the shopping bags and smiled at the young man, saying, “Dank.
Halten die Äunderrung. Ein Vergnügen, das Geschäft mit Ihnen. (Thanks. Keep
the change. A pleasure doing business with you.)” 


The young clerk frowned in puzzlement. “Sir, wie Sie wissen,
diese Dinge werden Sie fit? (Sir, how do you know those things will fit you?)”
he protested, watching Paul head for the exit.


But Paul was already pushing his way through the front glass
doors.


• • • •


A quick trip to a local Asian shopping market allowed Paul
to pick up some ziplock baggies and a few food items, namely soybeans, onions,
salt, and garlic. Then, by portal, he dropped in at a local Kochlöffel
outlet, where he bought three colossal cheeseburgers with extra-large side
orders of fries and two jumbo soft drinks. Outside the building, he took a
portal straight to the airport.


• • • •


Frankfurt International Airport was the third busiest
airport in Europe, with four active runways, capable of servicing 65 million
passengers per year. Even though LAX (which Paul was very familiar with) was
larger, he was still impressed by Frankfurt’s size and how busy it was.


Dressed in a new set of clothing, carrying a small
roll-around suitcase and his take-out order, Paul was standing in front of
Terminal Building One, on the concrete median between the set of two-lane
roads, watching all the buses and cars roll by, disgorging passengers by the
score.


“Merlin?” he muttered under his breath.


The image of the old wizard appeared, floating an inch above
the concrete. Several nearby pedestrians, startled by the sudden apparition,
blinked in surprise and edged away quickly.


“So, this is progress,” Merlin said sarcastically.
“Civilization is at its peak with air you can’t breathe, noise that deafens you,
and streets filled with wheeled weapons to kill the unwary pedestrians. Isn’t
it grand?”


“Whatever doesn’t kill us makes us stronger, I suppose,” was
Paul’s distracted reply. “Oh, please, Merlin, not the hat this time,” he said
with a small shake of his head.


The cone-shaped hat popped out of existence. Paul glanced
around, reassuring himself that they weren’t about to cause a riot. Though
several people were still giving them doubtful looks, none were pointing
fingers or screaming in hysteria. It seemed safe enough.


“Merlin, I have the food and money I need,” Paul stated
quietly. “Can you show me where this CargoCity Nord is located? I feel very
exposed here in this city. The sooner I am on my way, the safer I will feel.”


• • • •


The Frankfurt International Airport had a large cargo
facility at the northwest corner of the complex, with connections to virtually
anywhere in the world. Paul cautiously paused in the large hangar door opening
of Building 451 of the Lufthansa Cargo Center, watching people in various
uniforms perform a wide variety of chores, including driving forklifts, loading
cargo bins, running through checklists on clipboards, inspecting customs
stickers, and other sundry tasks. As Paul glanced around, he considered looking
for a flight schedule, but then another thought intruded.


“Merlin, how closely do the wizards of Errabêlu control
the various governments?” Paul asked, thinking furiously. “For instance, could
they have Interpol hunting for me?”


The bearded wizard stayed floating in mid-air as he answered
with a grim smile, “Absolutely. “They have their tentacles in all sorts of
government agencies, including your CIA, FBI, NSA, and virtually every other
alphabet soup of the United States government. Also in every similar agency in Europe
and Asia.”


“So, they have access to a great many resources,” Paul
observed, still deep in thought. “Then I really do need to get out of here ASAP,”
he grimly stated. “And the CIA guy was right. Not directly to the United
States. Too obvious. They could have someone meet every flight, even the cargo
flights, when they arrive in the USA. I need a different destination, one that I
have time to reach before they start looking for me here in Germany.”


After a brief search, Paul found a list of departing flights
on a large display board. Ah, there was a Lufthansa Cargo flight, LH8222, a
Boeing MD11BCF Freighter, leaving for Mexico City in just half an hour.
Perfect! Paul casually waved his hand, and Merlin vanished.


“In the name of Claude Rains, Vincent Price, and Romulan
warbirds, let a cloak of invisibility surround me, such that no one can see me
or my shadow or hear me.”


The air around him darkened slightly, and he strode out of
the building, heading for Flight LH8222, confident that no Normal would see him,
let alone intercept him.


• • • •


On the flight apron, a ULD loader stacked with pallets of
cargo boxes was approaching the side of a Boeing aircraft. Paul assertively walked
over and climbed on, just as the pallet load was lifted upward. When the level
was right, the operator below triggered the conveyor, sliding the pallets
toward the hatch of the plane.


There were two workers inside who shifted the pallets onto
rollers built into the plane’s deck, shoving each pallet deeper into the plane and
then locking them into place with clamps. Carefully, Paul maneuvered around the
two men and into a small space between two pallets. He wasn’t very comfortable,
but there would be time to change positions later, after the workers were gone.


And that didn’t take long. Fifteen minutes later, they
locked down the last pallet and left, closing and latching the aircraft’s hatch
behind them.


Silence.


Paul eased himself downward to sit on the deck. Reaching into
the food sack, he pulled out some french fries and began to munch on them. He
now had plenty of time to eat. It would take most of the day, but by the day’s
end, he would be in Mexico.
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The
eleven-and-a-half-hour flight was uneventful. Paul napped uncomfortably in the
cargo hold, using his gold bar to keep a bubble of warm air around himself. 


He also took the opportunity to think over his situation and
the events of the previous two weeks, wondering what he should do in the long
run. This whole business of magical powers had caught him by surprise, and so
far, all he had done was react to things other people were doing. Yes, he had escaped
from captivity and possible death, but for what purpose? Other than his freedom—-and
yes, that was important in its own right—-what goal did he have? Survival was
wonderful, but, he wanted to do more with his life and his newly acquired
magical powers than just that. And it didn’t seem possible now to execute his
original plan, namely, to wander the earth and help the needy. Obviously, the
other wizards weren’t going to permit him to do that.


What were his options? Even if he could convince Ruggiero
not to kill him, Paul wasn’t certain that he wanted to be associated with any
of the other wizards. He drew the line at wholesale warfare for the advancement
of science. That was too cold-blooded for his tastes. Celeste had told him that
there were some wizards that had turned inward, hermits from the world stage.
But that option seemed undesirable to Paul, like a dead end.


And then there was his present predicament. Paul was
starting to wonder how much trouble he was currently in, exactly. He had fled
from Ruggiero and injured the other wizard in the process, destroying his
talisman. But so far, there had been no indication at all that anyone was
really in pursuit. And perhaps they were not. Perhaps Paul’s tendency toward
paranoia was overreacting. Yeah, sure, Ruggiero might think that Paul was a spy.
But Ruggiero was just one of hundreds of wizards. The other wizards of Errabêlu
might have told him by now to cool it, that Paul wasn’t worth a global
manhunt.


Most decidedly, Paul was erring on the side of caution,
which seemed to be the best policy for the moment. If later, when he reached
the United States, there was still no sign of pursuit, then he might relax a
bit and reevaluate his options. But for the moment, he had no idea what long-range
goals were possible. He would need to consult some more with a
super-intelligence before making any decisions like that. 


• • • •


On the descent path, heading toward Benito Juarez
International Airport, Paul was using a small magical display to look out of
the plane at the surrounding mountains and Mexican countryside. He was watching
the outskirts of Mexico City when Merlin’s disembodied head appeared in front
of him.


Startled, he jerked backward, hitting his head against the
unyielding pallet of cargo behind him.


“Relax,” said Merlin in a reassuring tone. “I didn’t mean to
affrighten you.” He glanced around. “Are there no chairs in this metal flying
box? Is this what it means to be taken for a ride in this century?”


“It’s a long story,” Paul replied with a tired voice.
“What’s up?”


Merlin tugged a little on his beard. “Red Alert. At least, I
think that’s what they call it. Someone just used a portal below and ahead of
us, probably at the airport, and judging from the energy involved, they came in
from somewhere a very long way away. Could be as far as Europe.”


Paul nodded in understanding. So, that answered that
question. He really was being chased. Was it Ruggiero doing the chasing or
someone else? Did they know for certain that he was on this plane? Or were they
just covering all the possible flights leaving from Europe? If it was the
latter, then there must be a large army scattered across the globe, looking for
him.


No matter who was after him, Paul was right to be paranoid.
The chase was on, and just what would he do to evade them?


• • • •


Since he wasn’t sure what would happen to him if he tried to
portal from the plane while it was moving at 550 mph, it seemed advisable for
Paul to wait until the plane landed before he tried to leave. Of course, by
that time, he might be trapped. They might be close enough at that point that
they could detect any portal he might form, thus instantly knowing where he
was. Perhaps, if he kept a low profile, he might be able to just sneak off the
plane, using a minimum of magical energy. If they were just covering the bases
here, whoever was looking for him might not be all that serious in their search
efforts. As long as he didn’t draw any attention to himself, Paul figured he
had a shot at leaving the plane, and then the airport, without his pursuers
knowing that he was even in Mexico City.


Gripping the gold bar and his carry-on simultaneously was
difficult with only one hand and without the aid of a magical spell, but Paul managed.
The noise of the landing gear deploying told him how close they were. A minute
later, the plane jerked hard, and there was a loud, but brief screech as the
wheels touched down on the tarmac. 


The plane braked hard, swaying slightly side to side as it
slowed to a taxi speed. If he wanted to escape by portal, now would be the time
to do so. And with the gold bar he was sorely tempted. But with only the gold
bar to work with, his portal jumps would be too short to do him any real good,
not when compared to how far the enemy could portal. Paul judged that his best
option was as he had originally planned: Bide his time and see what happened.


He felt the plane coast to a stop, its jet engines spinning
down. There would be a wait now, while the cargo handlers moved into position, before
the hatch was opened. Even then, it would take some time before they began
moving out the pallets at the front and working their way back to his location.


Paul sat still, waiting patiently, the pinky on his right
hand occasionally twitching.


And indeed, it did take a few minutes before he heard
snapping sounds. He watched with nervousness as the hatch swung upward on its
hinges, the lights mounted outside of the terminal building streaming into the
interior of the plane. With great care, Paul edged forward, peering out through
the large opening, looking for anything out of the ordinary.


Men in coveralls were moving around, a ULD was approaching
the cargo hatch, and he could see a truck with aircraft steps moving up to the
pilot’s door. There were no flashing red lights, no SWAT vehicles, no police
cars, and no Army personnel carriers. From all appearances, there was nothing
unusual out there at all....


And then, two Oni strolled into view, both dressed in the
uniforms of Mexican Federal Police, flak jackets and berets, and each carrying
a Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine gun.


Great. Just...great.


He glumly considered the possibilities. He could take the gold
bar and portal out right now, from inside of the plane to some other location.
But he knew from personal experience how fast the Oni could move. Even though
they weren’t all that close, it would still be a gamble to try to get through a
portal before they countered his spell. The only reason that they hadn’t
already attacked him was that they didn’t really know he was here. Yet. But
they would soon.


So, what could he do now? Fear of being caught, of death,
gripped his heart.


Come on, Paul, think! Think!


The ULD finished moving into the cargo hatch, blocking his
view, and Paul crept backward into the plane, dodging around the cargo pallets.


Trapped! The level of fear grew stronger, piercing his heart,
and he froze, unable to move for almost a minute. He considered summoning
Merlin or the CIA guy, but he was too afraid that even a low level spell might
be detected. In a few minutes—-possibly less time than that—-he would be
discovered. His only options seemed to be either submitting peaceably or attempting
to escape via portal. The odds of his survival seemed really low either way. For
a second, Paul toyed with a third option: the idea of the 4-D Man play
again, dropping through the skin of the fuselage, but he was reasonably sure the
magical energy level involved would attract the Oni too. 


Oh, if only Paul could make himself invisible to the Oni....



Wait a moment! That wasn’t a bad thought at all. Anxiously,
Paul considered the idea. Maybe he could.


A memory of his college Physics 101 professor came back to
him. Dr. Green had been a short man with a receding hairline, but he understood
physics backward and forward. Even now, Paul could remember him explaining
photons, electrons, spectrum energy, and Planck’s constant. 


Planck’s constant. The relationship between photon energy
and wavelength.


Glancing up, Paul focused on the light coming from the
security lights outside of the plane. In the United States, most such security
lights were now metal halide lamps, which produced a whiter light, covering more
of the visible spectrum, especially into the blue end of the band, as far out
as 350 nanometers. 


But here in Mexico City, the lights appeared to be more
yellow in color. It strongly suggested that they were still using the old high
pressure sodium lamps. Their spectrum didn’t extend very well into the blue
band, with hardly any output lower than 450 nanometers and nothing at all in
the ultraviolet band.


Merlin once told him that his magic could change some
aspects of physics, but not others. Paul wondered which group Planck’s constant
fell into?


He decided to find out. He knelt beside a pallet, gripping
his bag and the gold bar tightly.


“In the name of the Heisenberg Uncertainty principle, my old
college Professor Green, and Murphy’s laws, let Planck’s constant in the
surrounding area become half its current value.”


Instant blackness everywhere, as if all the lights had
suddenly been switched off!


Outside the plane, Paul heard howls of anger, and he sensed
magical spells released, throwing balls of light into the darkness. Of course,
that wouldn’t work; the light from the Oni spells would be instantly shifted
into the infrared end of the spectrum, beyond the visible, the same as with the
light from the airport security lamps. Paul could picture their confusion, and
he chuckled in delight.


But this was no time to be entertained by their anger, so
Paul snapped a portal open in the deck of the plane and fell into it, dragging
his carry-on with him.


• • • •


He hit the tarmac hard, on his left shoulder, but managed to
roll to one side. There would only be a few seconds before the Oni came roaring
though a portal after him. He snapped open another one and rolled through—


—out into the middle of the runway, a 767 on final approach,
its landing lights dazzling bright and only six hundred feet away and forty
feet in the air, heading directly at him! The glare of the lights and the sound
of the jet engines terrified him, threatening to paralyze him. Frantically,
Paul cast another spell, a portal opening up—


—which took him to the roof of Terminal Building 1. He took
a moment to heave a sigh of relief. And then another portal—


—took him inside the Terminal Building. Paul anxiously
dashed toward the window, his carry-on momentarily delaying him when one edge of
it slammed against an unoccupied chair in the departure lounge. Arriving at the
window, Paul watched the two Oni magically appear through a portal on the
runway, their silhouettes framed in the lights of the landing 767. 


Neither one of them was able to make it out of the way in
time.
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Paul gulped, his throat tight, and he turned
his face away from the window, sickened by the gore. He hadn’t planned for that
outcome at all. His intentions had only been to frighten the Oni, at least long
enough to make good on his escape. He certainly hadn’t intended for them to
die, even if they had been trying to kill him! 


But there could be other Oni in the vicinity too. Paul didn’t
dare to remain in the airport, not even to try to catch a flight to the United
States. He needed to put as much distance between himself and this disaster as quickly
as he could. So he didn’t hesitate but instead used his gold bar to open a
portal that would put him out in the middle of the main terminal.


In his haste, Paul forgot to invoke an invisibility spell. Several
people nearby did double takes, pointing in his direction and backing away.
Ignoring them, Paul spied a currency exchange booth just down the corridor and zigzagged
through the crowd to reach it.


Fortunately, there was no one else in line, and the clerk
was efficient. In less than three minutes, Paul had exchanged half of his stash
of Euros for pesos and the other half of them for U.S. dollars. With a grateful
smile at the clerk, he hurriedly shoved the money into his pants pockets and
strode away. Without a care what the other people around him might think, he
gripped the gold bar, popped open a portal, and ducked through.


A series of portals, all overlapping and using every other
trick to disguise them that Merlin had taught him, took Paul two miles west to
TAPO, the Terminal de Autobuses de Pasajeros de Oriente. Bus travel was the
major form of public transportation in all of Mexico, far more so than air or
train travel. Many Mexicans didn’t own a car but traveled by bus everywhere
they went.


TAPO was a unique place with no similar counterparts in the
United States, resembling a train station but servicing buses instead. Paul did
briefly consider taking one of the combiss, one of the small local buses
(typically a Volkswagen microbus), but he decided against it. A Primera
(1st class) bus would take him farther and faster.


Inside the domed building of the bus station, Paul decided
to purchase three tickets. At the first window, he bought one for Guadalajara,
which he purchased as himself, without using a spell to disguise his appearance
in any way. In the second line, he appeared as an itinerant young Mexican man
wearing second-rate clothes, buying a ticket for San Luis Potosi. The third
ticket was purchased at yet another window with a destination of Tampico, Paul
assuming the disguise of an elderly woman wearing a shawl and a frumpy,
checkered dress. 


• • • •


The Tampico bus was already boarding, and Paul joined the
line, letting the spell on his appearance morph back into his regular self
again. No one around him seemed to be paying any attention. A bus line worker
took his carry-on to load into the baggage compartment.


When it was his turn, Paul climbed aboard, handing his
ticket to the driver, who grunted in return and pointed toward the rear of the
bus. 


Once inside, Paul grinned in unconditional appreciation. The
autobus here had better accommodations than the passenger buses he had seen
back in the States. The seats were larger and much better padded, with large
arm rests, cup holders, and even a night light built into the head rest. He fell
into one of the seats and stretched out, appreciating the luxury. 


The bus sat at the terminal building for another few minutes
as several other passengers boarded. Nervously awaiting their departure, Paul
took a moment to survey some of the closer passengers, including one heavyset
lady and her prettier daughter. Another seat was occupied by an older, thinner
Mexican carrying a brown paper bag wrapped around a bottle that had a small
funny red hat on top. Probably a bottle of tequila. There were other passengers
too getting on, mostly migrant or factory workers.


To Paul’s great relief, the driver swung the door shut and
started the engine. Backing out of the parking slot, the bus followed the loop
around the terminal building and out the exit.


Paul was on his way out of Mexico City. Hopefully, in
Tampico, he could buy another ticket for points farther north, with an eventual
destination of the United States border.


• • • •


It was a long, winding trip, parts of it through rugged
terrain. The sun was rising on the eastern horizon as the bus entered the
outskirts of Tampico. By all appearances, it was a sleepy city, although this
early in the morning, it was hard to tell for certain. The mundane looking
streets rolled by the window in sedate fashion.


He had no warning whatsoever. As the bus pulled into the
parking lot next to the Terminal Central de Autobuses de Tampico, it abruptly
jerked to a halt, and every shiny surface inside reflected strobing blue lights
from outside of the vehicle. Through the windows, Paul noted with sickening
horror that the bus was now surrounded by a half-dozen police and military
vehicles and at least a dozen armed men in uniform.


And two Oni that he could see, dressed in Mexican military
fatigues and carrying FN P90 submachine guns.


He reached into his shirt pocket, grasping his gold bar, and
frantically tried to create a portal in the aisle. But instead of a portal,
there was only a brief fizzle of light. His spell had been blocked from
outside! He tried to invoke another spell, this one to change Planck’s constant,
but that too failed. 


“Paul Armstead!” shouted a voice through a bullhorn. “Come
out with your hands up! Think of the other passengers! Come out now and they
won’t be harmed!”


All the people on the bus were looking around at each other
in growing fear and excitement. The man with the bottle in the bag was staring
at Paul.


What am I going to do now? he asked himself. Is
the stuff in my pocket going to help protect me? 


He glanced out the window again, noting that there were now
three Oni in view. He was well and truly busted. He stood slowly, feeling
trapped and afraid. He really didn’t have any faith in the soybeans, garlic,
salt, or onions in his pants pockets.


And then, in a flash, he remembered something that his
stepson, Douglas, had once told him about drinking alcohol. It dovetailed with
what Abe no Seimei had said.


Which caused a new idea to pop into his head. Without
questioning his inspiration, he dug out the roll of bills from his rear pants
pocket.


“You have just 30 seconds to come out, Paul! Then we storm
the bus!”


The other passengers were beginning to freak out, their
cries of alarm rising quickly in volume. 


Paul doled out several neuvo peso bank notes in $100
denominations and thrust it at the man with the bottle. “Necessito su botella!
(I need your bottle!)” he yelled over the noise.


The elderly Mexican blinked but grasped the bag and bottle
more firmly, pulling away from Paul.


“Twenty seconds!” screamed the bullhorn.


“No me iré sin botella! (I’m not
leaving without the bottle!)” Paul snarled.


Glancing out the window at the flashing lights and armed
men, the other passenger changed his mind, reaching out to snatch the money and
pushing the bottle into Paul’s hand.


With a quick spell, Paul popped the little hat off the
bottle and did a strange thing. He raised the bottle high and upended it on
himself. 


His nearest neighbors gasped in surprise and disgust as the
alcohol splashed downward, mostly on Paul, but some of it splattering on the
closest of the other passengers. 


Ignoring their cries of outrage, Paul dumped the bottle’s
entire contents all over his chest, shoulders, and head. The liquid burned the
corners of his eyes, the smell of it overpowering him, and he coughed and
gagged at it.


Dropping the bottle to the floor, Paul took the gold bar from
his pocket, perched a foot up on the armrest of one of the seats, and tucked
the bar into his sock.


“We’re coming in!” squawked the bullhorn.


The driver was heading down the aisle, determination and
anger in his eyes. Paul dropped his leg and charged up the aisle to meet the man,
who dodged, gripped Paul by the collar, and yanked him forward. There was
banging at the bus doors, but the driver slapped the door button and shoved
Paul down the steps at the same moment. 


The doors opened just in time to let him fall into the
waiting arms of an Oni.


The Oni yelled, spun him around, and tripped him. Hitting
the asphalt knocked the breath out of Paul and caused white dots to form at the
edge of his vision. Combined with the smell of the tequila, he nearly vomited.


But strong arms yanked him back up to his feet and thrust
him away from the bus.


All around Paul, grim-faced men pointed a variety of rifles
and handguns at him, but the scariest sight was the four Oni surrounding him.


His arm was twisted behind him with irresistible force, and
the sudden pain made him gasp hard. Despair filled him. Was he about to die,
right here, right now? With all these witnesses?


And then a strange thing happened.


The Oni in front of Paul leaned forward and took a whiff.


“He’s drunk,” it said with an American accent. “Good stuff,
too.”


“What? You didn’t save any for us?” roared another Oni.


All four of them laughed in their funny way at that joke. 


Gritting his teeth and sub-vocalizing, Paul whispered, “In
the names of Preston Foster, Al Bundy, and Homer Simpson, may the alcoholic
fumes from my clothing be concentrated in their noses!”


“Hey!” growled the Oni behind him, the one gripping his arm.
“He cast a spell! Weak, but he must have something on him!”


“Search him!”


Rough hands began frisking him. In seconds, they pulled the
money from his pockets and then the bag of salt.


“What’s this? Salt? Another bag? Are those soybeans?! Really?!”


This time, they laughed all the harder, while the Oni
searching him tossed the bags on the ground, stomping on them in contempt.


The Mexican police were frowning, lowering their weapons in
puzzlement. This was not how to arrest a dangerous suspect.


“No one has tried to use soybeans against us since the
Sino-Japanese war!” the second Oni declared, laughing loudly.


Well, so much for the grocery plan. Will my new idea work
better? Paul wondered. Doug had told him that breathing strong alcoholic
fumes was a far faster way to get drunk than by drinking the stuff. Alcohol
inhalation bypassed the stomach and liver, going straight from the lungs into
the bloodstream. Doug had actually confessed to having tried it, despite the
fact that it was illegal in California. Of course, that little fact had not
deterred him any.


Paul studied the nearest Oni. According to the Japanese
expert, Abe no Seimei, the Oni loved to drink. What was their tolerance level? Would
the smell be enough to make them drunk? And if so, how would they react? Since
the soybeans and other items had failed, this was practically Paul’s last hope.



Another Oni leaned close and took a deep whiff. “Tequila!”
it roared. “Not my favorite, but not bad!”


More whiffs from the other Oni. They were enjoying
themselves.


And then the pressure on his arm decreased.


“Found it!” said the searching Oni, pulling the gold bar
from Paul’s sock. “Ooh, gold! Nice work there, wizard!” Then the Oni turned to
one of the unhappy Mexican police officers. “Here! Catch!”


And just like that, the gold bar was gone.


“Do you remember that saké we had at the New Year’s party?”
Oni number three asked. “That was pretty good stuff too!”


More sniffs, deeper ones. 


“Can’t stand it anymore,” Oni number one pronounced with a
snarl. “I need a bottle.”


Paul felt one of them cast a spell, and suddenly, there was
a bottle of tequila being passed from Oni to Oni, each taking a big belt in
turn.


“I prefer an Irish Whiskey myself,” Oni number four remarked
airily. “Let’s have a bottle of that too.”


Oni number two released Paul’s arm and swung him around, bringing
Paul close, face to face. Paul gagged and jerked backward.


“Listen, wizard,” the Oni barked. “Behave yourself and we’ll
let you have a drink too. In fact, we’ll let everyone here have one! Okay,
guys? Drinks for everyone!”


A bottle was shoved into Paul’s hand. 


“Drink up, wizard! Drink and be merry, before we take you to
Ruggiero! Come on, be a man! Let’s party! Everybody! Oh, and let’s have some
music!”


Using their magical powers on the police and the bus
passengers, the Oni gathered everyone together, first in the parking lot, and
then moving everyone into the bus terminal itself. The alcohol flowed freely in
a variety of different spirits, from beer to various hard liquors.


Unfortunately, Paul was not able to sneak out. The Oni kept
tabs on him and offered him drinks which he was not allowed to refuse. Since he
had previously never drunk anything stronger than wine, the alcohol quickly
went to work on his system, and in less than a half-hour, he too was
rip-roaring drunk, trading jokes and stories with Oni number three.


• • • •


Paul awoke with a start, feeling terrible and disoriented.
He was cold, his stomach churned wildly, his throat burned, and his head
pounded in sync with his heartbeat. He felt like every pore of his body was screaming
in pain. And the noise! It was like thunder, it was so loud!


He discovered too that, much to his dismay, he was lying face-down
on a laminate floor. 


“To quote Dean Martin, ‘You’re not drunk if you can lie on
the floor without holding on,’” he muttered in a whisper. When he raised his
head up to look around, he was greeted with an unexpected sight.


The party was still going on. And it was much bigger than
before, too.


It would seem that the original group of bus passengers and
Mexican police officers were pretty much all on the ground around him, sleeping
it off, just like he had been. The ones still standing and dancing and drinking
with the Oni were newcomers--those that had arrived on later buses or passersby
snagged by an Oni spell. Paul noted too that there was an inordinate number of
police at the party. No doubt, every police officer in the city had come to
investigate and become trapped here. 


Abe no Seimei had been correct. The Oni had a remarkable
ability to party down, making every other party animal that Paul had ever known
look like a piker by comparison. 


“Ah, awake again, I see,” boomed an Oni’s voice. “Come, you
need a drink!”


Paul shook his head. “Food first. Then, we will see.”


“YES!” the Oni shouted. “You are right! This party lacks
food! What a brilliant idea, wizard! I prefer sashimi (raw fish) and tsukemono
(pickles), myself. But I know Yuji likes kibi dango (dumplings), and Haneul,
that barbarian, will want Ojinguh Bokum (stir-fried spicy squid). Humph,
everyone knows that squid is best eaten raw!”


Paul gulped but managed to keep a forced smile on his face.
“That sounds wonderful. Say, as the bus was coming into town, I saw a Sushi
Mexicano store, not far from here, either. Just the place to pick up a few of
those dishes you mentioned.”


The Oni looked confused. “But we can portal anything we need—”


“Ah, but is it fresh?” Paul persisted. “Is it handpicked?
Don’t you want the best?”


“But of course—”


“I’ll just pop down the street and select it myself.”


“But—”


“I’ll be right back, trust me. Just imagine how good it will
taste.”


“Well,” the Oni said, sounding doubtful. “If you promise to
hurry.”


“Cross my heart. I swear, I’ll go as fast as I can,” Paul
honestly promised him. “Oh, I’ll need my money back, please, to buy the food
with.”


“Money? Oh, you’re an honest wizard, heh? Very well.” And
the Oni dug a wad of cash out of a pocket, the same money he had taken from
Paul earlier that day. 


As Paul headed off down a random street, the Oni called
after him, “Get plenty! There’s another bus pulling in and we will need lots of
food!”


Paul half-staggered, half-ran down the street, striving to
get as far away as possible before the Oni discovered that they had been
tricked. At the first corner, his stomach and spinning head could stand it no
longer, and he fell to his hands and knees, vomiting heavily on the sidewalk. Three
solid heaves were followed by retching and a bout of coughing. 


When it was over, Paul did his best to catch his breath and
wipe his face off with a shirt tail. Getting to his feet again was no harder
than climbing ten flights of stairs, but he somehow managed. He focused on the
next corner, only five hundred miles away, and set out in a lurching jog.


Huffing and puffing like a freight train, he slowed to an unsteady
walk and tried to make himself think.


It was mid-afternoon. But he had lost the gold bar.
Moreover, the Oni knew where he was…more or less. As soon as they sobered up or
as soon as more Oni appeared, they would begin looking for Paul in earnest. So,
what was he going to do? How could he get out of the city?


“Merlin?”


“That was too close,” Merlin observed, floating along beside
him. “Somehow, they figured out you were on that bus.”


Paul nodded weakly, but in total agreement. “What was your
first clue?”


Merlin shrugged indifferently without answering.


“I don’t have my gold bar anymore or my luggage,” Paul
whined. “Plus I stink of puke and tequila. I’ve got to do something about that.
I need something to use as an amulet.” He shook his head, trying to clear it in
order to think, but all it did was made him dizzier.


“I need something,” Paul insisted. “You said that the
rarer an element or mineral was, the larger the magical quotient it had.” It
was time to explore some of the possibilities. “Let’s see that chart again, the
one of the magical quotients of elements versus their atomic numbers.”


A floating hologram of the periodic table materialized in
front of him as he walked. He traced backward from the heavier elements toward
the left, where the magical quotients were not so dramatic. And he found one
that made him blink.


“Tin? Tin is a rare element?” Paul muttered in surprise. 


“Not like gold or platinum, no. But still decent in large
enough quantities,” Merlin observed.


A smile grew on Paul’s face. As an electrical engineer, he knew
of a ready source of tin. Solder contained a high percentage of that metal,
together with lead, which according to the same chart, was also a fairly rare
metal. Yep, a nice big roll of solder would be just the ticket to suit his
purposes.


“Merlin, didn’t we pass a hardware store coming into town?”
Paul asked, feeling a bit better about his first trip to Mexico.


• • • •


It was only a mile away, too.


And yet, it seemed to take forever to walk that distance.


The Cain Ferretería (hardware store) was small in comparison
to the standard box stores in the U.S. However, it was very well stocked. Paul
had no trouble finding a nice spool of resin core solder. However, when he
approached the front counter, the sales clerk jerked back in disgust at his
appearance and odor. For a moment, Paul was afraid that he would be thrown out
of the place and not allowed to make his purchase.


However, the sight of the money in his hand was sufficient
for the clerk. The sale was made quickly, and Paul fled the store with all due haste.


Outside, he bolted down the nearest alley, ducking behind a
large dumpster.


“Time to do something about my appearance and this revolting
smell,” he muttered, removing the solder from its packaging. With a firm grip
on it, he said, “In the names of Christian Scientists, Mormons, and Muslims
(teetotalers all), let there be a two foot diameter low energy portal here,
with a filter setting for ethanol and...” here, he wrinkled his nose in
distaste, “...the stench in my clothes! Let the other end of the portal deposit
the elements removed into this dumpster!”


A portal formed above his head, the other end hovering above
the dumpster. Tucking his arm in tightly, his end of the portal dropped over
him, filtering the ethyl alcohol not only from his clothes, but from his entire
body, leaving him immediately free of its effects.


Like a transition from night to day, he felt instantly
better and more alert. He took an experimental whiff. Yeah, he smelled a lot
better, too.


The key question now was how to escape.


“I need to talk to the CIA guy.”


The CIA agent that Paul had talked to in the Pyrenees Mountains
appeared nearby, facing the mouth of the alleyway.


The specter carefully studied the city street through his
dark sunglasses for several moments before sighing.


“When they discover that you lied about going for takeout,
they will lock down the roads going out of town,” the agent pointed out. “Since
there are only six such roads, it won’t take them long. After that, they will
search the city until they find you.” 


Conceding that the CIA man was probably right, Paul glanced
back in the direction of the bus terminal. “I can’t get out of town before they
lock it down?”


The agent shrugged. “Not by bus and not by plane, no. Maybe
if you stole a car, you might make it. And then, maybe not. Do you want to risk
that?”


Paul turned eastward. He could not see the ocean, but he could
smell the salt in the air.


“How about by boat?” Paul suggested inquiringly.


Again, the CIA guy shrugged. “There are no cruise ships that
dock in Tampico, nor do Mexicans go much into yachting. Most of the ships in
port will be freighters with no passenger berths. And forgive me for saying so,
as an escape vehicle, freighters are much too slow.”


Paul couldn’t disagree with the man on that point. Still,
the harbor front might make a good place to hide with all the warehouses and
such.


“I have always liked ships,” Paul said with conviction.
“Which way to the harbor?”


• • • •


Gripping the roll of solder tightly, Paul used one
relatively low-energy spell for flying at a sedate pace and another to disguise
himself as an airborne seagull (albeit a rather large one). Even at his
leisurely speed, it took only a few minutes to land on one of the docks on the
north side of the river. From there, he stood deep in thought, watching the nearby
loading of one of the freighters. 


Rio Panuco cuts in from the Gulf of Mexico across the
southeast corner of the city of Tampico. There might be some great places to
hide here, but Paul reluctantly concluded that there were no modes of escape. Just
as the CIA man had said, Tampico did not seem to have a marina like most cities
on the waterfront in the United States would have had. No fast, small boats
anywhere in sight. And no slow ones, either.


By now, the roads leading out of town would be cordoned off.
There would be no escape that way. And probably none by sea, either. From where
Paul stood, the south bank looked more run down, much seamier. He decided to
try his luck there.


Another brief bout of flying took him across the river, to
land near the front entrance of a salvage yard. Even from where he landed, he
saw a veritable treasure house of old junk, most of it apparently from old
ships and dockyard equipment. 


Paul surprised himself, sensing mental activity in the back
of his head, just below his conscience level. An idea was cooking there. Maybe.
It remained to be seen if it was a good idea or not. He had been in this
situation before, his subconscious working on solutions to difficult problems.
More than half the time, the idea generated wasn’t worth the effort, but when
it worked, the results were often impressive.


For lack of anything better to try, Paul made the trek down
the street and wandered into the yard. 


“Bienvenido, Señor. ¿puedo ayudarle? (Welcome, sir, may I
help you?)” asked a middle-aged, male voice. 


Paul turned and faced the man speaking to him. He was dark,
with black hair and eyes and a thick mustache. Short, too. And Paul saw a touch
of gray along the temples and age lines around the eyes. Early
fifties, maybe.


“No sé. Espero que sí. Veo tantas cosas
interesantes aquí. (I don’t know. I hope so. I see so
many interesting things here.)”


The Mexican laughed. “Por un gringo, hablas bien el español, casi como un
Mexicano. ¿Te gustaría conocer el dueño? (For a gringo, you speak Spanish
pretty well, almost like a Mexican. Do you want to meet the owner?)”


“Muchísimo. Gracias. (Very much. Thanks.)”


The black-haired man led Paul to an old building that was
very much in need of repairs and a new coat of paint. Inside, the front room
nearly overwhelmed Paul. It was hot and stuffy and smelled of mold. Junk was
piled high everywhere, leaving barely enough room to navigate to the peeling
countertop. Once there, Paul noted with passing interest the oldest cash
register he had ever seen in his life.


“¡Eh, antiguo! ¡Tienes un
cliente! (Hey, old man! You have a customer!)” his guide shouted.


From a back room behind the counter, an elderly man stepped
forth. His hair might have been gray, but his age seemed indeterminate, one of
those men who could be anywhere from mid-fifties to late seventies. He carried
himself well, giving the impression of strength gained by hard work and
experience. Darkened by years in the sun, his face bore heavy wrinkles and
several small moles.


Paul liked him immediately. He definitely had character.


The gray-haired Mexican gave Paul an insincere smile as he sized
up his potential customer. Paul could tell that the other man was decidedly not
impressed.


“Sí, ¿qué es lo que
quieres? (Yes, what do you want?)” the yard owner asked.


“Me gustaría ver lo que tienen. Hay un montón de cosas interesantes aquí. (I
would like to see what you guys have. There is a lot of interesting stuff here,)”
Paul replied.


The owner exaggerated an eye roll then waved an arm around. 


“Junk, you mean,” he corrected Paul, still speaking in Spanish.
“Go ahead, look all you want.”


With that, he disappeared back into the back room.


Paul chuckled in complete understanding. So, okay, the man
was a bit gruff, but what could you expect when a gringo stops into a salvage
yard to window shop?


That embryonic idea in the back of his mind continued to
tickle his consciousness. But Paul knew that trying to force it to the
forefront wouldn’t work. Better to let it stir around a little more and come
out on its own when it was good and ready.


So Paul wandered around the room, poking at the various
piles of junk. There were logbooks, compasses, an actual sextant, cracked
chinaware, old rope, lanterns, two old windup clocks, sea chests, duffel bags,
and a host of other old junk that Paul didn’t even recognize. Some of the items
were in decent shape, considering their age, and other items were rotting away
in the warm humid air. 


Out the dirty, smeared front window, Paul could see tons of
other types of hardware in the yard including pipe, conduit, plates from ship
hulls, fire hoses, and piles and piles of other junk.


Still, the idea refused to come out to play.


The first man was watching Paul, grinning, amused no doubt
by the gringo who didn’t seem to know what he wanted.


Leaning against the far wall was a faded yellow airplane
propeller. Airplane items, here? Paul moved closer to the table near the
propeller, noting a number of other aviation items. Among them was a very old
set of aviation goggles and an old aviators’ cap. 


Paul picked both of the items up, studying them.


The idea snapped into place, and Paul almost snickered in
delight at the scope and detail of it. Fortunately, he only smiled with a sloppy
grin instead of giggling out loud.


He motioned to the salvage worker.


“Do you have welding equipment here too?” Paul inquired hopefully
in Spanish.


• • • •


For the next half hour, the man (whose name Paul learned was
Rodrigo) helped gather together the necessary material and take it all to the
small machine shop in another building on site. By that time, the gray-haired
owner, Jorge, joined the two of them, curious about the gringo’s purchases. He
watched as Rodrigo cut and formed some of the metal parts.


“You are charging him for labor, are you not?” Jorge asked
his employee, a hint of suspicion in his voice.


“Yes, I am. 200 pesos per hour, the standard charge,”
Rodrigo replied with a sly grin. 


Startled, Jorge blinked but said nothing.


Paul was not fooled. The standard charge was probably closer
to twenty pesos per hour. But he simply smiled.


“And did you pay for all this stuff?” Jorge asked him.


“I did,” Paul responded, handing him his copy of the sales
receipt.


Jorge glanced at the paper and returned it. Paul had
seriously overpaid for the material as well.


“Let me also say that I have offered a bonus to Rodrigo and
to you, sir, if the work can be finished quickly and if it meets my
satisfaction.”


Jorge studied Paul for a moment, trying to decide if the
gringo was simply nuts or playing a devious game of some kind. “A bonus?”


“Yes, 1,000 pesos. Each.”


The owner frowned, trying to understand why a gringo would
make such a ridiculous offer. “Why so much?”


“I like to reward good work,” Paul answered, feeling
insufferably pleased with himself, a smug smile on his face.


Jorge had no reply but watched Rodrigo work.


• • • •


The finished device was a bit odd looking, even if Paul did
say so himself. 


An eight foot piece of 1 inch conduit was at one end,
threaded into the center of a small one foot square piece of ¼ inch thick steel
plate. On the other side of the plate was welded a one foot section of 8 inch
diameter steel pipe, the opposite end of which was open ended.


A hefty old metal funnel—once used by an engineer to keep a
Liberty ship’s engine properly lubricated—was jammed into the opposite end of
the 1 inch conduit. Halfway down the conduit, midway between the funnel and the
square steel plate, a piece of 2×6 wood was bolted to a section of angle iron which
itself was welded cross-wise across the conduit.


If one squinted real hard, it resembled a broom with wings.
Well, sort of.


Jorge looked at it again and shook his head. Paul closely examined
the welds for the third time and nodded in satisfaction.


Digging out a roll of bills from his pocket, Paul peeled off
2,000 pesos and handed them over. Rodrigo pocketed his half at lightning speed.
Jorge took his reluctantly and held it in his hand.


“Fine work,” Paul said loudly and appreciatively. “Very
fine.”


He slipped on the aviator cap and then the aviator goggles.


Jorge blinked, further confused by the idiocy of the gringo’s
actions. “What are you doing?”


“It’s time to test this and see if it works,” Paul explained,
still feeling pretty smug with his “invention.”


“If what works? It’s just conduit, metal, and a piece of
wood. There are no moving parts,” Jorge protested, scowling.


“It doesn’t need any,” Paul replied confidently.


He grabbed the conduit with one hand and dragged it out the
door of the shop into the open air. The other two men followed him, watching in
curiosity. 


Leaning the conduit forward at a forty-five degree angle, Paul
straddled it, placing his rump up against the piece of 2×6.


“Oh, Rodrigo, would you get me a paper cup of water,
please?” Paul politely asked.


Rodrigo shrugged and retreated back into the building,
emerging with a small paper cup brimming with water. 


In the meantime, Paul took out his roll of solder and
carefully wrapped some of its length a few times around the conduit about a
foot down from the funnel and tied the roll into place against the conduit.
This task only took a minute. Then he gratefully took the cup of water from
Rodrigo and sipped a little of it.


“Jorge, Rodrigo, it has truly been a great pleasure to know
you,” Paul said. “I have three pieces of advice. First, in an hour or so, the
police will come here. They will ask a lot of stupid questions, and they will
be very rude. If you tell them I was here, they will take you downtown and ask
many more stupid questions. Worse, they will take all your money from you,
every last peso I gave you. If I were you, before they get here, I would hide
the money and I would hide it so carefully that your own mothers couldn’t find
it! Second piece of advice. Don’t tell them I was here at all!”


Jorge frowned at the gringo. “You are wanted by the police?”


Paul nodded and grinned again.


Rodrigo was starting to look a bit nervous. “What is the third
thing?”


Paul beamed and then leaned forward to pour the remaining
contents of the paper cup into the funnel. A small pool of water formed at the back
end, streaming out the eight-inch pipe. 


“I suggest you stand back,” the wizard answered, smirking.


Gripping the solder, Paul closed his eyes and concentrated.
His contraption levitated into the air, taking him along with it. Jorge and
Rodrigo scrambled backward in surprise, their eyes wide and jaws dropping.


“‘Thrusters ahead full, Mr. Sulu!’” Paul shouted at the top
of his voice.


Inside, at the end of the conduit, where it was threaded to
the steel plate, there were still a few drops of water left from the cup. Paul triggered
compression on a tiny fraction of one drop of water, squeezing down the deuterium
atoms, forcing their electrons into the nuclei and then squeezing the deuterium
together, just as he had done when he had escaped from Ruggiero. And as the
deuterium fused together to form helium, it released a great deal of energy.


A ball of fire erupted out the end of the eight-inch pipe,
and Paul’s contraption leapt forward, nearly throwing him off, with him barely managing
to hang on for dear life.


“YEE HAW!!”


Humid air flowed down through the mouth of the funnel and
down the length of the conduit, where Paul continued to squeeze the water
molecules into the fusion reaction, the thrust accelerating him forward at an
increasing rate of speed.


The first nuclear fusion powered “broom” in history successfully
roared into the daytime sky, making its maiden flight.
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Leveling
off at 150 feet, Paul throttled back to maintain a speed of 60 mph. The air
rushing past him was stinging the skin on his hand and face, forcing him to
keep his speed low.


There were a couple of items of business to be taken care
of.


“In the name of HAL 9000, Robby the Robot, and Jarvis, let a
portion of my mind be compartmentalized to control the spells needed for the
fusion process.”


Instantly, Paul felt his mind freed of that task.


“In the name of Romulan warbirds, F22 fighters, and Minbari
WarCruisers, let my image not reflect radar on any frequency band.”


There! Paul would be harder to detect and follow now.


He grinned like a possum at his new invention. Hmm, by all
rights, it needed a proper name.


“I hereby dub thee the Broom.”


He noted with concern that it was harder to maintain proper
balance on the Broom than it had been on the flying blanket. The seating
was not nearly as comfortable, either. Nevertheless, he felt a greater sense of
power with the Broom.


He needed some distance from Tampico, from any possible
pursuit, so he banked left, to an easterly course, and almost immediately went
“feet wet,” passing the beach beneath him. Ahead, he could see a freighter
sailing away from the city. And people on the ship could see him, too,
apparently. As he passed it, he could hear wild screaming from the figures on board
and see arms waving, bodies jumping up and down. He waved back with the stump
of his left arm.


He realized that he could go faster if the air pressure was
less.


Raising his angle of attack and throttling up the Broom’s
thrust to compensate, Paul watched the sea below him fall away.


Throttling a little more, he swung his course gently toward
the north. Hopefully, he was now far enough out at sea that his use of magic
could not be detected. Since there were only a thousand or so joules involved
in all his spells combined (the thrust was provided by fusion power, not magic),
Paul felt confident that he was undetectable. Well, reasonably so. 


The Broom took him onward. 


Paul understood that eventually, the heat of the fusion
drive would prove to be too much for the carbon steel of the eight-inch pipe
and the piece of ship’s plate that formed the thrust chamber. They would melt
or crack apart. So far, the metal was holding, but the thrust temperature was
running pretty hot. The question would be what would happen first? That Paul reached
the United States or that the Broom died?


He would have to keep an eye on the steel. If it looked like
it was getting ready to fail, he would head back to the coastline, even if he was
still on the Mexican side of the border.


• • • •


At roughly 20,000 foot altitude, his speed was nearly 200
mph. But he was growing tired, his arm muscles sore, his rear-end aching from
pressing against the 2×6, and he had only been at it for a little over an hour.
He calculated that he would need to stay airborne for at least another hour,
maybe an hour and a half, to reach Texas and even more if he wanted to shoot
for Louisiana or some point farther east.


Merlin’s disembodied head snapped into existence in front of
him, floating effortlessly through the air.


“‘She can’t take it anymore, Captain!’” the old wizard
quipped loudly in a Scottish accent. “‘If we keep this speed, we’ll blow up any
minute now!’”


Paul eased back on the thrust, cutting it a good 25%. Then he
used a spell to “feel” the temperatures of the makeshift thrust chamber. Merlin
was right, it was on the edge of melting.


“Thanks, Merlin,” Paul shouted loud enough for him to hear
over the roar of the wind. Naturally, he recognized—and appreciated—Merlin’s
quote from a Star Trek episode. “Nice quote, too.”


Merlin grinned, gave Paul a quick nod, and then disappeared.


Now the flight northward would take longer. 


Gently, Paul changed his course a little more to the north.
If the steel failed, he would need to be closer to the shore. Without the
solder, he wouldn’t have the power to make a gentle landing, but he couldn’t
exactly unwrap the solder now, not in midflight!


So he took a deep breath and made a decision. Since he couldn’t
fly fast anymore, it wasn’t necessary for him to fly so high.


Angling down the nose, the Broom began a slow, but steady
descent back toward Earth.


At 4,000 feet, Paul leveled off again and flew onward. The
day was slowly marching forward, the sun now in the western quadrant of the sky.
He tried to concentrate on staying alert.


Ahead and a little to the left, on the far horizon, Paul could
see a bit of white. Land! Good! Was it Mexico or Texas? He’d ask Merlin when he
got closer.


He cast a small spell to check the status of the thrust
chamber again. The results worried him. It did not look good. Tiny cracks were
developing in the steel of both the pipe and the plate. The conduit was also
suffering. Paul began to seriously doubt if his makeshift flying machine would
be able to go the distance. 


He lowered the throttle setting again, dropping his speed
still further but also lowering the temperature in the thrust chamber. This was
a balancing act now. Lowering the thrust also lowered the stress on the metals,
but in addition, it lengthened the time it would need to operate to get him to
shore. 


The shoreline came progressively closer.


“Merlin, where are we? Is that Mexico or Texas?” Paul yelled
above the noise of the wind.


Merlin’s image appeared in front of him.


“Still Mexico, but the border is coming up soon. I suggest
you alter course five degrees to port.”


Paul pursed his lips but made no reply, changing his heading
even further to the left.


Another few minutes and the land slid by on the port side.
Largely, it was sand dunes, brush, small ponds, and marsh. There were no roads
or any other sign of civilization. Up ahead, Paul saw a small river cutting
through the sand dunes.


“That’s the mighty Rio Grande,” Merlin confirmed for him.
“Beyond that is the United States. But there really isn’t much on the other
side either until you get to South Padre Island. If you don’t make it to the
island, you will have to walk quite a long way before you reach civilization.”


Paul nodded. He didn’t have the strength to spend a few
hours walking in the heat of the day. His right pinky started to twitch again.


Past the river, there were more sand dunes. Now he could see
a few roads and an occasional house. He sensed an end to his voyage coming soon
and was much relieved.


Up ahead, there was a jetty thrusting out into the gulf. 


“That’s the channel. South Padre Island is on the other
side,” Merlin shouted at him.


Paul was still a mile or so offshore but angling closer. He altered
heading a little more to the left. All he needed was five more minutes to reach
a nice landing spot on the island. Just five minutes.


Then the back end of the Broom exploded, metal
spewing forth like shrapnel.


Despite the fact that Paul was halfway expecting it, the
explosion jarred him hard, sending a spike of fear through him. Here he was, 4,000
feet up in the air, and his transport had just become an anchor.


Instantly, Paul shut off the fusion drive.


Great. Just great. He gulped in terror as his speed dropped
and he started arching downward. He had only thought he was prepared for this
situation. Now that it was upon him, he was suddenly a lot less sure of
himself.


His heart racing, Paul attempted to unwrap the solder, fumbling
to get it untied. The Broom was gathering downward momentum now.


Paul only got part of the solder off before it snapped, the spool
of it escaping from his flailing fingertips. He watched the roll plunge rapidly
downward toward the water. He groaned in disgust and fear. Now all that he had
a good grip on was a few feet of the solder.


Kicking loose from the Broom, which really was an
anchor now, Paul began to free fall, and he held his arms and feet out like a
skydiver.


Would he survive the next couple of minutes or not? He gulped,
trying to keep his heart from bursting out of his chest. He had to try a magical
spell. He had to!


“In the name of Voyager 1, Wright Flyer 1, and a Goa’uld
Death Glider, may I glide through the air toward the island!”


The few feet of solder was a considerable help, and he could
feel the spell kick in. He was now heading toward the far side of the channel,
where another jetty could be seen sticking out from the shore. There wasn’t
enough power in the solder to keep him from falling. The best that he would be able
to manage was a controlled crash-landing. It was going to be close.


Gripping the solder harder, Paul fell through the air,
angling for the water beyond the rocks, the wind whipping his clothes about,
the water coming closer by the second. 


Details on the beach were becoming clearer, too. Paul saw
lots of pretty white sand and people strolling about. Farther up the beach,
there appeared to be several motels and a small city. 


His flight path carried him over the rocks at the southern
tip of the island by a good one hundred feet, but short of the beach itself.
With another small spell, Paul spun in the air so that he would hit feet first.
As he neared the water, his heartbeat raced like a machine gun. 


And then he plowed into the water, hard enough to
momentarily knock the breath out of himself. In the process, he lost his
goggles, the aviator’s cap, and the solder.


Stunned, Paul weakly thrashed around in the water. With
desperate effort, he forced himself to stop thrashing and to start swimming
instead. Despite his frantic exertions, his upward progress seemed incredibly
slow. His chest was on fire, his lungs threatening to burst. Screaming in
anguish, he finally broke the surface and gasped for breath, taking in several
deep droughts of air, the salt water stinging his eyes. With more effort, he
focused his energies on swimming for the beach. 


Normally, Paul was a pretty good swimmer, but he was tired
from the flight and it was also hard to swim one-handed. He could barely make
headway. Fortunately, the tide was rolling in, and that helped him a great
deal.


When his feet finally touched the bottom, Paul almost
started crying in relief. Bouncing off the bottom produced better progress. The
push of the surf also helped propel him forward.


From that point onward, Paul waded slowly toward the shore. Drained,
he struggled to stay upright in the surf.


But then he stopped. 


On the beach, there were a couple of dozen people, all gathered
together, staring at him. Apparently, they were having some sort of social
outing and had seen him fall from the sky.


A small boy clung to a woman’s leg as he pointed at Paul,
asking her a question.


Paul smiled and bowed, just as he had done in Saint-Jean-de-Luz.
The group on the beach gave no response, so he tried waving and bowing again,
but it was obviously of no use. So with a shrug of defeat, he angled northward,
going around them, the waves plunging past his legs, the only sound being that
of the surf.


• • • •


As Paul walked up the beach, he wandered past a few other
people. Apparently, this was a decent vacation spot, even in January. He didn’t
see anyone swimming, but walking and jogging seemed to be popular enough
activities.


His wet clothes began to chafe him and he was very cold, but
he had nothing to help him cast a spell for drying off or to warm him up. He
patiently and forlornly endured the discomfort. 


A mile up the beach, Paul reached the first motel, the sign
announcing it to be the Pearl South Padre. Mind numb with exhaustion, he walked
up the white sidewalk past the very long pool and entered the double wide glass
doors, finding himself in the air-conditioned interior of a large lobby. For
several seconds, he simply stood there, just inside the door, his eyes closed
as he tried to organize his thoughts. He had concentrated so hard on reaching a
place like this that he hadn’t considered what he would do once he actually
arrived.


Opening his eyes again, a part of his brain noted the floor
paved with large ceramic tiles and the white plaster columns lifting high toward
the ceiling. Oh, and toward the center of the room, there were several
off-white, overstuffed chairs. Paul stumbled over to one of them and collapsed
into its soft embrace. 


He rested for several minutes, gradually getting some of his
strength back, his mind firing on a few more cylinders. Digging through his
pants pockets, he wearily pulled out the soaked roll of cash. There were also a
few pesos, which he knew contained small amounts of silver, tin, aluminum, and
copper. Touching them and using them as an amulet, he altered his visual appearance
to that of a business executive by the name of Armand Gerow, complete with a
dark suit, white shirt, and briefcase. Then he wearily levered himself out of
the chair and approached the front counter. A very efficient desk clerk smiled
and quickly checked him in.


The elevator took him to room 408. Once the door was locked
behind him, he stripped out of his damp, salty clothing and took a long, hot
shower.


Since he was starving, he ordered a large pepperoni pizza
and a jumbo diet drink from room service, then retreated to the bathroom to
wash his clothes in the tub. He had just finished hanging them up on the shower
rod when there was a knock at the door. 


With a towel around him, he cracked the door open and took
the pizza box and drink, thanking the waiter and giving him a twenty dollar tip.



Eating slowly in bed, he turned the TV on with the remote
control. While he was scanning the channels, he suddenly spotted an image of
his own face on the screen, behind that of a news anchor. He quickly turned up
the sound.


“...And again, let me repeat. The top story tonight—this
man, Paul Armstead, is an American wanted for the murder of two Mexican police
officers at the Benito Juarez International Airport. Authorities believe that he
may have crossed the border into South Texas. He is considered to be armed and
extremely dangerous. If you see him, do not approach him but report his
location immediately to the local authorities.”


“And now, on a lighter note, Gail is here to tell us about
what a group of preschoolers are up to this week....”


Paul heaved a mournful sigh and turned the TV off with the
remote.


Just freakin’ wonderful.
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The
sun streaming in through the cracks in the curtains woke him up early the next
morning, after he had spent a restless night tossing and turning in bed. Wearily
rubbing his eyes, Paul headed to the bathroom to splash a little water on his
face.


He studied his image in the mirror. On the plus side, the spells
for improving his health were gradually helping him physically, and as a side
benefit, they were also making him look a little younger and fitter. His hair
was coming back on top, still short, but thick and brown. His weight must have been
down to nearly 200 pounds now. And his eyesight was much improved as well,
which was a good thing, since he had lost his glasses as a prisoner of Ruggiero.



On the minus side, there were bags under his bloodshot eyes,
he had a quarter-inch beard, and he was still wrung out from the previous day
and restless night. 


Without a razor, he could do nothing for the beard, but he
did take a long, luxurious hot shower, which served to ease his aches and pains
somewhat. After he dressed in his now-dry clothes, he left the room, two peso
coins in his hand, using them to maintain his disguise as the business
executive.


Downstairs, Paul found his way into the Beachside Bar &
Grille, the house restaurant. A middle-aged waitress took his order for orange
juice, eggs over easy, toast, bacon, and a double order of hash browns. He smiled
gratefully at her when she delivered the meal, the delicious smell of the food
making his mouth water in anticipation. If she thought it strange for him to
carry around two Mexican coins, she gave no sign of it.


As Paul ravenously consumed his food, he lapsed deep into
thought, noting with dry humor that once again, he was on the run from the bad
guys, just as he had been almost from the moment the genie had given him
magical powers. And before that, his job had dragged him through the fire for
more than a month with that special project. He momentarily chortled when he thought
of the mystery he must have left behind at Edwards AFB. Yes, they must have
been quite surprised by his disappearance.


But never mind all of that right now. At the moment, Paul was
extremely tired of being chased and having his life threatened several times a
day. It was past time to break free from all of that. There had to be a way of
doing so. There was a genuine need for him to evaluate his situation and make
effective long-range plans, but he couldn’t do that while he was on the run.


“Let’s have the CIA guy back, please,” Paul muttered between
savoring bites of heavenly hash browns.


The black-ops agent materialized in a chair at the table
next to Paul’s but faced away from him.


“Seems to be all clear,” the hologram whispered over his
shoulder after looking carefully around the Grille. Since there were no other
customers present, Paul found the specter’s remarks to be more than a bit
quirky, and he shook his head, mildly annoyed.


Casually, the spy got out of his chair and sat in another
one on the opposite side of Paul’s table.


“Ingenious, that device you used to escape from Tampico,” the
apparition commented. “Perhaps if you could provide the design specs to the firm,
they would add it to our inventory. I wouldn’t mind trying one myself.”


“I’ll give it some thought,” Paul said with a forced smile.
“There’s something I’m having a hard time figuring out. How were they able to
track me? They seem to know where I am going to be even before I get there. How
do they do it?”


The spy shrugged, pulling off his sunglasses and setting
them on the table. “It’s not hard, not really. They have their version of a
magical sage too. And you have become pretty predictable after a fashion.”


Dismayed by the man’s words, Paul stopped in mid-chew and stared
at him in alarm. “I have?”


“Sure,” the spy replied with a casual wave of his hand. “Think
about it. When you escaped from Ruggiero, you went to one of the nearest
airports and caught a plane. That’s what a Normal would do. And in Mexico, you
took a bus. That’s pretty predictable. The only thing you did that was different
was that broom of yours. That caught them off guard. But even then, they
understood that you were heading for the United States. Anyone could see that.
My guess is that they have Oni all along the border, from Brownsville to Fort
Bliss, hoping to intercept you.”


Paul’s hand shook a bit as he lifted his glass and quickly
swallowed some orange juice.


“It won’t take them long to find me here either, will it?” he
asked nervously, abruptly feeling very exposed.


“They are probably already on their way,” his companion
confidently asserted, watching a young couple enter the Grille and choose a
table on the far side of the restaurant. “You showed your real face to those
people on the beach yesterday afternoon. True, you look a bit younger now than in
the photo on the news and you have a new set of whiskers, but still, there is
enough of a resemblance that they will likely report your presence on the
island to the police. It’s a good thing you faked your appearance when you checked
in here; otherwise, you would have probably already been caught.”


Paul’s heart was pounding loudly in his chest. Just freakin’
wonderful.


He sighed, his appetite suddenly gone, the remainder of the
breakfast no longer appealing. “I’d better get out of here, then.”


“Yep. Good idea.”


The black-suited figure disappeared, and Paul signaled the
waitress for his check.


• • • •


As Paul left the Grille, he went straight toward the lobby,
intending to check out.


However, there were two Texas Rangers already there, talking
to one of the desk clerks.


Averting his gaze, Paul steered past them and left the
building, heading for the pool area.


Just peachy. His heebie-jeebies were suddenly worse.


What was he supposed to do now?


“Merlin? I need a little help right now!” Paul loudly
shouted as he walked along the white sidewalk. A few of the people lounging
around the pool glanced over at him with apprehensive frowns.


“What do you need now, young man?” Merlin asked as he swam
up to the edge of the pool near Paul’s feet.


Paul stared down at him in surprise. Oh, yeah, sure, the old
wizard was just one of his magical spells. But sometimes...well, Paul just wasn’t
expecting the hologram to don a bathing suit and swim around in a motel pool!


Paul closed his open mouth, shook his head to clear the
cobwebs, and, in a lower voice, got down to business. “Merlin, the law is here.
How do I escape? And in a way that they can’t track me?”


He paced alongside the pool as Merlin followed in a
breaststroke. 


Concentrating hard, Paul continued. “They’ll close off the
roads. So I can’t rent a car or get on a bus. Is there an airport on the
island?”


“No,” Merlin answered, splashing playfully with a brightly
colored beach ball. “And before you ask, there is no sheet metal shop on the
island either and no RadioShack where you can buy more solder. There is one of
those in Port Isabel, on the mainland, but you probably wouldn’t get that far.”


“Gee, you’re a lot of help,” Paul observed sarcastically.


“Mr. CIA was right about you,” Merlin said calmly in
response. “You have been too predictable. Do something unpredictable.”


“Such as?”


“If I could predict it, then it wouldn’t be unpredictable,
would it?” the older wizard replied, eyeing a girl in a bikini that was getting
into the pool.


“Act your age,” Paul muttered, vexed that Merlin hadn’t been
more helpful than that.


Okay, how would one escape in an unpredictable manner? The
predictable things were the ones that a normal human being would use. So, no
planes, boats, cars, bikes, and so forth.


Without a talisman—or even a roll of solder as an amulet!—he
couldn’t use portals. There might be some scientific theories that could help
him out, but he didn’t have time for experimentation.


Where did that leave him?


Too bad that in South Texas, there weren’t any good-sized
rocks.... 


Paul stared at the white sidewalk beneath his feet. Well,
I’ll be Homer Simpson’s stupid stepbrother! he silently shouted at himself.
How could I miss something so terribly obvious?


If a big natural rock wasn’t available, he would have to use
a man-made one!


Paul reached down and touched the concrete sidewalk. True,
it wasn’t all one big contiguous piece, but this section was certainly large
enough to serve his purpose.


Merlin sputtered water, like a whale clearing its spout.
“Concrete. Calcium silicates bonded to aluminum oxides. Compared to other rocks,
it packs a decent enough punch.”


Vastly relieved and with a smile on his face, Paul opened a
portal and rolled through.


• • • •


The Queen Isabella Causeway stretched west, linking South
Padre Island to the mainland of Texas, over a distance of exactly 2.37 miles.


On the island end of the causeway, there were two large
concrete aprons, one on each side of the foot of the bridge, placed there to
keep hurricanes and the tide from undermining its foundation.


Paul’s portal from the motel put him within casual walking
distance of the apron on the northern side. It too was not a single piece of
concrete, but there were segments here that weighed several tons. 


Another portal—


And he was standing alongside Texas Route 186, East Hidalgo
Avenue, just a dozen feet away from the east overpass of Hwy 77. The town of
Raymondville, Texas was just down the road a few miles.


Paul grinned wickedly. It had worked! And it had been so
easy, too. He kicked himself for not thinking of it sooner.


True, this little stunt didn’t have the range that even a
small amulet would produce, but then, it didn’t have to. There were bridges and
overpasses scattered all over the United States.


With a renewed spring in his step and a monstrous grin, Paul
headed over to the concrete overpass. Next stop, Robstown, on his way northward.


The nice thing about this mode of travel was that it didn’t
leave a significant trail to follow. Using this method, most of the portals he
created only transported him twenty miles or so, and he took care to scatter
the energy signature at each stop. 


No paper trail, no witnesses, and no magical trail after a
few minutes. A sense of determination and self-confidence buoyed him. He could
now go anywhere in the United States and they couldn’t find him. 


Well, no, that was not quite true. He knew he couldn’t go
home to Mojave. They probably had a small army there just waiting for him to
put in an appearance. And Los Angeles was out of the question too. Oh, the L.A.
metropolitan area was definitely large enough to hide in for a while. But it
was too close to home, and they could afford the manpower necessary to search the
Los Angeles Basin from one end to the other, even if it took a few months.


But almost everywhere else in the United States was fair
game.


And Paul now had time to think about where to go and what to
do. For the first time in weeks, an enormous sense of relief swept over him. He
almost felt as if he were a death row inmate granted a last-minute reprieve by
the governor.


It was past time to think and make some serious plans.
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The
north wind was blustering intensely, the bitter air carrying a few wildly
driven snowflakes. On the ground, a thin layer of ice and snow covered small
patches of brown grass in what laughingly passed for lawns in this part of the
city. The seemingly endless rows of Chicago bungalows, each squeezed onto a
24-foot-wide city lot, huddled together against the wind. Leafless trees acted
as silent sentinels lining the street on both sides, while the two solid lines
of cars, vans, and trucks parked along the curbs testified to the densely
packed population of the neighborhood. 


This wasn’t called the Windy City for the dainty summer
breezes it got in July. 


Walking along the east side of the street, Paul cinched the
collar of his warm coat around his neck and used his right glove to sweep the
snowflakes from his hair.


Shortly, he would be out of the weather and back at “his
place.”


There was some activity half a block away, where three men
were moving some furniture out of a house, but nothing closer.


Satisfied that he wasn’t being followed or observed, Paul resumed
his “homeward” trek.


Chicago was the city of his choice to hide in for a couple
of good reasons. First, no sane South Californian would voluntarily live in the
Windy City. Therefore, it was the least likely place for anyone to search for him.
And second, Chicago was one of the largest and most densely inhabited cities in
the United States. Even if the authorities, Ruggiero, or any other wizard knew which
city to look in, they would have a devil of a time hunting him down. 


Two months had gone by since Paul’s escape from his captors.
Two solid months, and he had not been idle.


He had a much different appearance now, thanks to the nearly
continuous use of magical spells. His weight was down to 185 pounds, his height
had been bumped up to 6 foot 2, his muscle tone had been improved, and his
eyesight was now 20/10. His diabetes was a distant memory, as was his former
balding condition. Moreover, he was younger looking, his appearance now one of
a forty-something male, though one in near-prime condition. 


The most important aspect of his physical condition was
still incomplete. His new left arm was still in the process of regeneration,
but every day that went by saw an improvement. Most of the forearm was
restored, though the muscles were still underdeveloped. However, the hand was still
nothing more than a knot of bones covered by a thin layer of skin. By his
estimate, there was another month’s worth of magical spells left before his
entire left arm could be declared “as good as new.”


Paul reached out and opened the black wrought-iron gate in
front of a brown-bricked bungalow and walked five paces to the front concrete
steps. The house here was a two-story structure with a very small front porch,
built sometime in the late 1940s, but “recently renovated” only twenty-five
years previously. Inside the dwelling, the rooms were small, the heating system
positively ancient, the water pipes made of lead, the walls covered with at
least twenty coats of paint (a wide variety of colors, too), and the bathroom
so old it had to be seen to be believed. In addition, there was no internet
connection, no air conditioning, one phone outlet in the living room, no
garbage disposal or laundry room or dishwasher and only a small thirty-gallon
hot water heater.


This was “home” now, at least for the next four months, so
said the terms of his six month lease.


Unlocking and unbolting the front door was always a little
fun one-handed but he cheated a little with an assist from a magic spell. Once
inside, he hurriedly slammed shut the door to keep as much of the cold air
outside as possible.


Shedding his coat, he hung it on the coat rack beside the
door and moved toward the kitchen, past the small sofa and easy chair in the
living room.


Paul had the funds now to rent a bigger, nicer and newer
home in a more affluent neighborhood but he had deliberately selected this one
because it suited his need to maintain as low a profile as possible. And too,
this was a pretty crowded neighborhood, the population density higher than most
other sections of the city. Since he considered it to be a temporary
arrangement, one that bought him the time and space to consider his options and
develop a working plan for his future, he figured he could make do with the
less than optimum accommodations.


Financially, Paul was in great shape. Upon his arrival in
the United States back in January, one of his first acts had been to visit the exceptional
state of Nevada. Prospecting for gold on public lands was still lawful in the
state, no permit required. Paul had found a nice deposit on the southwest
slopes of Mount Lewis at the 5,700 foot elevation in a small dry creek bed. Using
the same methods as in Spain, he again extracted the gold using portals with a
filter exclusively set for that element. Only the gold had been extricated,
leaving the rest of the earth undisturbed.


Just as he had previously done, he again used a part of the
gold he gathered to create an amulet. However, instead of a gold bar, this time
he fashioned three pounds of it into a heavy wrist band around his right wrist.


Insufferably pleased with himself at how easily his magical
powers made him rich, Paul had actually quoted Rom, from Star Trek Deep
Space Nine. 


“‘Latinum lasts longer than
lust. Ferengi rule of Acquisition 229,’” he had quoted with a smug laugh, as he
admired the light glinting off his gold wrist band. 


Before he could sell the rest of the gold to anyone, he had
been forced to first take the time to establish an identity. He couldn’t very
well use his own name anymore, lest Ruggiero or some other wizard track him
down. So Paul had jumped back on the internet and conducted a search of
databases of missing persons from around the United States eventually selecting
the identity of one Henry Matthew Kaufman from the state of Alaska. Paul had
been surprised to discover that, on a per capita basis, there were more missing
people from Alaska than any other state in the country. Most of this was
apparently due to the combination of really rugged terrain and terrible weather
that trapped the unwary hunter or camper in desolate locations, their bodies
often never recovered. In the case of Henry Matthew Kaufman, he had first been
reported missing over a year ago, so it seemed safe enough to use that
identity. And, since Kaufman was from Alaska, it also seemed safe enough to
assume that no one in Illinois would investigate the missing man’s background. 


Forging the necessary Social Security card and Alaska state
driver’s license had been easy enough and the two documents had been sufficient
to open a bank account in Chicago. The checks from the sale of the gold to
several small businesses specializing in precious metals had added up to a cool
$260,000. However, Paul would soon need to declare some of that to the IRS and
pay a nice chunk in taxes. But that didn’t bother him much. He had squirreled away
a few additional pounds of gold in a safety deposit box in a second bank and
there was always more gold to be had from the Nevada mountain.


With the gold sold and the bank account established, Paul
had found the house on Kildare Ave, rented it and furnished the place with the
standard set of furniture and appliances. He had also added quite a few items
of clothing to his new wardrobe closet, all carefully chosen to accommodate his
new size, of course. The one and only item he had forgone the acquisition of
was a car. Buying a car, even a used one, would take a hefty chunk of cash.
Plus, he would need an Illinois driver’s license and that raised his profile
level more than he cared for. Besides, it wasn’t as if he had the need to
really go anywhere that a portal couldn’t take him.


All these activities had consumed the two last months. Well,
except for the last week, wherein Paul had declared for himself a small
vacation, taking a break from everything to recharge his “mental batteries.”


And during the last week, Paul had accomplished little else
but to rest. Ever since he acquired magical powers, his life had been turned
up-side down, threatened with death, while he was chased clear around the
world. Now he was even accused of “murdering” two men. There was no telling
what his work colleagues back at Edwards Air Force Base thought, nor the other
members of his church or his neighbors. No doubt that they were all shaking
their heads and wondering how he managed to get to Mexico City, let alone what
had happened to drive him “postal” and murder other people. It was just one
more reason why he would never be able to go back to Mojave again since it was
unlikely that he could ever explain the circumstances to anyone who knew him.
His old life was definitively over with. 


A short vacation break to recover his equilibrium was
exactly what he had needed both physically and mentally and now he was itching
to do some serious planning. Paul had no intention of living in hiding any
longer than need be. And to make those plans, he needed the advice and counsel
of some super-intelligences.


After opening and heating a can of beef stew, he lowered
himself into a chair at the dining room table and solemnly chewed on his meal,
contemplating the kind of help he would need. Should he call forth a policeman,
a soldier, the CIA guy, Albert Einstein, Sherlock Holmes, Merlin or someone
else? What sort of expertise did he need?


The answer to that was a multitude of different types of
counsel. But generally what he decided he most needed was a strategist. Yes,
someone to help him plan things from a strategic point of view.


He laid the spoon down, thoughtfully staring into thin air,
formulating the words he would need.


“In the names of Ike Eisenhower, George Patton, Napoleon
Bonaparte, Stonewall Jackson, Erwin Rommel, George Washington, Horatio Nelson,
Alexander the Great, Sun Tzu, Hannibal Smith and Nate Ford, let there appear an
amalgamation of every brilliant military strategist and tactician in history in
the form of Uncle Sam, combining all of their best talents and training.”


A small ball of gray smoke appeared again in mid-air,
growing in size to form a tall, distinguished older looking man with white
hair, a red/white/blue top hat with white stars, a white shirt, a bright red
bowtie and a dark blue suit with long coat tails.


The apparition blinked and looked around the dining room.
And snorted in distain.


Then the hologram pulled up a virtual reality chair, placed his
top hat on the table next to Paul’s half eaten bowl of stew and sat down.


“Let me guess,” the renowned image announced in a grim
voice. “You are finally serious about doing something about your situation. And
that’s why you have called on me.”


Paul nodded, pushing his bowl even further away.


“Yes,” he admitted, a grim twist to his mouth. “Please. You
know my situation. All the wizards in the world want to capture or kill me. I
desperately need a plan. What should I do? Should I try to find a wizard that
won’t kill me, to join his organization? Or are there other options open to me?”


Uncle Same looked down his nose at Paul and shook his head.


“Paul,” he said slowly. “There is something you must
understand. Strategy and tactics only exist for one reason: to reach a goal.
Without a good obtainable goal, all the strategy or tactics in the world means
nothing.”


Paul nodded in understanding. “It’s simple. My first goal is
to stay alive.”


“A worthy goal, in and of itself,” the white bearded man
replied. “But as an engineer, is that all you want? For your designs to
function as long as possible? Have you no other goal for them?”


Paul rubbed the back of his neck before replying. “I totally
agree with you. Yes, there are other considerations too when designing a new
piece of equipment, not just life span or reliability. Life cycle costs, user
friendly operations, the elegance of the design, the cost to build it and
several other factors are all important too. And yes, likewise, I want my life
to mean something, more than just simply existing. But I can’t think of any
other choices open to me. Nothing workable, that is. That is why I need your
advice.”


With a very small smile, Uncle Sam nodded. “We agree then
that the quality of your life should matter to you too as well as your
contributions to others, not just maximizing your life span. Tell me also, how
do you feel, knowing that the vast majority of humanity has been manipulated
and used throughout most of human history? All the death and destruction, all
in the name of wars among a handful of wizards. Doesn’t that matter to you?”


Paul’s jaw clenched. “It…it…well, I just can’t think of the
right word. I’m enraged. And infuriated too. That answer your question?”


“And quite right you should feel that way. Until recently,
you were a Normal living in ignorance, manipulated as one of the “unwashed
masses.” You and everyone you have ever known have lived as worthless pawns
under the control of a tiny group of people. But now, for the first time in the
last several centuries of this planet’s history, you exist as a unique
individual, a man who was first a Normal and now a wizard. That should count
for something. No one else stands where you are. No one else has ever been
where you are now.” Uncle Sam’s eyes flamed. “Make it count, Paul Armstead.
Remember your American heritage, the courage of the Founders, the will of the
American people. You once said that you wanted to be a wizard in order to help
people. Think of the good that you could do now!”


Paul did a double take, staring at the specter in growing disbelief—and
even horror.


“What are you saying, exactly?” Paul asked him. “That I should
take on all of the wizards of the world? All at once? Freakin’
leaping lizards, are you daft? It was all I could do to escape from two of
them! They have all the police and all the armies of the world at their
disposal! I wouldn’t survive five seconds against all of them!!”


Uncle Sam waved an arm. “Paul, I am not suggesting that you
go up against them as you are—”


Paul averted his gaze and wrinkled his nose in disgust. “I should
hope not! This is the worst advice I have ever been given, bar none! No, sir! I
feel terrible about how Normals are treated too but it wouldn’t help them to
throw my life away! No, I need some other solution, not suicide! Be gone! Just
leave me alone!” 


• • • •


His anger simmered for hours. Never had his magic failed him
before as utterly as it had during that discussion. Uncle Sam’s advice made no
sense to Paul whatsoever. Go up against the whole world! One man, just him? He couldn’t
think of a worse idea than that. Guaranteed instant suicide.


Later in the afternoon, he ventured outside for a walk. The
weather had improved somewhat. At least the snow had stopped falling and the
wind was blowing at less than gale force, though it was still chilly. 


Could it really be that there were only two options? Either
hide for the rest of his life or go down swinging? Was there no middle ground?
Some solution that would let him contribute to the good of people everywhere
without endangering his life?


Paul had hoped that Uncle Sam could give him that third
option. After all, the conjured image was supposed to represent the genius of
all military strategy. Did it mean that he too could not see any other
possibilities? Or did it mean that he did see them but thought they were
inferior to the goal of starting a revolution to liberate Normals?


Paul shook his head in confusion. Just where did he go from
here?


Moodily, he stared at the leaden sky. 


Well, there was time to think about all this. At least
another month or so as he finished regenerating his arm. 


• • • •


Two days later, Saturday, was shopping day. The weather
improved dramatically, the temperature actually climbed above 50 degrees
Fahrenheit for the first time in the new year. Paul walked to the nearest
neighborhood grocery store and spent a few dollars on basic supplies and food. 


With two bags held snugly in the crook of his right arm, he
made his way back eastward along W 31st street, nearing the corner
of S Kolin Ave, not three blocks from home.


The whole neighborhood around this area was populated mostly
by Hispanics. The majority of the people here were hard working if lowly paid
and while Paul knew he didn’t fit into their culture, nevertheless he wasn’t
uncomfortable in the neighborhood nor with the people he met. 


He rounded the corner at Kildare Ave and headed north. His
rental home was only several hundred feet away now. 


When he was less than a half a block from home, Paul began
to sense that there was something different. Nothing around him appeared to be unusual
but there just seemed to be something in the air.


Cautiously, he cast a spell up the street, to see what lay
ahead but he detected nothing amiss.


And then, when he drew even with a small walkway between two
houses, a blur of motion leapt from the narrow gap and smashed into Paul. He was
suddenly jerked around full circle by a very strong hand, his groceries flying
everywhere. Wrenched to a stop, Paul came face-to-face with two evil grinning
countenances. But before he could react, one of the men shoved a shank knife into
Paul’s stomach. The pain was stunning and, to Paul’s horror, his strength
instantly fled his body.


And then he was falling, the light fading from his sight.










TWENTY-TWO


 


Chicago, Illinois


Saint Anthony Hospital


West 19th Street


March 


Saturday, 3:12 p.m. CST


 


The ambulance, with its brakes squealing in
protest, came to a halt at the emergency entrance of Saint Anthony Hospital,
its rear doors flying open and an EMT-Paramedic leaping out.


The glass double doors of the hospital sprung open, a
trained orderly and a nurse dashing forth to assist in the removal of the
gurney and its stricken patient from the ambulance. The team raised the gurney
on its scissor-like legs, locked it into place, and launched it through the
open doors to the hospital corridor beyond.


“ER Two!” screamed a nurse, and the gurney shot through the
doorway, coming to a sudden stop in front of a trauma team.


One of the doctors took a fast glance at the blood seeping
through the emergency bandage and shouted, “Plasma, STAT! CBC, CHEM-7, and
cross-matching! Pulse oximeter! And vitals!” 


A nurse strapped a cuff around the patient’s right arm.
Another snapped an oximeter onto the patient’s right pinky.


“Tachycardia!” barked a third nurse, her fingers on the neck
of the patient. “Pulse, 130 and weak. Tachypnea too! 32 bpm!”


“Blood pressure, 80 over 55,” grunted the nurse with the
stethoscope and the blood pressure cuff.


The EMT-Paramedic was still in the room. “It was 90 over 60
in the ambulance!”


“No reading on the oximeter!” another voice shouted.


The trauma surgeon ripped open the patient’s shirt, and with
her fingers, she quickly studied the abdomen and the area of the wound.
“Juxtahepatic venous injury penetration of the peritoneum. Probable peritonitis
and retroperitoneal hemorrhaging!” she barked. “He’s in hypovolemic shock,
possible stage 3!”


The other surgeon nodded. “Let’s do a FAST,” he recommended,
using the acronym for Focused Assessment with Sonography for Trauma.


“No time!” snarled the first surgeon. “He’s exsanguinating now!”
She turned to one of the nurses. “Set up for the Pringle maneuver, STAT! We’re
going in!”


• • • •


Slowly, Paul opened his eyes, becoming aware of a light gray
fog surrounding him. Nothing else was visible, but in the far distance, there
was a murmur of voices. 


“...Right thoracoabdominal stab injury penetrating the liver...ascites...possible
laceration of the inferior vena cava....”


Physically, Paul couldn’t feel anything. Emotionally, he
felt confused and perplexed, with no memory of how he had arrived in this
strange and alien place. 


He turned and saw below him a brightly lit operating room,
several people dressed in green surgical garb and white masks, their gloves
stained with blood, all frantically working on a patient that was stretched out
on an operating table. The patient’s face was hidden by a large ventilation
mask, which was held in place by the hand of a nurse.


Paul blinked several times, deeply troubled by the image.


“‘Life is pleasant. Death is peaceful. It’s the transition
that’s troublesome,’” he sadly muttered, quoting the famed science-fiction
author Isaac Asimov.


“Paul?” asked a very familiar female voice.


He turned, his jaw dropping, his eyes opening wide in shock.


His mother stood before him.


“Mom? Mom!” Paul shouted, and then he leapt to her
side, embracing the frail woman in a near bear hug. In return, she put her arms
around him and tightly hugged him back, as any mother would do with her only
child.


“Paul!” she whispered fiercely in his ear. “I’ve missed your
hugs!” And she leaned back a little to give him an affectionate peck on the
cheek.


“Hello, Son,” a baritone voice firmly said.


Paul broke his grip on his mother and turned to face the
newcomer.


“Dad?”


His father, Kenneth “Claw” Armstead, stood there proudly,
dressed in his full Marine Corps Dress Blues, the many stripes signified his
rank as a Master Gunnery Sergeant. 


It was the very same uniform he had worn when he was buried,
fifteen—no, sixteen years ago. In fact, now that Paul thought about it—he
turned back to face his mother. Yep, that was the same dress she had been
buried in eight years previously.


“How...?” he began, but his voice failed him.


“Hush, now,” his mother urged him. “It’s not your time yet.”


“You have to go back, Son,” Paul’s father said. “There is
still much you need to do before you can join us.”


Paul’s mother smiled and hugged him again, even more tightly
than before. “Know this, Paul. We have every confidence in you! We will always
be close by, standing beside you, supporting you, urging you onward, praying
for your success. Our love will be with you wherever you go. We will always be
there for you.”


Paul hugged her back fiercely, before he freed himself to
reach over and hug his father too. The tight grip of his father’s arms said all
the things that Paul had not heard from the Marine in his lifetime.


With daggers stabbing at his heart, Paul cried out. “I’ll
never forget you. Either one of you. I love you both!” he managed to stammer
through a veil of tears. Then he was pulled away by an unknown and irresistible
force.


• • • •


“Pulse is now 150 ppm and extremely weak!” a nurse was
shouting.


“Pressure is 60 over 20!” another nurse snapped.


“Pump the blood!” ordered the surgeon, the nurses gently
squeezing the blood bags, forcing the vital liquid into Paul’s veins at a
faster rate.


The surgeon was immersed in a difficult race for time. The
shank knife had indeed reached the inferior vena cava, the largest vein in the
human body, nicking it and releasing a copious amount of blood into the
victim’s abdomen. Unfortunately, the vena cava was behind the liver, making it
a very dangerous proposition for the surgeon to repair the damaged section. 


She had successfully completed the first task, namely,
emplacing an atriocaval shunt on the vein. This had slowed the blood loss, yes,
but now the right atrium of the heart had nothing to pump.


The vein had to be repaired quickly. Atrial fibrillation was
imminent, no more than a minute or so away, with death following soon after
that.


And the surgeon knew she was going to lose the race.


• • • •


The pain was incredible, and Paul slipped toward
unconsciousness.


He thought of his mother, his father, and he knew he could
not let them down.


His right hand slowly reached out, gently squeezing the side
of the operating table.


“In the name of Doctors Leonard McCoy, Beverly Crusher, and
Julian Bashir, and in the name of the Emergency Medical Hologram, may my blood
loss cease immediately and my circulatory system be held together until the
surgeon can finish her work.”


With another magical spell, Paul rerouted his blood
internally, forcing his heart to beat slower and his breathing to slow as well.


• • • •


The trauma surgeon’s eyes opened wide in disbelief as the
blood leaking out from the side of the vein suddenly stopped, the laceration
folding itself back into place. In all her years as a practicing surgeon, she
had never seen anything like it, but she thanked whatever deity that had given
her this opportunity and proceeded to suture the vein closed.


“Pulse is now 120! Breathing is better too!” a nurse noted,
a hint of hopefulness in her voice.


“I’m pulling the two shunts now,” the second surgeon
announced. “Vascular integrity has been re-established!”


The team breathed a sigh of relief. The patient was
improving now. It had been close, so terribly close.


Of course, any one of a thousand other things could still go
wrong. Their patient could still die on them. But a major hurdle had been
overcome, and the patient’s prognosis had just gotten substantially better.


• • • •


Paul’s eyes opened to a semi-darkened room. He felt
disoriented for several seconds, but then the memory of the stabbing came back
to him followed by the visit with his parents and the experience in the
operating room. For a while, he lay unmoving, reliving the bittersweet, but too
short time with his parents over and over again.


Finally, he turned his head, taking in his surroundings.


He was lying in a hospital bed, in a semiprivate room with
the curtain drawn across the middle. He could neither see nor hear another
occupant, but that, in and of itself, didn’t mean much. His abdomen felt stiff
and incredibly sore. He lifted the blanket with his right hand and discovered that
his lower chest was wrapped in bandages and white cloth. And he was incredibly
tired.


“Hello, it’s good to see you finally awake,” a male voice
said.


Paul turned his head again.


“Feeling better?” asked Merlin.


He was hovering in midair six feet away, smiling cheerfully
at Paul.


“Yes. I was stabbed, right?” Paul asked, wincing in pain
with every uttered word.


“Two hoodlums stabbed and robbed you,” Merlin replied. “One
of your neighbors called the police, who then called an ambulance. You are
currently in Room 408 of Saint Anthony Hospital. Do you remember any of that?”


Paul shook his head. “Not much, no. But it doesn’t matter.”
With his right hand, he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Merlin, I need to talk
to someone with spiritual connections. My preacher back in Mojave would be
nice. Could you mimic Minister Parsons?”


Merlin morphed into the dapper middle-aged man, wearing
black-rimmed glasses and a three-piece suit.


“Yes, Brother Paul, you needed to talk to me?”


Paul was instantly impressed. This superintelligence stuff
was pretty handy.


“Yes, I do,” he admitted to the hologram.
“I...ah...experienced a near-death vision. I think.”


“You would not be the first,” Minister Parsons said with a
knowing smile.


“My parents came to see me,” Paul said. “They said that I
had to stay on Earth, that I had things to do.”


The specter cocked his head to one side. “And was that all
they said?”


“No, they said that they loved me and had confidence in me.”


Parsons nodded. “Near-death experiences are almost always
short, but very much to the point. If you are asking my opinion, I would treat
the experience as real, and I would do whatever was asked.”


“You would?” Paul asked, his uncertainty evident in his
voice.


With a smile, Parsons replied, “I know you, Paul Armstead.
You are a man of deep, abiding faith, even if you are also a man of science. On
this occasion, listen with your heart and not your head. You won’t regret it.”


Paul lay still, deep in thought, considering the advice
proffered to him.


“I will, Mom, Dad. I will,” he muttered, half to himself.
Then, with effort, he took a deep breath. “Thanks, Minister Parsons. I’d like
to talk to Uncle Sam now.”


Parsons disappeared, morphing into the tall figure of Uncle
Sam, complete with the tri-colored hat and old-style suit.


The image of the white-bearded man said nothing but gazed at
Paul. He doffed his hat and sat in a holographic chair on the other side of the
bed. 


Paul cleared his throat while meekly studying the ceiling
tile above his head. “First off, I would like to apologize for my emotional
outburst in our last conversation. I misjudged you. Please forgive me.”


The apparition nodded but remained silent, his expression
giving nothing away.


Paul glanced up at him. “This...having magical powers is not
what I expected at all. I thought...well, I somehow thought that it would open
up a bunch of doors for me. I expected to do great and wonderful things with my
new powers. Instead, I have been nearly killed several times, chased halfway
around the world, and now I am a scared, poverty-stricken refugee huddled in
this...dirty, cold city! Have I mentioned how cold it is here?! Three days ago,
the idea that I could challenge the wizards of Errabêlu
was too much for me to accept. And I admit it. I’m still having
trouble accepting it.”


“But the people of Earth need you, Paul,” Uncle Sam said,
taking up the dialogue. “You are the only one who can help them. That is what
your mother and father were trying to tell you.”


Paul morosely stared at the hospital room.


“But I’m just one person. What can I do to help the people
of Earth?”


“You can rescue them from the other wizards,” Uncle Sam
declared, frowning into the distance. “The ones that have committed such evil
and destruction, the ones that will keep on committing murder and devastation,
too, unless you stop them.”


Paul studied the other’s face. “You’re serious? Really? Me?
All by myself?”


“You are the only one in history that has had a chance...or
will ever have a chance, at stopping those monsters,” Uncle Sam
announced, his jaw muscles clenching. “And you can do it, too, if you will only
have the faith in yourself that your mother and father obviously have in you.”


Paul grimly stared at the man. “Assuming I survive that
long.”


The apparition nodded coldly. “There is that, of course.
Your risk is high, very high. But consider this. As it stands right now, the
Normals of Earth are virtually slaves to the wizards. Unknowing slaves,
perhaps, but still slaves. The future of the Normals is tied to you. To free
yourself, you must free them as well. It’s the same decision your forefathers
had in the Revolutionary War. It’s the same one for Central and South America,
for Israel, France, Scotland, and a host of other countries around the world.
Is the goal worth the risk? Only you can answer that question.”


His words troubled Paul greatly. It still seemed like guaranteed
suicide to him. And then there was the question of arrogance.


Paul decided to ask that question. “Okay. Let’s assume that
somehow, I go up against the other wizards and win, that I free the world from
slavery, as you put it. That seems so...well, arrogant to me. To
single-handedly change the course of the whole planet? That would put me in the
same category as them! Arrogant to the max! If and when the world finds out
what I did, without consulting them, they’ll crucify me!”


For several moments, Uncle Sam stared at Paul without
expression. “So, if you defeated the wizards of Errabêlu,
you would enslave the Normals too?”


Paul jerked back in shock. “NO!” Then more calmly, “No, of
course not, that is not—”


“Do you intend to start more wars and other armed conflicts,
to kill off Normals in batch lots?”


These questions embarrassed Paul, and he felt his face flush
red in frustration.


“NO, of course not!” Paul replied heatedly. “I simply
meant—”


“Preventing the slaughter of Normals is not
arrogance,” Uncle Sam declared sternly. “It will not put you in the same
category as the wizards of Errabêlu,
not even remotely so. And you can’t consult them, the people of Earth. You
can’t ask their opinions.”


Paul opened his mouth to object but slowly closed it as the
truth of what the strategist was saying rang home.


Uncle Sam nodded with conviction. “That’s right, Paul. You
can’t conduct opinion polls or form focus groups to find out how the Normals
feel about the wizards and whether they want to be free of wizardly control. To
get their honest opinions, you would first have to explain the situation to
them. And of course, you would have to do so while all the other wizards are
trying to kill you. Not only would your efforts to tell the Normals be wasted,
but the truth is that they must never learn about magical powers. And I think
you know why, too, don’t you, my boy?”


Yes, Paul did, although he didn’t know why it hadn’t
occurred to him before. But the thought of what could happen...what would
happen, if people all over the world suddenly learned that magical powers
really existed. There would be riots and witch-hunts. There would be demands
made by every Normal on Earth to be given those powers, first for self-defense,
but then conditions would devolve into global fighting, magic being used to
wipe out one’s potential enemies before they could strike first. Yes, indeed,
there would be death and destruction on a scale that would make World War II
look like a church bake sale. No, the superintelligence was right. Paul
couldn’t reveal to the people of Earth that magic was real. Maybe someday, when
they were ready for it. But definitely not now.


“You are concerned about arrogance,” Uncle Sam continued.
“Was it arrogant for William d’Aubigny, Roger Bigod, and the Council of Barons
to force King John of England to sign the Magna Carta? Was it arrogant for
George Washington, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and the other Founding
Fathers to stage the rebellion against Great Britain? Or for Thomas Jefferson
to write the Declaration of Independence? Was it arrogant for Abraham Lincoln
to issue the Emancipation Proclamation, freeing the slaves, during the American
Civil War?” He glanced over at Paul, his eyes sorrowful. “I can keep this up
for hours, Paul, citing historic examples by the score. Where would the people
of the United States be if these and other men and women had not challenged the
wrongs of kings and governments, if they had lacked the courage and the faith
in their convictions, or if they had been paralyzed into inactivity by some
inane desire not to appear conceited?”


Uncle Sam’s words made Paul feel very uncomfortable and
childish. 


“But none of those men were arrogant!” he feebly protested.
“It was just their destiny to do what they did....”


Uncle Sam laid his hand on Paul’s arm, shaking his head. 


“Paul,” he said firmly, a stern look in his eye. “Just
because some boring history teacher in a high-school class taught you a few
names and dates does not give you the right to assume that history was a
preordained sequence of events leading up to your current life! That George
Washington was fated to win the Revolutionary War so that you could be born and
live in the here-and-now. Now, that’s true arrogance, to pretend that the men
and women of history were not real people, with real fears, doubts, weaknesses,
trials, and failures, as well as successes. To ascribe their accomplishments to
destiny is to rob them of who they were as real people and make them
into cardboard caricatures without souls or free will. Please, don’t do that!
They were no more destined to do what they did than you are right now! They
were no less real than you, and what they did took true strength and courage.
Don’t take that from them and ascribe it to destiny! And don’t you dare
use that pitiful excuse to absolve yourself of the responsibility to do what
must be done now. Do you think that your doubts, your humility, and your
weaknesses are greater than theirs? That the odds you face are worse
than what they faced?”


Paul opened his mouth but found himself to be speechless. He
was stunned by Uncle Sam’s recrimination. The hologram was right. It was
arrogant for him, in this day and age, to look back on history and assume that
the events of the past were foreordained to occur just because it justified who
he was and the way people lived now. He hung his head sadly and gulped.


With a sigh, Uncle Sam took a half step back. “I can still
sense your reluctance to take on this admittedly Herculean, perhaps even fatal
task. Apparently, your freedom and the freedom of the world is not quite enough
motivation for you. So let me give you another reason to do so. You know that
the wizards of Errabêlu are good at
starting wars. To name just two such conflicts, there were 16 million deaths in
World War I and 65 million in World War II. And millions upon millions more in
hundreds of other conflicts, all because of those monsters.”


Paul frowned in confusion. “But those wars and conflicts are
in the past. I can’t change those. Are you suggesting that I exact some sort of
revenge for those deaths?”


The apparition smiled sadly at him. “No. You are missing the
point entirely. Yes, all those deaths are in the past. But Errabêlu isn’t finished yet, Paul. Even now,
those evil monsters are building toward the next great conflict.”


Paul’s eyes opened in total shock. “The next great
conflict...?!”


The superintelligence nodded slowly and sorrowfully. “In as
little as ten years, but not more than fifteen, World War III will begin. And
in that war, a lot of nuclear weapons will be used. In fact, the war will begin
with the use of a nuclear weapon in a major city.” He stared at Paul with steel
in his eyes. “A war that will eventually kill over 500 million people. And of
those, over 26 million will be Americans.”


The blood drained from Paul’s face, and he froze in shock.
500 million people? To be killed in World War III? He didn’t doubt the
apparition’s information for a millisecond. He knew without hesitation that the
strategist was telling him the truth. 


“What’s more important, Paul?” Uncle Sam asked quietly.
“Your self-centered desire not to appear arrogant? Your freedom? Your life?
One person against 500 million?” He paused, but only for a moment. “You are the
only person in a position to halt this tragedy, to save the lives of 500
million souls. Yes, you risk death. But ask yourself how you can look at
yourself in a mirror if you don’t at least try to stop it!”


Uncle Sam favored him with a poignant look. “There’s one
more reason why you should do it, Paul. Not just for the people of Earth, but
also for yourself. I know what you have been feeling in your heart. I
understand that you feel like you’ve wasted your life in pursuit of the
American Dream. And I know why you feel that way, too. All your life, Paul,
you’ve done what others have expected of you. You’ve followed their agendas and
done what they’ve required of you. And you’ve never questioned it. You’ve never
been challenged by any of it before. You’ve drifted through life, never taking
control of your destiny, never making the hard choice, never tackling the
seemingly impossible, and never once setting an unachievable goal for yourself
or allowing yourself to live your own dreams. At least, not until you met the
man who gave you your powers.”


Uncle Sam stared earnestly into Paul’s eyes. “Ever since you
were given magical powers, what have you felt? What do you think of your life
now? Look deeply within yourself before you answer.”


Paul had no need to think about it. He knew the answer the
moment he was asked the question. 


“I’ve never been happier in my whole life,” he quietly
admitted to the phantom, surprised at his own words.


“There’s your answer,” Uncle Sam pointed out. “‘The illogic
of waste. The waste of lives, potential, time, resources. If change is
inevitable, predictable, beneficial, doesn’t logic demand that you be a part of
it? One man can change the present. What will it be? Past or future? Tyranny or
freedom? It’s up to you. In every revolution, there’s one man with a vision!’”          


The words of Captain Kirk to Spock in the episode “Mirror,
Mirror” were decidedly and terrifyingly appropriate. Paul eyed the hologram,
nodding in appreciation.


But a fear gripped Paul’s heart and squeezed it in a vise.
Clearly, in his near-death vision, his parents had wanted him to return to
Earth and to help the people there. And that was his desire too, now that they
and Uncle Sam had helped him to look within himself, to point out things about
himself that he should have already known. 


“Thank you, Uncle Sam,” Paul told him. “I’d like to talk to
Merlin again, please.”


Once again, the holographic image morphed back into Merlin.


“It’s time to leave now,” Paul announced.


Merlin shrugged. “You suffered a major injury. You need to
rest, to recuperate.”


Paul lay back on his incredibly comfortable pillow, still
feeling very tired. “I can’t stay here. The police and the doctors are going to
ask me a lot of questions that I’d rather not have to answer. Tell me, do they
know my name?”


“No. Neither the police nor the hospital staff knows your
name. Your wallet and ID were taken from you. You are listed on the chart as
James Doe, whoever that is. Funny thing, there are two other Does in the
hospital too, a John Doe and a Julian Doe. Humph. Anyway, the thieves took your
gold wristband, your wallet, and your credit cards. They hit the maximum
spending limit about five hours ago.”


Paul’s eyes narrowed, his jaw tightened. “Can we track them
down?”


Merlin looked at him without expression. “You made a pledge
not to kill.”


“And I will keep that pledge. But I am tired of playing the
part of the helpless victim,” Paul told him with steel in his voice. “Tell me,
what time is it?”


For a moment, it looked like Merlin might object, but he
nodded instead. “Four o’clock in the morning.”


“Great.”


Grasping the handrail of the bed, Paul cast a spell, pulling
the two IVs from his arms. Another spell helped lever him up and to the edge of
the bed.


“Where are my clothes?” he asked Merlin as he cast a glance
around the room. There didn’t seem to be a place that his clothes might be
kept.


“They didn’t survive the attack,” Merlin informed him with a
shrug. “The left shoe might be salvageable if you can get the blood out. I know
a spell or two that you can try, but for one shoe, it’s sort of pointless,
don’t you agree?”


“You’re a big help,” Paul muttered. The hospital gown he was
wearing was typical of its kind, reaching down to mid-thigh, but with a breezy
slit all the way up the back. 


Beside his bed was a small nightstand, and on the middle
shelf was a bedpan.


Paul smiled. “Perfect.”


He grasped the object, the cool feel of aluminum in his
hand. There wasn’t enough of the metal for a portal, but there was more than
enough to create a spell of invisibility.


“In the name of the invisible monster of Forbidden Planet,
Claude Rains, and Pete’s Dragon, may a cloak of invisibility surround
me.”


And it did.


• • • •


Shivering and feeling a bit self-conscious (a cool breeze up
one’s backside tended to do that to a fellow), Paul ambled slowly down the
hallway, favoring his right side. He took the elevator down, getting a funny
look from one of the orderlies when the elevator opened on the main floor
without anyone apparently inside.


And then he walked out the front doors, slowly maneuvering
down the cold concrete steps.


“Ah, that will do,” he muttered when he spotted the stone
statue out in front.


The statue allowed him to create a portal, returning the
bedpan to the hospital room. Another one took him to the bedroom of his rental
house, where he fell into bed and was fast asleep in seconds. 
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street was empty and poorly lit. The brick buildings were dark, their windows
covered over with steel plates, their metal doors padlocked and secure. Paul
stood in an adjacent parking lot, small spots of ice and snow still on the
asphalt from the storm early the previous week.


Beside him in his deerstalker cap and long gray coat stood
Sherlock Holmes.


This part of the city was dirty and very poorly maintained.
It depressed Paul just to be here, to see the squalor.


Shivering, partly from the cold and partly from a state of
excitement, Paul nodded toward the building across the street. “They are in
there?”


Holmes nodded in return and said, “In a conference room on
this side. The owner of this business is a relative of one of the gang leaders,
and he lets them use this place sometimes after hours.”


Gangs. Paul shuddered, glancing down at the three-pound
wristband of 24-karat gold he wore, a replacement to the one that had been stolen
from him in the mugging. This gold band should be enough of an amulet to allow
him to deal with a large group of Normals, even if they were armed. He had been
smart to keep some gold in a safe-deposit box for emergencies. It had been
relatively easy to retrieve the gold and then use it to fashion this band—far
easier than making another trip to Nevada, considering his fragile physical
state.


“How many are in there?” he asked the detective.


Holmes squinted. “Seven. One is on guard near the side door.
Everyone else is in the meeting.” He glanced at Paul. “Merlin insists that you
do not overly exert yourself.”


Angry at the men inside the building, Paul ground his teeth
for a moment. “This will only take a few minutes, and then we will go home.”


• • • •


A portal took him directly into the conference room. Six
young men in various shoddy, but brightly colored items of clothing were in the
room, four of them seated around the small table and two others standing. The
ones that were standing were shouting at each other.


Paul’s appearance sent all six into a frantic scramble. Shanks,
machetes, and one handgun instantly materialized.


“Who are you?” screamed one of the men, the man Holmes had
described to Paul as the local gang leader, Carlos Salazar. “How did you get in
here?”


“Jeffe!” shouted one of the other gang members. “He’s the un
with the gold and muny!”


Paul looked over and confirmed that the speaker was indeed
one of his assailants, the one who had stabbed him, Mateo Fuentes. His cohort
in crime, Armando Ortego, was also in the room.


Carlos relaxed a little and started to laugh in a sinister
manner. “Is that so?”


“I want my money back, you bloody thieves!” Paul hissed, his
face a scowling mask.


The rest of the men in the room laughed.


Carlos pointed to one of the gang members. “Federico, go
make sure that no one came with this retard.”


Federico went out the door. Now there were only five of them
left to deal with. They really didn’t understand how badly outnumbered they
were. 


“I thought you said you killed him,” Salazar remarked to
Fuentes.


Fuentes shrugged. “Let me do ‘im again. This time fur sure!”


Salazar nodded. “Yes, we have more important things to do.
Throw the body in a crate, and later we’ll haul it over to the river and dump
it.”


Ortego and Fuentes started in Paul’s direction, but he
raised his right hand and cast a spell, blocking all voluntary nerve impulses
from everyone else’s brains. Now, all the thugs in the room were locked into
position, unable to move a single muscle. Oh, their hearts still beat, their
lungs still breathed, and they could still blink and move their eyes. But that
was it. It was an idea Paul had lifted from the Star Trek episode “By
Any Other Name.”


Stepping over to Fuentes, Paul slapped him hard in the face.
He could see the confusion in the man’s eyes as he strained to move without
effect.


With a wave of Paul’s hand, folded money and wallets
appeared from the pants and shirt pockets of all the gang members. The wallets
fell away, and all the money floated over to him. He counted it.


“Only a few hundred,” he muttered.


Pocketing the money, Paul stretched out his right hand. A
baseball bat with a red halo appeared in his grip. 


“It’s time some justice was dispensed,” Paul said with
sadistic pleasure as he hefted the bat.


Stepping around Fuentes, Paul lined it up. And he swung it
hard, hitting the gang member in the back, level with his left kidney.


The jailbird folded up like a rag doll, hitting the floor
with a dull thud, where he lay unmoving and unconscious.


“It’ll take you a few days to recover from that, you
degenerate bag of fecal matter!” Paul thundered.


Then Paul stepped over to Ortego. 


The felon’s forehead was beaded with sweat, his eyes full of
fear.


Paul smiled sweetly at him. “Your turn!” he told him
pleasantly.


He swung his bat a second time, this time impacting Ortego’s
nose. Blood splattered all over the man’s face and down his shirt, the force of
the bat knocking him to the floor, where he also lay unconscious and unmoving.


The bat faded away, and Paul moved to stand in front of
Salazar, looking him over for the first time. 


He was lanky, with long, curly black hair, brown eyes
touched with fear, and a thin face with a large Adam’s apple. 


Paul regarded him thoughtfully. “In the name of Spock, Lyta
Alexander, and My Favorite Martian, may an avatar of this man be
created, one who will tell me his innermost thoughts.”


A familiar ball of light appeared, growing in size until an
exact duplicate of Salazar stood beside him. The real Salazar stared at the
apparition in complete shock.


Paul turned to the avatar.


“Do you swear to tell me the truth, the whole truth, and
nothing but the truth, so help you God?” he asked amiably.


The avatar of Salazar appeared totally indifferent to the question.
“Yes,” it answered without emotional inflection of any kind.


Paul nodded and grimly smiled in satisfaction. “Your gang
stole nearly $3,500 and a gold wristband from me. Where is the rest of my money?
And where is my gold?”


“We sold the gold and spent the money,” it responded. “On
various items. Booze, gambling, girls—that sort of thing.”


“Too bad,” Paul muttered in disappointment. “Tell me
something. If I left now, what would you do about me? After all, I have shown
you that I am no ordinary man. In the future, would you leave me alone?”


The avatar looked Paul in the face and said, again without
emotion, “I would hunt you down like a dirty dog. I would flay you with a very
dull knife and leave your carcass in the street for the birds to chew on.”


Paul nodded, not surprised. “Yes, I’ve embarrassed you in
front of your men. You can’t afford to let me walk the streets unharmed. Very
well, let what is about to happen to you be on your shoulders.”


The real Salazar was staring at Paul as if he were some sort
of bug-eyed alien. With a wave of the wizard’s hand, a small handgun tugged
free of the gang leader’s waistband behind his back and floated around him,
headed in Paul’s direction.


Sherlock Holmes materialized nearby. Paul let the gun float
into the hologram’s hands instead.


Holmes studied it. 


“Hi-Point CF-380, polymer frame, 8-round magazine, thumb
safety, rear peep sight, 3.5-inch barrel, weighs 29 oz. Inexpensive, but very
reliable.” He took a whiff of the barrel. “And recently fired.”


Salazar now stared at Holmes in complete stupefaction. 


“You can’t kill him,” Holmes remarked, passing the gun to Paul.
“He may be a psychotic low-life, but you can’t kill him.”


“‘And I think calling him that is an insult to the psychotic
low-life community,’” Paul said, quoting Mal of Firefly. “But I can’t just
let him go, either.”


Paul considered the avatar again. “Have you ever killed
anyone?”


“Yes, of course,” the avatar responded tonelessly.


Paul nodded at the shank that was still in the real
Salazar’s left hand. “With that?”


The avatar shrugged. “Yes. Two people, of other gangs. I’ve
cut up a few others with it, too.”


“How about the gun? Have you ever killed anyone with the
gun?”


“Yes. One person, a store owner in North Lawndale. I shot a
cop with it, but he lived.”


“That should do it,” Holmes breathed with a sigh of relief.
“I’ll leave it in your capable hands now.” And the British detective faded from
sight.


Paul flicked a finger, and a smartphone came out of the real
Salazar’s pants pocket, floating through the air until it landed in the hands
of the avatar.


“Make the call,” Paul told it, an evil gleam in his eye.


The avatar pressed 911 and held the phone up to one ear. “Hello?
My name is Carlos Salazar. I am the leader of the Tormenta Gang, and
I am wanted by the police for murder, armed robbery, and grand theft. I’m
sitting here in Crain’s Shipping Company on West 18th Street, and
I’m armed. You’d better send lots of cops and a SWAT team too, ‘cause I’m going
to kill every cop I see, just like I shot that cop over in Douglas Park six
months ago. Bring ‘em on, suckers; I’ll kill ‘em all.”


The avatar faded away, the phone falling to the carpeted
floor and bouncing once.


Salazar looked like he was going to faint dead away.


Paul grinned at him and took him by the right arm. “‘Now let’s
just turn right around. We’re going to walk this way. You just sit right down
right there and have a little nap,’” he said, borrowing the words from Gary
Seven in the Star Trek episode “Assignment: Earth.”


Salazar did as he was bid, curling up on the carpet near a
wall, falling instantly to sleep. Paul leaned over and tucked the gun into
Salazar’s right hand.


Paul straightened up and gazed at the other two men still
standing in the room, their eyes as big as saucers.


“‘You’re tired. Go to sleep,’” Paul quoted from the same Star
Trek episode. They too dropped to the floor and were soon fast asleep.


He waited for a few minutes until he could hear the sound of
sirens in the distance. The two gang members who had been acting as sentries
burst into the room, and with a wave of his hand, Paul immediately put them to
sleep too.


When he heard the screech of tires outside, he opened a
portal and stepped through.


Deeply content with his performance, Paul knew that Salazar
and his pathetic gang would never bother anyone ever again.


• • • •


When he returned to the house on South Kildare Avenue, Paul
climbed into bed and slept peacefully for the rest of the night. Upon getting
up the next morning, he felt much better, both physically and mentally. 


Paul knew that he had just done the world a small favor and
made it a little safer of a place to live in. That familiar warm glow in his
heart was back.


He didn’t feel like eating breakfast, so he just skipped it.
Instead, he sat on the sofa in the living room. It was now time for him to take
total control of his life, to be more than he had ever been before.


Clearing his throat, Paul uncomfortably muttered, “Uncle
Sam, would you like to join me? I would like to talk to you.”


The image of the tall, bearded man with the odd top hat
returned. Once again, the hologram doffed his hat and sat in a holographic chair,
this time in front of the sofa. 


Feigning a half-smile, Paul said. “I’ve thought about what
you told me in the hospital room. And I accept your challenge—and the words of
my parents.”


A fire was lit in Paul’s belly, and he straightened his
back. “I am tired of being chased,” he snarled with grim determination. “I am
tired of being a victim, and I am tired of being manipulated.” He looked up
into Uncle Sam’s eyes, his own full of flames.


“All of that changes now!” he declared firmly. “I want
a plan, a brilliant plan, a plan with the maximum chance of success. I
want...no, I demand a plan that will stop the other wizards from chasing me and
trying to kill me. A plan that will let me use my powers to help others. Tell
me, Uncle Sam, what are my options? All my options this time, if you
please.”


The strategist nodded slowly. “In general, you have very few
options that will accomplish the goals that you have just specified. For
instance, you cannot remain in hiding, even if you were to upgrade
your...accommodations, since the other wizards will continue to look for you.
And you can’t be of assistance to very many people while you are constantly
looking over your shoulder. You cannot join forces with another wizard, because
eventually, their inflated ego will tire of your philanthropy and they will
kill you for it. Or you will have to align yourself with their goals,
which means that you will not be able to help the Normals.”


Uncle Sam returned Paul’s steely-eyed glare. “I can think of
no other viable option open to you. You must take on the wizards of Errabêlu. Once they are out of your way, you
will be free to provide aid and succor to the poor and needy.


“The brilliance of any plan,” the apparition continued, “is
to take care of all the details, no matter how small, and to do so in a timely
matter. At the moment, you are still weak from the stabbing and your arm still needs
to finish its healing process. Therefore, we will concentrate on creating the
plan first and leave any action for later.”


Thoughtfully, Paul nodded in agreement. “That sounds
logical.”


“It is said that if you know your enemies and know yourself,
you will not be imperiled in a hundred battles; if you do not know your enemies
but do know yourself, you will win one and lose one; if you do not know your
enemies nor yourself, you will be imperiled in every single battle.”


Paul cocked his head to one side in curiosity. “That sounds
like a quote.”


Uncle Sam nodded. “Sun Tzu, The Art of War. The problem
here is that you know neither yourself nor your enemy. You don’t have any
weapons, nor do you know what weapons you are capable of building. You have no
tactics yet. You don’t know where your enemy is or how to find him, nor do you
know how to maneuver him to your advantage. You know nothing about his
organization, his leadership, or how he will respond to your attacks.”


“You make it sound hopeless,” Paul pointed out hesitantly. 


“As things stand right now, it is,” Uncle Sam agreed with
him. “Therefore, you must change the equation. First you need to do research. A
lot of research. You must develop yourself, get to know your magical
abilities.” He held up a hand. “Yes, I know that the other wizards combined
have many thousands of years of experience with magical spells. But I believe
Sherlock Holmes to be correct. Their magic lacks the influence of modern
science. Exploit this advantage. Turn it into your strength and their weakness.


“Second, you must gather intelligence on them. Find out how
they are organized, learn who their leaders are, and study their battles, their
lines of communication, and their logistical strengths. Probe carefully but
gather all the data you can.”


Paul nodded, understanding what the other was driving at.
“So, research first. And I can guess where I’ll need to start. On a talisman,
right? I can’t be an effective wizard without one.”


Uncle Sam grimly smiled. “Yes, that is a good idea. You’ve
learned from other wizards that your first talisman was inferior. But the
physical sciences have progressed significantly in the last 400 years. I am
sure that modern science can bring many new improvements to the process of
fabricating a talisman. And you will need those advancements. You will need
enough power behind you to withstand a small army of Oni, at least, and to go
up against several wizards—and win.”


“That’s a tall order,” Paul observed dryly. 


“Yes.”


“How do I...ah, yes, the Internet, of course,” Paul said,
answering his own question.


“That is a very good place to start,” Uncle Sam agreed. 


• • • •


As much as Paul wanted to get out and do something, it just
wasn’t justified yet. No road trips, at least not until his injuries had had more
time to heal. 


On the other hand, he was chafing at the bit to do
something. Being cooped up in a small house in South Lawndale could do that to
a guy.


So he sat in his living room, using his gold wristband as an
amulet, creating a virtual display in midair, and started surfing the Internet.


Like Paul had told Uncle Sam earlier, he would start with
the talisman.


Ruggiero had faulted his use of obsidian and the ceremony he
used to create his first talisman. Logically, his research on fabricating a new
talisman should be a two-pronged affair: 1) how to improve on the rarest of
materials from the four special classes and 2) how to enhance the ceremony.


Yes, there were several elements, like tantalum, that were
better than gold. Paul already knew that much. Too bad radioactive materials
were not useable, for obvious reasons.


There seemed to be millions of web pages devoted to the
physical sciences and the relative abundance of elements. Paul surfed through
dozens of such sites, not really knowing what he was looking for, his mood one
of a growing degree of frustration.


Most of an hour was gone when Paul stumbled onto a website
that contained a reference to the element xenon—with nine stable isotopes, one
very long lived isotope, and twenty known radioactive isotopes, the second most
of any element in the periodic table.


Astonished, Paul sat there, frozen in place, staring at the web
page without really seeing it.


There were times when his level of stupidity dumbfounded him.


ISOTOPES!! Of course! How could he be so
dense?!


“‘Only two things are infinite, the universe and human
stupidity, and I’m not sure about the former.’ Albert Einstein,” Paul muttered,
deeply annoyed with himself.


He had already made use of an isotope when he employed the
deuterium-fusion spell to escape from Ruggiero. Like a dimwitted idiot, he had
not even considered the idea of using isotopes for enhancing his magic. Not
until now.


In a semi-daze, he nodded and got out of his chair,
wandering into the kitchen for a cup of hot chocolate, his mind ablaze with the
possible implications of his discovery.


Isotopes!


• • • •


An isotope could be thought of as a sort of a “flavor” of an
element. And every element had at least three “flavors,” in most cases, a great
many more.


By way of example, hydrogen had three naturally occurring
isotopes. By far, the most common of these was 1H (sometimes
referred to as protium), which meant that it had one proton in the atom’s
nucleus and one electron in an orbital shell around that nucleus. 99.985% of
all hydrogen atoms were 1H.


2H was otherwise known as deuterium, and it had
one proton and one neutron in the nucleus, with the obligatory electron in an orbital
shell around it. Only 0.015% of all hydrogen atoms on Earth were deuterium.


3H was known as tritium, with one proton and two
neutrons in the nucleus, and it differed from the other two isotopes in that it
was not stable. It was radioactive and had a half-life. For every 1000 atoms of
tritium, half (500) would decompose spontaneously over a 12.32-year period into
atoms of 3He (helium). Only the tiniest trace of tritium existed in
nature.


The other elements of the periodic table followed the same
general pattern. Some of them had one stable isotope and a couple of
radioactive isotopes. Others had lots of isotopes, some of them stable, some
semi-stable (with half-lives measured in the thousands or millions of years),
and others that were radioactive with very short half-lives. In general, the
more protons that were in the nucleus (i.e., the greater the atomic number), the
more isotopes the element had, though there were lots of exceptions.


• • • •


When Paul returned to the living room, he absent-mindedly
sipped on his hot chocolate and eased himself into the big easy chair, still
lost in deep thought. And he decided that he needed a little superintelligence
assistance from a physicist.


“In the name of Albert Einstein, Niels Bohr, and Leonard
Hofstadter, may a virtual image of a competent nuclear physicist appear.”


A middle-aged man, wearing a traditional white lab coat,
materialized in the middle of the room. Balding, with thick horn-rimmed glasses,
a weak chin, and a thin frame, he frowned at Paul and then looked around.


“I was in the middle of something,” he muttered irritably.
“What do you want?”


“I want to know something about rare isotopes,” Paul stated,
a little annoyed that the conjured physicist was irritated with him. After all,
the physicist was just a hologram. “Do they have a higher magical quotient than
the more common isotopes?”


The apparition sniffed. “I don’t have a clue what you are
talking about.”


Maybe Merlin would have been more helpful with this question.
Or maybe Paul was plowing new ground and the Middle Ages wizard wouldn’t know
either.


Still miffed at the current specter’s attitude, Paul decided
on a new tactic. “Let’s suppose that there is a theory stating that all matter
has magical potency, but that the rarer the element, the more potency it has.
Let’s hypothesize that the rarer the isotope, the more potency it has too. How
do I test that hypothesis?”


The hologram stared at Paul as if he were crazy. 


“Ah, the kooks you meet these days,” he mumbled, shaking his
head. “I suppose you are creating some sort of video game, aren’t you? Okay,
you want to test if isotopes have more...magical power? Right? That’s simple.
Take two isotropic samples of the same element: one common, one rare. Make sure
that the samples have the same mass. Then use each one to heat up a beaker of
water. If they heat the water to the same temperature, then there is no magical
difference. But if the rare isotope heats the water to a higher temperature,
then the theory is proven. And if you measure the temperature differential, you
can quantify the difference in magic between the two isotopes. There, are we
done yet?”


But of course, it was so easy! Why didn’t Paul think of it
himself? He chuckled in mirth.


“Not yet,” he replied, holding up a hand to stop the
hologram from disappearing prematurely. “What element would you use to test the
theory? It must be cheap and easy to get hold of. Oh, and safe to work with
too.”


“Humph, now, that’s a challenge. Let’s see. You could use
carbon. That’s a good choice. 98.9% of carbon is isotope 12C, and
1.1% is isotope 13C. And you can buy charcoal to get the carbon. Are
there others? Let’s see. Too many others are toxic and dangerous as pure
elements. Mercury would not be too bad. It has seven stable isotopes, with 30%
as isotope 202Hg down to 0.15% as isotope 196Hg. It’s a
little expensive, and it is bad for the environment, of course. Let’s see. Oh,
there is one other choice. Tin. That has ten stable isotopes, with 32.6% as
isotope 120Sn down to 0.34% as isotope 115Sn. I’d
recommend using isotope 120Sn and isotope 116Sn. Isotope 116Sn
is only half as abundant as 120Sn. And tin is commonly available in
solder.”


The physicist lowered his glasses with one hand, peering
over the top of them.


“Do you have any experience in working with solder?” he
asked Paul.


• • • •


The next morning, after a brief breakfast at a local fast-food
place, Paul took a short portal trip to RadioShack and picked up the roll of
solder with the highest concentration of tin that was available. Then he took another
portal trip over to West Humboldt Park, to a laboratory supply house there, to
buy three heat-resistant crucibles and a small glass thermometer.


By the time he returned home, it was nearly lunchtime.


Hurriedly, he cleared off the dining-room table to set up his
little experiment. He placed the thermometer in an eight-ounce glass of water
and then set the glass near one edge of the table. Then he set up the three
crucibles in a line and undid three feet of the solder, rolling it into a tight
ball and placing it in the first crucible.


“In the name of Robert Oppenheimer, Edward Teller, and
Victor Bergman, let the solder melt in the first crucible and then let a very
small portal form, connecting the first crucible to the second one. Let only 120Sn
atoms flow through the portal.”


The solder melted, forming a silver pool in the first
crucible. Paul saw the small portal open in the melted solder, and gradually,
another pool formed in the second crucible.


He waved a hand. “Now close the first portal and create a
second one, connecting the first crucible to the third one. Let only atoms of
isotope 116Sn flow through it.”


He let this process continue for a few minutes, until the
amount of tin in the third crucible seemed to stabilize.


With a wave of the hand, Paul stopped the spell. Now to make
the amounts equal.


Paul took the 120Sn crucible and poured half of
it back into the first one. Now there appeared to be equal amounts of tin in
the second and third crucibles.


“In the name of penguins, polar bears, and a Chicago winter,
may the three crucibles and their contents be chilled until they are once again
at room temperature.”


The liquid metals solidified right before his eyes.


Removing the gold wristband from his right wrist, Paul laid
it on the tabletop. Then, with one finger touching the 120Sn, he looked
over at the glass and concentrated on heating it up, using solely the magical
quotient of the tin at his fingertip. He saw the temperature quickly rise from
68 degrees F to 145 degrees F, taking only a few seconds to make the transition.
Then he stopped, an anticipatory grin on his face. So far, so good.


Using the gold wristband, Paul cast another spell on the
water to return it to room temperature. Then he put a finger on the 116Sn
and concentrated on reheating the water using the magical quotient of the tin
that was now at his fingertip.


The temperature shot up, the water roiling into a boil, the
glass shattering all over the table and spilling out onto the floor.


Paul jumped back in surprise and then started laughing
uncontrollably, insufferably pleased with himself.


Okay, so, they hadn’t approved of his first talisman but just
wait until they got a look at his second one!
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The
green front door of his rental home clicked closed behind him, and he twisted
the doorknob to verify that it was securely latched. Satisfied, he then checked
to make sure that the sleeve of his windbreaker sufficiently covered the
three-pound gold amulet on his left wrist. Smiling, he sauntered over to the
curb, to the “new” red 2007 Toyota Camry LE that was parked there. With only
125,000 miles on the odometer, it was, to a certain extent, in better shape
than his old Toyota Corolla had been in. And it certainly provided a much more
comfortable ride as well. 


Also on the plus side, it had not cost very much, and it was
cheap on gas. Paul was loath to spend too much money on transportation,
especially when he didn’t know just how long he was going to be in Chicago. In
addition, he didn’t know if he would be able to take the car with him when he
finally did leave the area. He might have to abandon it, like he did his
Corolla in California. Or for all he knew, he might have no further need of any
transportation at all—beyond that of a set of angel wings.


The engine started smoothly, and he pulled away from the
curb. Heading south on South Kildare Avenue, toward the on-ramp for I-55, Paul
switched the radio on and over to his favorite easy-listening station. His
destination was downtown Chicago, to Chicago’s largest convention center,
McCormick Place.


Over the course of the last month, he had thrown himself
into his work with a vengeance, often working late into the evening. He had
consulted with Uncle Sam (among other experts) and immersed himself in endless
hours of Internet research, all in the development of his grand overall plan,
most of which was now formulated and on paper. Sure, there were still plenty of
details to be worked out, but Paul was confident that it was a workable
strategy, giving him the best option of going up against the wizards of Errabêlu. No, he wasn’t fool enough to believe
that the odds were very good. But they weren’t near zero anymore, either.


And during the month, he had continued to work on improving
his health. Physically, he was now in wonderful shape, the best shape of his
life, in fact. His arm was completely restored now, with decent muscle tone and
all the small details done, right down to the hairs on the back of his hand.
His stomach wound was now totally healed too, without even a trace of a scar
remaining. And his magic was continuing to work on his age; most people would
now assume him to be in his late thirties.


In addition to repairing his injuries and faults, Paul had
also focused on enhancing his body as well. Hearing, muscle tone and strength,
reflexes, coordination, and speed had all been fine-tuned and considerably
improved. 


Admittedly, Paul had included time to alter his facial
structure too, partly to prevent him from being recognized by anyone, but also
to make himself a bit more attractive. Oh, he had no wish to be as good-looking
as some movie star. Vanity was not one of his vices. But anything was an
improvement over his old face. These days, when Paul was shaving, he no longer
felt the need to close his eyes in order to avoid seeing his own reflection in
the mirror.


Feeling confident about his plans for creating his new
talisman, Paul had ordered and received two kilograms of powdered tantalum and
four kilograms of bertrandite ore (containing beryllium, one of the chief
components of emeralds). Getting the other minerals for his talisman would
require some field trips. The rare type of meteorite and the basal rocks that
the talisman required just weren’t sold on the open market. But Paul already
had a general idea of where he might be able to find what he needed.


In contrast, the progress on learning about Errabêlu had been slow. They had been quite
successful in covering their tracks, and Paul had needed a lot of expert help
just to make a few deductive conclusions about how they operated and where they
might be located. There was still a lot to do in that department.


In fact, Paul had been working so hard that he finally
decided it was time to take a small break, hence his current trip downtown.


There was a convention in Chicago this week. The Chicago
Comic and Entertainment Expo. Of course, science fiction was more in his line
of interest, but comic books were kissing cousins. Indeed, when Paul was much
younger, he had been quite a fan of comic book superheroes.


And since he had not had a break in a month—not even to see
a movie!—this would be a welcome distraction. He was also looking forward to
later in the year, when another convention, the Chicago Comic Con, would be
held in the first week of August—assuming, that is, that he was still alive and
living in the area at that time.


His Camry took him downtown, all the way to the waterfront,
to McCormick Place, a facility consisting of three huge buildings. The C2E2 was
to be hosted in the West Hall.


The entrance to the facility was well marked, and Paul parked
on the ground floor in Lot C, a 1,900-slot parking garage right on the
lakefront. There was already a sea of cars parked there, with more arriving
every second. He could see quite a flow of people heading toward the stairs and
elevator. This building was connected to the convention center itself by a
covered walkway that crossed over the street between the parking garage and the
West Hall. 


Joining in with a knot of other people, Paul casually followed
along but watched his step in the semi-lit facility, the echoing sounds of more
cars idling in the lanes, their drivers searching for an empty slot to park in.



Not far up ahead, there was a woman in an electric
wheelchair between two vehicles in the handicap parking spaces. The van next to
hers wasn’t fairly parked inside the lines, and she was trying to squeeze
between their respective vehicles. And there just didn’t seem to be quite
enough space to allow her passage. She wasn’t happy about it, either, fussing
under her breath and banging away at the joystick on her control panel.


Just as the crowd that Paul was in walked behind her, she
threw the wheelchair violently in reverse, the chair whipping around backward,
colliding with Paul as the left wheel ran over his right foot.


“Ow!” he yelled, pulling the offended limb out of the path
of further danger. Everyone around him quickly skittered several steps away.


Paul’s reaction was immediate, the anger welling up within
his chest, and he felt his face flush red. His foot was already starting to
throb. The level of pain suggested that a toe might even have been broken. It
didn’t seem like his year to avoid injuries!


“Oh, I’m sorry!” the woman apologized loudly. “Please,
forgive me!”


Paul hopped on his other foot and swung around to face her,
fully prepared to yell at her and to tell her that her apologies weren’t wanted.
But then he got a better look at her.


Curly auburn hair, pencil-thin eyebrows, a pert nose, thin
red lips, blue eyes, and a well-formed chin sporting a thin face. Age,
mid-thirties. She was dressed in a light pink pantsuit and had a very large
handbag in her lap. She stared at Paul in concern, looking anxious and a bit
fearful that he might shout obscenities at her.


Which he couldn’t do, of course. Not to a woman who might have
weighed 110 pounds soaking wet and with a brick in each hand. And even though
her dress pants were somewhat baggy, they didn’t hide the emaciated condition
of her legs. This woman had obviously not walked in years. Paul certainly could
not be cruel to anyone in her condition. Life had definitely not been fair to
her. Who was he to add insult to injury?


So he thrust aside his anger and made himself smile at her
instead. “It’s okay, Miss. No harm done,” he muttered through gritted teeth.


“Are you sure?” she asked, looking a bit relieved that Paul wasn’t
going to curse at her.


“Yes, it’s no problem, the shoe took most of the weight,” he
mumbled with even less conviction, still convinced that a toe might be broken.


“Well, I am so sorry. I couldn’t get through the space here,
and...well, sometimes this wheelchair makes me so mad!”


Paul held up a hand. “I understand. My apologies, but I guess
you will have to go around,” he said with forced patience, his words synched to
the beat of his throbbing toe.


She nodded reluctantly. “I guess so. Again, I’m sorry.”


Paul smiled insincerely and hobbled off toward the stairs.


The elevator looked really busy, so the stairs seemed to be
the better choice. However, the pain in his toe was excruciating, made worse
with each step. So he took the time to sit at the curb, twenty feet from the
stairway door. Taking his shoe and sock off, he examined his foot, casting a
small spell to help block the pain.


Merlin’s face appeared. Paul knew from previous experience
that under these conditions, only he could see him, that the image of the
bearded wizard was fed directly to his optic nerves and the voice to his auditory
nerves. Paul also knew that he would have to whisper back to keep anyone nearby
from giving him funny looks.


“Hmm, it’s not your year to avoid injury, I see,” Merlin
noted with dry humor, echoing Paul’s earlier thought. “That heavy battery-powered
wheelchair has indeed cracked your small toe. Would you care to see an x-ray of
it?” he offered helpfully.


“No, that won’t be necessary,” Paul replied, still feeling
an echo of his earlier anger and irritation. “I just wanted to make sure it
wasn’t bleeding, and I see that it isn’t.” He put his sock and shoe back on and
then cast another small spell to keep it from swelling.


“You should be careful with those spells,” Merlin admonished
him. “Pain is the body’s warning system. You can do further harm to that foot
if you don’t take care.”


Paul nodded in understanding but said nothing, lest he
should lose control and start shouting in anger instead. With a quick glance,
he noted that the elevator was still unavailable. So he rejoined the line and
went up the stairs slowly, carefully favoring his injured foot.


The walkway was wide and not overly crowded, and Paul limped
along at a snail’s pace, glancing out the windows at the traffic speeding by on
the road underneath him.


And then a commotion in front of him drew his attention.


It was the woman in the wheelchair again. Somehow, she had
managed to catch a ride on the elevator when Paul was examining his foot and
had gotten ahead of him. And now, she was having a problem with her wheelchair.


She was mad—fuming mad—at the uncooperative machine,
flipping switches and pounding away at the control panel. Everyone nearby was
giving her guarded looks and going out of their way to avoid her, likely afraid
that her anger would involve them in some unpleasant situation. 


Well, Paul didn’t really want to get involved either. He had
come to see the convention, not to immerse himself in someone else’s problems.
Still, she was a paraplegic and stuck in a bad situation. His heart reached out
to her.


So he shuffled up to the side of her wheelchair.


“‘Don’t bother. I think it’s dead,’” Paul quipped in a soft
voice quoting from the movie Superman. He smiled gently too so as not to
antagonize her further. 


She spun around in her seat, and for a moment, Paul thought that
she would snap his head off. But he watched as she fought through the anger and
regained her emotional control. 


“Oh, it’s you. I’m sorry about your foot. Are you sure it’s
okay?” she asked pleasantly, though Paul could tell that her heart wasn’t in
the question.


He kept smiling in return. “Can I help you? I know
a little something about electronics.”


A degree of suspicion crept into her eyes, and she gripped
her handbag tighter.


“I’m quite alright. My wheelchair just seems to be on the
fritz, that’s all,” she replied firmly, her tone of voice verging on the
haughty.


Well, okay, he had tried. If she didn’t want his help, who
was he to force it on her?


So he gave her a small bow. “As you wish.” And he turned to
leave, managing to walk away three steps.


“Oh, Mister?!” Paul heard her shout.


He turned back. She still had that look of suspicion in her
eye, but he now saw a note of desperation as well. It took him only a moment to
walk back, dodging around three teens as he went.


“Yes?” Paul asked her, trying to maintain his friendly smile.


“I’ll pay you $50 to push me into the convention hall, where
I can use a payphone. My smartphone died on me a week ago, and I just haven’t
gotten a replacement for it yet,” she told him grumpily.


Merlin popped up in Paul’s view, grinning from ear to ear.


“Your big heart is going to get you in big trouble someday,”
he said, chuckling. “Oh, and be sure to disengage the chair’s drive before you
try to push it.”


• • • •


A few minutes later, they reached the end of the walkway,
and Paul pushed her across the convention lobby toward a payphone.


He leaned forward a little. 


“I was serious about the offer to check your wheelchair for
you,” he explained. “Perhaps, if I could fix it, it would save someone a trip
out to get you.”


He sensed her hesitation as she weighed the alternatives.
She obviously didn’t trust him, not even now, but she knew that she had few
options. There were a number of people around, but this crowd had already
proved their reluctance to get involved in anything. If Paul tried something,
such as stealing her purse, they probably weren’t going to help her.


Nevertheless, she relented. Reluctantly so.


“Okay, but please, don’t go to any trouble.”


“Merlin?” Paul whispered inaudibly.


The wizard popped up into his view again, frowning at the
wheelchair. 


“Typical design,” he muttered. “An electric motor on each
wheel, each PWM-controlled from the drivers on the logic board in the control
module mounted below the seat. The joystick is the source control of the
signals. Power is derived from the two batteries next to the control module and
under the seat. Hmm, since both of the motors don’t work, the problem is likely
in the control panel or with the control module.”


The woman took the payphone receiver, dropped in two
quarters, and punched in a number.


Paul knelt on the floor and checked the battery connections.
They seemed solid. With a small spell, he checked the voltage. Both of the batteries
were almost fully charged.


“Can you scan the logic board?” Paul whispered. “Is it
getting power?”


Merlin shrugged. “This is more your line, not mine,” he
muttered. “I’ll try,” he added, closing his eyes and reaching out with one
hand.


“I don’t see a problem,” he answered hesitantly.


Paul moved up to the control panel. Hmm, it appeared to be a
bit abused.


The woman clicked the hook on the payphone and tried another
number.


Paul half-turned away from the woman, using his left hand to
hold his windbreaker open, creating a space between it and his chest. In the
space thus created (which he judged to be out of sight of every other person in
the room), he tapped into the gold wristband to open a portal back to his
rental house, the other end of the portal positioned just above his tool bag
that was sitting in one corner of the kitchen. With his right hand, he reached
through the portal and extracted a small screwdriver kit from the tool bag. As
he turned back to the woman in the wheelchair, he closed the portal and
smoothed out the windbreaker. From the kit, he pulled out a miniature Phillips
screwdriver and used it to start opening the panel.


She noticed. “What are you doing?” she asked, a hint of
anger and accusation in her voice.


“Just a quick check. I believe there is a crack in the cover
here.”


With widened eyes, she took a closer look herself.
“It...does look a little cracked. Oh, my goodness, did I do that earlier?”


The third screw fell into his hand, and he lifted the cover.
It definitely was cracked, and the circuit board below it, one of those new
membrane types, was also cracked.


Paul shook his head and couldn’t resist using a Mythbusters
line. “‘There’s your problem!’”


She gave him a startled look but said nothing.


“I don’t think I can fix this after all,” Paul admitted,
putting the cover back in place and screwing in the screws. “I need more tools
than this.”


“I can’t seem to reach anyone right now,” she weakly confessed,
then glanced around the convention center. Paul could see indecision and regret
in her eyes. His heart was touched again.


“Excuse me,” he said, surprising even himself with his
sudden impulse. “I was wondering if you might do me a favor.”


She blinked at him in astonishment. “A favor? For you?”


Paul shrugged, feigning a degree of indifference. “Yes, you
see, I’ve never been to the Chicago Comic and Entertainment Expo before. I haven’t
got a clue where to start, and I don’t know who most of the guests are. I am in
sore need of a guide. Would you be willing to show me around? I’ll pay you $50
if you help me out.”


Staring at him for several seconds, Paul could see the
corners of her mouth begin to turn up a little in a smile.


“You’re pulling my leg,” she said, a trace of accusation in
her voice.


Paul raised his right hand, splitting his fingers into a “V,”
raised one eyebrow, and seriously said, “Vulcans never pull legs.”


She laughed, and the sound of her laughter was pleasant to his
ears.


So he shrugged and smiled. “I just moved in from out west.
And I’ve never attended a convention remotely like this one.” He neglected to
mention that he was from California, where he could have easily attended
conventions in San Diego, Las Vegas, or Los Angeles. But he was truthful in
that he never had attended a science-fiction or comic convention before. There
just never seemed to be time for it.


“I guess a guy who quotes Superman, Mythbusters,
and Star Trek, all in the same half hour, can’t be all bad. Very well,
how about a deal? You push me around, and I’ll play the guide. I’ve been to
every one of these conventions.” She stretched forth a hand. “My name is
Copernicus Kingsley. Everyone calls me Capie.”


Shaking her hand, Paul smiled at her. “And my name is Henry Kaufman.”


“Nice to meet you, Henry,” she replied, smiling back at him.
Paul noted that this time, her smile seemed to be genuine, and it definitely
increased her beauty.


He nodded to a poster on a nearby wall. “Maybe we can start
with him. Who is Geoff Johns?”


Capie offered a bemused smile. “You can quote lines from
science-fiction shows and still not know who Geoff Johns is? Only one of the
most prolific comic book writers of our day. He does Green Lantern, Superman,
and The Flash, among others, and until recently, he was the Chief
Creative Officer at DC Entertainment. If you don’t know who he is, you really
do need a guide here.”


Paul shrugged. “Just think of me as a Beta unit, with a
limited education.”


She laughed. “The Last Starfighter, huh? Okay, I give
up. Let’s get our tickets and get started. There is a lot to see and do at
these conventions, and I’ll probably have to explain everything as we go. Let’s
not waste time.”


Then she smiled and added, “‘It’s that devil’s distinction
between being in charge and being in control; I’m in charge, you’re in control.
You can imagine how much this thrills me.’” 


Paul chuckled. “Miles Vorkosigan, in the novel Komarr,
by Lois McMaster Bujold. Good quote.”


He moved around behind her wheelchair and pushed it toward
the cashier’s window.


A quote came to him. 


Paul quipped, “‘Cannot run out of time. Time is infinite. You
are finite. Zathras is finite. This...’” and he held up the miniature
screwdriver. “‘This is wrong tool.’” And he put it back in his shirt pocket. 


It was her turn to laugh. “I always liked Zathras. ‘War
Without End,’ part two of Babylon 5. You, sir, are going to be
interesting.”


• • • •


For the next three and a half hours, they merrily zoomed
through the great hall, visiting exhibits, attending two panel sessions and a
show, meeting “famous” comic and entertainment stars (that Paul had never heard
of before) and securing their autographs. They also visited the inevitable
souvenir shop and selected a couple of trinkets, including a Green Lantern
T-shirt in his size.


Capie was amazing in her depth of knowledge, continuously
spouting a stream of relevant data and background on the Guests attending the
convention, the panels and the exhibits. There was an entire universe of
stories, concepts and information here that Paul never knew had existed before.
It rivaled everything he knew about science fiction. 


To be honest, the time went by at warp speed and Paul suddenly
realized that the crowds had thinned and that most everyone else had already
left for the evening.


Capie seemed to realize it at the same moment and sighed. “I
hate this part, having to leave. We didn’t get to see it all, you know. There’s
a lot more.”


“I too had a great deal of fun. A lot more with you as my guide
than I ever would have had on my own. Many many thanks,” Paul said, with a half
bow. “The convention will be here for two more nights. Are you planning to come
back?”


She turned and looked at him. “Well, tomorrow I’ll have to
get this silly wheelchair repaired. But Sunday, yes, I plan to be right back
here. Are you suggesting something?”


Paul grinned mischievously. “I’ll gladly pay you $50 if
you’ll be my guide Sunday too.”


She laughed and held up one hand. “You can keep your money.
Shall we say noon in the lobby? I’ll be the one in the repaired wheelchair.”


• • • •


After escorting her to her van and watching her load up
using the van’s electric lift system, Paul left her and found his own car. On
the drive home, he kept thinking about her and all the fun they had that afternoon
and evening. 


Merlin dropped into the passenger’s seat. “I warned you
about that toe and now it’s swollen,” he admonished Paul. “I suggest a good
long soak tonight in Epson salts, then an ice pack.”


“Sounds like a good idea,” Paul mumbled, only half paying
attention to him.


The apparition looked at him sharply. “Ah, I see. Well, if
it’s worth anything, I like her too. She’s got a sense of humor that’s just as
quirky as yours.”


Startled, Paul gave him a puzzled look. “What are you talking
about? You’re not suggesting—?”


“Who, me? I didn’t hear me suggest anything. I merely said I
liked her.”


Paul frowned in annoyance. “I just met the woman and she’s
fun to be with, that’s all. Don’t you go suggesting anything beyond that. It’s not
funny.”


Merlin held up a hand. “Of course not. What an absurd idea! I
think I’ll go now. All that comic book stuff gave me a headache.” And he
vanished from sight.


Paul ground his teeth in derision. A guy meets a nice girl
and people instantly start planning wedding ceremonies. Capie was fun to be
with and that was the sum total of it. Considering his situation, his rather
short life expectancy, anything more than that was ludicrous. 
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Saturday
morning, after satisfactorily checking the status of his little toe and eating a
light breakfast, Paul locked up the house. Wearing his gold wristband and with
his tantalum block in the seat next to him, he drove down to the waterfront
again, this time to Cricket Hill. Parking the car, he walked out to Montrose
Point Bird Sanctuary with the tantalum in hand, strolling out to the concrete
pier at the edge of the lake. 


This was one of the most isolated sections of the lake front
that Paul could find. No one else was around.


He sat on the edge of the concrete, the water quietly
lapping against the side of the pier a few feet beneath his dangling shoes. The
breeze lightly carried the scent of the lake in his direction, and he breathed in
deeply, enjoying the fragrance. 


With a spell, Paul levitated the tantalum block up from his
left hand, directing it outward over the lake, a hundred or so feet from the shore.
With a flick of his right hand, the tantalum dropped into the water, down to a
depth of twenty feet.


Among the potential candidates for the precious metal in a talisman,
tantalum was better than gold, silver, platinum, or palladium. But it also
turned out that in terms of isotopes, tantalum made a nearly perfect choice.


There were only two stable isotopes of tantalum: isotopes
181 and 180m. Isotope 181 constituted 99.99% of all the tantalum in the
universe (including Paul’s block). Only 0.01% of tantalum atoms were of isotope
180m. Therefore, all Paul needed to do was convert his tantalum from isotope
181 to isotope 180m by removing one neutron from each nucleus, and its magical
quotient would increase accordingly.


According to his calculations, the tantalum would become
3.68 times as potent. If he could increase the potency of the other materials
of his new talisman in a similar manner, the result might very well be a
talisman a hundred times more potent than his first one. And that wasn’t even
counting the impact that a beefed-up ceremony might have on it.


As is the case with so many other things, the devil was in
the details. The immediate difficulty here lay in the conversion process
itself. If Paul was not careful, he could potentially release enough energy to
make the combined yield of the entire U.S. nuclear arsenal look like a
miniature firecracker. And since he was at ground zero, he was highly motivated
to avoid making any such mistake.


Releasing a neutron from the nucleus was not a
straightforward task. The masses involved were not equal. The mass of a neutron
was greater than the difference between the masses of the 181Ta and 180Ta
atoms. No one except God knew why it worked out that way, but there was no
denying the mathematics of it. The difference had to come from somewhere, or
the neutrons would never leave the 181Ta nucleus in the first place.


That was one of the reasons why Paul had put the tantalum
block in the lake. In part, the water would provide a source of heat for the
tantalum to draw on. But also, he needed someplace for the neutrons to go once
they left the 181Ta nucleus.


Water was H20, two atoms of hydrogen bonded to
one atom of oxygen, with 99.97% of the oxygen atoms as isotope 16O.
It turned out that 17O was also a stable isotope. Paul would simply
direct the neutrons leaving the 181Ta atoms to join with the nuclei of
the 16O atoms and then turn them into 17O atoms.
Producing 17O atoms released about half the energy needed for the 181Ta
to 180Ta conversion, which was a nice side benefit. He now needed to
furnish only half the power for the tantalum conversion, and in addition, he also
didn’t have to worry about neutron radiation flooding the area.


Raising both hands high in the air, Paul closed his eyes and
droned, “In the name of nuclear reactors, particle accelerators, and cold
fusion, may the 181Ta atoms begin releasing a single neutron from
their nuclei to be absorbed by the 16O atoms in the water, and let
the energy needed to assist in this process be drawn from the water of the lake
and from the magma inside the earth below me.”


Out in the water, a frothing began to take place on the
surface. Paul marveled at this since the tantalum was twenty feet down. It
would take quite a disturbance that far down to generate what was now visible
on the lake’s surface.


He intently monitored the reaction, ready to stop it instantly
if something started to get out of control. But due to the mass involved, he
understood that it would take a while to convert the entire block of precious
metal.


A small white sail rounded the curve of the pier, heading in
his direction. Paul could see Merlin furling the sheets as the small boat
approached.


Paul shook his head in mock disapproval. “Are you enjoying
yourself?” he shouted when the other was in range.


“You should try it sometime,” Merlin shouted back. “I do so
prefer your century to mine. There are more things to do for fun!”


“Maybe next time,” Paul yelled back, a little envious that
Merlin was enjoying himself. “It will take some time to complete this
conversion.”


“Too bad you can’t do nuclear physics in your bathtub,” Merlin
pointed out with a chortle. “Next time, why don’t you bring your sunglasses, a
bath towel, and a picnic lunch, and we’ll make a day out of it? You can improve
your tan while you are at it.”


That did seem like a better plan than the one he had right
now.


“Okay,” Paul conceded. “I could bring a sci-fi book, too. I am
way behind on my reading.”


Merlin shrugged and turned the tiller, taking the sailboat
away from the shore. He then unfurled the sail again and started tacking back
out toward the middle of the lake, giving Paul a quick wave before resuming his
seat at the stern of the boat.


Paul sighed in acceptance and made himself as comfortable as
possible. This part of The Plan was tedious, but necessary.


• • • •


The next day, Sunday, Paul spent more time in the bathroom
than usual, getting himself properly groomed and putting on his best clothes. He
was truly looking forward to spending the day in Capie’s company. After getting
ready, he drove to the McCormick Center, arriving twenty minutes early.


He found Capie already waiting in the lobby when he walked
in, and he greeted her with a big smile.


Her clothing impressed him. The pants were of a sleek black
satin material, fashioned to suggest curves where none existed. Those were nice,
but the blouse was the clear winner. Multilayered with sweeps, curves, and
intricate turns, the subtle colors formed a virtual work of art. On her, it
made quite a statement. Even her purse was new, a violent splash of vibrant
colors woven into one large handbag. 


“Do you like it?” she asked anxiously, spinning the
wheelchair back and forth.


“Very much,” he candidly replied. “I’ve never seen anything
like it before. It’s both gorgeous and original. My compliments to your
designer.”


She nodded and beamed. “Thank you, kind sir. Are you ready
to continue our explorations? I want to see everything we missed the other day.”


Paul half-bowed with a big grin. “‘It’s the simple things in
life you treasure,’” he said, quoting from Galaxy Quest. “After you.”


• • • •


They toured the place in whirlwind fashion, going from one
end of the massive hall to the other and back again. For the second time, Capie
played the tour guide, giving an even more impressive performance of that task
than she had Friday night. Around 4 p.m., Paul could see her starting to droop,
so he called for a break at the McDonald’s concession stand, where he stood in the
long line and bought a salad, a sandwich, and two cold water bottles. Then he
brought them over to her at the small table she had selected.


“Thanks,” she said as she opened and poured out a tiny pouch
of dressing on top of the salad and stabbed at it with a fork.


Paul nodded, sinking his teeth into the chicken sandwich. 


“How do you like the convention so far?” she inquired. 


“It’s fabulous!” he mumbled merrily as he chewed. After he
gulped the bite down, he continued, “It’s really wonderful. I am so glad I decided
to come, and I’m glad you are giving me such a perfect tour.”


“So you will come again next year?” she asked curiously.


Paul shrugged. “If I am still in Chicago next year, I will.”


She took a sip from her water bottle. “So, what does Henry Kaufman
do for a living? Why is he in Chicago?”


The questions startled him. He had not prepared an answer
for them. For a couple of seconds, he delayed swallowing his food to give
himself time to think of something to say.


But he ran out of time and said the first thing that came to
mind.


“Well, I am self-financed at the moment and doing freelance
research work. Uh, you could call it a study into nuclear transmutation
possibilities.”


She blinked in astonishment. “Wow! That sounds impressive. You’re
a nuclear physicist? But why Chicago?”


“No, I am an electrical engineer, not a physicist. And the
weather is better here than in Alaska,” Paul noted sarcastically.


“Any place has better weather than Alaska,” she agreed,
exchanging a knowing look with him.


“And you?” Paul asked, before she could think of more
questions that would be difficult for him to answer.


“I am the lead accountant for Hillshire Brands. You would
know them as Sara Lee.”


Paul raised an eyebrow, impressed. “That carries quite a
responsibility, a company of that size. Have you worked for them long?”


“Eleven years, starting right after I graduated from the
University of Chicago. And I am very good at what I do,” she replied with a smug
smile.


“Can I ask you a personal question?”


“You either want to know about my name or why a nice girl
like me is in a wheelchair, right?” she asked.


“Let’s start with the name first. Any objections?”


She shook her head with a sad smile. “None. Nicolaus
Copernicus was the Polish astronomer of the sixteenth century who first came up
with the heliocentric model of the solar system, with the Sun and not the Earth
in the center. My father chose my name. You see, he is an astronomer himself.
And he wanted a son, not a daughter.”


“And your mother? Did she not object?” Paul politely asked.


“Well, no. She died very shortly after I was born, due to
complications.”


“Oh, I’m sorry,” he said, silently kicking himself. This
woman had enough wounds. He did not want to reopen any of them for her.


She continued to smile sadly and said, “That’s alright. You
don’t have to apologize. I never got a chance to know her. I’ve often wondered
what she was like. But my father has been the center of my life ever since. He
taught me to love science. And from there, I learned to love science fiction
and fantasy.”


“Yet you became an accountant?” Paul asked, puzzled.


“I was always very good with numbers,” she explained with
false modestly. “And I noticed, even back in high school, that there were more
jobs open to accountants than to astronomers.”


“Touché,” Paul commented. “So, you adopted the nickname of
Capie, which I think is more appropriate for you than Copernicus.”


“I think so too,” she said with a broader smile. “So, now,
do you want to know about my accident?”


Paul considered the question. “Not if it causes you pain. My
curiosity is not worth that price.”


“Thank you for that, but it is okay. It was a long time ago,”
she said before taking another sip of water. “It happened right after I got my job
at Sara Lee, before they changed their name to Hillshire Brands. A drunk driver
drove right into me on the interstate. He wasn’t hurt at all, but I ended up in
this wheelchair.”


“The universe is an unfriendly, unfair place,” Paul said sympathetically.



She nodded in total agreement. “It took years, but I learned
to cope with it. In some ways, I am a better person now, but only in some
ways.”


Paul took the last bite of his sandwich.


“Just how good are you at your science fiction?” she asked,
an evil glint in her eye. “‘If we don’t find a way out of this soon, I’m going
to lose it. Lose it, it means go crazy. Nuts. Insane. Bonzo. No longer in
possession of one’s faculties, three fries short of a happy meal, wacko!’”


Paul grinned. “Too easy. That’s Jack O’Neill to Teal’c in
the episode ‘Window of Opportunity,’ Stargate SG-1. You should try for
something harder, like ‘I know what you’re thinking, ’cause right now I’m
thinking the same thing. Actually, I’ve been thinking it ever since I got here.
Why, oh why didn’t I take the blue pill?’”


“Ooh, that’s a good one!” she replied. “That was Cypher in The
Matrix. Let me see, how about this one? ‘Good job, guys. Let’s just not
come in tomorrow. Let’s just take a day. Have you ever tried shawarma? There’s
a shawarma joint about two blocks from here. I don’t know what it is, but I wanna
try it.’”


“Tony Stark in The Avengers,” Paul said, identifying
the source without hesitation. “I’ve seen that movie about a dozen times. I love
the special effects. Okay, my turn. How about this one? ‘You sold a
reverberating carbonizer with mutate capacity to an unlicensed cephalopoid?’”


She giggled. “Men in Black. Such a silly movie, that
one. More challenging, okay. ‘I swear they are evolving right before my eyes.
If you see anything this big with eight legs coming your way, let me
know. I have to kill it before it develops language skills.’”


“Oh, I know that one, wait, wait, don’t tell me. Got it.
That was Londo Mollari in Babylon 5, but I can’t remember the episode.”
His smile had transitioned into a big sloppy grin. “Let me try this one on you.
‘My government feels it is very important that we get there first. It’s a
distinction that will look splendid on the front page of Pravda. What other
value it has, I don’t know.’”


She crinkled her nose in thought. “That sounds familiar. It
must be from a movie I didn’t like very much, one of those from the ’70s or ’80s.
Ooh, I remember, 2010!”


Paul smiled. “You do know your science fiction! Okay, it’s
your turn.”


Her smile turned wicked. “Okay. Try this. ‘Sonny, true love
is the greatest thing in the world-except for a nice MLT—mutton, lettuce, and
tomato sandwich, where the mutton is nice and lean and the tomato is ripe.’”


Paul drew a complete blank. He could not remember ever
having heard those words before.     


“You got me on that one,” he admitted. “What’s that from?”


“Miracle Max in The Princess Bride,” she said with a sly
smile.


“Ooh, not fair!” Paul objected playfully. “Fantasy, not
sci-fi.”


“You really must learn to broaden your horizons,” she
instructed him gleefully. 


Paul waved an arm around in protest. “One universe at a
time, please. Toss that one, try another.”


“Okay,” she agreed. “‘I wanted to be a psychological
engineer, but we lacked the facilities, so I did the next best thing—I went
into politics. It’s practically the same thing.’”


It was tantalizingly familiar, yet Paul could not quite
place it. He racked his brain but could not make the connection. 


“That is sci-fi?” he asked, puzzled.


“Yes,” she assured him smugly. “Give up?”


He nodded with a frown. “You win. What is it from?”


“Foundation,” she replied.


Ah, of course, he should have known. In the 1940s, one of
the greatest and most prolific sci-fi writers of all time, Isaac Asimov, wrote
the Foundation series, a galaxy-spanning epic that told the stories of
multiple empires of man. It was considered one of the truly outstanding works
of science fiction. Paul had read the three-book series back when he was in
high school but not since.


Six months previously, Hollywood had turned the first book
into a movie. But the movie did not do so well at the box office. It had been Paul’s
intention to see it when it hit the theaters in Lancaster, California, but
there had been another one of those special rush projects at Edwards AFB at the
same time. Since the movie had only been in town for a week, he had missed his chance.
It was on his short list to acquire if and when it was released on Blu-ray, but
so far, it was not available.


“You got me. I missed that one at the theaters,” Paul
unwillingly admitted.


“You have not seen Foundation yet?” she asked, almost
shocked by his admission.


“I read the books, of course. But no, I have not yet seen
the movie. Long story,” Paul muttered softly.


Capie conspiratorially leaned closer. “Would you like to?”


“You have a copy of it?” Paul asked, surprised by her
question.


“I know where it will be playing. There’s a small theater in
town that specializes in showing hard-to-get movies,” she explained.


“I would very much like to see that movie,” he conceded to
her, smiling. “I don’t suppose you would want to see it again, maybe?”


She grinned. “Silly, that’s the only way I will tell you
where it is playing, if you agree to take me along. The movie is really pretty
good, in its own way.”


Paul returned her grin, feeling a special something in his
heart that he had not known in a long, long time. He realized with a start that
this girl was someone extraordinary. 


“It’s a deal!” he replied happily. “When and where?”


“Give me your e-mail and I’ll send you the details. We can
arrange a place to meet,” she said with a sly smile. “In the meantime, I am
feeling rested. There’s still more that I want to see and do here at the Con.
Are you ready?”


• • • •


Monday morning, on the grassy shoulder of North Collett
Street in Danville, Illinois, Paul stood, his arms crossed as he thoughtfully
observed the intermittent flow of traffic on the new Fairchild Street Bridge.
Started in 2013 and finished in 2014, the steel and concrete structure replaced
an old tunnel and carried traffic over the five sets of railroad tracks of the
CSX railroad.


As far as bridges go, it was a pretty standard edifice. Paul
had selected it because it was new and because of its general location, not for
any other reason. It was highly unlikely that it would be disturbed, at least
not for the next fifty years or so. More than enough time to suit his purpose.
And it was close enough to Chicago to be accessible but not too close.


With a wave of his arm, he fashioned a portal and excavated
a small cavity in the heart of the western embankment of the bridge, scattering
the unearthed dirt along the railroad tracks. Then he pulled forth the small
metal box he had tucked under his left arm and snapped open the lid.


Inside was $20,000 in $100 and $20 bills, as well as a
driver’s license, passport, Social Security card, and two credit cards in the
name of one Wesley Farrell, a missing person from the state of Florida.


Snapping the lid closed, Paul opened another portal to the
cavity in the embankment and pushed the metal box inside.


There. Task completed. 


Paul didn’t know what the future might hold for him, but if
he were to be captured and escape again (or his current identity of Henry
Kaufman was blown), then he could return to this location and instantly access
the cash and the new identity. After his experiences in Europe, he was
determined to learn from his past. Indeed, that was why he had created a second
stash of cash and ID and secured it in a small cavity thirty feet below the peak
of Colorado’s highest mountain, Mount Elbert, directly under the Black Cloud
Trail. It was highly unlikely that anyone would find or disturb that stash
either.


For a moment, Paul felt a real twinge of regret, thinking of
his old house and his video collection in California. No doubt his two cousins,
his only direct kin remaining on Earth, were anticipating the chance to inherit
his property. At least, they probably had been anticipating such, when
it was first reported to them that he was missing. And Paul was assuming that
the police would have told them about his disappearance back when he had
vanished from Edwards AFB. Then, later, when the authorities had announced
instead that he was a fugitive from justice, Donald and Joyce must have felt
incredibly frustrated, knowing that the Feds would probably get his property
instead of them. Paul grinned briefly. It served them right, since neither one
of them was even remotely like a productive member of society and didn’t
deserve a dime out of his “estate.”


Whatever happened to his property, his life in California
was past history now. And his video collection...well, all those movies and TV
episodes were history now too. Instead, he was currently living the dream—the
adventure. Assuming that he survived long enough to enjoy it.
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Almost
a week later, Paul was sitting in the lazy-boy in his living room, studying the
tantalum block in his hand. The conversion process was nearly half-done, half
the tantalum atoms converted to 180mTa. And it was growing
considerably more powerful with each session. Nothing like his first talisman,
no, but already twice as potent as the original tantalum had been.


He sighed, knowing how long this process would take and how
much it would delay making his new talisman. And it was only a small part of
what needed to be done. There was the acquisition of the other materials (the
crystal, the basal rock, and the meteorite) needed for the talisman and their
conversion too, which would take just as long as the tantalum. However, he
could see no other solution, and the end result would help provide him with a
talisman second to none on the planet.


But in truth, he was having trouble keeping his mind on the
conversion of isotopes. Instead, he kept thinking about Capie. And to put it
rather bluntly, he was deeply troubled about her.


“Merlin?”


Paul’s favorite holographic associate popped into existence,
standing on his head, his robe draped around his armpits. Fortunately for Paul,
the old wizard wore a normal pair of pants underneath his robe.


“What are you doing?” he asked, bewildered at Merlin’s
latest antics.


“It’s a form of yoga” came the muffled reply. Merlin
levitated a foot off the floor and spun upright, his robe falling back into
place. “It helps me concentrate. All the ancients did this type of exercise.
You should try it sometime. Of all the people I know, you need it the most.”


“Gee, thanks,” Paul replied sarcastically. Then he sighed
and adopted a more serious demeanor. “Merlin, what does it take to cure
paralysis?”


Paul thought he saw a hint of a smile in Merlin’s
expression. “To misquote one of your favorite characters, I’m a wizard, not a
doctor. Why not whip up a doctor from one of your science-fiction movies and
ask him?”


“I will probably do that too, but I am asking you how a
wizard would do it,” Paul reluctantly admitted.


“Ah.”


“I can’t use the same method I did to improve my own body,” Paul
said, hurrying on. “That took a continuous magical spell, one that induced my body
to heal itself. I don’t have constant contact with Capie, so that approach
won’t work. How would you do it?”


The elderly wizard scratched an ear. “In general terms, if I
wanted to use magic to cure someone of a disease, I would mix up a potion.”


Paul blinked twice in surprise. “A potion? You’re kidding,
right? A witch’s brew of bat’s blood, the eye of a newt, and frog legs? That
kind of potion?”


Merlin looked imploringly at the ceiling. “Heaven help me.
No, not that kind of potion! That sort of thing went out with Aesop’s Fables.
The modern approach is much more sophisticated than that. Nature has provided a
virtual cornucopia of compounds and organic materials to work with. And don’t
laugh. Don’t forget where penicillin came from. Pharmaceutical companies are
constantly searching for bioactive substances in the flora and fauna of this
planet in order to synthesize new medicines as cures for a wide variety of
diseases. So, please, watch your lip!”


Oops! Paul had apparently pushed a red button.


“My apologies, Merlin,” he said humbly with a small bow. “I spoke
without thinking. You are right, of course. I didn’t mean to offend you.”


Merlin flapped a hand in dismissal and didn’t reply.


Time to move the conversation forward.


“So is there a potion that cures paralysis?” Paul politely
asked.


“I know of several that cause paralysis, but not one
that cures it,” Merlin grudgingly admitted. “But I am sure that with the proper
research, we could come up with a cure that would work on Capie. However, I suggest
that the first thing you do is learn more about her condition. Talk to an
expert. Then you will have a better grasp of the magnitude of her problem.”


That was not what Paul wanted to hear. 


“Merlin, I don’t want to get involved in another research
project,” he forlornly stated.


“Why not? Don’t you want to help Capie?”


“Of course I do!” Paul told him in too loud of a voice. He
took a breath to calm himself before continuing slowly, “That’s why I asked
about a healing spell. But let’s face it, Merlin. I’ve been around this block a
few times before. I find myself thinking about her more and more. It’s possible
that I might even fall for her, and that would be bad.”


“I don’t see it that way,” Merlin reasonably disagreed.
“Love makes the world go round, and from what I’ve seen, your love life could
stand some additional spin on its axis.”


Paul stared hard at him, finding it difficult to believe
that the older wizard didn’t understand the nature of the problem he was facing.
“You forget that I have declared war on all the wizards of Errabêlu. My life expectancy can probably be
measured in months, perhaps a lot less. I can’t afford to get involved with Capie
right now. It would not be fair to her.”


“I see,” Merlin said, though his tone suggested that he
didn’t agree with Paul at all. 


Paul turned the tantalum over in his hands. “I need a quick
and easy solution. I want to cure Capie and then just walk away from her, to
get back on track with The Plan.”


Merlin shrugged, apparently unwilling to argue with Paul or
offer a solution. “Talk with a physician. Perhaps when you know more about her
condition, we can talk about a potion.”


Paul sighed in resignation. “Okay. It does not hurt to know
more, I agree.”


Waving a hand, he intoned his spell, “In the name of all the
dedicated science-fiction doctors, may a highly competent physician be created,
combining all the best talents and experiences of Dr. Janet Fraiser, Dr. Simon
Tam, Dr. Grote Maxwell, and Dr. Carson Beckett.”


Merlin stood aside as a new personage appeared. 


The tall, brown-haired, and broad-shouldered man seemed
dignified and composed. Wearing a standard white lab coat, black pants, and
blue open-toed shoes, he looked around the room and then back at Paul.


“How can I help you?” he asked with a gentle smile.


“I am looking for some information on paralysis,
specifically paralysis of the legs caused by injury to the lower spinal cord,” Paul
explained. “Right now, I just want general information, in simple English
words. Later, if you like, you can examine the patient for more detailed
conditions.”


The doctor frowned. “In simple English words? Okay. I assume
that we are discussing a female paraplegic; is that correct?”


“Yes.”


“Very well,” the medical doctor responded, tapping his lips
with one finger, deep in thought. “The spinal cord is housed in a series of
interlocking bones known as vertebrae....”


• • • •


An hour later and with a migraine headache, Paul finally
held up his hand and let the image of the doctor fade from existence. Merlin remained
behind.


Paul stretched out on the easy chair, eyes closed, casting a
spell to deal with his headache while simultaneously trying to make sense of
all the information he had just learned.


It was terribly complicated, as most things with the human
body tended to be. Boiled down to its simplest terms, a spinal cord was an
information highway that transmitted electrical signals back and forth between
the brain and the rest of the body. The individual nerve cells that performed
this function were known as neurons. With a serious injury, the neurons in the
spinal cord were damaged or even destroyed, and the communications link was severed.


The defenses of the human body stepped in at that point.
Over a period of time, the damaged tissue and neurons were isolated from the
rest of the spinal cord and sealed behind a virtually impenetrable barrier
known as a glial scar. The scar not only physically prevented new neurons from
entering the damaged site, but all sorts of chemical inhibitors were generated
that discouraged neuron regeneration anywhere in the immediate vicinity. Inside
the injured area, the dead neurons were dismantled and removed, leaving only
the blood capillaries and spinal fluid behind. This enclosure was known by
physicians as a cyst.


The glial scar was permanent, and as far as the defenses of
the human body were concerned, they had done their job to protect the body from
disease and infection. The fact that the body might be everlastingly paralyzed
as a result was seemingly an immaterial consideration.


Medical researchers had known about the glial scar and cysts
for decades. There were several lines of research being conducted into how to
remove the scar and promote the regeneration of neurons, but to date, the
results were extremely limited. A cure, if one existed, remained to be
discovered.


From all the things Paul had just learned, he didn’t see a
way to cure or repair Capie’s injuries to let her walk again. Oh, with magic, he
could probably remove the scar in fairly short order. But the neurons to bridge
the cyst were no longer there. They would have to be regrown, a process that
could take months, just like it had taken him to regrow his arm. From what he had
learned, a new scar would grow back in place long before a new set of neurons
could be grown. Only a constant magical spell could keep the scar from
reforming and allow the neurons time to regenerate. Paul didn’t see an easy way
to implement that as a cure for Capie’s benefit. 


“Okay, Merlin, I’ve listened to the expert. I know far more
about Capie’s injury now, at least in layman’s terms, and I can understand why
a cure would be so hard to develop. So, how do we create a potion to accomplish
this task? Where do we start, and how long would it take to make one?”


Merlin’s expression was particularly enigmatic, and Paul
felt uneasy seeing it.


“I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again; I believe that
a potion to cure Capie could be developed, but it won’t be an easy task,”
Merlin explained to him. “We would have to start—how is it said?—yes, ‘from
scratch.’ The current medical technology not only isn’t up to the task, but it
doesn’t even have the basics from which to start. And thus, it will take time—time
to gather bioactive substances to work with, time for experiments, time for
evaluating the impacts on human subjects, and time to evaluate possible
long-term side effects. After all, you wouldn’t want to give Capie a cure that
might shorten her life or cause cancer, would you, now?”


Paul closed his eyes and pressed his hands against his
temples. “So, it isn’t a practical approach. Not under the current
circumstances. Fine! Can you tell me what would work?!”


Merlin nodded slowly. “Yes. I can. And it’s rather simple.
I’m surprised you haven’t thought of it yourself.”


Paul jerked his head up and stared at the whiskered wizard.
“What is it? What is the simple solution?”


“You cast a constant healing spell on her, the same as you
did for your arm.”


Paul grunted in annoyance. “I can’t do that unless I am
constantly in her presence...oh. Ah, yeah. I think I see. Are you suggesting
that I open a portal linking myself to her? Yeah, that is pretty simple. And
the portal wouldn’t have to be very large, would it?”


Merlin produced a small bow. “Correct. The portal could be
so small that it wouldn’t be seen with the naked eye, just as long as it links
you to her, allowing your magical spell to flow to her.”


Paul climbed out of the easy chair and made his way to the
front window, staring out through the dirty panes. “And how long would such a
spell take to heal her, Merlin?”


“An injury as serious as hers? The longer the spell, the
greater the degree of healing achieved. Two weeks minimum to restore some of
the feeling in her legs and feet. A month to bring back partial motor control.
Two months, perhaps three, for 100% restoration.”


Paul rubbed the back of his neck, trying to work out some of
the kinks. “Merlin, I’m trying to keep a low profile here. My research suggests
that there are no other wizards that live in the Chicago area, but the rather
sullied history of Chicago politics suggests that some of their minions have a
branch office here. If I opened a constant portal linking me to Capie, how
vulnerable would that make me to possible discovery?”


Merlin tugged on his beard while considering a reply. “A
constant spell such as that makes you vulnerable to detection, naturally.” And
then Merlin smiled mysteriously. “Of course, it would help considerably if the
energy level were kept low. However, that would extend the time needed to cure her.
You could spend more time with her. As long as you are together, there would be
no need for a portal. And lastly, you could change residences, move closer to
her to keep the portal’s distance as short as possible.” Merlin’s smile
blossomed. “Of course, since she lives near Wheaton, you would have to give up
this rental and move to a location that—shall we say—might be more hospitable
to comfort, health, peace of mind, safety, and aesthetics? Say something closer
to the 21st century than 1908?”


Paul chuckled. “Okay, I get the feeling you don’t like
living here. And I also suspect that you are delighted with the idea of Capie
and me spending more time together. But like I’ve said before, there’s no
future in this relationship. It wouldn’t be fair to her.”


“So,” Merlin clapped his hands together and smiled broadly,
“when do we move?”


Later that night, after he retired to bed, Paul lay awake
with his eyes open, his mind deeply troubled.


He might soon be forced to make a choice here. On the one
hand, he could invest the time to cure Capie, a course of action that could
potentially take months. The other option was to just walk away from Ms.
Kingsley. If he decided to do that, then the sooner, the better. Their
relationship, if it could even be called that yet, was in its very early stages.
Terminating it now, before it got started, would be much more easily
accomplished than doing so later.


And it really would be the smart thing to do, to just walk
away at this point in time. She didn’t need to be anchored to a Don Quixote, a
man who really did have a short life expectancy. Paul couldn’t ask any woman to
stand beside him under those conditions, let alone a woman he was coming to
admire and care for.


If only he could cure her of her paralysis first, then he would
have no qualms about walking away. At least that way, he would leave her in a
better situation than where he had found her. But after learning the specifics
of spinal cord injuries, that choice was apparently denied to him. 


So, what would it be? Help this one woman and let the rest
of the world remain in slavery? Let World War III happen, including the death
of 500 million people? Or do the smart thing and stop seeing her in order to
continue with his mission to save mankind?


Grimly, Paul realized that his situation was similar to what
Kirk faced with Edith Keeler in the Star Trek episode “The City on the
Edge of Forever.” But of course, that was just a TV show. This was for real.


Why did he find it so hard to make this choice?
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“You
are really going to enjoy Yerkes Observatory,” Capie was babbling to Paul. “I have
been there many times, of course, but each time, I learn something new or see
something through one of the telescopes that I’ve never seen before. It’s
always a lot of fun, don’t you know....”


Paul tuned her out. Capie was practically blathering as she
drove up U.S. Highway 12, heading for Lake Griffin and eventually Yerkes
Observatory.


He was still not quite sure how she had talked him into going
on this trip. He had taken her to dinner in a nice restaurant in Chicago two
weeks after seeing Foundation. He had just given her a present, too,
specifically, the five books of the Deverry series, in hardcover,
written by Katherine Kerr. Capie had confessed on their earlier “date” that she
was looking for the series and was having difficulty finding it in hardcover
format. So, since his magical powers made it childishly easy to find such for
her, Paul had surprised her with the five-book set right there in the
restaurant.


And somehow, a minute or two after that, they were planning
a trip to the Observatory. 


Ostensibly, the two of them were making this trip so that Paul
could tour the facilities and actually lay hands on a 102-cm refracting
telescope, the largest of its kind in the world. But he suspected that the ulterior
motive up Capie’s sleeve was to introduce him to her father. Or stated in more
pertinent terms, maybe it was the other way around. Maybe she wanted her father
to meet him.


Paul turned to study her profile. She was still prattling
away at warp speed, still very excited about this little trek of theirs. They
had taken her vehicle because neither one of her wheelchairs—not the manual or
electric version—would fit in his Camry. It made sense to take the van, and as
such, it was equipped only to let her drive.


Her father, Professor Chris Kingsley, was on the staff of Yerkes
Observatory (part of the University of Chicago) as one of the astronomers.
According to Capie, he was working on theories about interstellar dark matter,
using the telescopes to acquire the relevant data to work with.


Paul was not looking forward to meeting him.


If this had been some sort of pleasure trip and he was
merely Joe Public touring the observatory and meeting a real-life astronomer—well,
that would have been wonderful and great, and Paul would have loved to meet an
accomplished scientist under those conditions. But this would be profoundly
different. Professor Kingsley was the father of the daughter that he had been
spending a great deal of time with lately. Now, Paul had never had a child of
his own (Douglas was a stepson and as such didn’t count), but he thought he
could predict how Professor Kingsley was going to react to him.


There would be questions. The professor would be sizing Paul
up as a potential suitor for his daughter’s attentions. And Paul flat didn’t
think of himself in those terms. True, for reasons he hadn’t fully dealt with, he
had not yet been able to just walk away from her. And yes, he was working on
that, to develop the courage to perform that very act. But meeting the father
in order to subject himself to the man’s evaluation—it made Paul feel
uncomfortable, sort of like a wolf in sheep’s clothing must feel when sneaking
behind the head sheepherder, the one carrying a fully loaded double-barreled
shotgun.


And the question he dreaded the most—just what were his intentions
toward Capie?—was the question that would likely be uppermost in the
professor’s mind. If he asked it, Paul didn’t have an answer for him. How could
he when he didn’t really know it himself?


Maybe it was something that Paul didn’t need to worry about.
Perhaps if he stuck close to Capie, the good professor would never have the
chance to ask him that question.


Paul glanced at Capie again, feeling uneasy about the whole
situation. How did she feel about him? Oh, sure, she liked him well enough. But
was she falling for him? Certainly, he could use a spell to give him the answer
to that question, but it felt too much like prying, and to be honest, he wasn’t
anxious to know the answer. To know about her feelings might force him to do
something about his own, and he really didn’t want to know. He wasn’t ready to
confront his feelings yet.


So he squirmed uncomfortably in his seat. He just needed a
little more time to sort it all out.


• • • •


There was no real parking lot in front of Yerkes
Observatory. It was as if the building’s planners knew nothing about cars when
the place was designed and constructed. And maybe they didn’t. According to the
travelogue that Capie was spouting, the building dated all the way back to 1897.


Capie parked the van along the edge of the circular driveway
and then activated the electric loading ramp. Paul got out and watched as the
ramp lowered her and the wheelchair to the ground. Then, at Capie’s direction,
he removed a special mechanism from the van and attached it to her wheelchair.
Known as a stair-climbing wheelchair, the electrically powered machine allowed
Capie to go up and down stairs, an essential mechanism for entering and leaving
the Yerkes Observatory building. When the van was secured again, the two of
them headed off to the observatory’s front entrance, with Paul pushing.


“Of course, I can’t put the stair climber on the wheelchair
myself,” Capie said, still blathering away seemingly uncontrollably. “I usually
call Dad on my cell phone and he comes out to take care of it. So thank you for
doing it this time. I’m sure Dad will appreciate it.” 


The observatory in front of them was a two-story building
built of stone, with one large dome on the west end of the building and two
smaller domes on the east. A large portico with stone steps provided entrance
to the building’s center. At the foot of the steps, Paul energized Capie’s
climber and guided it and the wheelchair up to the building’s set of wooden
double doors. He held open both of them for Capie and wheeled her into the gray
marble-floored lobby.


A security guard, white-haired and in his mid-sixties, sat
at a small desk just inside the main doorway. He looked up as they entered and
smiled.


“Why, Miss Capie, it’s nice to see you,” he said,
practically purring in delight.


“Hello, John,” Capie replied, laughing softly. “It’s nice to
see you again too. John, this is a friend of mine, Henry Kaufman. We’ve come to
see Dad.”


John looked at Paul as if he were contagious with a deadly
infection. The guard’s expression caught Paul off balance, and he blinked in
surprise.


“Okay,” the security officer muttered in Paul’s direction before
he turned back to Capie, regaining his smile. “Your dad is in his office
catching up on some paperwork.”


“Thanks, John,” she replied as Paul pushed her past the
security station, wheeling her through the lobby toward an open archway that
led deeper into the building.


John glared at Paul in naked disgust as he went past.


They traveled down a large hallway with a white ceramic tile
floor and a high ornate ceiling, where one wall sported large, tall windows,
the other with sets of darkly finished wooden doors. Capie pointed at a door halfway
down the hall, and Paul maneuvered the wheelchair over to it and pushed the
door open.


“Hi, Dad!” Capie called out.


A tall man with average features and salt-and-pepper hair
was in the inner office, sitting behind a large wooden desk. Dressed in a white
shirt, a narrow black tie, and black pants, he was every inch the dignified
scientist.


The professor smiled and dodged around the desk, then leaned
forward to hug his daughter.


“Capie, how nice of you to make the drive up this weekend!”
he happily resonated in greeting. “I’m glad you did. It looks like the work on
next year’s budget will keep me tied up here all next week and I won’t get the
chance to drive down to Chicago like we planned. I’m sorry about that.”


His blue eyes shifted direction and focused on Paul.


“Hello, you must be Henry Kaufman, whom I have heard so much
about,” he said as he offered his hand.


Paul shook it, feeling the firm grip. “Yes, I am. It’s nice
to meet you.”


“I’m sure.” Chris Kingsley released the hand quickly and turned
back to his daughter. “Are you planning to stay the night?”


“Yes, please,” she replied with a smile. “By the time we
finish the tour here, it will be too late to return to Chicago. So, if it is
okay with you, we would like to stay with you tonight. I’ll take the couch, and
Henry can use the spare bedroom.”


Paul jerked around toward her. “Whoa, wait a minute...!” he
protested.


She raised a hand. “You are the guest. There will be no
discussion! Besides, I like the couch better. The couch is more comfortable
than the bed in the spare bedroom.”


That part Paul doubted very much. He glanced over anxiously at
her father for support, but the professor merely stared back at him with no
expression.


But Paul couldn’t bring himself to surrender without an
objection. He looked back at Capie. “I protest under the strongest possible
terms.”


She smiled sweetly at him. “Be a dear and don’t worry about
it. I’ve slept on that couch before.”


Paul wanted to protest further but could see how foolish he would
look arguing with her. So he clenched his teeth and said nothing.


She seemed to understand his feelings. “We can argue about
this later, if you like. But there are things to do right now. There’s a 102-cm
telescope waiting for us.”


Paul frowned but gave in to her suggestion. “All right,
let’s not keep it waiting anymore.”


“Dad? Ready for that tour?” Capie asked her father.


Chris gave a dignified nod. “Let’s go.”


• • • •


Dr. Kingsley did an excellent job of showing Paul around the
observatory and providing a first-rate hands-on training session with the 102-cm
telescope. 


Of course, it was still daylight outside, so they didn’t
actually see anything through the telescope. Dr. Kingsley offered to let the
two of them come back later that night, as long as they didn’t interfere with
the graduate students that would also be using the telescope. Paul graciously declined.


As a consolation prize, Dr. Kingsley logged them onto the
observatory’s computer system and showed them some of the hundreds of thousands
of photos that had been taken through the telescope. Paul saw some of the most
beautiful pictures of stars and stellar nebula that he had ever seen.


They were in the second hour of the tour when Capie suddenly
excused herself to “go powder her nose.” Paul froze, fearing the worst.


Uh-oh.


With trepidation, he watched her roll her wheelchair from
the room, finding himself alone with Professor Kingsley. His spidey-sense was
tingling up and down his spine, and the little guy in the back of his brain was
diving into a foxhole.


“Mr. Kaufman, you’ve seen something about what we do here at
the Observatory. I am curious about what you do for a living,” Capie’s father
said, then stared at Paul, waiting patiently for a reply.


Yep, Paul should have gone to powder his nose too. He could
suddenly taste bitter bile in the back of his throat, and he steeled himself as
best as he could, mentally tip-toeing through a minefield in search of the
appropriate words to use.


“Ah, Dr. Kingsley, I...ah...do freelance scientific work. I am,
uh, currently working on a study that a couple of...organizations will probably
find interesting.”


Capie’s father pursed his lips. “May I ask the subject of
the study?”


Fretfully, Paul took a breath. “Nuclear transmutations. Or
more specifically, fusion reactions.”


Chris grunted and looked skeptically at Paul for a moment.
“Fusion reactions?”


“To date, all the efforts to develop a fusion reactor have
focused on hydrogen,” Paul pointed out a bit nervously. “But there are a host
of other possibilities that could work, and they might be easier to use than
hydrogen.”


“Such as?” the astronomer asked.


Paul couldn’t afford for the man to pursue this line of
questioning too deeply, lest he should trap Paul in a web of lies of his own
making. So instead, Paul shook his head. “I’m sorry, Professor. I’ve already
explained more than I should have. A certain amount of...discretion, is
required about a topic this sensitive.”


Clearly, the professor didn’t like this evasion of his
question. But it was the best Paul could do on a moment’s notice in order to
discourage even more in-depth questions.


“Mr. Kaufman, I must confess that I did a little checking,” Capie’s
father told him with no hint of apology in his voice. “No one in the physics
department of the University of Chicago has ever heard of you. And I could find
no mention of you on the Internet.”


For a second, Paul felt a surge of panic deep in the pit of
his stomach. Maybe he could cast a quick spell to trigger the building’s fire
alarm? No? Perhaps a tornado warning instead?


“Uh, Dr. Kingsley, I am an electrical engineer, not a
physicist. It does not surprise me that the physicists at the university
haven’t heard of me.”


“I see.” Chris’s frown deepened further before he turned his
gaze to the wall. “Mr. Kaufman, I loved Myra, Capie’s mother, very deeply. When
she died...I lost the love of my life. It’s hard to explain what that does to a
person, to lose the one individual in the entire world that they love the most,
their soul-mate. Capie is also very special to me. She is all the family that I
have left now. When that drunk driver ran into her and I found out that she
would be paralyzed for the rest of her life—well, I went out in search of that
drunk driver, and I had to be physically restrained from beating the living
daylights out of that low-life creep.”


Paul leaned back uncomfortably in his seat. “Capie did not
tell me about that.”


The professor leaned forward, a glint of ugliness in his eye.
“I would do anything to protect Capie from harm. Anything. If I thought someone—anyone
at all—intended to hurt her, I would do my best to hammer that person into the
ground.” He paused for a moment. “Is my meaning clear?”


“Crystal clear,” Paul replied, the mental image of the
professor whaling away at him with bare-knuckled fists more than a bit
unsettling. “I have grown to appreciate how special of a person she is too. And
if someone did try to harm her...I would hold that person down for you while
you hammered on them.”


Capie’s father blinked in surprise. “You would? That would
be most considerate of you. But what if you were the person that was trying to
hurt her?”


Paul stared into space behind the other man, not really
seeing anything at all. This conversation was every bit as disturbing as he
feared it might be. “I swear to you, sir, I would never do anything to harm her
and would fight anyone who tried.”


“I see,” Chris said, though Paul could easily tell from the
tone of the other man’s voice that he greatly doubted that assertion.


Capie chose that moment to reappear.


“Hello, boys,” she said cheerfully as she propelled her
wheelchair back across the room. “Sorry to take so long. Have you been talking
about me?”


Professor Kingsley smiled generously at his daughter.
“Hardly, dear. Mr. Kaufman was just getting ready to tell me why he enjoys
Chicago’s weather so much. Weren’t you, Mr. Kaufman?”


• • • •


Paul’s time that evening at the professor’s home in Williams
Bay was equally uncomfortable. Chris doted on his daughter but was barely civil
toward Paul. After a restless night in the guest room, Paul joined Capie the
next morning for a continental breakfast in the kitchen nook. By 9 a.m., he was
champing at the bit to climb into Capie’s van and escape. 


On the long drive back, the two of them were quiet. It
wasn’t until they were on the Tri-State Tollway bypass that Capie finally
sighed and looked sadly over at him.


“I apologize for my father,” she began. “I had no idea he
was going to be so....”


“Protective?” Paul suggested diplomatically.


“That’s the right word,” she gloomily admitted. “I don’t
know what he said to you, but he gave me quite the earful.”


Paul sighed in sympathetic agreement. He had strongly
suspected what Chris’s reaction to him was going to be. He should have done
more to avert the whole situation. But he was loath to admit that to Capie. 


Instead, he quietly said, “You are the only family that he
has left, so it is quite natural that he feels very protective of you. I would
feel the same in his position.”


“Look, don’t take it personally,” she stated with a touch of
grimness in her voice. “I’ll talk to him and explain things to him. As soon as
he gets to know you better, I’m sure he’ll come around.”


“Capie, I....” Paul closed his mouth. He almost told her
that they should stop seeing each other, for her own good. A deep bottomless
pit yawed wide open before him, making him nauseous at the very idea of saying
those words. He just couldn’t force himself to do so.


“I know he’ll come around in good time,” she repeated even
more firmly, then turned to smile enchantingly at Paul. “You’re a good man,
Henry Kaufman. I can tell. He’ll eventually learn to like you. You will see.”
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It
hadn’t taken long for Paul to complete his move from South Lawndale to
Naperville. For one thing, he didn’t own all that much in the way of furniture.
And for another, his magical powers made lifting and toting a virtual breeze.
He had spent far more time arranging for the switch of his utilities to his new
rental home than he had hauling all his stuff there.


And of course, the new residence was much closer to Capie’s
house, currently a mere three miles away. Paul was now able to use a constant
healing spell on her, by way of a microportal, with very little energy involved
and very little chance of detection. To make the holding of the constant spells
easier on himself, at Merlin’s suggestion, Paul whipped up a holographic
assistant, a hunched backed mute wearing an old lab coat, which he named Igor. 


• • • •


There were still a great many things left to do. Just two
days before, he had finally finished the tantalum conversion process to isotope
180m. Successfully, too. The block of tantalum was just as potent as he had
hoped it would be.


And the last few times he had worked on the conversion of
the tantalum, he had simultaneously started on the chemical alteration of the
bertrandite (which he had purchased) into one large emerald. Bertrandite’s
chemical formula was Be4SiO7(OH)2, while
emeralds had a very similar chemical formula of Be3Al2(SiO3)6.
Therefore, with a little bit of magical power and a roll of aluminum foil
purchased at the grocery store, Paul had already begun the synthesis process.
Thus far, he had a small 2-carat emerald to show for his troubles. However, his
end goal was a bit more ambitious—eventually turning the small emerald into a
10,000-carat stone, to weigh 4⅓
pounds. It would take a little time to accomplish that, of course, and Paul
fully understood the task he had set for himself.


The conversion of the bertrandite was just one of a number
of tasks on his list to accomplish. Once the emerald was made, he would also have
to convert its beryllium from 9Be to 10Be, the 28Si
to 29Si, and the 16O to 17O. According to his
calculations, this would raise the magical quotient of the emerald almost 340%.
The downside of these operations was that they too would take a great deal of
time to perform, more than twice as long as the conversion of the tantalum. 


After that, he still needed to find suitable specimens of
pallasite and komatiite and tackle their conversion as well. That would be
followed by the actual ceremony for the assembly of the components into a
talisman. In addition, there were other projects that he had in mind. And on
top of all of that, there were his efforts to heal Capie’s injury.


All those tasks were sandwiched between the time he was
spending with her on dates and little outings. Indeed, he was seeing her nearly
two or three hours a day. The constant efforts and demands on his time were
beginning to wear on him.


He sat in the living room in the metal folding chair at a
card table, deep in thought. There were times when he just didn’t see how all of
this was going to come together.


“Uncle Sam?” Paul broodingly asked.


The image of the distinguished gentleman appeared, pulled up
his typical imaginary chair, and dropped his hat on the floor.


“How may I help?” he asked Paul civilly.


“I’m feeling overwhelmed,” Paul morosely admitted to him. “It’s
going to take months to finish getting the materials ready for the talisman
ceremony.”


Uncle Sam grunted but did not comment.


Paul hung his head low, putting both of his palms to his
forehead. “And to top everything off, I’ve got to do something about Capie now.
One way or the other.”


“I see. Why is that?” Uncle Sam asked.


With a heavy sigh, Paul gloomily said, “Because yesterday,
Capie told me about a dream she had. She dreamed that feeling was returning to
her legs.”


Uncle Sam cocked his head to one side, looking a bit
puzzled. “And is this not what you wanted? To cure her paralysis?”


“Yes, of course, it is,” Paul admitted dolefully. “But how
will she react when she realizes that she is on the mend? I mean, she has been
told by a score of doctors that she will never walk again. And then, suddenly,
she will start regaining sensation in the lower half of her body, followed by
an ability to move her legs and feet again. How will that be explained?”


The strategist perceptibly raised both of his eyebrows.
“There is something you are not saying here.”


Paul nodded, dejected. “I am in love with her.”


“I see,” the man replied. “That’s normally a cause for
celebration, yet you look as sad as an old goat with no boot to chew on.
Please, continue.”


Paul glanced around the room without actually seeing it, his
gaze focused inward instead. “I kept telling myself to walk away from her. I knew
what was going to happen. I’ve been down this road before. And yet, I wanted to
help her, to cure her. That was part of the reason I told myself to keep seeing
her.” Paul picked up the emerald and casually studied it before laying it back
on the table. “But I didn’t find a cure in time. Now, it is too late. I love
her, and I can’t walk away.”


“You are afraid of how this will impact the Master Plan. Am I
correct?” the hologram guessed.


Paul was more than a bit peeved by the question. Uncle Sam
was supposedly the super intelligence here! He should already know all of this.
“Yes, of course, it impacts The Plan. Don’t you see? I don’t know where to go
from here! I don’t want to abandon The Plan, especially if it might actually
work! But the risk is just too high to involve Capie! If I fail, it will mean
her death too if she is too close to me. I can’t really abandon The Plan, not
even if I wanted to. Because they are still out there looking for me. I don’t
want to live my life on the run, especially if Capie is with me!”


“Penalized either way,” Uncle Sam observed. “To go on with The
Plan or not, that is your question?”


Finally! It appeared that the man had it now. “Yes, that’s
right. You are the strategist. What should I do?”


“You are making an assumption here that may not be valid,” Uncle
Sam replied. “You are assuming that Capie loves you in return. Do you know that
for a fact?”


Paul had to admit it; the man did have a point. “Well...no,
not really. But from the way she acts and all the dates we’ve been on over the
last couple of weeks, I think she does.”


Uncle Sam nodded sagely. “Possibly. But will she still love
you when she finds out the truth about you?”


Uh, yet another good question. “You mean about my identity?”


Uncle Sam speared Paul with a look. “More than that. You
have lied to her repeatedly. About your name, where you came from, and your
job. Also, you have failed to tell her about your magical powers. For some
women, a major omission of fact such as that is as bad as a lie. And you have
failed to tell her that you are casting magical spells on her body.” The
strategist shook his head slowly. “Before you can take your relationship to the
next level, you must tell her the truth, all of it. And when you do, she
might walk out on you!”


Meekly, Paul hung his head, now even more depressed than
before. “Yes, she just might. She does have a bit of a temper.”


“And if she does leave you, then your question about The
Plan will be answered,” the specter pointed out. “You can proceed from there.”


Paul squirmed in his chair. “But what if she doesn’t dump
me?”


“Then you must work with her, as couples do, make joint
decisions, and face the situation together,” the other answered. “However, in
that regard, you should be concerned about one more factor, before you make
your decision.”


“What’s that?” Paul cautiously asked.


“You have magical powers, yes. She does not.” Uncle Sam lifted
his hat and picked some lint off the hatband. “Any relationship between a man
and a woman must be between equals in order to be successful. Therefore, you
must give her the same powers.”


“I planned to—” Paul started to say.


The icon held up a hand, anticipating what Paul was about to
say. “That’s not my concern. It’s what those powers might do to her, how they
will change her, that you must think about. Do you not remember the genie’s apprehension
about how you might use your powers? Well, now, you must make the same judgment
about another person. How will Capie use that power? You cannot deny that your
powers have changed you. They will certainly change her as well. But in what
way? Think about it. And put it into context with The Plan. If she becomes a
wizard too, then you will need to create another enhanced talisman, one for
her. And if you are successful, if The Plan works, she could become one of the
two most powerful people on the planet. Some cannot handle that large of a
change in their lives. Can she?”


Uncle Sam was correct. Paul had not considered that aspect
of the situation at all. Okay, maybe the fellow really was superintelligent. 


From experience, Paul knew that love could blind a person to
the realities of the one they loved. He believed Capie to be a decent, honest, and
caring person, but was his assessment correct? Or was he just seeing in her
what he wanted to see?


And even if his current judgment of her was correct, was
Uncle Sam right? Might she change in the future? Like Gary Mitchell in the Star
Trek episode “Where No Man Has Gone Before,” when he acquired almost
godlike powers?


Paul needed to do some serious thinking and to be as
brutally honest about things as possible. 


“Are you saying that I shouldn’t take the risk? That I
shouldn’t tell her the truth?” he tentatively asked Uncle Sam.


“Not at all,” the personality replied. “In love as well as
in war, you cannot succeed without risk. But the risk must be carefully evaluated
and balanced against the chance of success. Too much risk can be disastrous,
yes, so you must be careful. However, don’t let the risk paralyze you, either.”


Paul pondered the advice for a minute.


“What would you do?” he asked Uncle Sam. “If you were in my position,
what choice would you make?”


“I really can’t answer that question for you,” the other candidly
replied. “But consider this as well. From time immemorial, men have tried their
best to protect the women they love. But women are not weak. They have been
known to fight alongside their husbands in war. It was that way in the Boer War
and that way in the American West. They are strong in many uncounted ways as
well. Don’t discount their strengths.


“And one more thing,” he said, putting his hat on and
standing up. “I like Capie. She could have quit after her accident. She could
have gone home to Daddy and been an invalid for the rest of her life. Instead,
she lives on her own, has a good job, and is successful in her life. She’s a
fighter. You should take that into consideration, too, when you make a
decision.”


He faded from sight.


Paul’s ears burned. The strategist was right. He did indeed
have a good deal to think about.
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The
traffic out on US Highway 34 was pretty busy, probably due to the fact that it
was a Saturday morning and most people had the day off. It was a gorgeous day,
with moderate temperatures and a clear blue sky. 


Capie lived between Warrentown and Wheaton, and Paul was
headed to meet her. When he had called her the previous evening, she had
suggested that they take advantage of the weather and go to Seven Gables Park
for a picnic. Paul had readily agreed. For that purpose, on the passenger seat
of the Camry, there was a small bucket of fried chicken, Styrofoam containers
of potato salad, and a few unidentified food items for their dining pleasure.
And too, there were three presents, two of them gift-wrapped, and the
third...well, the third was a large stuffed animal, a giant brown and white
puppy.


Paul had taken Uncle Sam’s recommendation to heart. For the
previous few days, he had given considerable thought to his relationship with
Capie. And he had made two important decisions. It was time she deserved to
know the truth about him. No more lies. It was time to clear his conscience.
And second, to help smooth any ruffled feathers that the truth might cause, he
had better be ready to bestow upon her multiple and lavish gifts.


Well, not too many. He didn’t want it to appear like he was buying
her affection.


Last night had not been a good night for him. He had tossed
and turned in bed, playing out a thousand scenarios in his head. How did he tell
her? What combination of words would work best? What did he say if she asked
particular questions? Should he use spells to influence her reactions if things
went wrong? 


At Naperville Road, Paul hung a left and drove two miles
northward, entering the left turning lane for Seven Gables Park.


It was a nice-looking park. He saw a huge, open, and
well-tended field, perfect for sporting a couple of football games. There were
a number of people out in the park, some jogging, some riding bikes, others
playing catch, and so forth.


The road split, and Paul took the left fork, coasting
through a long parking lot alongside the field before passing two baseball
diamonds. 


A small red building glided into view. There were bathroom
facilities here, a covered picnic area, and beyond that, a children’s
playground of slides, swing sets, and jungle gyms. The whole place was thronged
with people, mostly parents watching their children at play.


Paul parked in one of the few remaining slots in the parking
lot. Capie’s van was already present, just a few spaces away. 


Removing the food from the car and wrapping one arm around
the stuffed puppy’s neck, he locked the doors and went out in search of her.


She was sitting next to a picnic table in the shade, not far
from the closest baseball diamond, apparently watching the little league game
in progress. Paul was still thirty feet away when she turned in her wheelchair,
spotted him, and waved.


When he was closer, Capie giggled and asked, “Who do you
have there?”


“Oh, just a little lost puppy I found along the way
somewhere,” Paul replied with a mischievous grin. “I think he needs a home. You
wouldn’t by chance know of a place, would you? A nice, warm place where there
is plenty of love? Someone who will give him a good name?”


Capie held out her arms, and Paul dropped the stuffed animal
into her grasp.


“He is so cute! And so soft, too! Oh, I love him already.
Thank you. I think I’ll name him Patches, since he has brown spots. How did you
know I have a soft spot for stuffed animals?” she asked, cuddling with the big
furry toy.


“Oh, a wiser, older man suggested it,” Paul replied,
thinking of the recommendation made by Merlin.


“Be sure to thank him!” Capie squealed. She managed to tuck
the animal in close beside her and then smiled at Paul.


“I got here early to reserve a table. Otherwise, we would
have had to eat on the ground.”


Anxiously, Paul smiled in return. “Good thinking. Thanks for
doing that. I have the food. Did you bring something? Do I need to go get it
from your van?”


“Yes, I did,” she replied as Paul put the chicken and other
items on the table. “I got the drinks. There’s a six-pack of root beer in the
passenger seat, your favorite flavor.” She dug her van keys from her purse and
tossed them to him.


“I’ll be right back,” he promised as he turned and left.


Two minutes later, he returned with the drinks.


“I’m starved,” Capie declared. “I’ll take a leg, a wing,
some of that potato salad, and a chocolate cupcake.”


Paul fixed her a plate and a drink and handed her a plastic
fork. Then he helped himself to a plateful as well. Internally, he felt as queasy
and as panicky as an expectant father in a hospital waiting room.


They traded small talk for a few minutes as they ate, his
anxiety growing stronger with each passing moment. Indeed, it was difficult for
him to keep his hands from trembling. She caught him up on a few things that
were happening at her place of work, and then they talked about upcoming
movies, the weather, and local politics.


“You seem distracted,” she said suddenly, wiping the grease
from her fingers with a paper napkin. “Is something up?”


Paul forced a smile, while his knees threatened to collapse
underneath him. He actually had to cast a silent spell to strengthen his
resolve. “No, not really. Well, maybe.” He took a really deep breath. This was
it.


“There is something I need to tell you,” Paul blurted,
looking at the ground instead of at her.


She froze for a couple of seconds, her expression one of
cagey alertness. “You’re married!” she half-guessed/half-implied in a loud
voice.


Paul blinked in shock. “NO! I’m sorry, I mean, no, I’m not
married.” This wasn’t going quite the way he had envisioned.


“You have a fatal disease and only have six months left to
live!” she exclaimed, looking even more anxious than before. 


Sighing, Paul said, “Now you are getting warmer. But it’s
not the way you think.”


“Henry, what is going on?” she pressed, making strong eye
contact.


Paul made a valiant effort and got a tight grip on his
emotions. “I’m sorry, but I am not Henry Kaufman. My real name is Paul Armstead.
And I am from Southern California, not Alaska. And most of the time, I hate
Chicago weather.”


She stared at him in stunned incredulity. 


“You lied to me?” she asked, a bit of a quaver in her voice.


“Yes, I did,” Paul regretfully admitted.


“Henry…I mean, Paul, what’s going on? Why are you doing this?
Are you dumping me?” she asked, her voice a mixture of apprehension and skepticism.


“No, far from it.” He took another deep breath. “I am trying
to tell you that I am a wizard.”


Whatever Capie had been expecting, it wasn’t those words.
She blinked several times in total confusion.


“You’re a what? A wizard? Like the people who attend the
Wizard World Convention? Or that belong to a coven?” she asked in a cautious,
incredulous tone. 


Paul made himself look her firmly in the eye. “No, not that.
I am a top-notch, full-blown, USDA prime, functional wizard with advanced
magical powers.”


She shook her head and blinked several times. “Henry, is
this all some sort of practical joke or an act of some kind? Are you pulling my
leg? A wizard? Really?”


 “The name really is Paul. And I can prove it, too. That I
really am a wizard.”


“A wizard?! You say you have...magical powers?” she asked,
her voice now near total disbelief. “Henry, there is no such thing as magic,
not really,” she sadly announced with a placating demeanor. “I wish that there
were but there isn’t.”


Paul could see the incredulity plainly in her eyes. So he reached
forth his empty right hand and snapped his fingers. Suddenly, a holographic bouquet
of yellow buttercups and red roses appeared in his hand.


Capie stared at the flowers in total denial, her lower lip
beginning to quiver.


He slowly “laid” the virtual flowers on the table (where
they promptly faded away) and then looked around quickly. No one was close by,
nor did anyone seem to be paying any attention to them. 


“Merlin?” Paul asked desperately.


The amiable wizard materialized ten feet away, wearing his
robe and hat, a solemn expression on his face.


Bowing deeply, he said, “My dear, it is indeed a great
pleasure at last to meet you in person.”


Eyes widening, Capie’s mouth dropped open. “This just can’t
be…” At which point, Capie became speechless. She shook her head back and forth
slowly.


“Capie,” Paul implored her, stepping close to her.


She reared back in alarm, obviously nervous, with every sign
that she was on the verge of panic.


“No, no, NO!” she shrilled, as she reared back and delivered
a roundhouse blow squarely on Paul’s jaw. The impressive blow knocked him off his
feet and onto his rear, stunning him and leaving him momentarily senseless. For
a few seconds, he saw double.


“Don’t you ever lie to me again!” she blazed
furiously, baring her teeth. “Never! Understand?”


“Lady, are you okay?” a male voice asked.


Paul flinched and glanced around. A small crowd was starting
to gather, apparently attracted by their, uh, discussion.


Capie took a really deep breath. “Yes. I’m sorry everyone. Paul
here just told me that he’s a wizard. ‘And I thought my last boyfriend was
different ‘cause he wore a scarf,’” she said, quoting Becky from The
Sorcerer’s Apprentice. 


A momentary silence settled on the scene while people looked
at each in unexpected puzzlement.


“Well, uh, as long as you are okay,” responded a tall
brunette woman, giving Paul a mystified glance.


Everyone in the small crowd turned and left, some of them
glancing back for a moment to shake their heads at the strange incident.


Capie turned back to Paul and produced a hard smile. “How dare
you be a wizard?” she growled. “How dare you?! I’ve loved you with all my heart
from the moment you quoted Superman to me! I love you with all the fiber
of my being! And now you tell me, after all this time that I’ve known you, that
YOU ARE A WIZARD?!”


Paul was finally able to shake his head clear before staring
up into her angry red face. 


“You love me?” he asked, stunned. Until this moment, he had thought
she loved him, but he had never really known for certain. Yes, he could have
cast a spell and found out, but he had been a little concerned what the answer
might be.


He used his hand to move his jaw back and forth, testing to
make sure that it wasn’t broken and that all his teeth were still in place.


“Lady, I love you too,” he said, an incredibly intense surge
of relief washing across him, leaving a huge sloppy grin on his face. A quote
came unbidden to his mind. “And for the record, ‘I didn’t lie. I willfully
participated in a campaign of misinformation.’”


Then, so help him, he started laughing. 


For several seconds, her expression didn’t change. Then it
softened.


“Fox Mulder, The X-Files,” she grumbled, and soon,
she was laughing along with him. Paul picked himself up off the ground and
brushed himself off.


“Henry or Paul or whatever in blazes your name is,” Capie
growled sternly between smiles, “you have an awful lot of explaining to
do. Oodles and oodles of it. Let’s go to my place. And mister? Let me tell you
something. Your story had better be real good!”


• • • •


After Paul cleaned up their picnic area, Capie drove her van
while he followed along behind her in his Camry. She lived in an up-scale
neighborhood a little closer to Warrentown, in a three-bedroom, two-and-a-half-bathroom,
2,200-square-foot home. Paul had been there a few times, but never for more
than a few minutes, usually just to pick her up on a date night.


This time, she invited him into the kitchen-nook area, where
she nuked two cups of hot chocolate for them.


“So!” she said with a malicious, tight smile. “Who are you,
really? What kind of powers do you have? And don’t you dare spare any of the
details.”


For almost three hours, Paul went through the story from
beginning to end, with Capie constantly interrupting and asking tons of
questions. He showed her the tantalum block and his gold wristband and briefly
talked about isotopes. At appropriate points in the story, he even used magical
spells to assist with visual aids, including the use of a portal to bring
Patches in from the car. Once, he called on Merlin to help but had to send him
away again when he noticed how uncomfortable the holographic wizard made Capie
feel. And she obviously found the images of the Oni to be particularly
disturbing. The only things he left out of the story were the details of his
Master Plan and his attempts to cure her injured spinal cord. Twice, they took
a break and she prepared more hot chocolate.


It was late in the afternoon when she leaned back in her
wheelchair, seemingly out of questions, but deep in thought.


Paul felt like the proverbial dishrag—all wrung out. He was
glad that they were finished.


She absently sipped her hot chocolate for a few minutes
while he waited patiently.


“It’s so much to believe all at once,” she finally said out
of the blue. “I want to make sure that I understand your story. Six months ago,
you were an electrical engineer working at Edwards Air Force Base in
California. You gave a man a ride. In return, he gave you a genie that was
under an evil spell. You released the genie, and in return, the genie made you into
a wizard.”


Troubled by her short summary, Paul grimaced. “It sounds
pretty silly when you put it that way. I guess you needed to be there.”


“Then the other wizards of the world found out about you.
These wizards control all the governments and cause all the bad things that
happen in the world. They think you might be able to interfere with their plans,
so they are trying to kill you. You escaped and are hiding here, of all places,
in Chicago.”


“Yes, in a nutshell, you’ve got it,” Paul unenthusiastically
confessed.


She looked at him with a quizzical expression. “And now you
are putting together a big master plan to start a war with them. All by
yourself. A war against the rest of the world.”


He shrugged dispassionately. “Again, it loses something in
the translation when you put it that way.”


“And you lied to me to keep your identity secret and to
protect me in case the bad guys find you and maybe hurt me in the process.”


“That’s the whole story, yes,” he unhappily acknowledged.


She rubbed her brow and then shook her head in an attempt to
get it all to make sense. “This would make a terrible movie.”


Paul shrugged again. “I’ve seen worse. Dark Star, for
instance. The Atomic Submarine, for another, Plan 9 from Outer Space,
Attack of the Killer Tomatoes—”


“On the other hand, this is all like some fantastic fairy
tale,” she observed with a sly disbelieving smile, interrupting his litany. “And
for once, I get to play the part of the princess. Who would have thought?”


Leaning forward, Capie was suddenly more serious, “If you
wanted to commit suicide, and you wanted to protect me from the bad guys, why
did you stick around? You could have left at any time in the last two months.
Why didn’t you?”


Paul chortled. “That’s easy. Because I fell in love with
you.”


She cocked her head to one side. “I know now how you found
the Deverry books for me. You used magic, didn’t you? If you have
magical powers and if you love me, why haven’t you, ah....”


He smiled. “Given you more gifts? Something like these?” And
with a snap of his fingers, a portal opened up to the car and the two highly
decorated, wrapped gifts floated through.


Capie gasped at the two presents, one wrapped in gorgeous
white-laced paper topped with four gold ribbons, the other package a brilliant
red, all laced with pink ribbons and a large, fluffy white bow.


Gingerly, she took the red box out of the air and sat it in
her lap, staring at the paper. 


“I’ve never seen a box wrapped like this!” she proclaimed.


“What’s inside is even better,” Paul said with a huge smile.


Slowly, she peeled back the paper. When she had enough of it
pulled back, the writing on the box revealed the contents.


“Gourmet chocolates!” she gasped. “And from Richart Paris,
too! One of Europe’s finest! Oh, I absolutely adore gourmet chocolates!
Oh, thank you, thank you!”


And she reached out to grab his hand, pulling him forward
and bestowing a kiss upon his cheek.


It took a spell to keep his face from flushing red.


“Try the second box,” he hurriedly suggested.


Laying the chocolates on the breakfast-nook table, Capie
reached forward for the white box. With trembling hands, she unwrapped it.
Unlike the first box, this one had no writing on it at all.


Lifting the lid, she peeked inside.


And her mouth dropped open, her eyes wide in shock.


Paul reached forth and lifted the platinum and diamond
necklace from the velvet-lined interior.


“I think this should establish my bona fides as a wizard,
don’t you think?” he pronounced with a crooked smile as he stretched forth to
clasp the necklace around her neck.


For several seconds, Capie was totally speechless, barely
able to lift the large diamond at the end of the necklace for a closer look. 


“Is this real?” she was finally able to ask.


Truthfully, Paul was pretty proud of his work and her
reaction to the gift was worth all the effort he had put into it. “Yes, those
are diamonds. And the metal is all platinum. I, ah, borrowed the design from
some of the works of Europe’s finest jewelers. Do you like it?”


“This is mine?” she gasped. “Really mine?”


“Yes. All yours. To show you how much I love you.”


His words seemed to break the spell on her, at least in
part. She gulped twice, then sighed and shook her head. “So, what do we do
about that? Now that you know that I love you and vice versa.”


“That’s a good question. Most people that are in love
usually get married.”


Capie blinked and looked at him expectantly. “Is that a
proposal?”


Paul shook his head in return. “Not just yet. I am a
traditionalist. When I propose, I will do so on bended knee with a ring in
hand. What I am saying right now is that there are two major issues before us
that must be addressed first.”


“Two?” she asked, puzzled by the change in the direction of
their conversation.


Paul moved to a chair near her and gently took her hand in his.
“Yes. First, to decide if the risk to you is acceptable. I know what your
father would say. And believe me, I am having serious concerns about it myself.
But you have a say in this too, especially since it is your life at risk.”


She seemed to consider this for a few seconds. “Why not just
give up this crazy plan of yours?” She raised her other hand to stop him from
interrupting her. “Now, don’t get me wrong. I hate the idea of a group of
wizards using the people of Earth for their own selfish purposes. And like you,
the thought of 500 million people dying in the next war bothers me a lot. You’ve
explained that you have a plan, and by the way, I am dying to know more about
that plan, but let’s be realistic here. Just what are your chances of success?”


Paul nodded in understanding of her doubts. “And what’s the
alternative? To hide for the rest of my life? Would you consider living life on
the run? Abandoning your father? Because as sure as God makes little red
apples, they will eventually track me down here in Chicago and I’ll have to
move on. Would you be happy living that way?”


“Green apples,” she corrected him. “And you are right. I
wouldn’t like that at all. I want roots and stability. What’s the second issue
you mentioned?”


“Magical powers,” Paul said in reply. “I made a vow with the
genie not to use them to kill anyone or to misuse my powers. Now, technically,
some people might say that I’ve broken that pledge since five Oni are now dead
because of me. But I didn’t kill them, not directly. They died chasing me, and
since they died trying to kill or capture me, I can’t get very worked up about
it.”


And then he looked her in the eye. “But you must make the
same vow. Not to misuse your powers or kill anyone.”


She chewed on her bottom lip. “What powers...? Oh, my Aunt
Sally! Are you saying that you would make me a wizard too?!”


Shrewdly, Paul gazed at her, studying her reaction. “That’s
the danger in sharing my life, my dear. You can’t fight by my side in a
wheelchair, not in this kind of war. And the best way to cure you is to give
you the power to heal yourself,” he said by way of explanation. “Of course, the
moment you become a wizard, you can’t go back. They will hunt you down just as
stanchly as they are hunting me.”


Capie stared at him, wide-eyed, her jaw dropping. “Me? A
wizard? With real magical powers?” she asked, her voice squeaking like a mouse.
She looked down at her legs, so thin and twisted. “I could walk again? Be a
whole person? Maybe even have children?”


Paul chuckled. “Yes, even that. Assuming you live long
enough to do so with 300 wizards chasing you and trying to kill you.”


“I...I...I don’t know what to say,” she stammered.


“Then you should sleep on it,” Paul softly suggested, with
the complete understanding that all of this was hitting her out of the blue,
without giving her the time to understand all of its ramifications. “You have
time to carefully consider your options. And know this: I love you no matter
what you decide. And I won’t try to influence your decision. Well, at least not
too much.”


He leaned forward and kissed her. Eagerly, she responded in
kind. Paul would swear later that his socks curled, it was so passionate a
kiss.
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Paul
decided to deliberately leave her on her own for a few days. She promised to
call him no matter what she decided. The way he saw it, she deserved the space
and the time to make that decision all by herself. Even though the waiting was
killing him.


On Monday, Paul made a trip down to Fry’s Electronics and
purchased a brand-new desktop computer, with a sixteen core Xeon 5.2 GHz CPU, 128
GB of RAM, a 1 TB SSD and four 16 TB hard drives in a RAID 10 configuration.
The sales guy also suggested a video card, assuming that Paul wanted the
computer for gaming purposes, an understandable, but incorrect guess on his
part.


Paul set up the computer on the same card table as the
unfinished emerald and plugged the power cord into a surge protector. A LAN
cable tied the PC to a modem and from there to the Internet.


In truth, Paul didn’t need the new computer for accessing
the Internet. This he could do anytime from almost anywhere on the globe using
a magical spell. But the PC was an essential component of another important element
of the Master Plan. And it was time to begin exploring the possibilities
involved.


“In the name of Dr. Richard Daystrom, Dr. Chandra, and Dr.
Noonian Soong, may a virtual computer programming expert in the field of artificial
intelligence appear before me.”


A tall, thin man in his late twenties, with long unkempt red
hair, a thin mustache, a scraggly beard, and rimless glasses materialized in
front of Paul.


He looked around and shrugged in clueless acceptance. “What
you got going?”


“I want to develop an artificial intelligence,” Paul
explained to him, “and you are going to help me.”


“You are? I am?” the redhead looked askance, not believing that
anyone could seriously suggest such a thing. “Good luck with that! It’s been
the holy grail of computer programmers for a hundred years.”


“Yes, but none of them had magical powers to help them,”
Paul pointed out confidently.


“Trust me. I don’t think that would have helped them any,”
the computer expert fired back.


“I can guess at the problems,” Paul admitted candidly.
“Insufficient CPU processing power, for one. And mapping intelligence into
algorithms in a way that computers could duplicate, for another.”


“In general, yes,” the computer geek readily agreed. “In
terms of processing power, I once saw an estimate of human brainpower to be
roughly equal to 100 million MIPS or 100 million million instructions per
second. The fastest PC I’ve seen runs around 100,000 MIPS or roughly 1,000th
of the needed speed. A mainframe would do better, but even they are not up to
snuff.”


The young expert shuffled his feet. “And the algorithms are
just impossible. I mean, try breaking it down into subsets. An artificial
intelligence must be capable of learning, of visual perception and
comprehension, of the ability to understand and use language, achieve deductive
reasoning and the solving of problems, of the ability to think in future terms,
to make plans, and to interface with other intelligences, of manipulating
objects, and of thinking creatively. There are programs that attempt to do some
of those functions, but none of them very successfully, let alone all of them
at the same time.”


“I see.” Paul pondered his next words for several moments.
“Then with the current technology, you think this is impossible?”


“I do,” the hologram resolutely declared. “Someday, it will
be possible. I just don’t believe that the current computer programming
languages are up to the task. In my honest, humble opinion, I think a whole new
computer language will be needed, one that more closely mirrors the way that
the human mind works. We’re just not there yet.”


“Okay, so you don’t think we can develop an AI from the
ground up. What about if we copy a human intelligence and superimpose it on a
computer?”


The redhead chuckled and shook his head. “Sorry, that won’t
work either, for several reasons. First, as I said, the computer would be a
thousand times too slow. Second, it’s a waste of system resources. The brain
does so much more than house our thoughts. It also regulates heart rate,
respiration, hormone production, muscle activity, and a host of other
functions, none of which would need to be duplicated in a computer.”


“You make a good point,” Paul unwillingly admitted.


“Third, the languages of the brain and computers are
incompatible. As I said, a whole new language is needed. The processes of the
brain wouldn’t run in a CPU.”


“So, this isn’t going to be easy.” Why was it that all the
things worth doing in this world were really hard to do? “This is an important
element of my Master Plan. We are going to find a way to do this, even if we
have to invent that new computer language. So, you are the expert. Where should
we start?”


The tall, thin image blinked several times in surprise and
disbelief. “Well, okay, you say you have magical powers. Can you get us inside
the computer?”


Paul rubbed his jaw, thinking. “You mean like in The Matrix?
Sure. Let’s power up the desktop.”


With the monitor on, a press of the power button on the PC
case turned the computer on as well, and within a couple of minutes, the
display revealed the standard Windows desktop screen.


Paul placed his fingertips lightly on the keyboard and
closed his eyes. “In the name of the USS Enterprise holodeck, The
Matrix, and Tron, let us see ourselves in virtual reality inside
this desktop computer.”


• • • •


A small room materialized around them, with dark gray walls,
ceiling, and floor. In the center of the room, a large collection of brightly
colored strings of lights were woven in a complex pattern, some of which were
constantly dancing and shifting around. Other light strings seemed less
brightly lit and stayed frozen in place.


The computer expert pointed at the lights. “That’s the
desktop operating system. What we see is a symbolic representation of the code,
not the actual programming itself. Take a close look at it.”


Paul moved closer in curiosity and studied it intently.
“It’s pretty, but why do some of the light strands move more than the others?
Why are there blank spots, and why does the movement seem so jerky and....”


“Random? Good observation. It’s because memory utilization
is of secondary importance,” the image explained to Paul. “In the early days of
computers, when even mainframe memory was measured in a few kilobytes,
operational programs were kept to a bare minimum. Every byte of space was
precious and could not be wasted.”


Paul nodded, remembering his first college computer course.
“Yes, of course. Then memory size increased and prices came down. Now, the size
of the programs isn’t very important.”


“Exactly.” The expert waved his hand around to indicate the
whole room. “All of this is the RAM space in the desktop. It doesn’t seem very
large to us, but it’s all relative. It’s because we are so large in terms of
processing power and memory requirements, and even then, we are not totally
here, only a small part of our vision and hearing. The large majority of our
personalities are still in our physical brains.”


Paul nodded in understanding. “If we put an AI in here, we
will have to use the RAM as efficiently as possible to squeeze everything in.
And the first thing we would have to do is trim that down to the basics,” Paul
said, pointing to the operating system.


“There are some functions it performs that we can use,” the
programmer told him. “So we do need an operating system of sorts. I would
recommend a modified version of one of the early Microsoft programs, such as
Windows 3.1, to reduce the size of the programming.”


Paul liked his suggestion. “Yes, of course. We do need an
operating system that accesses the hard drives, the DVD drive, and the
input/output ports. Oh, and a USB camera and microphone too. Beyond that, we
don’t need to interface with much. Certainly not any commercially available software.”
A new thought struck him. “You say this is symbolically represented?”


The computer expert casually nodded. “Yes, sort of like
National Instruments LabView, but not as complicated and not as high level.
These are more like subroutines.”


“Could we do the same thing in a human mind? Could we
symbolically represent the processes there?” Paul inquired.


The young expert looked at the floor, obviously deep in
thought. “A human mind? The symbology of its thought processes, data flow, and
storage? Possibly. It would be terribly complex. You’re thinking that we could
copy the symbols and general flow paths?”


Paul nodded. “Yes. Oh, we wouldn’t copy the whole thing. As
you said, there are many processes we won’t need. And even the ones we do copy
will likely not be very efficient. We just need to understand how human
intelligence works and then develop code that approximates it without taking up
so much room or processing power.”


“I suppose it’s possible,” the other doubtfully replied.
“But it could take a few lifetimes to do.”


“Then the sooner we get started, the better,” Paul observed.
“We’ll start with my brain.”


• • • •


For the next few hours, they traipsed around the inside of
Paul’s head, watching the symbolic flow of information, studying how it was
processed and stored and how Paul operated as a self-aware assembly. Several
times, Paul used magical spells to help them understand the details of what
they were seeing.


The AI programmer was correct. The amount of data they
needed to understand was overwhelming and would take quite some time to go
through. Still, Paul was encouraged. They did make some progress, tiny as it
was for the time being. But it was at least theoretically possible.


Satisfied that they could eventually make this work, Paul
felt that warm feeling in his heart again. In time, they could build an AI, one
small enough to put in a desktop computer. He couldn’t ask for much more than
that.
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He
tenaciously kept working on the AI project, working long hours on the
development of the software. A couple of times, he was so tired at night that
it was all he could do to climb into bed before falling fast asleep.


At least there was something to distract him as he waited
for Capie to call.


That finally came on Thursday evening, just after 5 p.m.


“Do you have time to come out to the house?” she timidly
asked when he answered the phone.


“I can be there in fifteen minutes! No, make it ten!” Paul
cackled wildly, then hung up the phone before she could say anything more. 


Paul drove faster than was safe, using magic to avoid three
accidents, turn half a dozen red lights green in front of him, and sail through
one speed trap. The Camry took him safely to her driveway. From that point on, he
was on his own.


He rang the doorbell, waiting impatiently for her to open
the door. What would her decision be? Would she tell him to get lost, or would
she say “yes?” The tug of war in his heart threatened to consume him.


“Come in!” Paul heard Capie shout. “The door is not locked!”


She was sitting in the middle of her living room in her
electric wheelchair, wearing another one of her gorgeous outfits, this one with
a pale green blouse and a pair of darker green slacks.


Her expression was one of nervousness, her hands fidgeting.


“Please, come in and have a seat,” she invited with a quaver
in her voice. “Would you like a cup of tea before we get started?”


“No, thanks. I am too nervous waiting to hear your answer,”
he bluntly admitted.


Capie nodded in understanding as Paul sat down on the edge
of her couch.


“They say that an adventure always happens to someone else,”
she said, a touch of bitterness in her voice. “I’ve never understood that until
now. Not really. I’m sorry that it took me a long time to make this decision.” 


She paused. “On the one hand, I could stay here, live my
life in safety, but remain an invalid, trapped in this wheelchair. On the other
hand, I could have magical powers, be cured of my spinal injury, and live a
full and exciting life, but I might be murdered by evil magical creatures and
wizards.”


With a grin, she shook her head and said, “‘How funny it is!
I now believe in dragons, fairies, good men, and other mythical creatures!’”


Paul chuckled louder than the joke warranted. Okay, so he
was nervous, and his heart was pounding in his chest. What would she say?


She looked at him, and he could see the hesitation in her
eyes. 


“I am tempted, really tempted,” she openly confessed, “but I
need a little something more from you before I can answer.”


Paul nodded, prepared for this situation and suddenly
confident of how she would answer his next question. The thrill of it ran up
and down his spine like an electric charge. “And I think I know what that
something is.”


Pulling a small box from his pants pocket, Paul knelt on one
knee and took her left hand in his, reminding himself to go slow (he had vowed
not to screw this up) and to say the words distinctly, even though his throat
suddenly felt dry and his tongue swollen. This was for all the marbles!


“Copernicus Kingsley, love of my life, will you marry me?”
And he gave her the small box.


Breathlessly, she took her hand from his and fumbled
nervously with the box. When the lid snapped open, she gasped in surprise.
Inside was a gorgeous silver ring with a large diamond.


She stretched forth both arms and leapt into his. He caught
her and held her tight.


“Oh, yes!” she squealed in delight. “Yes, yes, YES!”


• • • •


For a half hour, she babbled on like a whole chorus line of
teenage girls on steroids, talking about weddings and dates and a host of other
such matters. Paul merely smiled and said “Yes, dear” at all the appropriate
points in the dialogue. 


Then she calmed down a little and smiled shyly. “I’m sorry I
carried on that way. I am just so HAPPY! I never knew it could be like this!
Oh, kiss me, stupid!”


Paul did. In fact, he kissed her several times. Long and
hard.


“Okay, okay!” she gasped. “Let a girl breathe! Oh my goodness,
you are a good kisser!”


“I could say the same about you,” Paul countered with a
grin. His heart was skipping along on jet-powered thrusters.


“We need to make plans,” she said.


“Agreed. Where do we start?”


“Wedding plans, of course. Do you want a big wedding or
something informal?” she asked.


Paul shrugged. “I have no family that would attend. And no
close friends, not really. So your family and friends would be it. Big question;
what about your father?”


“Well, of course, silly. He’ll be there.”


“Ah, but with a smile or a frown? I get the impression that
he doesn’t like me very much,” Paul subtly reminded her.


She shook her head. “Don’t worry about him. He’s just trying
to protect his little girl.”


“And wait until he hears how much danger I am putting you
in,” Paul categorically stated.


She grew thoughtful. “That does raise an interesting
question. Eventually, I will have to tell him what is going on. I mean, when I start
walking again—ooh, what a wonderful day that will be!—he is going to ask a ton
of questions!”


“Yes, at some point, he must be told,” Paul concurred.
“However, the timing is important. If we tell him before the wedding, he will
try even harder to talk you out of it. And if we wait to tell him afterward, he
will be furious with you for not trusting him.”


Capie looked at the floor, her mood suddenly solemn. “Yes,
you are right. What do you recommend?”


Paul shook his head. “I wish I had a recommendation. Let me
think on it, and I’ll get back to you later.”


“Okay, so a nice wedding with friends and family. When?”


“Good question. Let me think for a moment.” For several
seconds, Paul tried to seriously consider her question. “We can’t wait too
long. I was serious about having to leave Chicago at some point. But I am still
in the middle of preparations for a talisman and also in my AI research. I’ve
got maybe four more months of work to do.”


“Four months, heh?” Capie repeated, chewing on her lower
lip. “Putting on a wedding is a lot of work and takes a great deal of planning.
Receptions, invitations, catering, decorations, and so on. But I’m sure we can
pull it off in four months. Ooh, do you want a church wedding or a civil
wedding?”


“A church wedding, please.” 


“Good, I agree. I’ll talk to my pastor since obviously you
can’t talk to yours. Oh, do you want a bachelor party?”


“A bachelor party?” Paul asked, puzzled. “You mean the kind
where a bunch of men sit around, get drunk, watch dirty movies, and have a naked
woman jump out of a cake? That kind of bachelor party?”


Capie froze for a moment and then said, “You’re right. Bad
idea. Forget I mentioned it.”


He held up a hand. “There are two other items to put on the
schedule. First, I would like to give you a detailed rundown on The Plan. You
should have a really good idea of what you are getting into before you marry
me. We should do that as soon as possible. Then, second, giving you magical
powers.”


“Yes, ooh, you are right. There is no point in waiting. Are
you suggesting that we do both now? Tonight?”


“No, not tonight. It’s going to take me another hour or so
to fully explain my Plan, and quite frankly, I insist on doing that before
I give you magical powers. Let’s do that tomorrow night. Also, it took me at
least a day to recover from the genie’s spell. I suggest that we start first
thing Saturday morning with the spell, assuming that I don’t scare you off when
I explain the details of The Plan. You will have a chance to recover from the
spell during the weekend. Then you can begin healing your spinal cord. And I can
teach you a few simple incantations to use for your spells.”


“That’s good,” she giggled. “Ah, I, I can’t tell you how
much I love you!”


Paul felt giddy with delight. “I know. I feel the same way
about you.” He paused, smiling at her. “Have you had dinner yet?”


She shook her head. “No, I was too nervous.”


“Then let’s go out to celebrate. I know just the place.
Everest.”


Capie smiled. “I love French. And I especially love that
restaurant! But we don’t have a reservation!”


“Don’t worry. I’m sure that can be taken care of.”


• • • •


Friday night, Paul arrived at her house sharply at 5 p.m.
with a large hot pizza on the passenger seat beside him.


Skipping merrily up the walk, pizza box in one hand and
drinks in the other, Paul casually glanced at the doorbell, and with his spell,
it rang.


“Come on in, the door’s open!”


With a twitch of his nose, the door swung open, and he entered,
the pizza box thrust out in front of him. Grinning like the school idiot, Paul blew
on the box, using a little magic to send the aroma drifting further into the
house.


“What is that smell?” Capie asked, rolling forth from the
kitchen. “Ah, pizza! What toppings?”


“Your half has bell peppers, olives, pepperoni, and
mushrooms with extra cheese. My half has sausage, pepperoni, mushrooms, and
ham.”


She displayed a wide grin. “You may keep your half, but thanks
for remembering all my favorites. Let’s eat! They tortured me all day today at
work, and I couldn’t wait to get home! What did you get to drink?”


“A caffeine free diet cola drink for you and root beer for
me, of course. Honestly, I don’t know why you drink this stuff,” Paul remarked.
“A soft drink without caffeine and sugar is just flavored water with a little
fizz thrown in.”


He sat the food and drinks down on the dining-room table,
made his way into the kitchen, and retrieved some plates, utensils, and
glasses. 


“Here goes my cholesterol levels again,” she observed. “And
after last night’s meal, too!”


Paul smiled smugly. He still felt like bursting out into
song at any moment. Fortunately, for the sake of Capie’s ears, he refrained
from doing so. “And how often does a person get engaged? Besides, pizza is the
OEBF—the Official Engineer’s Brain Food—and we will need that for later, when
we get into our little discussion.”


“Are you still determined to talk me out of marrying
you?” she asked, levering a large slice of pizza from the box to her plate.


“‘The most dangerous thing in the world is to try and leap a
chasm in two jumps,’” Paul quoted with dignified seriousness.


Capie laughed. “Who said that?”


“David Lloyd George,” Paul replied. “The British Prime Minister
during World War I. I did a report on him back in my college history class.” He
dug a slice out of the box and popped the lid on his root beer.


“Sounds like a practical man to me,” Capie agreed.


“He was one of those ultra-liberals, especially in his day.
But enough of history. Let’s talk shop.”


“Hmmm, that’s good pizza!” she pronounced around the food in
her mouth.


“Lip-smacking good,” Paul said, taking a huge bite.


“That quote is for chicken,” Capie corrected him. “I have no
idea what they say for good pizza.”


Paul shrugged. “You got me there. I can’t think of a single
quotable quote regarding pizza.”


 “Here’s one,” she said, lifting another slice out of the
box. “Never eat more than you can lift—Miss Piggy.”


Paul raised both eyebrows, amused. “Quoting from the
Muppets, now, are we? Ah, I declare a truce. At least until I finish this
slice.”


They ate in silence for a few minutes. Paul enjoyed every
bite, feeling that all was right with the world.


After two slices, his appetite was satisfied, at least for
the time being.


“Shall we retire to the living room now?” Paul asked.


“Bring the box, in case we get hungry again,” Capie
suggested.


“I can guarantee that we will,” Paul responded. He grabbed
the pizza box and the drinks.


In the living room, he sat the food on the coffee table and
then helped Capie out of the wheelchair onto the couch.


“Okay, let’s talk about The Plan,” she said, stretching out
a bit and making herself comfortable. Paul sat next to her, snuggling up close.


Waving a hand, he created a large display that floated in
midair.


“Yes, let’s get the mundane stuff out of the way so that we
can move on to some serious necking.”


She punched his arm. “Funny man.”


Paul waved his hand again. The display cleared to show a
global map of Earth, complete with the national boundaries.


“As best as I can tell from my research, there are 311
wizards, all told, give or take a dozen or so. They don’t exactly advertise
where they are, but based on my best intelligence, this is what I have so far.”


The map lit up with a number of red dots scattered all
across the face of the globe.


“It looks like they’re in a lot of different countries, all
the world’s capitals,” Capie observed.


“Which makes sense,” Paul declared with conviction. “They
need to be fairly close to the seats of power. Oh, sure, they could use portals
to go anywhere and thus they could live in any city of their choice. But from my
research, they don’t seem to do that, choosing instead to live close by the
reins of power.”


“So how do you plan to take those reins away from them?” she
asked. “I hate to say it, but 311 to 1 is bad odds. It’s worse when you throw
those Oni into the mix too.”


“That’s correct,” Paul concurred, admiring her astute
question. “It’s true that I plan to make a very powerful talisman, much better
than anything they have. And that would be enough to let me take them on
individually or even a small group at a time. But not 311 of them, no.”


“But you have a plan for that?” she prompted him.


“I will have to have help,” Paul asserted. “An army of my own
to counter their army.”


“An army? Against wizards? Or an army of wizards?”


“Of. Definitely of. Boiled down, there are three possible
choices for candidates for the army of wizards I plan to recruit,” Paul
explained with an austere air.


“Let me guess the first one. You could recruit — what did
you call us? Ah, Normals — you could recruit Normals for your army. Take a
bunch of Normals and make them wizards too.”


“That was my first thought as well,” Paul admitted pensively.
“Out of 7.2 billion people on Earth, it should be possible to select a couple
of thousand qualified people to serve in my army. They would have to be
intelligent, resourceful, fearless, honest, dedicated and focused on the
mission of the greatest good for mankind.”


“It sounds like the basis of a good TV series,” Capie noted.



“Or a science fiction book,” Paul added. “Such as the E.E.
Doc Smith Lensman series, or the Search TV series in the early
‘70’s. Even Starfleet in all the Star Trek series.”


“Something tells me that you don’t like that choice,” she
conjectured.


“Correct. Give that lady two gold stars out of petty cash,” Paul
responded, with a more humorous spirit. “I believe I could raise such an army and
defeat the combined efforts of the existing wizards on Earth. But what happens
after that? What becomes of all the thousands of wizards of my army? Do you
think that when they have virtually unlimited abilities and power, that they
would willingly step back into the background, resuming their former lives?”


“Ah, good point. I had not considered that problem,” Capie
conceded thoughtfully.


“There was an episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation.
‘The Hunted,’ where enhanced soldiers were imprisoned after a war because their
enhancements could not be reversed and the general populace were afraid to
allow them to mingle with the rest of society.”


“I remember it well,” Capie acknowledged. “You’re saying you
don’t want to create a long term problem like that on Earth.”


“Exactly, not if there is another solution.”


She looked thoughtful. “You said there were three choices.
What is the second choice?”


“I could create another species altogether to do the dirty
work, like the Oni.”


“Ugh, that sounds like a bad choice,” Capie judged.


“I couldn’t agree more,” Paul concurred. “It would be essentially
using the same techniques and capabilities that the wizards of Errabêlu already use. As a couple of my ‘advisors’
have already pointed out, if I want to win this war, I need to use modern
science and technology, not the same strategies and tactics they use.”


“You’re building up to something,” she guessed. “The third
choice. It has something to do with modern science and technology?”


“Very much so, yes.”


Paul saw her expression when she added two plus two.


“The AI project you are working on!” she gasped. “You’re
going to make robots?”


“Not exactly, no, but close. Technically speaking, a robot
is a fully mechanical conscienceless device. And an android is an autonomous
humanlike robot. What I propose to make is neither one. I intend to make an
artificially intelligent device that is capable of using magical powers.”


“That’s…bold,” Capie declared with a hint of admiration. “Is
it possible?”


Paul sighed in sudden uncertainty. “I don’t know yet. I have
two major hurdles to jump. First, creating the AI program that closely mimics
the human mind. And second, giving them the ability to use magical powers. At
the moment, I don’t know if either objective is achievable. But if they are, it
would give me enormous flexibility and power. Since such devices would inherently
be easier to program than humans, I would have no qualms about creating an army
of them to help free Earth from slavery to the wizards. Afterward, they would
act as guardians of the planet, guaranteeing no wizard would ever misuse his
powers again.”


“A Very Ambitious Plan,” Capie concluded, covering her mouth
to hide a smile. “And just how are you going to build this army of — what do
you call them?”


Paul grinned. “Since there is no word in the English
language that describes such a device, I have decided to coin a new word. They
will be known as SCOTTIEs.”


She blinked in surprise. “You’ve got to be kidding me.
Scotty?”


“A Sentient Computerized Optimal Talismanic Theurgical
Integrated Engineer. SCOTTIE.”


Capie choked on an abrupt laugh and shook her head. “You
really had to reach for that one, didn’t you?”


Paul gave her a smirk. “Perhaps a little. Anyway, to answer
your question, I will use the Von Neumann principle. I will build the first one
and give it the capability to replicate itself.”


She shivered. “Like the replicators in StarGate SG-1?”


That comparison disturbed him and Paul shuddered at the
thought. Hopefully they wouldn’t be replicators. “No, not like them. Mine will
be based on human intelligence, not alien devices. And mine will be hard-wired
with Asimov’s four laws of robotics.”


“Wait a minute. Four laws? I thought there were only three,”
she objected.


“Yes, originally there were only three. But in his book Robots
and Empire, Asimov added a fourth law, the zero law, as he called it. ‘A robot
may not harm humanity, or by inaction, allow humanity to come to harm.’ Thus it
is possible for a robot to harm a human being if doing so benefits all of
humanity. Our Scotties will need that law, if they are to fight against the
wizards and Oni. Otherwise, they will be incapable of being soldiers.”


“I see you’ve thought this through,” Capie observed with a
hint of admiration. “So, you are working on an AI development program. I don’t
object to that. I think that’s great. So why do you think that your Plan might
scare me into not marrying you?”


Paul sighed, a trifle concerned about the next portion of
the discussion. They had reached the part of The Plan that worried him the
most, how Capie would react to it. “There is a part of the plan I haven’t explained
yet. When we build the Scotties, they will each need a talisman to allow them
to use magical powers. And each time a talisman is made—”


“The other wizards will know about it,” Capie concluded for him.


“If it happens on Earth, yes,” Paul added.


“On Earth?” she asked, puzzled. “But where else…oh, my Aunt
Ginger!” she said, pulling away from him. “Are you talking about making these
on some other planet?”


“On Mars, yes,” Paul confirmed for her. “According to my calculations,
at that distance, the wizards on Earth will not be able to detect anything when
a talisman is made.”


“Oh! So that means you actually, physically have to go to
Mars?”


Paul shrugged. “It is the most earth-like planet in the
solar system, other than the Earth itself, of course. And I will find most of
the materials necessary for life and for the construction of the Scotties
there. It’s the right choice.”


“How long will this take?” she asked, anguish in her voice.


With a sigh, Paul grabbed another root beer and popped the
top. He sipped it before answering her question.


“A lot depends on the technical hurdles. It could be as
little as four months though I think that unduly optimistic. It might take as
much as nine months but my best guess is about six months.”


“Six months! Away from Earth?” the pain in her voice was
plainly evident.


“That’s the worst part of The Plan,” Paul grudgingly
conceded. “But totally necessary. I can’t build the Scotties on Earth, assuming
it’s possible to build them at all.”


“I…am going to have to think about this,” she responded. “Six
months away from Earth, living on an alien planet? It’s a lot to ask.”


“Which is why I am telling you now and not later.” Paul could
see that the mood of the evening was now ruined. Just great. He sincerely hoped
that it didn’t go beyond that. He suddenly realized that he just might
have talked her out of marrying him after all. His humor plummeted and Paul no
longer felt hungry.


“Capie, I’ll call you in the morning. Think about it. Take
all the time you need.” He hugged her quickly and then got to his feet. “I’ll
put the pizza in the fridge for you. I’ll see you soon. Good night.”


• • • •


On Saturday morning, Paul called her.


“Good morning, sunshine. How are things?” he asked her, with
both optimism and a twinge of fear in his voice. On such a beautiful morning,
Paul was feeling a little more confident than he had the previous evening,
after leaving Capie’s house. Yes, he was still anxious about her reactions to
The Plan but he wasn’t going to borrow trouble if he could avoid it.


“They’re better now but it was a rough night, tossing and
turning. Can you come over this morning?” she guardedly asked.


“Yes, if that is okay with you,” Paul replied, relieved that
he was not persona non grata at her residence.


“Yes, please. There are things we need to discuss.”


He drove over to her house, arriving fifteen minutes later.
She answered the front door when he rang the bell.


When they reached the living room, she said, “I need a hug,
please.”


Paul dropped to his knees and hugged her. It was a trifle uncomfortable
to do so with her sitting in her wheelchair but they managed.


Capie leaned back, away from him, a very sad expression on
her face. “I’ve made a decision.”


He stood up and steeled himself for the worst possible news.
“And?”


She nodded slowly. “Do you know that song sung by the group
Heart? Magic Man?”


“Yes, I’ve heard it. Is that your answer?”


“Yes, that’s my answer.” She looked up, her eyes watering.
“You are the Magic Man. Wherever you go, I will go too.”


He dropped back down to his knees and hugged her again, this
time much harder.


“We won’t stay a minute longer than necessary,” he
faithfully promised her.


After he released her, he sat back on his haunches and
smiled at her.


“Have you had breakfast yet?” Paul asked her.


“Just toast and orange juice,” Capie answered. “I’m too
nervous for anything else. Are you planning to give me magical powers now? Will
this hurt?”


“Not a bit. But it will drain you. You’ll sleep for at least
a day, perhaps longer,” Paul quietly reassured her. “Now, there is one more
thing I need, before we start. I need your solemn vow that you will not misuse
these powers, once you have them, and that you won’t use them to kill anyone.
Can you make that vow?”


“I will gladly make that vow. I do so promise, cross my heart,”
she said with fervor.


He smiled and gripped her hand. “That’s my girl. Where would
you like to do this?”


“In the bedroom, if you please,” Capie said, her face
slightly flushed.


She rolled herself back to the bedroom while he followed.
For the most part, it was a typical master bedroom with a queen sized bed, two
sets of dressers, a large walk-in closet and another door leading to the master
bathroom. Paul could see her feminine touch in all the furnishings, pictures
and knick-knacks. This room, however, was also furnished with several devices
for the handicapped, including hand supports mounted in strategic locations.
There was one such set on the side of her bed, to assist her in getting in and
out.


When Capie started to leverage herself from the wheelchair, Paul
interrupted.


“Please, let me help,” he graciously offered.


“Okay.”


He twitched his fingers and she rose slowly into the air.


“Ooh, I’m flying!” she said with a smile. “I’ve always
wanted to do this.”


Paul turned her around and sat her down in the middle of the
bed where she laid herself out flat, head on her pillow.


“I’m ready,” Capie said, teeth clinched, her body as tense
as steel springs.


The words the genie used returned to Paul’s mind.


He filled his voice with confidence, in order to reassure
her. “Now clear your mind. Shortly, you will fall asleep. When you awaken, you
will have the powers of a wizard and you will find ways to use those powers.
This is your last chance to change your mind and go back to a normal life. What
do you say?”


“Please continue,” Capie replied, her voice quavering in
excitement.


“Very well. May you from hence forth have the ability to
shape reality to your will. May you be master of time and space and have the
power to bend the laws of nature to suit your needs. So it is said, so let it
be!”


Paul waited for her to fall asleep but instead, she lay
there with her eyes open.


“How long does this take before I feel anything?” she asked,
uncertainly.


Frowning in sudden dismay, he looked at her. “You don’t feel
anything at all?”


“No, I don’t.” Capie raised her head and studied his frowning
face.


“Merlin?” Paul asked, abruptly apprehensive, his confident
manner having fled for parts unknown.


The wizard from the Middle Ages popped into the room at the
foot of the bed.


“Hmm,” he said, hand on his chin and fingertip to his lips.
“I was afraid of something like this.”


“You were?” Paul asked him anxiously. “And you didn’t say
anything?”


He shrugged. “In my day, we couldn’t just give magical
powers to another person. It didn’t work that way or otherwise there would be a
lot more wizards wandering around on the loose. But that was in my day. Since
the genie gave you magical powers, I thought maybe that had changed. But
apparently not.”


Paul blinked. “You mean I can’t give her magical powers
after all?”


“You can try again, if you wish,” Merlin said with a soft,
sad sigh. “But I don’t think so.”


Capie was on the verge of tears. Deeply shaken, Paul sat on
the edge of the bed and gathered her in his arms.


“I’m so sorry, Capie!” he earnestly apologized, his stomach
churning nauseously. “I didn’t know. I swear to you that we will find a way!”


“I’ve had so many disappointments,” she pitifully mumbled.
“So many! I was so looking forward to being a wizard.” She paused, her face
scrunched in pain. “I guess that means the marriage is off now, right?”


He gripped Capie tighter. “Not on your life!” he growled.
“This isn’t over, not by a long-shot. If the genie can give me my powers, then
there must be a way to give you magical powers, too. I’ll find that way. In the
meantime, we are going to cure your spinal cord injuries.”


She pulled back from him. “How are you going to do that?”
she asked skeptically, studying his face intently.


Paul smiled reassuringly at her, feigning a confidence he
didn’t feel at all. “I can use my magical powers to slowly remove the scar from
your spinal cord and to re-grow the nerve tissue. It should only take a month
or so to do and, in the meantime, it means I will have to spend more time with
you.” He kept to himself the fact that he had already been performing that very
same magical task on her for over a month. Best not to confuse the issue, at
this point. Instead, he stretched out a hand to cup the side of her face. “That
doesn’t sound so bad, does it?”


She bravely smiled but he could see how disappointed she was
not to be a wizard. It crushed his heart, too.
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As
the days sped by, Capie reported more and more physical sensations below her
waist. By way of Igor, Paul’s magic spells were having a slow but steadily
positive effect on her, curing her spinal cord injury a degree at a time. In the
past couple of days, she was even able to actually ‘move’ her legs and feet.
Mostly, she just made them twitch but it was promising. And whenever Paul was
in her presence, he cast a spell to help her brain more rapidly learn the new neural
pathways to control her muscles.


Capie was ecstatic with the results so far and looked
forward to further progress. And Paul too was thrilled that the idea was
actually working. Well, to tell the truth, he was really insufferably pleased
with himself! And even though he was a little hard to live with, Capie managed
to endure his smugness. Thank God it finally wore off, before anyone actually
told him to go stuff himself.


They were also spending more and more time together, working
on wedding preparations. It was beginning to take on the dimensions of that Steve
Martin movie, Father of the Bride. Paul had always thought that movie to
be funny — until he now found himself to be in the center of the action.


During the weekdays, when Capie was at work, Paul concentrated
on the Master Plan. Half the time he spent down at the lake front, monitoring
the conversion process of the beryllium isotopes in the emerald from 9Be
to 10Be. The other half of the time, he worked on the AI project.


Paul grinned mischievously every time he thought about
creating his second talisman. All the equations told him how potent it would be
and he was so looking forward to using that much power.


• • • •


On Thursday, after spending the morning working on the
development of the AI program, Paul took a short break for lunch. Then he got
back to work, diving into the subtleties of one of the more difficult of the
subroutines. His intention was to work a few more hours and then stop at 5 p.m.
That would allow him a few minutes to change clothes and drive over to Capie’s
house in time to help her prepare a cozy dinner for the two of them at her
home. His plan was to spend most of the evening with her.


Another month to go until the wedding. In some ways, it
seemed a lifetime away and he was impatient for it to happen. The image of them
standing at the altar, of hearing Capie say “I do” and then going away on a honeymoon
thrilled him. He had such plans for where they would go, the places in the
world that they would visit and the things that they would see and do! His
spine tingled every time he thought about it.


The door bell rang, interrupting his thoughts.


He looked up and blinked.


Paul had been surprised after moving to this house how many
times a week that someone came to the front door. Mostly, it was door-to-door
salesmen trying to sell some product and/or service. They were indeed the most
obnoxious of his visitors. However, there were others too such as
representatives of the local churches, fund raisers for various organizations,
Girl Scouts selling cookies, local political candidates seeking re-election,
and various and sundry other individuals. The oddest one of the bunch had been
a man claiming to be a direct descendent of Pecos Bill who was asking people to
sign a petition that would outlaw automobiles in favor of horses. That nut had
wasted an hour of Paul’s precious time with his nonsense!


After that, Paul had consulted with Merlin, done the
research, gathered the necessary materials and then cast a warding spell on the
front door.


The front door now displayed the image of a “door greeter,”
an imaginary personality that would magically converse with and determine what
sort of person was ringing the doorbell and what they wanted. Under the right
circumstances (which was most of the time), the warding spell would then discourage
the visitor and send him/her on their way. The door greeter’s image depended on
the nature of the visitor. Most of the time, the personality was an extremely
ugly, old, crossed-eyed man with a lower lip that covered the end of his huge
nose, warts on his face and a voice that screeched like fingernails on a
blackboard.


The door greeter was not a new idea. Paul was borrowing the concept
from The Christmas Carol and The Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy,
among other sources. And so far the warding spell was very successful. Most of
the time, Paul never even heard the doorbell ring since the spell was geared to
silence the doorbell unless the visitor was someone Paul wanted to see — such
as a U.S. Postman, a delivery person, a policeman or a neighbor. In other
words, someone who had a legitimate reason to ring the bell.


And since on this occasion the spell was allowing Paul to
hear the doorbell, it meant that the warding spell ‘thought’ that he would probably
have to personally deal with the caller this time.


But then, to Paul’s surprise, he heard the warding spell
speak.


“Yes, and what is it you want?” it demanded to know.


“What the…?” asked a surprise voice, transmitted through the
door by the warding spell. “Is this a joke of some kind? Who in blazes are
you?”


“I’m the person answering the door, bonehead,” the greeter
responded. “Answer the question. What do you want?”


“Special Delivery,” Paul heard the man’s irritated voice
answer.


“I don’t see no package,” the warding spell answer.


“Look, I don’t have time for games! I need a signature here!
Open the door!”


“Let me see some ID!” the door greeter demanded.


“Open the door!” the voice demanded. “I need to see the guy
who lives here!”


Then the greeter’s voice changed, dropping into a menacing
tone. “You’re not a delivery man. You’re a liar. I’m monitoring your pulse
rate, blood pressure, breathing, galvanic skin response and brain wave
patterns,” the door greeter’s voice said, its voice dripping with contempt.
“And I have no trouble seeing that .40 caliber Glock 22 Gen 4 in your shoulder
harness under your coat, nor the two extra clips of ammo in your jacket pocket,
or the metal badge in your shirt pocket that says FBI!”


Paul’s heart skipped a beat. The authorities had found him.


There was a pause at the door and then the man at the door
yelled, “Paul Armstead, we know that you are in there. We have Capie in
custody! If you don’t come out in thirty seconds, I can’t promise your fiancée’s
safety!” barked the voice. “Don’t leave! Surrender now and she won’t be hurt!”


Outside, Paul heard a squeal of tires and brakes.


He rushed to the living room picture-window and peeked
through the blinds. Two—no, now three Army M998 Heavy Hummer Troop
Carriers were screeching to a stop, Army troops rapidly bailing out the rear,
M4 rifles in hand, seeking cover behind trees, cars and the sides of buildings.
One figure, carrying a flamethrower, strode swiftly to a spot behind his Camry
in the driveway.


Paul’s gut wrenched in horror and his heart beat suddenly
doubled. He swallowed a curse, a huge lump in his throat abruptly making it
difficult to breathe.


For several more seconds, he remained frozen in place, not
able to move a single muscle. Did they really have Capie, or was this some sort
of trick? What should he do? Take a chance the guy was bluffing and escape? Or
surrender? Fear for Capie’s safety overrode all his other concerns and worries.
God, what would Paul do if they hurt her?


With a tremendous effort of will, he moved, now on the verge
of panic. More than that, he also was inundated with a wave of anger and
hatred. His soul burned with it, from head to toe, and Paul seized it as a
weapon to make his body move faster with frenzied purpose.


Every second was precious now and he must act as fast as
possible and with the greatest efficiency. Without hesitation, he snapped
opened a portal to a location just down the road, fifty feet under the nearest intersection.
He used the portal to scoop out a small cavity in the bedrock, dumping the
residue in the kitchen sink. Then, with a wave of his hand, the emerald on the
card table and the desktop computer went sailing through the opening. He tossed
his wallet and the gold wrist band through the portal too.


“I am in touch by phone! You have fifteen seconds! Surrender
or she suffers the consequences!”


“He’s still lying!” the door greeter spell yelled. “His
phone is in his pocket and it’s not even turned on!”


There were two loud bangs, shots fired.


“Missed me! Missed me!” the door greeter cackled in delight.
“Geordi La Forge without his VISOR can shoot better than you!”


The anger burned in Paul’s blood. Did they really have her?
Was she really in danger? Would they hurt her if he disappeared?


He just couldn’t take the chance. Not really. Oh, they were
fully capable of lying to him. Even through the haze of his anger, Paul knew
that much. But the fact that they knew he was here and that they knew her name
told him enough. Paul could not take the chance that they were lying.


He cast a small spell to make his voice heard outside.


“I’m coming out! Don’t shoot!” he shouted angrily.


Paul dug the tantalum block out from under his shirt, wistfully
looked at it for only a moment and then he flung it through the portal.


It snapped shut with a loud pop.


Heaving a sigh, Paul yanked open the front door. With hands
held high, he walked out. 


His left foot was barely out the door frame when the man
standing there grabbed him by the arm and yanked hard, pulling Paul off
balance, through the air, past the front two steps to land on one shoulder on
the concrete sidewalk. He tried to get to his feet but three soldiers in full
body armor hurled themselves through the air and tackled him, knocking the wind
out of him. Stunned, Paul struggled for breath, his body already starting to scream
in intense pain in a dozen places from the physical abuse.


Then he was yanked to his feet, spun around and hands
handcuffed behind his back. Two soldiers hauled him toward a Humvee, violently
shoving him through the rear door. 


As he struggled to sit up, his face was sprayed with a cool
mist. He coughed and then gagged. His throat choked and then the feeling in his
face faded away. His vision blurred around the edges and tunneled inward. In
mere seconds, Paul could neither see nor hear.


Then blackness totally overwhelmed him.


• • • •


There was the impression of being carried. And not gently
either. He was very uncomfortable and, in addition, completely disoriented. Blinking,
he opened his eyes, and caught a glimpse of grass moving beneath him as two
strong men hefted him along, his arms locked in theirs.


With no more effort than was required to arm wrestle with a
Klingon, Paul lifted his head and through his hazy vision saw what appeared to
be a military helicopter, its rotors already spinning, sitting on the grass,
the pilot waving them on. Paul had the muted impression that they were in some
sort of park, with trees in the distance. The two soldiers dumped him like
excess baggage through the passenger door and onto the metal floor of the
helicopter passenger cabin.


“He’s waking up already!” He heard a voice in the distance yell
over the sound of the blades.


“That didn’t take long!” Another one yelled back.


Paul’s anger started to return and he struggled to sit up
but another spray of mist in the face quickly took him back down.


• • • •


“Paul, it’s time to wake up now. Paul, you must wake up. You
are in danger and only you can save yourself. Wake up, Paul!”


His eyes snapped open and Paul stared, confused and befuddled,
at his surroundings. For several seconds, he could make no sense of what he saw
nor could he form any lucid thoughts. Then his memories came flooding back. The
ring of the doorbell, the FBI agent, the Army troops, the helicopter.


And worst, the threat against Capie’s life. 


He was sore all over. Even his bruises seemed to have
bruises. His anger returned in full measure. With adrenalin pumping through his
arteries. Paul was suddenly able to think again.


There was a leather couch and three leather swivel seats in front
of him. On either side of those, there were walls curved inward with small windows.
An aircraft of some sort. Small. From the droning noise, a jet. Perhaps a small
executive jet of some kind. 


From his seat, Paul could see two Oni, one on the couch and
the other in one of the swivel seats. The remaining two seats were occupied by
Normals. All of them were dressed in Army desert camouflage fatigues and armed
with M4s and Beretta M9s. The Oni on the couch was turned slightly towards him,
the name above the breast pocket read “Pruitt,” the collar showing lieutenant’s
bars.


“Ah, good,” a voice to his left cheerfully remarked.


Paul spun to see who was talking and was totally shocked to
see a disembodied head — but not Merlin’s — hovering in mid-air. Paul’s heart
skipped two beats in sudden fear until he realized whose face he was looking
at. 


“Genie!” he cried but then he precipitously remembered
similar sessions with Merlin. Instantly, he spun and glanced over at the Oni,
afraid that his outcry might have alerted them that he was awake.


Both Oni appeared to be sound asleep.


“Relax,” said the genie/wizard reassuringly. “No one can see
or hear our conversation. And by the way, my name is Jaret, not genie.”


“What’s going on?” Paul frantically insisted. “Where have
you been? Where’s Capie? How did you find me? Where are we going—?”


“Slow down!” Jaret patiently admonished him. “One question
at a time! Now, let me start at the beginning. You may remember that I had a
few things to take care of, after I left you on that mountain summit in the Karakoram Mountains. Well, I have only just returned
and I, uh, decided to see how well you were doing. I am not spying on
you. It’s just that, under the circumstances, you’ll understand that I feel
somewhat accountable for you. Anyway, imagine my surprise when I discovered
that you were bound with metal irons and guarded by armed soldiers on this
flying machine. And I was even more surprised when I discovered two of those
soldiers were not quite human and that they too possessed magical powers.” He
turned and looked at the closest Oni. “Ugly looking as well, I must say.”


“How did you find me?” Paul insisted on knowing.


Jaret appeared to be momentarily embarrassed. “Well, I, uh…
you see… when I put you to sleep to give you your magical powers…I, uh, sort of
‘marked’ you, in a way that would let me find you again.”


Paul stared at the image floating beside him. “Marked
me? How?”


Jaret shrugged. “It’s not all that important. Do you really
want to discuss that right now? I mean, considering the situation? It did let
me find you, after all.”


With a start, Paul realized that the other man was right.
Although the subject was far from over.


“Genie… uh, Jaret!” Paul urgently hissed. “Can you get me
out of here?”


The other wizard’s embarrassed smile faded to a frown. 


“I’m terribly sorry,” he responded. “I can’t take you from
this machine.”


Paul stared at him. “Why not? Just open a portal for us and
we can go.”


“No, I can’t do that,” Jaret said, with a sad expression. “I
can’t interfere, at least not directly. It’s… complicated. If you escape, it
must appear as if you did it on your own, without any outside assistance. So
far, the only magic I’ve used is something you could have done. But if you
leave this plane in mid-air without a talisman, that will not be explainable.”


Paul’s mouth fell open as he realized that Jaret was
prepared to abandon him. “So you can’t help me?”


“Little spells, yes. Major ones, no.”


With a frantic nod in their direction, Paul asked Jaret,
“Did you put those Oni to sleep?”


The genie turned wizard snickered mischievously and nodded. “It
wasn’t too hard to trick both him and his partner to fall asleep. And the
humans see and hear only what I want them to see and hear.”


“Thanks,” Paul muttered, now anxiously trying to think of a
way out of his predicament while pure panic hovered at the outskirts, chomping
at the bit to turn him into a howling raving manic, totally out of control. How
was he going to get out of here and back to Capie, if Jaret wasn’t going to
help him? How?!


“Jaret, you have to help me get off this plane,” Paul
implored him. “They’ve taken my fiancée and are holding her hostage. I have to
free her!”


Jaret’s smile returned. “You are engaged to be married now?
Congratulations! May Allah bless you with many fine sons!”


“Jaret! Please?” Paul begged desperately.


The disembodied head gave Paul a contrite shake of his head.
“I’ve done all I can do. I apologize.” His image started to fade.


“Wait, Jaret! Please? Just hold on one moment, I beg of
you!” Paul beseeched him.


The other’s image re-intensified. “Yes?”


Paul’s thoughts surged and spun as he frantically tried to
think of some way to get off the plane, some method that Jaret would agree to
assist with, even if only in a small way. He glanced wildly around him, at the
plane, the soldiers and the Oni.


And then it came to him. The Oni. Of course, the Oni! They
were the solution!


“Okay,” Paul mused, trying to calm his racing heart as he
quickly examined his idea from all sides. “I have an idea. Can you keep the Oni
asleep for a few more minutes, please?”


Jaret shrugged indifferently. “If you wish, I can do that
much.”


Paul nodded. “Thanks. And one other thing. I want you to
take the spell off the Normals. Don’t let them see you but let them see
everything else, especially the Oni as they really are and not the
disguise spells that the Oni use. Can you do that?”


Jaret grinned in sudden appreciation of the request. “It’ll
scare the devil out of them.”


That was the whole idea. “Yes, it will. Please, go ahead.”


“I don’t know what you are planning but I hope it works.” Jaret
vanished.


One of the Normals — by his name tag, a Sergeant Haworth —
was looking in Paul’s direction. Suddenly, he sat bolt upright, eyes going
wide, head turning to face the Oni on the couch first, then the other Oni in
the swivel seat.


“Lord Almighty! Colston! Look!” he shouted in astonishment.


The other soldier swung around and froze in shock, staring
at the two Oni.


“Pruitt! And Quimby! What happened to them?!” Sergeant Colston
yelled. 


Paul decided it was time to see how gullible the two
soldiers were. 


“They are in Stage Three,” he answered in a haughty tone of
voice, as calmly as he could manage. “They’re terminal now. And no, I wouldn’t
recommend touching them. In this stage, the victims are highly contagious.”


Colston jerked around to look at him. “Hey, the prisoner is
awake! They told us to keep him unconscious. I’ll get the spray.”


“No, wait,” interrupted Haworth. He turned back to Paul. “What
do you mean, they’re terminal? What’s this stage three stuff?”


Paul feigned a degree of arrogance that he didn’t feel in
the slightest. “Oh? They didn’t tell you?” he asked, with a superior air. “Well,
that’s just like the Army. Put troops at risk and not tell them about the
dangers involved. Too bad for you guys.” Paul added with only half a
sympathetic manner.


Haworth stepped closer, his face growing angry. “Answer me!
What are you talking about?”


“The disease,” Paul said, in a conceited patronizing tone. “How
else do you think that happened?” He nodded at the closest Oni. “One minute,
they are human and the next moment the disease turns its victims into hideous
monsters.”


“A disease?” Colston asked, his face turning pale.


Paul could see that they were both buying his act. Hey,
maybe he had missed his calling. Perhaps he could have been an actor… okay,
maybe not.


“Yes,” he answered, snobbishly. “A highly contagious and
always fatal disease. Rigelian Phage.” Paul said, combining two diseases named
in different Star Trek series. “And they are in Stage Three now. Too
late for the antidote to work now, poor devils,” he said, feigning a sad sigh. 


“There’s an antidote?” Haworth asked.


“Of course there’s an antidote,” Paul said, in a superior scoffing
voice. “Which the Army obviously didn’t give to them. Say, that raises a
question. Did they give it to you gentlemen?”


Both of the sergeants turned white as a sheet.


“This… this disease,” stuttered Colston. “You say it’s
always fatal?”


“100% fatal, no exceptions,” Paul replied nonchalantly while
he stared out the nearest window. “It can be transmitted by air as well as by
touch. And it has a short incubation period. You’ve been exposed now. Depending
on how healthy the two of you are, you have maybe ten minutes before Stage Two
hits and then maybe thirty minutes later to Stage Three. So, in less than an hour,
you need the antidote. Or… well, I think you get the idea.”


Both Army men collapsed weakly into their seats.


“Less than an hour?” Colston echoed faintly, his eyes wide
in fear. “But we’re at least an hour out from Andrews…!”


Haworth leaned forward, suspicion written on his face. “How
do you know so much about this disease?”


Ah, he was the tougher of the two men, and only half-sold on
Paul’s act so far. Under other circumstances, Paul might have been tempted to
enjoy spoofing them with his little charade, but the stakes of this small drama
were exceedingly high. He reminded himself of his goal here. To escape and
rescue Capie. Everything else here was unimportant.


“Who do you think helped develop it?” he asked in a lofty
arrogant manner. “And the antidote too, of course. That’s the reason they want
me so badly back in Washington. I threatened to go public, to warn the American
people how dangerous this disease is and this is how they treat me,” Paul said,
shaking the handcuffs behind him.


“You’ve had the antidote?” Colson asked.


“Naturally. Say, do you guys have families? Is there
anything in particular I can tell them after — well, you know. Anything special
I should tell them when I attend your closed casket funerals?”


“Funerals?” weakly gasped Colston, his hand grasping his
throat. “Closed casket?”


Paul shook his head condescendingly. “Sorry, guys. Unless
you get this plane on the ground pronto and get the antidote, the two of you
are dead men.” He inclined his head toward the front of the plane. “And the
pilots too, of course. You know, you really ought to consider passing the word
onto them as well. They might want to know too about their impending deaths. Perhaps
they might have time to write their loved ones a last message. It’s really the
considerate thing to do, you know.”


Both of the soldiers turned and rushed the cockpit. Paul sat
back and grinned.


“Nicely done,” complimented Jaret, as his head reappeared. “But
what will they do now?”


Paul chortled. “That’s the beauty of it. The pilots will
come back here, to see for themselves, of course. Then they’ll get on the radio
and scream their heads off. Their chain of command will have no clue what they
are talking about, naturally. And these guys will assume that it is all part of
some cover-up. In three or four minutes, we’ll be on our way down. Maybe in
fifteen minutes, we’ll be on the ground at the nearest military airstrip.”


Jaret chuckled. “And you didn’t even have to cast a single
spell. Again, my compliments.”


One of the pilots darted through the cockpit door and
scooted to a stop six feet from Pruitt and Quimby, his eyes wide open, his jaw
dropped. Without a word, he frantically scrambled back to the cockpit. Ten
seconds later, the other pilot came rushing back. One good look sent him
scurrying for the cockpit too.


Paul waited impatiently. Two minutes later, the plane did a
sudden steep bank to the left, descending rapidly. 


“It’s time to be out of these handcuffs,” he declared.
Closing his eyes, Paul concentrated on the left handcuff, mentally feeling the
internal locking mechanism. With a slight nudge, he slid the latch to one side
and the cuff snapped open. Ten seconds later, the right cuff opened too.


The plane reversed direction, banking sharply to the right.


“What a fun ride,” Jaret sarcastically noted.


“It won’t be long now,” Paul predicted confidently as he
glanced out his window, watching the ground as it came up from below them. 


A little more waiting and he heard the landing gear doors as
they opened, the gear hydraulically descending into place. Up ahead, Paul could
see a stretch of roads and what appeared to be the edge of an airport runway.
It grew closer. 


Haworth and Colston emerged from the cockpit.


“We better spray him,” Haworth said, nodding in his direction.



“But—”


“He’s in no danger,” Haworth snapped. “He’s had the
antidote.”


“Yeah, that’s right,” Colston responded.


Paul let them get six feet from him and then, using the
handcuffs as an amulet, cast a spell that put them both into a light trance. They
slowly curled up on the floor and were fast asleep in seconds.


Standing up was a somewhat painful exercise for Paul. Every
muscle and bone in his body protested his movements. The wheels touched down on
the runway, the pilots standing on the brakes, the plane jerking hard. Paul was
nearly thrown forward to the floor but managed to stay vertical. In seconds,
the plane slowed to a taxi speed and abruptly pulled off the runway onto a
concrete taxi-way. Then it screeched to a stop, the engines spooling down.


One of the pilots popped out of the cockpit and, in
surprise, looked down at the two Army sergeants on the floor.


“What happened to them?” he asked, his voice faltering.


“Stage Two,” Paul answered, grimly and dispassionately shaking
his head.


Without a word, the pilot scrambled for the hatch door,
furiously working the handle. The hatch slammed open and then he was gone, no
doubt running pell-mell for the terminal building. The other pilot came out as
well, took one look at Colston and Haworth and was out the hatch in a flash.


“Would you mind sticking with me for a while? I have a few
questions,” Paul told Jaret. 


“Not at all. If I could do anything to help, please ask,” he
responded.


“If you could keep those Oni asleep another minute or two,
that would be great,” Paul suggested. “In the meantime, let’s go.”


Descending the steps built into the hatch, Paul stepped down
to the taxiway. In the distance, he could see emergency vehicles heading their way
from the terminal buildings, their sirens making a forlorn wail. The two pilots
were still dashing pell-mell in that direction. Paul walked over to the center
of the taxiway and reached down to touch the concrete.


“What are you doing?” Jaret asked, taken aback.


“Going to rescue Capie, my fiancée. Are you ready?” 


“You’re going to use this pavement for an amulet? Can that
be done?” the other wizard asked incredulously.


“Watch me.”


• • • •


Paul cast a small spell, using it to determine his location
to be at the Rickenbacker Air Force Base at Columbus, Ohio. Via a series of
portals, touching the concrete in bridges and over-passes, Paul followed I-70
west to Indianapolis, then I-65 northwestward up to Chicago. His last jump put
him under the overpass of Interstate 88 at Freedom Drive. At this spot, he was
less than a mile from the rental house on East Bauer Road.


Jaret, now as a complete person, dressed in the same brown
shirt and gray pants that he wore on the mountain top so long ago, watched as Paul
used a magical spell to create a small portal and extract his block of tantalum
from the underground cavity where he had stashed it earlier. 


“What’s that?” Jaret asked, pointing at the tantalum.


“This is my version of the story that’s too long to explain
right now,” Paul replied. “We’ll do that later, after Capie is free.” 


“You came here for that shiny gray brick?”


Paul held it out to him. “Touch it.”


Jaret shrugged and reached out to stroke it with his finger
tips… and jerked his hand back as if he had been electrically shocked, his eyes
bulging. “In the name of all that’s holy, what is that stuff?” he asked,
reaching out to gently touch it again. “By Allah, it’s at least five times more
potent than gold!”


Paul nodded. “It’s called tantalum and has an isotope of 180m,
an extremely rare material, far more rare than gold.”


The ex-genie stared at it wide-eyed. “And it’s a metal. No
wonder you came to get it. It’s not a talisman but…” Jaret looked up to stare
at Paul in abrupt understanding. “You’re going to use this in a talisman, aren’t
you?”


“Yes.”


“You have been busy while I was gone. That will make
a very potent talisman. Very potent.”


 “I’m ready to go get Capie now,” Paul said, changing the
subject. “But I don’t know where they might have taken her.”


“Is this Capie person your intended?” Jaret quietly asked.


“Yes,” Paul answered with a frown. “But maybe they didn’t
take her anywhere. After all, she isn’t a wizard yet. And those four-flushers
might have lied to me. So the smart thing to do is to check her house first.”
And then Paul glanced at the sky, noting the position of the sun. Could it be
true? Was it not even 5 p.m. yet? “No, not her house. Her place of work. It’s
not far from here. Let’s go.”


Capie was in danger and he needed to hurry. 


Gritting his teeth in apprehension and tightly gripping his
tantalum, Paul formed a portal and stepped through.
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They hovered in mid-air, ten feet above the roof
of the eight story office building while Paul studied the structure. 


“She’s in this building?” Jaret asked, indicating with a
wave of his hand the edifice below them.


“It’s where she works,” Paul answered uncertainly, rubbing
the back of his neck. “Let’s see here. I need the right words for this
spell. In the names of Superman, Dr. James Xavier and airport screening
machines, let a display appear, revealing an image of the inside of the fourth
floor of this building.”


“That was the strangest incantation I have ever heard,” Jaret
observed in a puzzled tone of voice.


“The first two are fictional characters in science fiction,”
Paul explained with a grim smile, as he twitched his fingers, guiding the newly
created display image around inside the building. “Superman is a superhero from
another planet with a lot of exceptional powers. Dr. Xavier is from the movie The
Man With the X-Ray Eyes.”


“What is science fiction? And what is a movie?” Jaret asked,
even more puzzled.


“You have a lot of catching up to do,” Paul said, with a smirk.
“I suggest you find a nice girl to explain it to you. Not Capie, of course. She’s
taken.”


Jaret smiled in return. “This century sounds interesting. I’ve
lived a somewhat sheltered life. Why the fourth floor?” 


“She mentioned she worked on that floor once,” Paul replied
in an absent minded fashion, as he examined the displayed image in front of them.
The view of the building interior continued to move down the aisle between
office cubicles, letting Paul see their occupants and the various name plates
on the cubicle partitions.


The view reached the end of the hallway where there was a
set of offices with actual glass walls and wooden doors. There, prominently
displayed, was Capie’s name on one of the doors. When Paul rotated the image,
he could see Capie in her wheelchair at her desk and talking to someone on the
phone. There were two other people in the small room with her.


He breathed a huge sigh of relief. “So those blasted Feds
were lying after all,” he said with shaky laughter, feeling greatly mollified.
“Big surprise, huh, considering that they work for the U.S. federal government.
On the other hand, I am so glad that they did lie.”


“Shall we charge in? Or should we use a portal to bring her
to us?” Jaret asked, trying to be helpful.


“Neither one,” Paul responded, with a glance at the wall
clock in Capie’s office. “It’s almost time for her to leave for the day. Let’s
wait until she is alone. Besides, I have a question I want to ask you, while
she is not in earshot.”


The former genie half bowed, the ghost of a smile on his
face. “Ah, I should have guessed. I have one or two questions for you as well.”



“You do?” Paul asked him, eyes widening slightly, a little
taken aback. 


“You first,” the other wizard said, still with that ghostly smile.


“Okay,” Paul said, clasping his hands behind his back,
lowering himself to the asphalt rooftop where he started pacing a few steps back
and forth. He was most anxious to ask this question, but he was also wary what
the answer might be. “A while back, I tried to make Capie a wizard too. The
spell failed. Could you make her a wizard, as you did for me?”


Jaret chuckled. “Yes, I thought that might be your question.
It’s strange; I recently learned that all the other wizards on Earth have the
same problem. Did you know that there have not been any new wizards for over
400 years?”


“Yes, I was told that, but I was never told why,” Paul
admitted. He held his breath, waiting for the other man to answer his question.


Jaret chuckled, more than a little amused. “No doubt they
tried hard. In this little war they’ve been fighting, it would have helped one wizard
or the other if they could have taken some more humans and turned them into
wizards as well. If so, there would be scores of wizards instead of the mere
handful that there is now.”


Paul nodded. “That thought did cross my mind. So tell me,
why can’t the rest of the wizards do what you did when you made me a wizard?
What was so special about your spell?”


Jaret glanced at the image of Capie working so diligently at
her desk then turned back to Paul. “When I gave you magical powers, I did so
because you saved me from a fate worse than death. If I give you the secret of
passing on that power to others—your wife-to-be and likely your children too—then
I want something in exchange.”


“And what is that?” Paul asked.


“I want the secret of the special metal you carry. Teach me
about this isotope thing. I want to be able to fabricate an extraordinary
talisman, the same as you are obviously planning to do.” He grinned at Paul.


Paul laughed. “Is that all? Any decent physics teacher could
explain it to you. Wikipedia too. But I agree to your terms.” Paul reached
forward with an outstretched hand. With a grin, Jaret shook it.


“It’s a deal,” Paul agreed, grinning wickedly with a brief
glance over at the image of Capie. “But not tonight.” And then another thought
hit him. “Uh-oh.”


Jaret looked instantly concerned. “Is there something
wrong?”


Paul weakly smiled. “Yeah. It just hit me how stupid I am
sometimes. Like right now, for instance.”


“You do not strike me as stupid,” Jaret argued, now
appearing puzzled. “I repeat. Is there something wrong?”


Paul nodded with a sad frown. “I’ve known since the
beginning that Capie would be in danger, if our relationship got serious.
However, I always thought that her danger would be that of collateral damage,
simply due to her proximity to me, at least until she was a wizard in her own
right. But I didn’t realize that Errabêlu would use her as leverage
against me. I’m really sorry about that. I really should have figured that out
earlier. Any organization that would engage in wholesale murder of millions of
people wouldn’t hesitate to use a ‘Normie’ for any purpose. But, for
whatever reason, I overlooked that possibility.” He sighed before continuing.
“I really screwed up and we are indeed fortunate that my mistake didn’t get
Capie killed.”


Jaret took a few seconds to consider Paul’s words and then
shook his head. “I agree that it wasn’t very smart. However, it worked out
well. There has been no harm done.”


“Ah, but that’s not all,” Paul said. “Don’t you see? Capie
is not safe here now, because of me. She can’t stay here! She has to come with
me or they’ll kidnap her as fast as they can arrange it, probably later tonight.”
For a few moments, he studied the image of Capie working at her desk. “The
problem is that she doesn’t know any of this yet. Oh, sure, we’ve talked about
how I might have to leave Chicago at some time in the future. But this
is much sooner than even I expected. And it’s going to hit her cold. I can’t
just march in and tell her to pack her bags, we’re leaving right this minute.
She’s going to have a problem with that. She might even refuse to go with me!”


“Yes, I see your problem now,” Jaret said as he too studied
Capie in the visual display. “You could just use magic to force her to go with
you.”


With a disbelieving glare at the other wizard, Paul asked
him, “Was that a serious suggestion?”


Jaret grinned. “No, not really. If you give her magical
powers, she will eventually figure it out, if you use magic to force her to go
with you now. That might not work out very well.”


Paul snorted in disbelief. “You think?!” He paused to consider
the problem further before continuing. “No, I guess I don’t have any options
here. I will just have to explain the situation the best I can and let her make
up her own mind.”


“And if she chooses to stay here?”


With a gulp, Paul looked away and didn’t answer the
question.


Jaret pointed at the display. “It looks like she is getting
ready to leave.”


Paul quickly came to the same conclusion. “Come. Let’s see
if we can meet her in the elevator.” 


• • • •


Paul used a small spell on a man approaching the elevator to
keep him from getting on, making sure that Capie would be the only occupant
therein. The elevator was just passing the second floor when Paul and Jaret opened
a portal and stepped into the small space, right next to Capie’s wheelchair.


Her reflexes were good. With a cry and a snarl, she jerked
back, prepared to hurl her purse at Jaret.


Until she recognized Paul. Then she froze and stared at him.


“Sorry to scare you like that, honey,” he apologized
profusely. “But time is of the essence.”


“Who’s your friend?” she asked, giving Jaret a funny look.


Paul gave a nod at the other wizard. “I’d like you to meet
Jaret, the ex-genie I told you about. Jaret? This is my fiancée, Capie
Kingsley.”


The wizard bowed deeply, smiling. “Very charming, Capie.
It’s a great pleasure to meet you.”


She returned his smile uncertainly. “Likewise. I want to
thank you for giving Paul his magical powers. I would never have met him
otherwise. Thanks.”


“My pleasure, I assure you,” Jaret responded with a smaller
bow. “It was one of the smarter decisions I’ve ever made.”


Capie glanced back over at Paul. “Why are you here in the
elevator?” The door chose that moment to open on the main floor. A well
appointed lobby could be seen off to the left. Paul grabbed the wheelchair
handgrips and pushed it forward.


“Right now, every minute is important,” Paul hurriedly
explained to her. “I’m sorry we scared you but we have to act fast.”


“‘Nice of you to tell me in advance,’” she said, a touch of
irritation in her voice.


“‘That’s what you get for missing staff meetings, Doctor,’” Paul
quipped, quoting Kirk in Star Trek III, The Search for Spock.


Paul quickly turned the wheelchair to the right and down the
hallway.


“Why are you here?” she repeated. “And where are we going?
The lobby and the parking lot are in the other direction. We can take my van to
my house where we can be comfortable,” Capie stated in a manner of fact voice.


“We are going to your house,” Paul retorted. “We just
don’t have time to fight city traffic right now.”


A portal opened up in the corridor in front of them and Paul
pushed her through—


 —into the living room of her house.


“There’s been many a day when that would have been handy,”
she truthfully observed. “What’s going on, Paul? Why the hurry?”


“Capie?” Paul murmured, swinging the wheelchair around so
that he could see her face. “Dear, remember when I told you that my time in
Chicago was limited and that one day I would have to leave? Somehow, and I
don’t how, but somehow, they have found me. I must leave Chicago immediately.”


Startled, her eyes took on a guarded look. She brushed a
strand of hair to one side. “They found you?”


“Yes. And they captured me too,” he admitted with a sigh.
“Thanks to Jaret, though, I was able to escape.”


“I didn’t help,” Jaret quickly admonished him. “I wasn’t
there. And I am not here either. Oh, and by the way, Paul performed a brilliant
escape too. You’d have been proud.”


Capie blinked and shook her head in confusion. “I don’t
understand.”


Paul reached out to take her hand. “Dear, they know where I
live. They knew about you, too. I have to leave now.”


“But…” she started to stammer.


“And I want you to come with me,” he added, searching her
face carefully, not knowing how she would react to the sudden change in their
situation.


“The wedding? All the plans? My job? My father?” she
whimpered, near the edge of tears.


Paul stared into those beautiful blue eyes of hers. “You do
understand, don’t you, that if you go with me that you must leave everything
behind? Your job, your house, your van and even your father?”


With one lip quivering, she nodded quietly. “But we would
come back someday, wouldn’t we?”


“Yes, dear. That is The Plan.”


With a quick snuffle, Capie wiped away a sudden tear. “It’s
just that it’s so abrupt. I thought we would have a little more time!”


Paul’s heart felt like it might break. “I’m so sorry, but you
must make a choice now. You can stay here, if you like. I won’t force you to go
with me. If you do decide to go with me, I promise we will get married as soon
as possible and we will finish the healing of your spinal column.”


“Does it have to be now? Can I have a couple of days to
prepare for this?” she practically begged him. 


Paul glanced over at Jaret, who sadly shook his head. 


“I’m sorry, but I must move quickly,” Paul patiently
explained, squeezing her hand gently and then leaning forward to give her a
tight hug. “They’ll search my house first, then yours. When they find I am not in
either place, they’ll watch you like a hawk after that, hoping to use you as
bait to catch me. I’ll have to keep my distance then.” Almost, he nearly gave
in to the temptation to tell her the real danger she faced if she
remained in the Chicago area. But he bit his tongue instead and waited for her
to make her choice; a choice hopefully based on her feelings for him and not
her fear of Errabêlu. 


“Ooh,” she muttered grimly while staring at the ground. “Of
course they will do that. I don’t…I just… Oh, felgercarb!” she barked, using an
expletive from the TV series Battlestar Galactica. “I can’t live without
you! Who will watch over you? Of course I am going with you!” she declared
sternly, sitting straighter in her chair, pulling him closer to her. “What do
we have to do first?”


“Pack,” Paul responded, his heart firmly beating again, the
ghost of a smile on his face. For a moment there…. But no, she had just needed
a few moments to come to grips with the changed situation and to make her
decision. He wasn’t sure that he could have done as well if the situation were
reversed. 


Paul glanced around at all of her belongings. “I am sure
that when Errabêlu gets their act together, this is one of the first
places they will look for me. So we can’t stay here long at all. Only long
enough for you to get your most valuable possessions and even then only if they
are small and lightweight. Mementos, souvenirs, a small selection of clothes
and whatever. And your manual wheelchair, of course, not the electric one.
Start making a mental list right now. Keep it short. We don’t want to be here
when they arrive.”


Capie’s blood drained from her face. “I have to make
choices? Right now? How much time do I have?”


Paul carefully considered her question. “To be on the safe
side, maybe half an hour.”


She was aghast. “But all my books! My videos! There is no
way!”


He turned to her. “I had to leave my entire DVD and Blu-ray
collection along with all my books in California. And I still haven’t
finished David Weber’s latest Honor Harrington book!”


Horrified, Capie glanced around the room. “A half hour?”


“Hurry, dear,” Paul urged her. “Oh, and you will need to
pack a suitcase or two, like for a long trip. Let me get a box of plastic bags
and your suitcases while you start on your list. Oh, and turn your cell phone
off. We don’t want anyone to track you through it.”


In short order, Capie pointed out a very long list of
clothing, knick-knacks, souvenirs, and other personal belongings, including
Patches. At first, Paul argued with her, trying to explain that for one thing
he didn’t have the power to move all her personal belongings.


“We just can’t take all this stuff right now! It’s just too
much mass!”


She shot him a long look.


Trying to jostle her into a better mood, he tried a quote on
her. “‘But not having enough power to reach far places! Yes, Zathras
understand. Everyone always coming to Zathras with problems. Big responsibility
but Zathras does not mind. Zathras trained in crisis management.’” 


In spite of herself, Capie grinned. “Babylon 5, ‘Conflicts
of Interest.’ Great episode. But this isn’t the time to tease me about my
luggage!”


In desperation, Paul turned to Jaret. “I’m going to need
your help.”


The other wizard smiled. “In this situation, you have it. My
mother was the same way about her things too.”


“Thanks, Jaret,” Paul nodded with a grateful smile. “I know
a place where you can help me temporarily put all this stuff for safe-keeping
and it’s only a couple of miles from here. Even Patches will be safe.”


They worked like mad. An hour and a half later, after making
a fairly sizeable dent in her belongings, Capie finally relented to pleas for
her to stop.


She gave Paul a sad smile. “Is there time to go see my
father next? Do we have time to explain to him what is going on?”


Considering her question took only a few seconds. “We can’t
tell him any of the details of The Plan,” Paul told her. “The less he knows the
less that they can worm out of him later. And you’re right. If we go to see him
at all, now is the time, before the Army, FBI and whoever else recovers from
the surprise of my escape. After that, your father will be closely watched, in
case we try to contact him again.”


“What plan is this?” Jaret asked. “Am I missing something?”


“Yes,” Paul replied. “It’s all part of that long story I can’t
explain yet.”


“He’s not in Wisconsin right now,” Capie explained. “He’s at
the Adler Planetarium in Chicago helping a group of grad students prepare a
display.”


“I have done a little checking,” Jaret said to Paul. “As
best I can tell, there are no other wizards in detectable range. So, if we are
careful with our spells, we should be able to go see her father in this city as
long as our portal jumps are short ones.”


“Let’s go then,” Paul urged them, feeling the urgency of the
situation. With a wave of his hand, Capie’s three suitcases lined up and stood
at attention. “We’ve spent way too much time here.”


Jaret held up a hand. “Before we go, there is something else
I must tell you.”


Paul took a calming breath. “Please make it fast.”


“The same rules apply, as before,” the ex-genie said, with a
half-smile. “Everything you do must appear to have been done by you without any
help from me. The other wizards of the world must not know I am here. If things
get dangerous, if it looks like they are closing in on you, I won’t be able to
help you. Do you understand?”


Capie blinked several times. “Why can’t you help?”


“Long story,” the two men told her in unison.


Paul created a new portal.


• • • •


With three people involved and three heavy suitcases, Paul was
anxious to keep his portal energies low. Therefore he limited the jumps to a
mile or so at a time. After several such jumps in as many minutes, they
navigated from Wheaton down to the lake front. They emerged from the last
portal at the foot of the sweep of concrete steps leading up to the front
entrance of the domed structure of the Adler Planetarium.


Paul took a moment to visually sweep the area. The sun was
setting to the west, daylight failing fast. The parking lot was nearly empty
and only a handful of people could be seen at all. None of them were even
remotely near the Planetarium.


Paul glanced over at Capie. “We must make this visit with
your father as short as possible. Our lives are at stake here.”


She quickly nodded, her eyes also studying the area around
them. “I understand.”


It was obvious to all three of them that the Planetarium was
closed for the day. But Capie quickly spotted a lone figure more than two
hundred feet away, off towards the west and down the parking median. Framed
against the setting sun to the west, the silhouette was facing away from the Planetarium,
one arm to his right ear.


“That’s him!” she said, a little surprised to see that her
father wasn’t inside the building.


She turned her wheelchair around and started moving in that
direction, crossing the U shaped asphalt road to the concrete median on the
other side. Paul and Jaret had to step lively to keep up with her. The luggage
followed along smartly in their wake.


“Let me do all the talking, okay?” she said in that matter
of fact tone that said she meant business. “This is going to take a lot of
explaining, even with a few magic spells from both of you to prove you are really
wizards.”


But the movement of the figure on the sidewalk suggested to
Paul that the professor was having a very energetic phone conversation with
someone. The professor was hunched forward, making wild sweeping arm gestures
and practically stomping his feet. And even though they could not hear what was
being said at that distance, they could hear him shouting. His anger was
self-evident. So, with only a moment’s hesitation, Paul cast a spell to open a
small audio portal to the man. 


“…it’s my daughter that’s in danger here, Connor!” snarled
Chris Kingsley’s voice clearly and with great vehemence.


Capie froze, her wheelchair coming to a sudden stop. Her
eyes opened wide in surprise.


“You need to tell your contacts in Washington that I expect
immediate action!” Kingsley roared. There was a pause. “I won’t have that
murdering lunatic anywhere near my daughter, do you hear me? Catch him! Do
whatever it takes! Use deadly force, if need be, but I want my daughter
protected!” Another pause. “You tell me that the Feds successfully caught Paul Armstead
but then they let him escape! So help me, Connor, I swear if anything happens
to my daughter, I will wring your scrawny little neck!”


And then he slapped his phone hard, hanging up.


Paul quickly glanced at Capie, to see how she was taking this
sudden revelation. And it wasn’t hard to see the storm clouds building in her
expression.


“Capie?” he said softly. “Don’t say or do anything….”


But she was focused on her father and with deft control of
the wheelchair, she was shooting forward at high speed, quickly closing the gap
with him. 


“Dad, what’s going on?” Capie screamed and snarled in the
same voice. Paul was instantly impressed. Her tone scared him spitless and he
wasn’t even the object of her wrath!


Chris spun around, blinked several times and moved toward
Capie but stopped when he saw how angry she was.


“Capie!” he cried. “When did you get here? Why haven’t you
answered your phone? I was just on my way to find you!” And then he saw Paul
and Jaret jogging along behind her and his expression changed from puzzlement
at Capie’s sudden presence to one of uneasiness and dread.


“You answer my question first, Dad!” she hotly demanded, the
wheelchair screeching to a sudden halt in front of him. “Did you have something
to do with Paul’s arrest?”


Her father frowned in puzzlement and glanced over first at
Paul and then at Jaret.


“Don’t mind him,” Paul informed the man. “Jaret’s a friend
of mine. But please, do answer Capie’s question. I too would like to know the
answer.”


“Connor told me that the FBI arrested him earlier today,”
Chris admitted. He took a quick look at his daughter. “Honey, I have some bad
news about this man. He’s no good. He’s one of the most wanted fugitives in the
country. The FBI has been looking for him for nearly a year for murder, extortion
and grand theft.” He took Capie’s hand and held it tight, looking down into her
frowning face. “I’m going to call the police to arrest him. Honest, honey, I
know it hurts but it is the right thing to do. It’s in your best interests, I
promise. You don’t want to be married to a man who is going to rot in some
Federal prison somewhere.”


Paul saw the light dawn in Capie’s eyes.


“You called the FBI didn’t you, Dad?” she asked accusingly.


Chris’s jaw dropped open but he recovered quickly enough.
“Honey, didn’t you hear what I said? He’s a murderer!”


“Did you or did you not call the FBI?” she snapped.


“What difference does it make who called the Feds?”
Chris loudly protested. “The man is a murderer! I am glad I called
Conner and asked to have this fiend checked out! It’s much better that you know
all of this now instead of later! I did that to protect you! And I would
do it again in a heartbeat! Don’t you understand?! He’s bad, honey! He’s not
the right man for you! I’m saving you from being murdered by this fiend….”


It was obvious that the Professor wasn’t going to let his
daughter get another word in edgewise until he had said his piece and convinced
her that he was right and she wrong.


But Capie wasn’t going to put up with it. Her face was
almost beet red, she was so mad. And with an abrupt jerk forward, she swung her
feet free of the footplates and onto the ground and then yanked herself
forward.


“…killed two Mexican police officers in cold… Hey, be
careful, honey, you’ll fall!”


But she easily managed to get to her feet. “No, I won’t,” she
hissed back at him, as she wavered a little back and forth but managed to keep
herself vertically stable.


Chris gulped twice, took a small step backward and stared
speechlessly at his daughter in total shock.


“Yes, Dad, I can stand now! I can even slowly walk a couple
of steps. And do you know who did this for me?! Well, Mr. Smart guy who knows
all the answers?! Do you have any idea who gave me my legs back so that I could
stand and walk again? No? You don’t have a clue, do you? Well, I’ll tell you!
Paul Armstead is that person! My husband to be! He did it! And I’ll love him
forever for what he has done for me and for the kind of man he is. So I don’t
want to hear you trashing him! DO YOU HEAR ME? If you want to
keep me as your daughter, YOU WILL STOP BAD-MOUTHING HIM THIS SECOND! Am I
clear on that score?”


Open mouthed, Chris stared at Paul then back to his
daughter.


“Honey, I….” he slowly whispered before he lost his voice.


“Yes, Henry Kaufman was an alias!” she charged on. “As you
found out. And the government does want him but not because he has committed
any crimes. But because he is a wizard. Dad, they have tried to kill him
because he has magical powers! Paul, show him what you can do!”


Caught on the spot, Paul blinked several times and gasped.


And just what spell should I use to convince a scientist
that I’m a wizard? he silently challenged himself.


Jaret leaned forward and whispered, “I have always found
flying pink elephants to be effective in this situation.”


Paul set his jaw and held out both hands a little over a
foot apart. With a silent spell, lightning flashed between his fingertips
creating a ball of white hot plasma, crackling with energy.


“Not bad,” shrugged Jaret. “But even though we can’t afford
to use spells that are too powerful, lest we attract the wrong sort of
attention from you know who, we can do better than that. Like this.”


Throwing his arms into a sweeping motion, Jaret turned to
his right and uttered a few quiet words. A small ball of mist formed, growing
quickly, solidifying into a silver-colored, crafted  oil lamp straight out of
Arabian Nights, complete with embossed Arabic symbols. A cloud of smoke gushed
forth from the spout, rising into the air and forming a fantastically beautiful
woman in a rather skimpy costume. Her flaming red hair was done in ponytail
fashion, the ponytail flowing around her waist and down one leg.


In the back of his head, Paul could distantly hear the theme
song of I Dream of Jennie playing softly in the background. He shook his
head at Jaret. 


“You’ve got to do better than that, guys!” scoffed Capie in
derision. “I’ve seen better magic acts at traveling carnival shows!”


Jaret snorted. “A tough crowd, heh? Very well.” And he swung
his arms wider, this time turning to the left.


Another ball of light appeared, this time much larger and
many times brighter. It formed in mid-air but floated over to a nearby Ford Expedition
parked at the curb. The form solidified into a large white dragon. Paul had to
admit that he found the simulacrum to be highly impressive. From the tapered
head with its yellow glowing eyes, to the huge swept wings, the taloned feet
and the long sinewy tail, the creature exuded the very essence of a solid
substantive dragon.


It draped itself across the roof of the Expedition and swung
its head in Chris’s direction, blinking at him while exhaling small puffs of
grey smoke through its two nostrils. The tail stretched forth, wrapping itself
tightly around a parking meter.


“I like the smoke,” Paul declared, hiding a smile behind one
hand. “Nice touch. But as you can see, he’s still not convinced.”


A glance at Kingsley’s face confirmed what Paul was saying.
Yes, Capie’s father appeared surprised. But suspicion and anger also could be
seen mixed in there, too.


“I don’t know what the two of you think you are doing, but
you can stop this nonsense right now,” Chris declared with authority and anger.
“There is no such thing as magic.”


“Dad!” shouted Capie. “This isn’t smoke and mirrors. We’re
in the middle of a parking lot, for crying out loud! How else would you explain
this?”


Paul had a sudden inspiration. The way to convince a
scientist was with science. Extending both arms wide, Paul said, “In the name
of Johannes Kepler, Stephen Hawking and Samantha Carter, may the gravity of
this area fall under my control.”


Capie gasped.


Paul tilted his hands and without warning, the ground pitched
sideways below their feet.


“What?” shouted Chris Kingsley, a very startled expression
on his face.


The effect was local, only out to a radius of thirty or so
feet. The ground continued to tilt, throwing all four people sideways. Chris
smashed up against the suitcases, all piled up against the base of the nearby
statue of Nicolaus Copernicus. With a loud screeching noise, a large stone planter
began sliding across the concrete.


“Paul! Are you nuts?!” screamed Capie as she struggled to
stay upright.


“A grand idea!” boomed Jaret as he tilted sideways but kept
to his feet. “I wish I’d thought of it.”


And still the gravity continued to twist.


With a spell, Paul reached out and grabbed Capie and they
floated and twisted together in the air. The ground was rotating, now forming a
wall to their south. Chris Kingsley was hanging onto the statue’s arm and
looking positively panicked, almost on the verge of gibbering.


“Okay, I believe you!” he screamed. “I believe you!”


But with a nasty grin, Paul twisted his hands even more.


The sky rotated downward. The wheelchair, suitcases, planter
and the professor’s cell phone fell in that direction, the dirt and green
shrubs spilling forth from the planter and falling into the twilight lit sky.


Where everything stopped, about fifty feet up (down?) and
hovered in one pathetic pile.


Chris was hanging upside down now, locked onto the statue with
both hands. Capie stared incredulously at the impossible scene.


“Paul!” she screamed. “Enough! Make it stop!”


Paul felt sorry for his future father-in-law who was gaping
past his feet at the open sky, obviously terrified that he might fall into the
empty vastness at any moment. 


Capie was right. Paul had proved his point. With a twist of
his hands, gravity spun again, this time back in the direction of Earth. In
only a few seconds, all four of them were back on their feet on ‘solid’ ground
again, the suitcases, concrete planter, dirt, bushes, wheelchair and cell phone
all floating back to the sidewalk for soft landings.


Chris weakly collapsed to a sitting position on the ground, staring
around himself, as if he couldn’t believe the experience he had just lived
through.


Capie managed to skitter over and drop back into the
wheelchair again, breathing a sigh of relief as she did so. And then held up a
hand. “Please, Paul. That’s enough for now. Dad, we’re going to give you a few
minutes to recover from the shocks you’ve just had. Then we’re going to tell
you a long story, a story that will challenge everything you think you know
about science. After that, I expect you to apologize to Paul. He’s a very good
man, and I’m lucky to have him. So, take all the time you need. Paul? Grab Dad’s
cell phone, please? And then why don’t we all go into the planetarium and wait
until he is ready?”
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With
a small spell from Jaret, the front doors to the planetarium unlocked themselves
and swung open. This was a necessity because Chris, who had the key, was so discombobulated
that he couldn’t figure out which key on his key ring was the right one, let
alone use it to open the door. Paul used a spell to float Capie and her
wheelchair over the steps and into the building. The luggage dutifully climbed
the steps and followed along behind them. 


Inside the building, Paul found and turned on the lights,
glancing around to make sure that they were alone. He had previously considered
visiting the planetarium several times but had never seemed to find the time.


The Rainbow Lobby was spacious, the granite tiled floor
polished to a high sheen. Against the back wall there was a lighted alcove
containing a very large marble plaque. Paul could see branch corridors curving
off to the left and right of the lobby. Above their heads, cylindrical light
fixtures hung from a high white plaster ceiling. 


Capie and her father found a padded bench against one wall
and collapsed on it. Paul and Jaret exchanged glances while waiting for Chris
to get his bearings back.


To his credit, it only took Chris about ten minutes. After
that, Paul and Capie started their story from the beginning. Paul deliberately
edited out any part that touched on The Plan (such as his objectives for a new
talisman or his intention to declare war on the wizards of Errabêlu).
But Chris asked an increasing number of questions along the way, some of them
surprisingly detailed and insightful.


Finally, he leaned back against the wall, apparently out of
questions.


“My daughter’s fiancé is a wizard,” he said, shaking his
head, looking at the floor. “A real life functional wizard. Can you beat that
with a stick? Who would have guessed?” He looked at Paul with a measured scowl,
as if really seeing Paul for the first time. “I think, all things considered,
I’d rather you were a murderer.”


“And what’s that supposed to mean?” snapped his daughter. It
was painfully obvious to all three men that Capie had not yet forgiven her
father for turning Paul in.


“He’s even more worried about your safety now, Capie,” Paul
explained, watching the dance of emotions on the other man’s face.


“You understand, then,” Chris groused but with a hint of
respect. “A murderer I could have gotten rid of by sending him to jail. But
this! They’re chasing you, trying to kill you! And even with your magical
abilities, they still caught you. But Capie doesn’t have magic powers, does
she? And she can’t really protect herself, not against the level of threats
that she will face, being close to you. Don’t you see, young man?! Your
presence puts her in extreme danger!”


“Dad, we have to leave Chicago,” Capie declared sharply.


Her father’s head snapped up and he pleaded with her. “Look,
honey, I understand there are people looking for him. But not for you. You
should stay here, with me. I promise you that you will be safe. I have
contacts—”


“Like Connor?” Capie asked, scowling, her voice dripping
with disdain.


Her father stopped in mid-word.


“Dad, you’re the one who doesn’t get it. Can’t you see? My
life is in danger no matter if I stay here or go with Paul. I am not safe here
anymore!”


Paul swung around and stared at her. So she had figured that
out on her own already? Smart girl. It took her, what? Two hours to see what
took him months to realize? Yeah, smart girl.


But Capie was still talking. “…And why am I not safe? Because
they already know who I am! And who told them that? Huh? You did, Dad. When you
called Conner. You are the one responsible for endangering me. On that score,
you have no one to blame except yourself.”


There were several seconds of silence as Chris’s mouth
worked open and closed. He was visibly trying to come up with a counter
argument. And failing.


But Capie went on. “They know now that Paul loves me and
that they can get to him through me. If I stay here, it will just make it all
that much easier for them to find me. Next time, they will just pop open a
portal anywhere they like and snatch me. And neither you nor all your contacts
in Washington or here in Chicago can stop it. We are talking about wizards that
are hundreds, even a thousand years old. They control all the governments. They
see us Normals as disposable, inferior life-forms. Do you really think you can
protect me against that kind of threat?”


Paul could see Chris still struggling to find the right
words. And still falling short.


Teary-eyed, she reached out and took his hand. “Dad, don’t
you see? My best chance is with him. He is far more capable of keeping me safe
than anyone you can come up with.”


“Honey?” Chris finally managed to say. “I’m begging you. Please
don’t go with him. We will find a way to work through this, I promise. Don’t
you remember right after the accident—?”


But Capie was shaking her head. “I love him, Dad, with all
of my heart. I have a chance now to live my life instead of just existing.” She
turned and took Paul’s hand. “With him, I can be far more than I ever was
before, far more than I am now. It’s a chance at life. It’s what I’ve wanted,
what I’ve dreamed of since I was a little girl.”


“But—”


“Dad, you’ve known me all of my life. Do you really think
that anything you could say at this point would change my mind?” she asked him
gently.


With a slack expression and heavy wet eyes, Chris’s gaze
fell to the ground at his feet. “No,” he responded softly. “Just like your
mother, you can be so stubborn sometimes.”


Paul held up a hand to interrupt their conversation. “Wait a
moment, Capie. The situation has changed now. I highly recommend your father
come with us.”


Capie looked startled. “Why?”


Chris blinked and gave Paul a quizzical look. “Yes, please
explain that.”


Glancing briefly at Jaret, Paul turned back to Chris before he
replied. “Because I underestimated how ruthless they are. I never anticipated
that they would threaten to harm Capie to force my surrender.” He held up a
hand to forestall Chris’s reaction. “Yes, I should have foreseen that
possibility, I agree. Forgive me. I just didn’t think that part through. But my
point right now is that I’m sure they wouldn’t hesitate a nanosecond to kidnap
you and use you as leverage against us in the same manner. The only way to keep
you safe is for you to come with us.”


Chris considered Paul’s words then shook his head. “No, I
don’t know what your overall plan is but I am sure I don’t want to take it on
the lam. I’m too old for that. And I have important work to do. And I have
connections. They wouldn’t dare.”


Paul turned to Capie. “Your father doesn’t understand the
danger. These wizards care nothing about scientific research or of Normals.
They have instigated worldwide wars, famines, and killed hundreds of millions
of people. Making one prominent astronomer permanently disappear wouldn’t faze
them in the slightest. Nor would they hesitate to do him bodily harm in order
to lay hands on me. Please, if anyone can convince him, it’s you.”


Chris practically radiated his anger. “I am not leaving
here. I think you are greatly exaggerating the danger, young man!”


Almost, Paul nearly blurted out the fact that his birthday
preceded Chris’s by nearly a decade but he managed to hold his tongue.


“Dad?” Capie asked, a serious note of concern in her voice.


He shook his head. “If you want to protect me, you will have
to stay here. I am not leaving.”


“The risk—” Paul started.


“I am not leaving,” he declared again.


Paul sighed. Capie bit her lower lip.


“And what were you saying about my being stubborn? Dad, I
must go with Paul. He is my life now. Please come with us,” she pleaded
tearfully.


“No. You stay here,” he implored her, his voice cracking
with emotion.


It was all happening so fast. A sudden lump in his throat,
Paul realized how much this man loved his daughter. He abruptly felt guilty,
knowing that he was the one responsible for taking her away from her father.
Worse, with sudden insight, he could see the most likely outcome of all of this.
Chris Kingsley would be taken captive, his life placed at extreme risk. Capie
would be devastated, especially if her father came to harm. 


Paul glanced over at Jaret who was giving him a strange look
in return.


There had to be something Paul could do. Perhaps…yeah. He
whispered a spell. “In the name of cryonics, Larry Niven’s stasis fields, and Mythbusters,
let the Normals here be held upright but asleep.”


“…Dad—” Capie was saying but then she stopped, her eyes
snapping closed.


Paul checked Chris too and found him to be vertical but
asleep as well.


Jaret tilted his head to one side. “You are worried about
her father, are you not?”


“I am,” Paul replied with a frown. “Back on the plane, you
told me that you marked me so that you could find me later. I didn’t want to
bring it up in front of Capie or her father so I put them to sleep to ask you
this question. Just how did you mark me?”


Jaret frowned and looked down at the floor. “It’s not a big
deal, not really. I, uh, just implanted a subconscious mental pattern in your
mind, one that would respond to a specific magical spell. Your subconscious
mind then sent me a magical signal telling me where you were. Nothing fancy.”


Paul’s jaw dropped. “You played around in my mind?”


Jaret shrugged. “I had to do that anyway, to give you your
magical powers. This was much less of a change. After all, it did let me find
you in that metal flying contraption. And I did help you escape, sort of. So,
it all worked out in the end.”


And if Errabêlu had only known about Jaret’s spell to
‘mark’ Paul’s mind, they could have tracked him down instantly. He shuddered in
horror at the thought.


“I agree, it did all work out, as you say,” Paul conceded.
“But later, when there is time, I want that spell removed. Okay?”


Jaret seemed vastly relieved. “But of course, my friend.”


Paul nodded toward the professor. “Can I cast the same spell
with him?”


With a chuckle, Jaret crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m
sorry, but no. We can implant mental responses, yes, but he has no way to
communicate with you. He cannot send a magical response since he is not a
wizard.”


Running a jerky hand through his hair, Paul nervously
considered the situation. “Fine, I need to find a different solution then,” he
concluded. “One that tells me the moment he is threatened by Errabêlu.”


“Hmm, that is quite a challenge,” Jaret agreed. “I don’t see
an easy solution myself. Maybe if we…”


But Paul was too busy slapping himself in the head. “Stupid,
stupid, stupid! He has a cell phone, dah! Listen, Jaret, could we implant a
mental response in him, one that makes him touch his cell phone when he is in
imminent danger?”


“That device he was talking to earlier? Of course. That can
be accomplished rather easily. But how does that help?”


“There are over 130 million cell phones thrown away in this
country every year,” Paul patiently explained.


With a snap of his fingers, Paul created a small portal in
mid-air, retrieving a discarded smart phone from a dumpster in an alley near
West Lake Street. 


Giving it a critical eye, Paul said, “This unit needs a
little TLC.” With a wave of his hand, a spell took the scratches out of the
display and recharged the battery.


With the phone reactivated, Paul punched a few buttons. “I
just need to buy a few minutes here using a credit card in the name of Wesley
Farrell, then download a burner app for a temporary phone number. Then buy more
minutes for that number…ah, there. Now I have a phone and a number that the
Feds don’t know about.”


Paul reached out and took Chris’s phone from the other man’s
jacket pocket and activated its screen. “We’ll turn on the GPS app in his phone
and also set up a speed dial button. All he has to do is touch that button, it
will call my new burner phone and we’ll know when he is in trouble and where he
is.”


After navigating the screens and setting things up, Paul
returned the phone to Chris’s pocket. 


Jaret shook his head in amazement. “That was an amazing
display of magic. I haven’t a clue how you did what you just did.” 


Paul produced a small grim smile. “Now, if you please, set
up that mental response we talked about, the one for him to push the phone
button if he feels threatened.”


Jaret shrugged and waved a hand. “Done.”


Paul snorted in surprise. “You make that look so easy.”


“Are you going to wake them up now?”


“Yes.” Paul reached out and snapped his fingers. Both Capie
and Chris blinked their eyes and shook their heads.


“You were saying?” Paul asked.


But before Capie could answer, her father’s cell phone started
playing the theme song to Johnny Quest. Paul jumped back a step in
abrupt surprise.


Chris dug the phone from his pocket and answered it. There
was silence while he listened to the voice on the other end of the line.


“No,” he said suddenly. “No, Director Hawken, I haven’t seen
him.” A long pause. “No, I haven’t heard from her since noon. I tried an hour
ago and she didn’t answer her phone.” 


And then Chris looked at Capie sharply. “You have agents at
her house now? She’s not there? And you’ve tried her cell phone too? It’s
possible that she might be out shopping.” Another pause. “Yes, of course I will
call you, the moment I hear from her. Thanks for taking a personal interest in
my daughter’s safety. I’d like to know the moment you find her or catch that
fiend you are chasing.”


Then he thumbed the connection closed.


“That was Assistant Director Hawken of the FBI,” the
professor informed them slowly. “I guess Connor is out of the loop. Hawken says
that they have agents at your house right now, Capie. And they’ve seen how many
of your things are missing.”


Paul’s throat was suddenly dry. “Does Connor know where you
are, Professor Kingsley?”


“No, he doesn’t,” Chris answered slowly. “Why do you…are you
thinking that they will go to my house next?”


“I’m sure that they are already on their way.”


Chris nodded. “I didn’t make it a secret that I would be
here tonight. It won’t take them long to track me down.”


“Paul,” interrupted Jaret. “I am detecting high energy
portals to the south of us, perhaps five miles or so away.”


“Portals?” Chris asked. “For teleportation? Five miles south
of us is Levi Hall, the University of Chicago Admin Building. I was there
earlier this afternoon at the Budget Director’s Office.”


Paul rubbed the back of his neck and swallowed hard.
“They’re too close. If we use a portal to leave, they’ll detect it.” He looked
up sharply. “And if they find that we’ve been here and seen you, Professor,
then it greatly increases your danger. You must leave, now, get as far from
here in the next few minutes as you can.”


Chris Kingsley immediately turned to his daughter. “I beg
you, Princess, please come with me. We’ll get through this, I promise.”


Her chin trembling and a tear in each eye, Capie got back to
her feet, leaned forward and hugged her father tightly. “You haven’t called me
Princess in years. If you won’t come with us, then you be careful, Dad. They’re
killers. Don’t tell them you saw us tonight, for your own safety. Please?”


He hugged her back. “I can take care of myself.”


In sympathy, Paul laid a hand on his future father-in-law’s
shoulder. “I promise you that I’ll keep your daughter safe. And I also promise
that I will bring her back. But you must go. If they catch you here, with us,
your life is in great danger.”


“And how will you escape from here, if you can’t use a
portal?” Chris asked, breaking away from his daughter’s arms.


Paul smiled. “I have a plan, but the less you know, the
better.”


Chris’s shoulders slumped and he stared mournfully at his
daughter. “Take care, Princess. I’m going to miss you terribly.”


“Goodbye, Daddy,” she sobbed quietly through her tears.


And with that, Professor Christopher Kingsley turned and
shuffled slowly toward the front door, his shoulders hunched, his head down.


“We must leave,” Jaret hissed. “They are closer now! And I
can’t help you this time!”


Paul wrung his hands. “Yes, I know. I have a contingency
plan, one that I prepared a few weeks ago. It will probably work in this
situation.”


“Probably?” squeaked Capie. “You don’t know?”


Paul smiled sheepishly. “It’s not actually been tested.” 


Jaret laughed and slapped his back. “Then by all means, let
us test it now.”


Paul grinned bravely and gave Capie a wink. “Let’s go then.”
A snap of this fingers and a small ball of white light appeared, floating six
feet off the ground. And with a wave of his hand, a portal opened. 


Jaret blinked and then shouted. “A portal?! But the energy…!”


“Trust me!” Paul shouted as he pressed Capie down into her
wheelchair, and with another wave of his hand, magically pushed it and her
through the portal. Paul then leapt through too, the globe of light and the
luggage practically on his heels.


“Coming?” Paul’s voice echoed through the portal.


Jaret glanced anxiously around. “You’re a crazy wizard,
Paul,” he muttered. “Entertaining but crazy. An intoxicating combination
indeed.” And then, louder, “Coming!”
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They
found themselves in a semi-lit, cramped wet cavern hardly large enough to hold
the three of them and the luggage. The walls and ceiling were composed of
blackened earth literally dripping with water. Two inches of liquid covered the
ground beneath their feet. 


“Yuck!” Capie grunted in alarm, staring at all the dirt and
mud around them, revealed by the glow of the hovering ball of light. She wiped
some of the dripping water off her face and lifted her feet from the wheelchair
footpads to keep them from getting wet. “Where are we?”


“Sixty feet under Lake Michigan and twenty miles east of
Chicago,” Paul absently replied, doing a quick sweep of the room and verifying
it wasn’t on the verge on sudden collapse.


“Hey! My suitcases are getting wet!” Capie protested
vehemently.


Paul waved a hand and the three bags levitated two feet into
the air. A holographic umbrella snapped into existence above them.


“Did you create this place? Why did you bring us here?”
Jaret asked with a frown, doing his best not to touch the walls.


“‘At the time, it seemed the logical thing to do,’” Paul
quipped, quoting Sarek in a Star Trek episode. “I created this place a
couple of weeks ago. Since there is only sixty feet of dirt and mud between us
and Lake Michigan, there’s just barely enough earth to keep the lake out. On
its own, eventually this room will either collapse or fill up with water.”


“I still don’t understand,” Jaret said. “And what is that
thing there, in the corner?”


“Oh, the basketball-sized object?” Paul responded, leaning
down to wipe the surface of the spherical object in question. When he wiped a
thin layer of mud and water away, the surface glistened with a dull gray-silver
sheen.


“That, my friends, is a large ball of solder, the largest I
could put here.”


“Solder?” Capie asked, incredulously.


“It’s part of my contingency escape plan. The solder will
let me cast a more powerful spell.” 


With a snap of his fingers, Paul created a large portal in
front of Capie. Nothing could be seen through the portal opening. There was no
light on the other side.


“You’ll see,” Paul replied, using a magical spell again to
push the wheelchair forward. “Enough questions for now. We don’t know how close
the bad guys are. Let’s get out of this place.”


 “By all means!” thundered Jaret, as he and the luggage followed
Paul through the opening.


• • • •


The light from the glowing ball now showed that they were
standing on a concrete pathway. Off to each side, there were a few rocks
visible and then bodies of black water. Off in the distance, the bright lights
of a cityscape beckoned. There was a chill in the air and, this far from
Chicago, the stars shone brilliantly in the night sky above them.


 “What city is that? And is this still Lake Michigan?” Capie
asked.


“To quote Teal’c, ‘Indeed,’” Paul answered with a hurried
motion. “We are standing on the breakwater barrier just off shore of Michigan
City, Indiana.”


“I don’t see the purpose of the chamber under the lake,”
Jaret said. “They’ll just follow us through that place to here.”


Paul gave a wicked grin. “No, they won’t.”


Kneeling, he laid one hand on the concrete and opened a
small portal, no more than a half an inch in diameter, back to the cave under
the lake. “I’m going to take care of that right now. Let’s see how fast I can
do this,” he said. With a spell, he reached through the small portal, concentrating
on several drops of water on the far wall of the underground room. Stripping their
deuterium atoms, Paul forced the nuclei to come together, fusing them into
helium nuclei. As the blast wave roared inside the cavern, he scrambled to get
the portal closed.


A small blast of super hot air shot through the rapidly
closing aperture, pushing him backwards and singing the sleeve of his shirt. 


“What was that?” Capie cried in alarm.


“I guess I should have made that cave just a little bit bigger
after all,” he mused, slapping at his smoking sleeve, using a spell to
extinguish the burning threads. When the fire appeared to be out, he got back
to his feet and closely examined the damaged area. 


“Ah, I see,” Capie said, her eyes showing understanding. “You
destroyed the room with that spell, didn’t you? I guess they will have trouble
getting under the lake, now that the nasty little place is gone.”


“Yes, by the time they could dig their way down there, the
portal spells your fiancé used to bring us here will have dissipated
completely,” Jaret added, nodding at Paul with a smile. “I watched him make
those preparations and didn’t have a clue what he was up to. Brilliant. Simply
brilliant.”


Paul bowed. “Thank you, kind sir.” He sighed, again feeling
relieved that they had escaped without getting hurt in the process. “Now we
need to discuss what comes next.”


Capie suddenly looked thoughtful. “Say, that does raise an
interesting question….” she said, giving Jaret a canny gaze. 


Paul raised a hand. “We’ve already worked out a deal,
sweetheart. He gets the secret of isotopes. You get to be a wizard.”


“YES!” squealed Capie, jumping straight up out of her
wheelchair to latch onto Jaret and giving him a tight hug. “Thank you!”


Surprised at the sudden embrace, Jaret stammered a quick reply.


“Okay,” Paul said, swallowing laughter at Capie’s antics. “I
guess before we do that, I need to retrieve a box of cash, ID and credit cards
that I stashed in Danville, Illinois. Then we need to find a place where we can
stay for a day, where we can give Capie her powers. We can’t go back to Chicago.
And we certainly cannot go to Los Angeles or any place in Southern California,”
Paul said, thinking out loud. “I think we should go to New York City next. A
nice, dense, heavily populated city,” he proposed. “To make it harder for them
to find us.”


“That sounds dreadful,” Jaret declared. “I recommend someplace
with wonderful scenery instead,” he suggested, as Capie resumed her seat in the
wheelchair. “That mountaintop where I gave you your powers is good.”


Paul shook his head. “Wrong time zone right now. It’ll be
dark there.”


“Whoa, there!” Capie said, interrupting their planning
session. “Just hold up a cotton pickin’ minute!”


Paul blinked in surprise. “Cotton pickin’? Where did you
learn that sort of talk?”


“Too many years of watching westerns, I suppose,” she
admitted but without a hint of remorse. She turned to Jaret. “I think I ought
to have a say in all this. I know just the place. Lake Tahoe.”


“Tahoe?” Paul asked, surprised by her choice.


“I was there, once, on a vacation,” she divulged with an
airy wave of her hand. “Harvey’s, on the Nevada side of the lake. Gorgeous
views, especially from the restaurant on the top floor.” Her smile grew even
more impish. “And while we are in Nevada….”


Paul snorted in laughter. “Of course! The perfect place to
go. As soon as you get your powers, we can get married!”


Jaret lit up like a Christmas tree. “A wedding? Fantastic!
Can I be the best man? Or can I give the bride away? Perhaps both? Yes, a grand
idea. Let’s go to this Lake Tahoe place. I absolutely adore weddings.”


Paul reached out to open a portal but Jaret stopped him.


“Allow me,” he said with a wide grin. “I can get us there
faster.”
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“And
what do you think of the view?” asked Paul.


The three of them were sitting in the 19th floor
restaurant at a table next to a large window. Jaret was looking toward the
west, across the lake to the snow capped mountains on the west side. They could
see Phipps Peak and the mountain range on both sides.


Jaret nodded, his lips puffed. “It’s gorgeous, as you said.
The lake and the trees add to the view. I must include this location on my list
of favorite places to visit in the future.”


Paul cut and bit into his filet mignon steak, savoring the
flavor. Capie was nervously eating a small salad. 


“Jaret, are you ready for the exchange of information we
talked about earlier?” Paul asked the other wizard, as he cut another slice of
steak.


“No, I am not,” the other solemnly declared.


“What?” both Capie and Paul exclaimed simultaneously in
surprise. At a nearby table, a couple of other patrons glanced in their
direction at their outburst.


“Why not?” Capie asked, as calmly as she could manage.


“Don’t worry; I will help you become a wizard, yes,” Jaret
assured her. “But I have reconsidered my circumstances and I no longer wish to
know the secret of the isotopes.”


“You don’t want to make a super-talisman for yourself?” Paul
asked him, puzzled by the other’s sudden change of heart.


“Paul, I can’t carry around a talisman with that kind of
power!” the ex-genie protested. “It would make me the target of every wizard on
the face of the Earth! I didn’t understand that until I saw how many of those
magical monsters and wizards were trying to capture and kill you in Chicago.”


“I thought you wanted a powerful talisman,” Paul reminded
him.


“Not like the one you are planning to make! It’s much too
risky,” the other wizard objected firmly.


Paul rubbed his jaw. “Okay, so when I teach you the basics,
you can make your own talisman less powerful, to whatever level you desire.
Half the power of mine, if you want.”


The former genie shook his head. “Ten percent, maybe.”


Paul smiled slyly. “Forty percent.”


“No, no, no! Fifteen percent is as high as I will go!”


Paul’s smile grew to a chuckle. “Thirty percent!” he
insisted.


“Twenty and that is my final offer,” Jaret said, chin in the
air, his arms folded across his chest.


“Well, if that is your final offer, so be it,” Paul grinned.
“Twenty percent.”


“‘Now, if you’ve finished hosing down the decks with
testosterone?’” Capie observed, quoting Maureen Robinson from the Lost in
Space movie. “Can we get on with this? I am on pins and needles
here. Can we talk about my magical powers now?”


“Yes, we can, my lady,” Jaret said, with a polite half bow.
Then he faced Paul again. “The secret to giving other people magical powers is
simple. You cannot give what they already have.”


“Huh? Say that again, slowly,” Paul said, frowning, laying
his fork down.


“You cannot give people magical powers,” Jaret repeated. “They
already have them.”


“You are not making any sense,” Paul objected. “I didn’t
have magical powers before you gave them to me. And Capie doesn’t have them
now.”


Jaret grinned from ear to ear. “Yes, you did. And yes, she
does. That’s the secret. Everyone is born with magical powers but they are also
born with a mind-block that prevents them from using those powers.”


“A mind-block?” Paul echoed, thoroughly confused.


“Isn’t it delicious? All those centuries, the wizards of the
world have been desperately trying to give people something that they already
have when they should be trying to take something away instead! I find it quite
amusing,” Jaret laughed.


“Quite,” Paul said, narrowing his eyes, still feeling
confused. “I don’t remember you doing that in the spell you cast on me.”


“Oh, I did it after I put you to sleep,” Jaret confessed. “A
wizard has to keep some secrets, after all.”


Paul nodded, chagrined that the other man had fooled him so
completely. “So how do you remove the mind block?”


“Just visualize yourself inside the other persons head.
Picture a levee or barricade. Then just remove it. Simple!”


“Would you mind guiding me through it with Capie?” Paul
implored him. “I don’t want to make a mistake.”


“I would feel better about it too,” Capie added.


Jaret glanced around. “We will need a more private place
than this.”


Paul whipped out a credit card and motioned for one of the
waitresses. 


“We’ll rent a room here, in the name of Wesley Farrell. If
you two are ready, we’ll go take care of this now.” 


• • • •


It only took a few minutes for them to go down to the lobby,
pay for a room and use the elevator to take them to Room 408. The suitcases
subserviently following them moved into a corner of the room, stacking
themselves out of the way.


Jaret glanced around the up-scale hotel room before stepping
over to a window and again nodding at the view. “I like this place.” He
indicated the bed. “Whenever you are ready, my lady.”


Capie took a deep breath to compose herself. “I’m ready now.”


Paul reached forward and gave her a comforting hug. “I
promise, this won’t hurt a bit.” Then with a grin and a deep voice, he said,
“Remember, the Force will be with you…always,’” quoting from Star Wars: A
New Hope.


Capie produced a weak smile but did not otherwise reply.


With a wave of his hand, Paul cast a spell, levitating her
up and out of the wheelchair and over to the bed where she was gradually lowered
to the level of the mattress. She stretched out fully, getting comfortable. And
closed her eyes.


Paul reached out his hand, closing his eyes as well, and
projected himself into her thoughts. He could suddenly see images and hear
sounds but they made no sense to him. Then, ahead, Paul could sense a large
blockage in the path.


Jaret appeared beside him, his image wavering back and
forth, the sound of his voice tinny, as if it came from a very old phonograph
record.


“That is the barrier of which I spoke,” he assured Paul. “Remove
it carefully. There is a great deal of pressure behind it.”


Paul reached out and grasped a handful of the barrier. It
pulled like sticky taffy. After several seconds of tearing at the barrier, it
began to give way.


The former genie was right about the pressure. Without
warning, the entire structure broke loose and Paul was swamped in Capie’s
thoughts and memories. He backed off as quickly as possible.


“That’s all there is to it,” Jaret said, as his image faded
away.


Paul opened his eyes to see Capie asleep and Jaret with a
huge grin leaning against the small desk in the room.


“That’s why you can never make a wizard a normal person
again,” Jaret whispered. “The barrier cannot be put back into place, once it is
removed. She will sleep now, for a day or so.”


Paul smiled at Capie, so beautiful as she slept. He reached
out and gently swept a lock of hair from her forehead, to keep it out of her
eyes. “Rest easy, dear. We will be here.”


Then Paul turned to Jaret.


“Before we talk about improved talismans, may I ask a
question?” Paul asked.


Jaret bowed slightly. “Certainly.”


“If everyone is born with a barrier and the only way to
exercise magical powers is for another wizard to remove that barrier, then how
did the other wizards of Earth come into being?” Paul paused as another
question popped into his thoughts. “And why do they claim that they can’t turn
Normals into wizards when clearly, sometime in the past, somebody must have
been able to do so?”


Jaret grinned widely at him. “That is two questions, Paul.
Please remember that I have only been a wizard for a very short period of time
and so I am not privy to their long history. But I have a theory. Would you
like to hear it?”


“By all means,” Paul told him in encouragement. “Fire away.”


“Fire away? Ah, another one of those modern expressions.
Very good, that one.” Jaret chuckled. “My theory: Sometime in the past, there
must have been at least one person who was born without the barrier, or at
least, with a weakened barrier. A person who also experimented with magical
powers. I believe that the first wizards did a lot of experiments, to find
spells that would work, to test their limits of power. The modern wizards, not
so much. Arrogant snobs, are they not? They seem to think they know everything.
Such conceit. Humph!”


“And?” Paul asked.


“I think that the first wizards kept their secrets close to
their hearts, never revealing them unless they had to. I think that one of the
early wizards must have discovered how to turn humans into wizards too, but I
think he kept the secret to himself, never sharing it with the other wizards.”


Paul could almost see it happening. “So, over time, perhaps
a few centuries, he turned a few hundred other Normals into wizards. And then,
what? He died?”


“Without sharing the secret,” Jaret said, with a nod. “And
it is such a clever little secret that none of the other wizards guessed how to
do it, even though he had done it to them.” Jaret grinned even wider. “Just
like you did not guess how I did it to you.”


Paul chuckled in amusement. Yes, it was ironic. “Touché.”


“And now, let us go find a more appropriate place for the
lessons on isotopes. I am now the pupil and you the master,” Jaret said with a
bow.


Raising a hand, Paul protested, “Hold on a moment. I can’t
leave Capie! Can’t we have this conversation here?”


Jaret shook his head. “I like a good mountain top. And this
Phipps Peak sounds interesting.”


Paul glanced at his sleeping fiancée. “I won’t leave her
alone.”


Jaret shrugged. “No problem. We will just take her with us.”


The portal took the three of them along with the queen sized
bed Capie was sleeping on to a ledge near the top of Phipps Peak. 


“What a wonderful view,” Jaret observed as he scanned the
horizon toward the east. “We won’t be interrupted here. This seems like a good
place for a classroom, don’t you agree?” Jaret asked before taking a deep
breath. “Ah, fresh air.”


“Ah, this makes me a little nervous,” Paul admitted, looking
at the precipice and the ground so far below. What was it with this guy and
mountain heights, anyway? Paul glanced over at the sleeping form of his fiancée.
Capie was still sound asleep, seemingly undisturbed by their little jaunt, her
bed tucked up tight against a granite wall.


Clasping his hands in front of him, Jaret looked at Paul
expectantly. “Now, tell me the secret.”


Paul nodded, pulling his thoughts together, preparing his
version of a classroom lecture. “Okay, as I promised, let’s talk quantum
mechanics. It starts with four very small particles, known as neutrons,
protons, electrons and photons. Memorize those names.”


“Alright.”


“There are other small particles but these four are the most
important to our discussion….”
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It
wouldn’t be long until dawn now. Paul lay half-awake in a small chair next to the
hotel’s queen sized bed. Capie was still sound asleep, tucked up tightly
between two pillows.


Paul was really worried about her father. Yes, he was still
mad at Chris Kingsley for alerting the FBI, an event that had led to all the
unpleasantness in Chicago. And yes, Paul understood Chris’s intentions had been
good, that he was trying to protect his only child. But in this universe, good
intentions rarely counted for much. Otherwise, mankind would have achieved a
utopia thousands of years previously. 


But later in the day, after the wedding, Chris would be his
father-in-law and Capie loved him deeply. If anything were to happen to her
father, she would be devastated. And Paul was convinced that the professor was
in grave danger, no doubt about it.


And Dr. Kingsley just didn’t seem to understand the reality
of that danger. And yes, Paul had tried his best to convince him otherwise in
the few minutes available to them. But in vain.


Paul sighed wearily. To be sure, Capie’s father was from an
earlier generation, virtually the same one as Paul himself and apparently
unacquainted with personal violence. At a guess, Paul suspected that the man
had never been mugged or physically attacked. He lacked any personal experience
for the perspective needed. Violence happened to other people and never to him,
not in his safe and secure little universe. Paul had pretty much possessed the
same mindset, right up until he had faced the Oni in the Himalaya Mountains.
That experience had done wonders to change his perspective.


It didn’t take a rocket scientist to predict what would
happen next. Ruggiero or one of the other wizards of Errabêlu would
conduct some type of search for Paul in the Chicago area. They would watch the
rental house, Capie’s house and Chris’s as well, hoping to nab Paul at one of
those locations. When that failed, they would probably grab the professor and
hold him as bait, threatening to kill him if Paul didn’t surrender. 


Taking the burner smart phone from his shirt pocket, Paul
checked the status for the hundredth time in the last twelve hours. Yes, the
phone was still on and fully charged. No, there had been no missed calls or any
messages. Paul was not totally convinced that the spell Jaret implanted in
Chris and the cell phone idea would work as well as intended. It had been an
improvised arrangement and as such there were a dozen ways it might fail.
Still, it had been the best idea he could come up with at the time. And, if it
worked, he would know if and when Chris fell into Errabêlu’s hands.


But if that did happen, what could Paul do about it?


At the moment, painfully little. His tantalum block was
woefully inadequate against a single Oni, let alone against a larger group of
them or against a genuine wizard. Only a new talisman would even the odds somewhat
and give him a chance. And that was assuming that Paul could keep Capie, and
yes, Chris too, out of range of Errabêlu in the process. A big if, that.



For a few moments, Paul toyed with the idea of going back to
Chris’s house and forcing the professor to come with them. Reluctantly, he dropped
the idea. Both Capie and her father would fight him tooth and nail.


So, at the moment, Paul could do very little. Oh, he could
consult with a few super-intelligences; try to develop a plan that might help
rescue the professor. But Paul was less than sanguine about any such approach.
Instead, he would probably have to wait until he had his new talisman before he
could do anything to help the man. Therefore, he needed to fabricate that new
talisman with all possible speed. How much time he had to do so was anyone’s
guess. Perhaps only days. Or perhaps months. Hopefully, the wizards of Errabêlu
wouldn’t move all that fast, since they could afford to take the long view.
Hopefully.


There was still a lot to do on that new talisman too. Yes,
he had the tantalum, converted to 180m. And there was the emerald, though it
was still sitting in that small cave under East Bauer Road in Naperville and only
a portion of it had yet been converted to rare isotopes. There was still the pallasite
meteorite to acquire and convert and then the komatiite rock. That would take
weeks, perhaps months to accomplish. 


And he and Capie would have to find a place to stay, after
the wedding. And establish new identities, a residence, acquire furniture and
home furnishings and so forth. More work to be done.


He took a deep breath. These were things to be discussed
with Capie, after she woke up. He knew how this was supposed to work in the
future. He no longer had the luxury to make unilateral decisions for both of
them. There would be give and take now, compromises to make, joint decisions
and yes, even disagreements and perhaps an argument or two. All of these things
and more he was prepared for.


After all, that was marriage. And he was looking forward to
it with all of his heart.


• • • •


The rustle of sheets woke him with a start.


“Hello, darling,” Capie purred as she stretched her arms and
rolled to her side to look at him with a huge smile. “My, what a sleep! Was I
out for very long?”


“Thirty-two hours,” Paul replied, with a cheerful smile. “A
new record. Tell me, ‘Are there any side-effects?’”


She grinned in return. “‘Dry mouth, headache, the
irresistible urge to run on a small wheel.’” She giggled. “Dr. McKay and Dr.
Carson Beckett in Stargate Atlantis. How appropriate!”


“And how do you feel?”


“‘Taller,’” she glibly answered. 


Paul smiled at her quote from Captain America, The First
Avenger.


“Also hungry.” She sat up in bed. “And I feel something else
too. It’s hard to describe. Kind of a like a buzz in the background, a sound
that you can’t quite hear. It’s weird.”


“You did a good job of describing it,” he complimented her. “That
is the power of magic at your disposal.” He shrugged, finding it hard to not
grin like the village idiot. “I wish that I had an amulet to give you but I
don’t, not yet. We will have to wait until we can make you one.”


“Okay, but not until after the wedding,” she argued. “You
can buy me a pair of solid gold bracelets then.”


Paul chuckled. “We will look into it. There is this place in
Nevada I know of where we can get the gold. But that’s for later. Let me see if
you can cast a spell. Here, take my tantalum. I recommend that you use an
incantation. It helps me concentrate. But it’s not really necessary, if you don’t
want to.”


She took a tight grip on the tantalum and closed her eyes.
But nothing seemed to happen.


She opened her eyes, looking very disappointed.


“I don’t understand,” she pouted. “I tried to levitate but
the spell didn’t work! Something’s wrong!”


Paul reached out to cup the side of her face with one hand.
“Nothing’s wrong, dear. It just takes time, concentration and some practice.
You’ll get the hang of it, trust me.”


She sighed. “I hope so.” She looked around. “Where is
Jaret?” 


“He had to run an errand,” Paul informed her. “To get ready
for the wedding. We, ah, had that discussion on isotopes and quantum mechanics.
It took six hours to properly explain and then Jaret said he needed a break, in
order to deal with his new headache properly.”


Capie smiled at him. “You loved doing that to him, didn’t
you?”


“Who? Moi? Heaven forbid!” he said with a feigned
innocent air.


“Right. Okay, as long as I have magical powers now, I would
like to quickly check on Dad, and then eat a decent breakfast. After that, we
can find a place to get married, right?” she asked with a knowing grin.


“Well…,” he said, looking up at the ceiling. “To tell you
the truth, I have been checking up on your father. It seems that the two of us
are rather famous in the Chicago news right now. I, the malicious killer,
kidnapped the innocent, beautiful, handicapped daughter of a famous scientist.
The news media is going crazy there. Your father posted a $50,000 reward for
any information leading to your safe return.”


Capie shook her head sadly. “I hope he did that just for
appearance’s sake.”


Paul shrugged and then smiled. “And as far as the wedding
chapel is concerned, I’ve already picked a nice place right here in town.”


“Really?” Capie asked, raising her eyebrows. “What place is
that?”


“Ye Olde Ball & Chain,” Paul stated with a dead pan
delivery. 


“Oh, you! That is not funny!” she responded with a
dirty look, reaching up to smack his arm. “Where’s the telephone book? I’ll
find us a real place.”


“Okay, okay. So we scratch that one off the list. Good thing
I picked an alternate,” said Paul, rubbing his arm. “Je t`aime Wedding Chapel.
Which means….”


“I love you,” finished Capie. “In French. How appropriate.
After we eat, I want to see what sort of facilities that place has. Oh, and I
need a wedding dress and a few other things! How much time do I have for
shopping? Ooh, a better question, how much money can I spend? Is there a fast
bakery in town?” 


In shock, Paul watched as she jumped from the bed and rushed
into the bathroom. It would seem that her physical condition had improved
immeasurably while she had been asleep.


“I need a shower and a change of clothing!” she hollered
through the door. “Don’t just stand there with that big silly grin on your
face, get busy! We have lots to do! Get a move on!”
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Nervous,
his left pinkie finger twitching spasmodically, Paul stood at the front of the
small chapel, dressed in a full black tuxedo. He could feel a small river of
sweat running down his spine beneath his clothes. For some reason, it seemed
hot in the room.


The Je t`aime Wedding Chapel was all it was purported to be.
White, paneled, double doors opened up to a spacious white-walled room with
bright green carpeting. Symmetrically organized on both sides of the room,
hefty ornate white cushioned chairs faced forward. The aisle down the center
led to a circular dais surrounded by ivy draped white columns. The white walls
were hung with gorgeous flower arrangements. Large, ornate candle holders stood
in each front corner, casting a warm light into the room. A small organ was on
the right side of the room, in front of the chairs on that side. A large woman
dressed in a too tight pink dress sat there, her eyes glued to the rear of the
chapel, ready to play the wedding march as soon as the bride showed up.


Paul’s ‘best man’ was standing right next to him, also
looking a bit nervous. Merlin, dressed in a black tuxedo, gray vest and small
red bowtie, was running a comb through his hair, trying to get every strand to
lie still and behave itself. So far, he was doing much better at his job than Paul
was with his.


For the millionth time, Paul glanced back at the rear chapel
door. Still no sign of the bride or her escort.


The chapel was nearly full, a tribute to Jaret’s influence
and magical wizardry. Some of the guests in the room were real, and some were
just holograms but even with Paul’s magic, he could scarcely tell the
difference. The crowd looked distinguished and prosperous as they sat in their
seats, conversing quietly amongst themselves. There were three photographers
working the room with cameras, snapping photographs of everything in sight,
flashes strobing every few seconds.


Where was Capie? She had Jaret with her, doing a really fast
shopping spree around Tahoe and in Carson City to the east, picking up last
minute items she deemed necessary for her wedding. Paul had heard her recite a
rather long list of things, too. When he had offered to help, she had simply shaken
her head and scoffed, “Men!” Wisely, he had not repeated the offer.


From the way she now moved and her speed, it would appear
that her spinal column was nearly completely healed. Just two days ago, she
could barely stand and walk a few steps. Paul didn’t know whether her acquiring
magical powers had fast-tracked her healing or if she was using magic to help
her muscles move properly again. The answer scarcely mattered to him, though.
She had the use of her body back again and that is what counted.


He sighed and tried to get his heart to stop beating so
fast.


What kind of husband would he be? Marie, his ex-wife,
certainly had an opinion on that topic. No doubt, if Capie heard it,
there would be no wedding. 


Could he do a better job this time around? Paul certainly
hoped so. He sure intended to try.


The blare of the organ startled him.


Blaahh, blaahh, blah, blaaaahhhh! Blaahh, blAAhh, blah,
blAAAAhhhh!


Paul swung around. Sure enough, the two flower girls and Capie
and Jaret were all there, perched just beyond the chapel double doors. Capie
looked radiant in her white wedding dress. Jaret, dressed in an old-fashioned
tux, tails, black vest and white tie, sported a dazzling grin on his face that
just oozed pride. The two flower girls, holograms for sure, started off down
the aisle first. Then Capie and Jaret together followed along behind.


A sudden urge to run for the hills hit Paul in the stomach
but his legs felt like rubber. 


Merlin reached out a hand and grasped Paul’s arm.


“Steady there, old man,” he whispered.


“Thanks,” Paul murmured appreciatively. 


Behind him, Paul could hear Parson Abrahams move into
position on the dais.


The flower girls reached the front of the chapel and moved
off to one side. Capie marched into position beside Paul, her face beaming a
radiant smile. Jaret dropped back behind her.


Paul’s urge to run disappeared. There were suddenly no
doubts in his mind and nowhere else that he would rather be.


He returned her smile, his self-confidence unexpectedly
restored.


Parson Abrahams cleared his throat. “Dearly beloved, we are
gathered here this day….”


The words faded out in Paul’s hearing. He only saw Capie,
dressed in that beautiful white wedding dress and wearing the diamond necklace
he had given her.


Then a nudge from behind.


“Huh?” Paul muttered uncertainly.


“Answer the question!” hissed Merlin.


“Oh, yeah,” Paul mumbled, turning back to the front. 


The parson was looking at him with a smug understanding
smile.


“I do,” Paul said, as confidently as he could manage.


“Do you, Copernicus Kingsley, take this man to be your
lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, till
death do you part?”


Capie looked at Paul and beamed. All three photographers
leaned inward to get candid close ups of the bride at that magic moment.


“I do,” she echoed as the strobes flashed simultaneously.


Merlin nudged Paul again. “The ring!” he whispered. Paul reached
back and took it from the other wizard’s hand.


The parson looked at Paul again, ever patient and
understanding.


“With this ring….” he prompted the groom.


Paul cleared his throat. “With this ring, I thee wed.”


“I now declare you husband and wife. You may kiss the
bride.”


This part Paul had no trouble with at all.
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