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SESSION ZERO






“IS THERE ANYTHING more beautiful than a fresh character sheet?” the man in white asked. “It’s a clean slate. Nothing but potential. From here on out, anything can happen.” As he spoke, he handed the new player a piece of paper along with a pencil and a handful of dice.


“Sure,” the player said, though she didn’t sound like she meant it. She scrutinized the blank sheet, perplexed by some of the options. “I guess I’ll start with my name…”


“Actually, you don’t fill in that one,” the man said, stroking his long, white beard. “A couple of the veteran players will come up with a name for you.”


“That’s silly,” the player said.


“Well, your character won’t even be able to speak coherently for the first few levels,” the man said.


“What if I don’t like my name?” the player asked.


“Don’t worry, you can change it at level eighteen.”


“Sounds kind of arbitrary,” the player said. “What about my stats?”


“Roll three six-siders for each stat. In order, no rerolls.”


“That’s harsh,” the player said. “There’s no point buy option? Or some sort of standard array?”


“Nope, everyone rolls the same way,” the man said. “It keeps things fair.”


“But that’s the opposite of fair,” the player said. “What if I get crappy stats, and the other people in my party end up with loads of eighteens? I’ll never get a chance to shine.”


“You’ll just have to make up for it with smart gameplay.”


“I’m going to be stuck with this character for eighty-plus levels,” the player said.


“Closer to sixty,” the man said. “There’s a history of heart disease in your family.” He pointed to a bit of text in the “background” section of her character sheet.


“Oh, great,” the player said. “So I could be going into this game at a disadvantage right from the start. Why should I keep playing if I don’t like my character?”


“Because there are no other games,” the man said, his arms stretched wide. The player looked around at the rows and rows of empty tables, stretching into infinity in every direction. “It’s this or nothing.”


“Fine,” she said, and started rolling some dice.


“Not bad, not bad,” the man said appreciatively. “I see a couple of sixteens in there, and nothing below ten. You’ll do pretty well. Now roll for starting wealth.”


“And that’s supposed to be fair?” the player asked, studying the table of income brackets. “The players who roll a hundred start with nearly unlimited wealth. Why would they even play the game after that? They could just retire right away.”


“That hardly ever happens,” the man said.


“Whatever,” the player said, rolling. “Thirty-four.”


“Not too bad,” the man said. “Lower middle class. You won’t starve, but you will have to work for your meals.”


The player filled out a few more fields, then studied the sheet closely. “Only one hit point… no skills yet… speed’s just one square, zero armor class… Wow, this game is brutal at first level.”


“Yeah, those veteran players really take care of you for the first few sessions. They practically spoon-feed you. Did you remember to roll for sex?”


“I can’t just pick?”


“Nope,” the man said.


“But I already know I want to be a woman,” the player said.


“Great,” the man said. “Most people haven’t thought that far ahead. You can go ahead and put an ‘F’ in the gender field. But you still have to roll for sex.”


“If I have to play this character for a lifetime, shouldn’t I be allowed to play the character I want to play?”


 	The man paused, leaning forward on the wispy white gaming table. He looked lost in thought for a moment, then stood up straight. “I’ll make you a deal,” he said, raising his index finger. “Since you have such a strong preference, you only have to roll to see if your sex matches your gender. The odds are in your favor. Just don’t roll a one.”


The player took a deep breath, then closed her eyes and rolled the die.


“…Crap.”













THE OPPOSITE OF MAGIC






“CLAW!” THE BEAST roared as it took a swipe at the nearest fighter. Enaj, noble knight of the Deromra Legion, ducked beneath the monster’s claws and attempted to reciprocate with a slash of his own. Though his sword glowed with an aura of Lacigam energy, it still bounced off the creature’s metallic scales.


The monster was the only one of its kind, having been created by an evil bio-alchemist. It had the head of a k’calb raugaj, the massive body of a raeb-krahs, the wings of a d’lab elgae, and the stinging tail of a d’nas noiprocs – all nonsense words to those of other realms, but in the land of Asu it was one of the most frightening combinations imaginable. With a near-impenetrable hide, razor-sharp claws and teeth, and a deadly tail stinger, it was a beast right out of a dark nightmare.


Fortunately, it wasn’t very bright. “Sting!” it shouted, as it jabbed at Enaj with its stinger. It had a habit of calling out its moves before it made them, as if its head had to issue verbal orders to its own body. And that might not have been far from the truth. The creature had the brain of a raugaj, and that brain wasn’t used to having such a mismatched form. Having only been created the day before, it hadn’t had much time to get used to all its parts.


As Enaj ducked away from the stinger, his partner Rehsa stepped out of the shadows and fired three arrows from her bow. All three bounced off the monster’s scales, but it got the thing’s attention. The creature charged at Rehsa, who ducked back into the crevasse she’d been using as cover. This gave Enaj a moment of respite while the creature peered into the crevasse.


A few seconds was all Enaj needed. “Rewop!” he shouted, and his sword glowed even brighter. Then he rushed forward and sliced off the creature’s tail.


“Owie ow ow ow!” the monster shrieked, then turned back toward the fighter. “Bite,” the creature growled before opening its jaws wide.


Enaj couldn’t pass up the opportunity. “Lunch is on me,” he quipped as he thrust his sword towards the monster’s open mouth.


But the blow didn’t land. The monster made an unannounced swipe with its right paw, knocking the sword out of Enaj’s hand and cutting his arm badly. Then it pounced on the fighter’s chest and bared its teeth. “Trick,” the monster purred with an evil gleam in its eye.


Another three arrows bounced off the creature’s armored rump as Rehsa attempted to distract the beast. But this time the monster ignored her. Holding Enaj down with its paws, it once again opened its mouth wide and went for the fighter’s face.


A small orb of green flame suddenly hit the monster in the eyes, and it winced in pain. It took a few steps backward, releasing Enaj from its grasp. The beast looked around for the source of the attack, spotting the caster just as another magical projectile hit. “Hurt!” the monster bellowed, backing away.


Rolling to his feet, Enaj risked a glance over his shoulder to see where the spell had come from. The Grand Sorcerer Drahcir stood on top of a large rock, his graying beard frizzing from the magical power he emanated. Peeking out from behind his blue robes, his young apprentice Mada nervously played with her pigtails as she watched the scene unfold.


“Nice of you to finally join us, Drah!” Rehsa shouted, nocking another three arrows.


“Yes, well, your directions left out a few turns,” Drahcir replied. As he spoke, he began to generate another fireball in his palm. Mada watched his gestures closely, taking mental notes.


The monster looked from one opponent to the next, calculating its odds. “Fly!” it shouted, spreading its wings. It leaped into the air but came crashing right back down, its wings unable to support the weight of its body. As it attempted to hobble away, the four humans converged on it. Drahcir’s next fireball knocked the creature onto its back, and Enaj thrust his magic sword into its unarmored belly. “Die…” the creature moaned, then went limp.


“It is good to see you,” Enaj said, patting Drahcir on the shoulder.


“And just in the nick of time as always,” Rehsa added, laughing. “Sometimes I think you hide until the most dramatic moment.”


Mada moved to Enaj’s side and examined his wounds. “I’ll have you fixed up right quick,” she said, rooting through her pack for some magic salve.


While his apprentice patched up the fighter and Rehsa gathered up her arrows, the wizard bent over the dead monster and squinted. “There,” he finally said, noticing the creature’s eyes. They were two different colors, but only because one wasn’t an actual eye. Drahcir reached forward and plucked the glowing stone from the creature’s eye socket. He studied the stone closely, frowning.


“What is it, master?” Mada asked, wrapping a cloth bandage around Enaj’s rapidly-healing arm.


“I’m not quite…” he replied absently. He gazed at the stone for a few more seconds, then stood up. “I must return to my tower immediately.”


“You sure?” Enaj asked. “We’re about to go back to town to claim our reward. Don’t you want your cut?”


“Keep it,” the wizard said. “Use it to get some better armor. I might not be there to save you next time.”


“Safe travels,” Enaj said, bowing. Then he and Rehsa returned their attention to the creature’s corpse. To claim the bounty, they would have to lop off a few pieces as proof. By the time they looked up again, the wizard and his apprentice were long gone.










“Tracy! Over here!” Adam waved at his friend, motioning for her to come over.


Tracy stood fourth in line at the coffee counter, sandwiched between two businessmen talking loudly on their cell phones. She shook her head at Adam’s invitation, gesturing towards the counter. I don’t want to lose my place in line, she mouthed silently. Then Adam held up two cups of coffee, and Tracy understood. She left the line and joined her friend at a little table next to the window.


“How’d you know I’d be here?” Tracy asked. Outside the window, the horde of annoyed-looking pedestrians picked up speed as it started to rain.


“It’s Monday,” Adam said. “You always start the week with a double espresso.” He slid the extra drink over to Tracy.


“Thank you,” Tracy said, taking a long sip. “What do I owe you?” She set her drink down next to a small glass vase that held a single red flower.


“Please,” Adam said, rolling his eyes. “Like you didn’t buy me a hundred coffees back in college. So how’s life?”


“The usual,” Tracy replied. “Likes, shares, comments, death threats… sometimes there’s cookies.”


“Death threats?” Adam asked.


“As of yesterday’s livestream, I am officially the fourth most famous trans woman in Fresno,” Tracy said.


“Wow, you think they make a greeting card for that?” Adam asked.


“My channel has nearly a million subscribers. I even get recognized on the street now and then. I’d get the occasional death threat even if I wasn’t trans. It comes with the territory. Surely you get death threats at the hospital?”


“Now and then,” he admitted. “Mostly from those ‘Covid’s just a hoax’ patients.”


“Sounds fun,” Tracy said. “You ever ‘accidentally’ jab ‘em in a tender area when giving them a shot?”


“I assure you I am always the consummate professional,” Adam said.


“Chicken,” Tracy said.


“At least I have a real job,” Adam said, winking. “So tell me, what did you say to piss off your viewers this time?”


“Nothing big,” Tracy said. “I was interviewing some transphobe about bathroom laws. She kept saying there should be guards at the doors of public restrooms, to do genital checks on anyone who looks too manly. So I – very politely, mind you - pointed out that if the guards were going by faces, she’d get stopped before I would.”


“Politely, huh,” Adam said, flashing a sarcastic smile.


“When have I ever been rude?” Tracy asked, gesturing towards herself with mock offense.


“So you have a million subscribers and it’s just trans content?” Adam asked.


“No, I report all kinds of things,” Tracy said. “You really should watch, I post news segments pretty much all day long. On the walk here I uploaded a video on that white rhino thing.”


“White rhino thing?” Adam asked, running a hand through his hair.


“Do you ever watch the news?”


“Get me a job where I have ten minutes to myself now and then, and… I still probably wouldn’t,” Adam admitted. “Tell me about the damn rhinos already.”


“They’ve been endangered for years,” Tracy said. “But the past couple of weeks they’ve been disappearing in rapid numbers. Like, hundreds gone overnight. No corpses or anything. Some people are blaming poachers, but there’s no way they’re this organized.”


“Weird,” Adam said.


“But it’s more than that,” Tracy continued. “Remember the thing with the bees?”


“Didn’t that turn out to be climate change?” Adam asked.


“Maybe,” Tracy said. “But strange things are happening all over Earth, and I’m starting to think it all ties together. There’s this new plant disease that has botanists stumped. Trees just seem to wilt and die overnight. The strange part is, some animals are dying of the same symptoms. What if the rhinos are ‘wilting’ and turning to dust?”


Adam didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t say anything.


“And there was that passenger jet that crashed over the ocean last week,” Tracy continued. “They found the wreckage, but not a single body. Where did the passengers go?”


“Washed out to sea, surely?” Adam offered.


“All of them?” Tracy asked. “Their seatbelts were still fastened. They even found some clothing. You’re telling me not one body would have stayed tangled in the wreckage?”


“So what’s your theory?” Adam asked, leaning closer.


“I think they disappeared before the crash,” Tracy said. “I think that’s what caused the crash – the pilot vanishing, I mean. And I think it’s connected to everything else that’s been disappearing or dying lately.”


“So you’re a conspiracy theorist now,” Adam said, leaning back with a concerned expression.


“Wait until you see how it ties in with the lone gunman,” Tracy said. When she saw her friend’s expression, she added, “Just kidding. Seriously. It’s just this one set of stories I think are tied together. I’m not about to start wearing a tinfoil hat or anything.”


Adam looked at his phone. “I’m late for work,” he said. Seeing Tracy’s expression, he added, “No, I mean it. I’m the last person who would ever call you crazy. Remember that time you walked in on me with the stuffed seahorse? Everyone has quirks. But right now I really have to go.”


“Thanks for the coffee,” Tracy said. She reached out and they held hands for a moment, then Adam turned around and rushed out the door.


Tracy took another sip of coffee. When she set it back down, she noticed the flower in the vase had wilted.










“Master, where does the magic come from?” Mada crouched on her knees next to a bucket of water, scrubbing the floor of Drahcir’s study.


“We’ve been over that many times,” the wizard said, studying the stone through a spyglass. A large tome took up most of the space on his desk, and it was open to a chapter titled “Magic Artifacts.”


“Yes, I know, but…” the apprentice said, pausing to find the right words. “You’ve spoken about invisible lines of mystic energy that run through the air, and you’ve talked a lot – a lot – about how tugging on a line causes an effect on the other end of the line. And you’ve told me all about how these were first discovered, and who figured out how to use them. But none of that really tells me what magic is. Where does the energy come from? Who put it there?”


“You’re not ready for that yet,” Drahcir said, squinting at the book’s small print. After a few more moments of struggling to read the text, he held the spyglass over the page.


“Then when?” Mada asked. She sat up for a moment, squeezing her rag out into the bucket. “I know the basics. I’ve cast my share of spells. I know I have a long way to go, but surely I’m ready to know where the magic comes from. Maybe if I understood more about how it works, I’d be better at using it.”


Drahcir looked up from the book and gave his apprentice a long, meaningful appraisal. Maybe it is time to let her in on the secret, he thought. Finally he closed the book and put the stone in a little box, which he then placed on a shelf. Giving Mada his full attention, he nodded and said solemnly, “I dunno.”


“Huh?” Mada asked, cocking her head.


“We don’t know where the magic comes from,” the wizard said. “None of us do, not even the grandest and eldest of us.”


“Are you being serious?” the apprentice asked.


“Yes,” he replied. “And that’s why this conversation must remain a secret. People already distrust magic users. If they knew we were so irresponsible as to use powers we don’t even understand, they’d lynch every last one of us.”


“If it’s irresponsible, then why do you do it?” Mada asked.


“Because others do,” Drahcir replied. “That monster we fought today? Sent by an evil wizard. And without our help, Enaj might not have survived. Sometimes the only thing that can stop evil magic is good magic. Without people like us, the evil wizards would have taken over the world by now. Or destroyed it.”


“Oh,” she said, looking disappointed. “So they have no idea at all? About how magic works, I mean.”


“We have theories,” Drahcir said. “Some think it comes from some all-powerful supreme being, but that doesn’t answer the question so much as moves it. Where did the supreme being come from? How did he get the magic? Rubbish.”


“So where do you think the magic comes from?” Mada asked.


“I believe it comes from alternate dimensions,” the wizard said. “Parallel worlds. When we pull on the magic lines to cast a spell, it yanks that energy from another realm, a world similar to ours but in another plane of existence.”


“That makes sense,” Mada said. She looked lost in thought for a moment, then very concerned.


“What troubles you?” Drahcir asked.


“If you’re stealing this energy from another world,” she asked, “then what happens to that other world?”


“It’s nothing to worry about, my dear,” the wizard replied, laughing. “If I’m right, then there’s an infinite number of parallel worlds, and only a handful of them would have given birth to civilization. The vast majority of them would have no life on them whatsoever. Wherever the energy comes from, trust me, no one is suffering from its loss.”










“Hello, faithful viewers! Welcome to today’s episode of ‘Tracy Leaves the House!’ Today I’ve picked a location suggested by one of my viewers. Even though I’m a little bit uncomfortable with enclosed spaces – seriously, I couldn’t come out of the closet fast enough – I’ll be exploring Fresno’s cave system with my good friend, Asher! Say hi, Asher!”


“Hi!” Asher waved into the camera, smiling.


“Regular viewers will remember Asher from our segments on kayaking, and that camping episode with the unfortunate marshmallow incident. But Asher’s eyebrows have grown back and now he’s ready to be on camera again. Asher’s an advanced spelunker with years of caving experience, and he’s just itching to get me underground. With a bit of luck, he might even take me back to the surface when we’re done!”


“We’ll see,” Asher said with a big grin.


“Now obviously I won’t be able to broadcast this segment live. So in a minute I’m going to cut the feed, and I’ll post a full video tonight with the highlights of my caving adventure. Don’t miss it!”


Tracy switched off the camera and clipped it onto her vest. As she stood in front of the cave entrance, she felt an involuntary shudder.


“Second thoughts?” Asher asked, patting her on the shoulder.


“A little, yeah,” Tracy admitted. “But I’ve already promised my viewers.”


“I could take your camera in,” Asher offered. “You could add a voiceover in editing, they’ll never know the difference.”


Tracy shook her head. “Thanks, but that’s not how I do things. This channel is all about new experiences and facing fears. I’ll be fine.”


“Then if you’re ready, let’s head on in.”










Despite her uneasiness, Tracy was having a great time. The natural cave formations were absolutely beautiful. As she held up her cell phone to capture one particularly phallic-looking stalactite, she noticed Asher performing an odd ritual. His lantern sat on the ground by his feet, and he stood in the center of the passage, holding out his phone, rotating in a slow circle.


“Taking a panoramic shot?” Tracy asked.


“It’s this new caving app I’m trying,” Asher said, showing her his phone. “Whenever I get to a new passage, I scan it and it adds it to the database. That way if we get lost I can use the app to lead us back out.”


“Is there a chance of that?” Tracy asked. “Us getting lost, I mean?”


“Nah, I know this route by heart,” Asher said. “But good cavers don’t take chances. It only takes one wrong turn to get completely disoriented. Don’t wander off.”


“Understood,” Tracy said.


They pressed on, taking turn after turn, often ducking low or shuffling sideways to get through a particularly cramped passage. Every now and then Asher would stop and take another scan. After another hour, the narrow tunnel opened up into a huge open chamber. The light from their lanterns didn’t even reach the ceiling, and a natural waterfall trickled down the far wall. Five more openings appeared around the chamber’s circumference, almost evenly spaced like spokes on a wheel.


“Incredible,” Tracy said, taking it all in.


“This is why I brought you,” Asher said. “When you mentioned caving, I had to show you this room.”


“Nature is… wow,” Tracy said, shaking her head. For once she was at a loss for words.


They sat on a rock and enjoyed lunch together, chatting about some of the sights they’d seen on the way in.


“It smells so clean in here,” Tracy said. “And it’s the perfect temperature. I should think about a cave next time I’m looking to move.”


“I thought you didn’t like tight spaces,” Asher said.


“It would be a challenge, sure,” Tracy said. “But I think it’d be worth it. Have you been through the other tunnels?” She indicated the other openings.


“I’ll never explore them all,” Asher said. “Each one branches and branches and branches again. It would take a lifetime to see everything.”


“What’s that glow coming from that one?”


Asher squinted in the direction she’d indicated. “What glow?”


“I thought I saw…” Tracy said, then became silent. “Hold on,” she said, standing up. She walked across the chamber and peered down the tunnel in question.


“Don’t wander off,” Asher reminded her, climbing to his feet. He gathered up his gear and followed her.


“There!” Tracy said, pointing down a tunnel. The passage curved in the distance, and a faint yellow light undulated from somewhere beyond the bend.


“Huh,” Asher said.


“Is that a ‘huh’ as in, maybe I found something you didn’t know about?” Tracy asked.


“Could be a lantern,” Asher said. “I didn’t know any other cavers had found this passage, but you never know.”


“Maybe it’s another way back to the surface?” Tracy offered.


“Doesn’t really look like sunlight,” Asher said.


“Let’s go check it out,” Tracy said.


“Slow down,” Asher said. “Let me get another scan first. I feel kind of…” Then he started screaming.


Tracy turned around and gasped. Asher’s skin was rapidly turning black. Right before Tracy’s eyes, the blackness spread until it covered his entire body, right down to his eyeballs. His screams suddenly stopped as fissures formed across his face. Then he collapsed into a pile of black dust. His clothes crumpled to the ground, now empty. His lantern and phone clattered loudly as they hit the stone floor.


I’m not seeing this, Tracy thought. This is a dream. That could not have just happened. She backed against the cavern wall, then slid to the floor, hugging her knees. Wake up. Wake up. Wake up.


Hundreds of explanations whirled through her mind, and every one of them felt straight out of sci-fi. Maybe they’d found some sort of flesh-eating insects. Or maybe they’d triggered an ancient curse. It could even have been some weird new disease. The near-darkness of the cave made everything seem possible, and she thought she saw strange shapes moving on the far side of the chamber, where the lantern’s light didn’t quite reach.


“Doesn’t matter,” Tracy said aloud, then found herself offended at her own callousness. But it was true. Right now it didn’t matter. She could mourn Asher later, but at this moment she was in a survival situation. She couldn’t remember all the twists and turns she’d taken to get here. She wasn’t even sure which of the chamber’s six tunnels they’d entered through.


Asher’s phone, she thought, and crawled over to where it had landed. The screen was smashed, and she didn’t know his PIN anyway. Surely he had some sort of paper map as backup, she reasoned. Reluctantly she approached his clothing, afraid that whatever killed him might be contagious. Get over it, she told herself. Whatever just happened, you won’t be able to stop it anyway.


She opened his backpack and found, among other things, some paper maps depicting the local cave systems. Unfortunately, they weren’t a lot of help. None of the routes looked like the cave she was currently in, and she wasn’t even sure which entrance they’d started from. The good news was that Asher’s pack held plenty of survival gear – a few days’ worth of food, as well as batteries, rope, pitons, and some other tools.


Her cell phone didn’t get reception this far underground, but it occurred to her that she’d announced her plans online. When she didn’t post the update she’d promised, would anyone come looking for her? At least water won’t be a problem, she thought, eyeing the waterfall. But did she have enough food to last until help arrived? Would it be safer to stay here in the chamber, or start searching the passages?


There’s no way I’m going exploring, Tracy thought. But what if help never came? She had to at least consider being proactive. She had Asher’s gear. She could take it slow, marking which passages she’d tried, keeping a line that led back to this chamber. Maybe she’d be able to recognize the passage that had taken her here. Then she could keep marking the walls, looking for familiar landmarks. She’d taken plenty of video on the way in, maybe she could watch it and see what turns they’d taken.


But first she wanted to check out that passage with the yellow glow. If there was any chance it led to the surface, then it was worth a look. She rummaged through Asher’s pack, pulling out a mallet, a piton, and a spool of white nylon cord. She hammered the piton into the wall next to the passage and attached the cord. Then she clipped the spool to her belt so it could play out behind her as she walked.


It still took a few turns before she found the source of the light, and the spool ran out a few feet before the final passage. She unclipped the spool from her belt and wrapped the end around a stalagmite, then peeked into an opening to her left.


The entire room was bathed in the yellow glow. It was a roughly rectangular chamber, maybe twenty by thirty feet. The rock formations in this room didn’t look like they’d formed by accident. Several long, flat slabs of stone flanked the room’s sides, looking like benches. At the far end, a vertical block rose from the ground like a preacher’s podium. In fact, the more Tracy thought about it, the more the room looked like a primitive church.


The glow came from behind the podium, and Tracy immediately stepped forward to investigate. Embedded on the other side of the rock was a small yellow stone, about the size of a marble. It gave off a massive amount of light, so much that Tracy had to partially cover her eyes. She placed her hand on the stone and found that it didn’t give off any heat. Then she noticed a couple of words carved into the podium.


D’LROW T’FIHS


“D’lrow T’fihs?” Tracy read aloud, her hand still touching the glowing stone.


As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she felt a bizarre vibration all over her body, like the tingle she felt whenever her foot fell asleep. The walls of the cavern melted away, swirling toward Tracy before exploding outward until only blackness remained.










Mada slept soundly on a burlap mattress, in the same room where Drahcir kept his cleaning supplies. She was having a pleasant dream about baby tibbars and nettiks when a loud crash woke her up. Curious, she rolled out from under her blanket and got to her feet. She fiddled around in the darkness until she found a broom.


“Lacigam Torch,” she said, making an arcane gesture with her other hand. The broom transformed into a torch, illuminating the small room with magical fire. Then she put on a plain robe and set out to find what had made the clatter.


More noises led her to Drahcir’s study. She opened the door and saw a confused-looking woman stumbling around the room. She was a young adult with green hair. And she was completely nude.


“Madam?” Mada said, holding the torch out in front of her.


The strange woman ducked behind Drahcir’s desk, peeking out with a panicked expression. “Erehw eht kcuf ma I?” she said.


“I don’t understand you,” Mada said.


“Od uoy kaeps hsilgne?” the trespasser said.


“Lacigam Translate,” Mada said, wiggling the fingers of her free hand.


“Please,” the intruder said, looking exasperated. “It’s been such a weird day. Is there someone here who—”


“I understand you now,” Mada said. “Why are you here?”


“I got lost in a cave, and somehow wound up here,” the woman said. “So where exactly is here?”


“This is the tower of the master wizard Drahcir,” Mada said. “If you’ll come with me, madam, I’ll show you out.” Tracy carefully stepped out from behind the desk, and Mada saw her full body for the first time. “Or, sir, I mean,” Mada added. She held her hand up in front of her eyes, blocking her view of the intruder’s nakedness.


“Madam will be just fine,” the woman said. “Or even better, call me Tracy. And you are?”


“My name is Mada. I can’t send you out like that, let’s find you a robe or something…”


“Why does this look like a medieval castle?” Tracy asked. “I didn’t know Fresno had any castles.”


“What’s Fresno?” Mada asked.


“Okay…” Tracy said. “What city do you think we’re in?”


“This is Onserf, and always has been,” Mada said. “Least it’s been called that as long as I’ve been here.”


“Never heard of it,” Tracy said.


“See for yourself,” Mada offered, gesturing toward a window. While the visitor approached the window, Mada stepped into an alcove where they kept some spare clothing.


Tracy stood at the window and froze. It was well after sunset, maybe even closer to dawn. But between the full moon and the torches that lit each street corner, she could easily make out the details. The town below looked right out of a renaissance festival. Stone houses with thatched roofs lined the streets, and a guard in period-appropriate armor rode a horse down the street.


“How did I get here from a cave?” Tracy wondered out loud.


“I’m not sure how you got here at all,” Mada said, handing Tracy a robe. “Not only do we keep the doors locked, but Master Drahcir keeps an Aura of Aversion around the tower to deter thieves.”


“Aura of…” Tracy started to ask, but shook her head. “I’m not a thief, I’m just very, very lost.”


“I believe you,” Mada said. “Most thieves don’t work naked. Maybe I should wake my master and…”


Just then the entire room lit up, as wall sconces illuminated all around the study. Seeing Mada clearly for the first time, Tracy gave her an odd look. “You remind me of a friend of mine,” she said. “But he’s—”


“What’s all the commotion?” came a man’s voice. Drahcir entered the study, still in his sleep clothes. His eyes widened when he saw Tracy. “You!” he barked. “But that’s impossible… how can you… Who are you?”


“This person was wandering around your study,” Mada explained. “I don’t think she’s a thief, but she doesn’t know how she got in.”


“She doesn’t belong here,” Drahcir said, frowning in confusion. He moved towards his desk, never taking his eyes off of Tracy.


“Of course,” Mada said. “I was just about to show her out.”


“No, no,” Drahcir said. He picked up a pair of spectacles off of his desk, then used them to study Tracy more closely. “I mean, she doesn’t belong in our realm. Her aura is all wrong.”


Tracy looked from Drahcir to Mada in confusion. “Is this some sort of prank?” she asked, but they ignored her.


“Come, Mada, take a look,” Drahcir said, and handed her the spectacles. She looked through them and gasped.


“It’s green,” Mada said, and Drahcir nodded. “Master, there’s more. I think she might be some sort of shapeshifter. I saw her naked, and she had a… you know… man’s part.”


“That’s it, I’m out of here,” Tracy said, heading for the door.


“Lacigam Lock,” Drahcir said. He raised his hand and the door slammed shut in Tracy’s face. She attempted to push it open, but it wouldn’t budge.


“I’m afraid I can’t allow you to leave quite yet,” Drahcir said. “Not until I determine if you’re dangerous.”


“Oh, I’m dangerous,” Tracy said, marching toward him. “And you’re about to find out just how dangerous if you don’t open that door.”


“Lacigam Shield,” Drahcir said, wiggling his fingers.


“Ow!” Tracy said as she slammed into an invisible wall. Confused, she touched the air. “What in the world…” she muttered as she felt along the barrier. The edges of the wall felt mildly electric, and she could only push through about half an inch before some unseen force stopped her hand completely. It’s like magic, she thought.


Then it hit her, it was magic. Before, when the strange woman had said something about “translate,” they’d suddenly been able to understand each other. Tracy hadn’t thought much about it at the time, because she figured the woman was just bilingual. The other things she’d seen – the door slamming, the lights coming on – those could all be explained easily enough. Sure, it looked like a medieval castle, but it could still be full of modern technology.


But this barrier was either very advanced science, or it was magic. Neither explanation was particularly believable. So I’ve either traveled so far into the future that everything looks like the Middle Ages again, or I’ve traveled to a fantasy world with actual wizards, Tracy thought. But hey, at least I’m not going to starve to death in a cave.


Drahcir and Mada continued to discuss Tracy as if she wasn’t there. “Do you think she’s some sort of demon?” Mada asked.


The wizard shook his head. “I just sprayed for demons last week,” he said. “Besides, she didn’t try to eat our faces.”


“I’m just a human,” Tracy said. “And I don’t think I’m from this world. Or time period. Can you send me back home?”


The wizard and his apprentice looked at each other for a moment, then back at Tracy. “Do you know how you happened to come here?”


Tracy told him about the cave, the stone, and the magic words carved into the wall.


“Did the stone look like this?” Drahcir asked, retrieving a yellow stone from a box on a shelf. He held it up for Tracy to see.


“Yes, that’s it,” she replied. “I touched the stone and read the words on the wall, and suddenly I was here.”


“The stones are connected?” Mada asked.


“I believe it’s the same stone, simultaneously existing in two different realms,” Drahcir replied.


“Can it send me back?” Tracy asked.


“It should be easy enough,” Drahcir said. “I imagine it’s as simple as touching this stone and saying the words again.”


Tracy reached for the stone.


“Wait,” Drahcir said, closing his fingers around the stone. “There’s no hurry, and we’d love to know more about you and your world. Perhaps we could share an early breakfast first?”


It was a tempting yet terrifying offer. Tracy was anxious about postponing the trip home, but she was also adventurous enough to want to see this new world. And “Do things that scare you” had been her motto as of late. After a moment she lowered her hand and said, “Sure.”










The sun was beginning to rise when their food arrived. A white-haired waitress set a plate down in front of Tracy, and the smell was heavenly. They sat around an outdoor table next to a quaint little inn, surrounded by farmers scarfing down their quick breakfasts before heading to the fields.


Tracy tentatively took a bite of the meat, worried that her constitution might not be able to handle the food from this world. But it tasted similar to the steak she was used to, though there was a strange sweetness to it, and she wasn’t sure if that was due to the meat itself or the spices. It was cooked to a mouthwatering medium rare, and Tracy found herself moaning out loud.


“Four stars,” she said, prompting confused looks from her companions. Rather than explain, she asked, “What kind of animal is this from?”


“Elttac,” Mada replied. “It’s a beast of burden with hooves and horns. There’s one over there.” She pointed to a business across the street, where a customer loaded up an ox-like animal with his newly purchased wares. The creature had curved horns like a ram, but otherwise it looked just like its Earth counterpart.


“Ah,” Tracy said. “It’s quite good. So where are we? The planet, I mean. Is this still Earth?” In the distance she saw some very familiar-looking mountains, the same she saw every morning from her balcony. Except here, the sun was on the wrong side from where it should have been during sunrise.


“You are in the realm of Asu,” Drahcir replied. “In the Kingdom Ainrofilac, in the town of Onserf. This is a small farming community, though the great city of Nas Esoj is only two day’s journey away. Mada and I are the only magic users in Onserf.”


“So wizards are rare?” Tracy asked.


“Very much so, thank goodness,” Drahcir said. “Or I’d be out of the job. The farmers pay me to pull the storm clouds in when there’s a drought.”


“So you only have to work every couple of months, and you spend the rest of the time doing what exactly?” Tracy had shifted into interview mode, and she wished she had a camera handy. She still wasn’t convinced this was really happening, but even if it was a dream, she thought she might be able to turn it into a story later.


“Oh, I work more than that,” Drahcir said. “Farmers come to me with all sorts of problems. Injuries, diseases, lost children, broken items that need mending. I can’t always help but I do what I can. And when I’m not working, I’m studying magic. The more I learn, the more people we’ll be able to help.”


“So, why are wizards so rare?” Tracy asked.


“Not everyone can perform the hand gestures required for spellcasting,” Drahcir said. “Only people born with a specific mutation. See? I have an extra finger.” He held up his hands, fingers splayed.


Tracy counted four fingers and a thumb on each hand. “Extra finger?” she asked, sounding confused. Then she looked at the customers at the surrounding tables. Upon further inspection, she realized that the other patrons were missing their pinky fingers.


“We call it the Lacigam finger,” Mada said, proudly showing off her hands as well.


Tracy showed them her hands. “On my world, that’s the standard amount of fingers.”


“Astonishing,” Drahcir said, examining Tracy’s hands. “Your people must never want for anything.”


“If my world had magic, we’d destroy ourselves within a week,” Tracy said. She was about to ask another question, but Mada spoke up first.


“There’s no magic in your world? At all? What's that like?”


“Oh,” Tracy said. She thought a minute before replying. “Well, we have technology that does a lot of the same things as magic.”


“What’s technology?” Mada asked.


Tracy paused, trying to think of a good example they’d understand. She recalled seeing Drahcir magically light a torch earlier and it gave her an idea. “You know how you can light a torch with a magic word, but you can also light it by using stones to make sparks?” She waited to see if Mada nodded, then continued. “Well, technology would be like using the rocks, but on a bigger scale.”


“Like boulders?” Mada asked.


Drahcir snickered. He had an idea of what Tracy was trying to say, but he preferred letting his student work things out for herself.


“No,” Tracy said. “But let’s say you light a fire. Then you use it to boil water. Then you put a wheel above the water with upside-down buckets on each spoke. The buckets catch the rising steam, which turns the wheel, which you have attached to… I don’t know… something that needs turning.” It suddenly occurred to Tracy how useless she’d be if she ever got trapped in the past.


“There’s a mill down the street that uses a waterfall to grind the grain,” Mada offered.


“Yes, like that,” Tracy said. “Only with more steps and smaller components. We have carriages that run without horses, big wagons that fly, and little boxes that let you talk to other people from miles away. But none of it is magic.”


“How do they get the waterfall inside the carriage?” Mada asked.


“I… I don’t know, I’m not a mechanic,” Tracy said.


“And the people there,” Mada said. “Are they all like you? You know… women with male parts?”


“Oh…” Tracy said. “That’s… that’s very personal. But no. I’m… I’m special.” She sighed, not sure how best to explain it. She didn’t even want to explain it. But Mada looked at her with big, questioning eyes, looking very much like her best friend back home. She couldn’t just leave it at that.


“It’s fine if you don’t want to talk about it,” Drahcir told her, eliciting a disappointed frown from his apprentice.


“No, it’s okay,” Tracy said. “Most humans are like you two, I’m guessing. Male or female, and happy to be that way. But some of us… well, not everybody feels it the same way, but in my case I’d say it’s like I was the spirit of a woman inhabiting the body of a man.”


“We have people like that here, too,” Mada said.


“I guess you probably do,” Tracy said. “So, I’m in the process of using technology to transition from my original body to my ideal body. I’m taking medicines that are slowly reshaping me, and I’m saving up for a very expensive operation that will, uh, fix the rest.”


“Oh,” Mada said. “Here we just use magic.”


Tracy blinked. “Wait, what?”


“We have a spell that transforms men into women and vice-versa,” Drahcir clarified. “I’ve performed it on several people. They were just like you – their spirits didn’t match the form nature had given them. They were so much happier afterward. I’ve never had such grateful customers.”


“Are you okay?” Mada asked. “You look pale.”


Tracy’s pulse raced. She looked up at the wizard’s tower. A couple of magic words and a bit of finger wiggling, and her greatest desire would come to fruition. Now I know this is a dream, she thought, but that was no reason to pass up the opportunity. If this was real, she could be a full-fledged cis woman within the hour.


“What’s wrong with her?” Mada whispered to her master.


“She’s just realized we can help her,” Drahcir said. “And she’s paralyzed with happiness.”


“So you can… you can…” Tracy stammered.


“Yes, and I won’t even charge you for it,” Drahcir said. “It’s the least I can do after you’ve given us a peek into another world.”


But then Tracy got cold feet. What if it wasn’t safe? She took a few deep breaths and asked, “Are you sure it will work right on me? Since I’m from another world and all?”


“My translation spell worked just fine on you,” Mada said.


“You mean I’m speaking your language right now?” Tracy asked.


“Yes,” Mada answered. “Don’t worry, it should wear off before we send you back to your home.”


Tracy still wasn’t convinced. “How exactly does magic work?” she asked. “I don’t mean ‘how do you cast a spell,’ but where does the power actually come from? Does it… come from gods or something?”


“We were just talking about that yesterday,” Mada said, excited to share her newfound knowledge. She glanced at Drahcir, who nodded proudly. “So no one really knows, but we think it works by pulling energy in from parallel worlds.”


“Like mine,” Tracy said. And then the implications hit her hard. “Like… mine…” She went even paler than before and started breathing faster.


“What’s wrong?” Mada asked.


“Oh, no,” Tracy said. “I knew it was too good to be true.” She put her head in her hands, leaning over the table.


“Is this what happiness looks like on your world?” Drahcir asked, his face full of concern.


“We can’t use magic,” Tracy said. “Actually, you have to stop using magic altogether.” She went on to tell them everything that had been happening on her world. The disappearances, the dwindling animal populations, the decaying plants, and most recently, the death of her friend Asher.


“We can’t be sure that’s because of our magic,” Mada said.


“Actually, I’m afraid we can,” Drahcir replied. “I’ve suspected as much for a long time. I thought the odds were in our favor, but I was wrong. I hoped we were pulling the energy from an unoccupied world. But the existence of that yellow stone proves that our two worlds are linked. Energy lost by one is gained by the other. If we keep casting spells the way we do, eventually we’ll turn Tracy’s world into a dry husk.”


“But people rely on us,” Mada said. “How can we live without magic?”


“We’ll have to learn new ways,” Drahcir said. “If Tracy’s world can do it, so can ours.”


“But what about the other wizards?” Mada asked.


“It’s not going to be easy to convince them,” Drahcir said. “But I’ll travel all over the world if I have to, and gather whatever evidence it takes to persuade them. Most of them are reasonable, except of course for Yugdab.”


“Yugdab?” Tracy asked.


“A wizard most foul,” Drahcir said. “He’s a bio-alchemist who spends all his time creating horrible monstrosities, grotesque creatures never intended by nature. It was by his doing that I obtained the stone that links our realms. He’d placed it in the eye socket of one of his creations, in order to bring it to life.”


“What if we can’t convince him?” Mada asked.


“Oh, you can be certain we won’t,” Drahcir said. “I’m afraid we may have to kill him.”


“Master!” Mada exclaimed. She had never heard him propose anything so violent.


“An entire world will die if he remains alive,” Drahcir said. “You can be certain of that as well.”


“I’m sorry,” Tracy said.


“Why, what have you done?” Drahcir asked.


“This seems like such a perfect world,” Tracy said. “This is going to change your whole planet. If I hadn’t come here, you could go on living as you have been, none the wiser.”


“Knowledge often comes at a price, but it’s still preferable to ignorance,” Drahcir said. “And who knows? Maybe we’ll find a way around it. Perhaps we can reconnect the stone to another parallel world, an uninhabited one this time. If nothing else, the knowledge we’ll gain from all this will be immeasurable.”


The three stood and walked back to the wizard’s tower.










“That’s odd,” Drahcir said, examining the front door. “When we left this morning, did I forget to cast Aura of Aversion?” 


“I saw you cast it,” Mada replied. “It shimmered and everything.”


Drahcir frowned. “Be on your guard,” he said, entering the tower.


It was a total mess inside. Furniture was overturned, storage crates had been opened, and Drahcir’s possessions were strewn about every room.


“Someone was looking for something,” Tracy said, pushing a pile of robes with her foot.


“The stone,” Mada replied. She and Drahcir bolted to the study, with Tracy a few steps behind.










“It’s gone,” Drahcir said, holding out the empty box for the others to see.


“Who could have done this?” Mada asked.


“The only one who could possibly break the Aura of Aversion is Yugdab,” Drahcir said. “He obviously wanted his stone back.”


“But… that’s my only way home,” Tracy said.


“Mada, contact Enaj and Rehsa,” Drahcir ordered. “Don’t use magic – send a courier.”


“How are we going to get the stone back without using magic?” Mada asked.


“I wish I knew,” Drahcir said.


“I have a thought,” Tracy said.










“Master, the wizard Drahcir is outside.” The henchman was an amalgamation of several different beasts, but with a human head so that it could speak eloquently.


Yugdab looked up from the stone and sneered. “I suppose that’s not surprising,” he grumbled. “Keep the stone safe while I have a talk with him.”


“Yes, master,” the henchman said, as Yugdab stood and donned his most intimidating black cloak.


“Lacigam Teleport,” he said, and suddenly he was outside, standing in front of his tower. Drahcir stood about fifty feet away, his apprentice by his side. “Don’t even think about it,” Yugdab said, already wiggling his fingers. “I have counters for all of your spells. Any hex that comes my way, I will return tenfold.”


“I have not come to fight,” Drahcir said. “I need to speak to you about something of utmost importance, something that may affect the fate of our entire world.”


“So, you figured out the true nature of the stone, did you?” Yugdab said. “I only just realized it myself, or I wouldn’t have risked using it as the aremihc’s eye.”


“The stone is linked to another world,” Drahcir said. “An inhabited one. Every time we cast a spell, something in the other world dies.”


“Why should I care about some other world?” Yugdab asked. “I barely care about this one.”


“Because the other world is full of powerful wizards!” Drahcir warned. “Every one of them is born with Lacigam fingers. When they find out that we’ve been harming their world, they will send an army of powerful mages to destroy us!”


“Bring them on,” Yugdab said. “None of them will be able to match my power.”


“Please,” Drahcir said. “You must listen to reason.”


“Wait a minute,” Yugdab said, spotting a movement to his right. He wiggled his fingers and said, “Lacigam Reveal.”


A large stone turned invisible, exposing Enaj’s hiding spot. Another rock vanished to Yugdab’s left, where Rehsa stood with her bow drawn.


Yugdab’s eyes narrowed. “I thought you just wanted to talk,” he said. “This looks an awful lot like an execution.”


“They’re only here for my protection,” Drahcir explained. “Please listen to me, Yugdab. We were once friends, we can be that way again. If you will just—”


“Liar!” Yugdab bellowed, and his cloak flared in a crackle of magical energy. “You knew what you were doing when you came here. You knew I’d say no, and you already had a plan to kill me. You accuse me of practicing the black arts, but you’re the one who deals in deception. You’re the one who intended to murder. You’re the one—”


While Yugdab was distracted by the other four, Tracy sneaked up behind him and hit him on the head with a rock.










As Yugdab came to, he realized he was strapped to a table. “Lacigam Freedom,” he said, wiggling his fingers. But nothing happened. He tried again and again, but he couldn’t tap into the Lacigam energies at all. Straining his neck, he looked down at his hands, and saw that they were covered in bandages.


“Oh, good, you’re up,” Drahcir said, stepping into view. “I’m afraid we had to sever your Lacigam fingers. I’m very sorry, but it was for the greater good.”


Yugdab let out a string of curses and threats, pulling violently at his restraints. Drahcir ignored him and climbed the stairs out of the basement, locking the door behind him.










“What’s going to happen to him?” Tracy asked as Drahcir entered the study. Mada, Enaj, and Rehsa were also present, discussing the possibility of losing access to magic.


“He’s no longer a threat to the world,” Drahcir said. “Later today we’ll let the local law enforcement know he’s here. He’s got quite a few crimes under his belt, but the marshal was always afraid to bring him in. I suspect Yugdab will spend a long time behind bars. But right now we need to discuss your situation.”


Tracy nodded. “It was good to meet you. All of you.” She nodded to Mada, Rehsa, and Enaj in turn. Now that Rehsa’s helmet was off, Tracy was surprised at how much she looked like her late friend Asher. She wondered if there was also a doppelganger of herself somewhere in this world.


Drahcir set the stone on his desk. “You know what to do,” he said.


Tracy reached out to touch it, but withdrew her hand. “Wait,” she said. “Will using the stone count as casting a spell? Is there a chance it will kill someone from my world?”


“I can’t be sure, but I doubt it,” Drahcir said. “This isn’t the same as casting a spell. The stone exists in both worlds; it’s just shifting you to its other location. Even if that does require Lacigam energy, it shouldn’t take much. Certainly not enough to kill someone.”


“It’s a risk I’ll have to take,” Tracy said. She gave each of them one last look, then touched the stone and said the magic words. She vanished in a flash of light.


There was a long silence, then Drahcir picked up the stone and put it back in the box. “That’s it, then,” he said. “I’ll take this to the mill and have it ground into powder.”


“Now?” Mada asked. “I thought you wanted to do more research first.”


Drahcir shook his head. “If it’s as I fear, every minute I delay causes more death on her world.”


“And crushing the stone will break the link between our realms?” Mada asked.


“I believe so,” Drahcir said gravely. “It’s possible destroying this one stone will end magic as we know it, as we’ll no longer be able to draw energy from Tracy’s world. But there may be more stones out there, linking us either to her world or to others. I may well spend the rest of my life searching for them.”


Enaj drew his sword and studied the blade. His face appeared orange in the weapon’s glow. “When the magic ends…” Enaj started.


“If I’m right,” Drahcir interrupted.


“If you’re right,” Enaj said, “and destroying the stone causes all magic to cease functioning, what will happen to my sword?”


“I can’t say,” the wizard said. “It might immediately become a normal sword. It might retain its energy for years before it wears off.”


Enaj sighed and sheathed his sword.


“The other wizards are going to be angry with you,” Rehsa said.


“I’ll deal with that later,” Drahcir said. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have errands to run.”










The cave reformed back into view. Tracy was in the same chamber she’d left, the one that looked like a church for cavemen. She was naked again, but her clothes lay on the floor behind the lectern. She quickly put them on, gathered her things, and took a few steps toward the outer passage.


Wait, she told herself, and turned around. After a moment of deliberation, she returned to the podium. Using a piton from Asher’s pack, she chipped around the glowing stone and pried it out of the larger rock. Then she placed the stone in her pocket.


She wasn’t even sure why she wanted it. A souvenir? A reminder that she hadn’t dreamed the whole thing? Or maybe she just didn’t want anyone else to stumble across it. She wondered if she ought to destroy it, just to avoid any future mishaps.


She decided she’d think about it later, when she got back to the surface. She followed her nylon cord back to the central chamber, then sat down to think.


Her situation hadn’t changed. She was still stuck in a cave with no idea how to find her way back to the surface. She was afraid to explore beyond the chamber for fear she might just get more lost.


She thought about all the magic she’d witnessed that day. She wondered if those spells would work in this universe. She had the right number of fingers, and she remembered some of the gestures Dhahcir and Mada had made while casting.


Was getting home simply a matter of saying “Lacigam Home” while wiggling her fingers? Or did that only work in the other world? And if she was successful, would she be killing someone in Dhahcir’s world?


She pulled the stone out of her pocket and turned it over a few times. It glowed brightly, and she could feel it vibrate in her hands. The stone obviously had power here, so maybe the spells worked too.


But then the rock shuddered. The light pulsed, then dimmed, then went dark. As Tracy watched in confusion, the stone suddenly crumbled into dust.


So that’s that, she thought, shaking the dust off of her hand. Temptation gone.


She unclipped the camera from her vest and began watching the footage she’d taken on the way in. If she could spot enough landmarks, she might be able to find her way back out. It was worth a try, anyway.


After half an hour of sifting through video, she thought she heard voices. She turned off the camera and stood up. “Hello?” she shouted.


A light appeared down one of the passages, and it was getting closer.


“Tracy! Asher! Can you hear us?” a voice shouted.


“Over here!” Tracy replied, rushing toward the light.


“We’re with Search and Rescue,” the voice said. “Stay there, we’ll come to you.”


“How did you find me?” she shouted back, standing by the passage entrance. She could now see a faint black figure in the dark, squeezing through a tight passage.


“Your viewers contacted us when you didn’t post an update,” the man said. Tracy could now see two more rescuers behind him, their lights bobbing around the cavern walls.


Oh thank heavens, Tracy thought, leaning by the entrance. Her fans had come through for her. She wasn’t sure what she was going to tell them about Asher, but at least the danger was over.










“It is done,” Drahcir said as he stepped through the door. Rehsa and Enaj had gone to take Yugdab to the marshal, and Mada sat alone in the study, thumbing through an ancient tome.


“The stone is…” Mada began.


“A fine powder,” Drahcir finished. “Which I have scattered to the winds.”


“Did it work?” Mada asked.


“I don’t know,” he replied. “I’m not sure how to test it without causing harm to the other realm.”


“We should contact the wizards in Nas Esoj,” Mada suggested. “If the magic’s gone, I’m sure they’ll have noticed by now.”


Drahcir nodded. “Good thinking. I need you to ride out to Nas Esoj at once. I’ll send couriers to some of the other settlements.”


“Yes, master.” Mada rose and took a few steps towards the door. Then she stopped and half-turned towards her master. “I do have one question, though,” she asked.


“Hmm?”


“When you first saw Tracy, you seemed to recognize her for a moment,” Mada said. “Who did you think she was?”


“Oh that,” Drahcir said. “It must be my aging eyes. For a moment I mistook her for my sister.”


“I didn’t know you had a sister,” Mada said.


“She died when I was young,” the wizard said. “But that was a long time ago, back when I was still called Y’Cart.”


“Really? You?” Mada asked, surprised at the revelation. Y’cart was a woman’s name, which meant Drahcir…


“Indeed,” Drahcir confirmed. “I was much like Tracy. I felt like a stranger in my own skin. The first spells I studied were those that dealt with body transformation. I cast them on myself as soon as I was ready.”
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