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Chapter 1 - Meetings Upon Meetings
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There was neither day nor night – a place neither on the Earth nor somewhere in space - a location with a tenuous existence at best – but one suitable for the Guardians. There they could meet and not be disturbed. They numbered fourteen. Eight were human and six came from planets so distant the light from their stars had yet to find its way to the telescopes of Earth. Most of them were old – by human standards, exceedingly old. The oldest was Drace, a human, at seven-hundred and thirty-two in Earth years. The youngest was Quinx, a relative newcomer to the team, who was only fifty-four. He was one of the non-human members. His physical body, if you could call it that, resided at the South Pole.

None of them travelled to the meeting physically. Nothing corporeal could enter the area between dimensions. They visualized one another relaxing in a circle of lawn chairs in a garden with flower beds, terraces, fountains and statuary under a clear blue sky and warm summer sun. 

Drace was the leader although his position was neither elected nor appointed. He was the leader because he was the most experienced, and over time, the others had come to rely on his judgement. Technically, they were all equal. 

When all were present he spoke. “Welcome everyone. It has been some time since it has been necessary to convene a meeting, particularly on such short notice; however, the interdimensional barrier is growing thin. This has happened frequently in the past. It is the nature of the barrier to oscillate. It never entirely fails. It serves to maintain integrity across the dimensions. Without it chaos would reign. 

“During periods when it naturally thins, it is necessary to maintain extra vigilance lest slippage occur ... contamination of life forms capable of doing irreparable harm. Should they cross, it would probably result in the cessation of life in the First and Mid-worlds ... possibly even the Third although we know nothing of it. 

“On only the rarest of occasions has anything slipped through and we have been successful in repelling it before serious damage resulted. However, some extremely powerful energy forms exist on the far side. Humans might refer to these things as demons or even gods, but their nature is limited by the dimensionality in which they exist. Should they find a way to cross, some of them would bring ruin. 

“As you know, there exists a tenuous balance between us and the Opposition. Whereas we seek to strengthen the barrier, or at least minimize damages resulting from entities slipping through, they seek to eliminate it. Therefore we need to proceed with caution. We must be careful not to alter the forces involved ... forces which, I might add, we scarcely understand despite our accumulated age, wisdom and access to knowledge acquired by Guardians long past. 

“Unfortunately what we are seeing at the moment is not the normal ebb and flow of barrier energies. Something or someone is attempting to open a portal. In the past, it was always something from the far side attempting to gain access to our three worlds. Sometimes the Opposition were playing a role and sometimes they weren’t. As we have learned over the ages, it is infinitely more difficult to breach the barrier from the far side than from here. Therefore, based on what we are seeing, we have to conclude some creature is attempting to open a gateway to provide access to our three worlds.” 

Pamp interjected, “A Nac-Belasken do you think?” 

Pamp was male, non-human and 638 years old in Earth years. In appearance he looked human because he arrived on Earth as a disembodied intelligence, occupied a recently deceased body, made repairs and maintained it over the years. 

“It’s possible but unlikely,” replied Drace, “Nac-Belaskens tend to be too busy accruing power in the Mid-world and occasionally in the First to bother with the barrier.” 

“I don’t know,” observed Scea, “Some of them seem to be branching out lately.”

Scea was human. At 87 years of age she was not the youngest. She was third youngest. When not occupied with Guardian business, she worked as a librarian in Sweden.

Drace nodded, “That’s true, and we can never take them lightly; however, I’ve been meeting with Neden, Molete and Tapern and based on their analysis, the disturbance is not linked to a magical entity at all.” 

There was a collective gasp from those in attendance.

“Are you saying,” asked Restellity, “humans are somehow tinkering with it?”

Restellity had a habit of multi-tasking and occasionally her image flickered just a little, but Drace had captured her full attention. 

It was a valid question. The Source, in fact, was elemental magic from which all non-humans emerged and eventually returned. Even humans in transition from physical death to the Third-world were creatures of magic. The only ones without it were the majority of humans who lived their day-to-day existence in the First-world completely oblivious to what surrounded them. 

Drace nodded, “Indirectly, that is exactly what I’m saying.” 

“By humans,” suggested Asner, “Surely you mean that tiny subset who are magicians, witches or use whatever other name people give to individuals with some supernatural abilities.” 

In the first-world, Asner was known as Herr Fraussner, a wealthy German businessman who, like Inova, was training magic users who might one day become Guardians,

Drace shook his head. “No, I mean everyday normal human beings ... the sort of people who work in office towers, drive cars, take transit, live in apartments or possibly houses in the suburbs.  Those are the people to whom I am referring.” 

“But that must be impossible ... isn’t it?” Asner couldn’t believe what he was hearing but had sufficient experience to know such a hypothesis would not be put forward lightly.

Drace nodded, “You would think so. However things have changed. There are more humans on this planet than at any time in the past. In fact there are more humans alive today than would make up the sum of preceding generations and many are concentrated in urban settings. It is our hypothesis humans have inadvertently generated a sentient collective consciousness through close proximity.”

Asner frowned. “That doesn’t seem likely. Even if such a consciousness could be formed, it would be highly unstable. Births, deaths, arrivals and departures would all tend to destabilize it. It would be bombarded with every conceivable thought and sensation.” 

“You’re absolutely correct,” agreed Drace, “But we believe the entity would remain viable once a critical mass of humans came together – changing from time to time – possibly by the second or even the microsecond as synergy flowed – nevertheless, an actual existence of some sort.” 

“Very well. Let’s suppose your hypothesis is correct,” continued Asner, “Sure the creature – if I can use that word – so formed would be ... well ... confused. It would have such a limited attention it would be unable to perceive the barrier for more than an instant much less analyze, act upon, and somehow destabilize it.” 

“Unless,” suggested Drace, “it was being directed by someone – possibly a single human, possibly a group – with some control over magic.” 

All the guardians grew silent. This was an entirely new concept and they had no idea how to evaluate such a tenuous hypothesis. 

“We believe,” said Neden softly, “more information is necessary before we can proceed to action.” 

There was a slight nodding of heads. They were in uncharted waters.

Drace spoke into the sudden silence. “We have determined Chicago is the locus of the disturbance, and we believe our best means of gathering information is to dispatch one of the teams.” 

Although Drace didn’t specify which team there were only four and the closest one was led by Inova, who, to those who knew her, was referred to by the name Mrs. McVenny. She sighed, “You realize moving my team from Toronto to Chicago cannot be done quickly.”

Drace looked surprised, “I believe you moved them from Toronto to Iqaluit on one occasion and to Germany on another.” 

“Yes, the latter cost one of my humans a finger ... or at least a part of one. My team is made up of three humans, two of which are deceased, three fairies, a gnome and a troll. Moving the humans is easy and the fairies can fly. The gnome and the troll pose problems. They need to travel on foot so to get to Chicago would take them a minimum of eight days. Unfortunately much of the trip will be through urban, heavily populated areas. That will prove difficult and could extend travel time by as much as a week.” 

“Can’t they travel at night?” asked Scea. 

Inova nodded, “That’s a possibility, but night travel through the Mid-world is risky. Still I can send them. I just want it understood this may take a while.” 

Drace nodded, “Very well. The barrier is sufficiently stable I don’t see any immediate problems. I think we can afford to wait a couple of weeks.” 

“However,” continued Inova, “As you pointed out, this is a fact-finding mission. We don’t know what we’re looking for. That makes things much more difficult. For me to suggest my team go to Chicago and look for something unusual is going to get me nothing but blank stares. Young people travelling to a distant city will probably find just about everything unusual. In some respects, this is worse than looking for a needle in a haystack because both needles and haystacks are well defined. To request them to find some sort of artificially created consciousness trying to poke a hole in the barrier is impractical. None of them have ever experienced the barrier. Some don’t have sufficient magic to detect it, while others still lack the necessary skills. And since the consciousness in question represents the city, they’re going to find it everywhere or nowhere. I don’t see any way they can be of much use.”

Drace acknowledged her concerns with a nod and smiled, “Yes I realize this is difficult. In fact, even if we, as a group were to descend en-masse, I’m not sure we’d be capable of determining the nature and source of the anomaly. In fact our arrival itself would cause whoever is influencing the consciousness to refrain while we were around. The thing is, we have a problem and it could become serious – more than serious – it could threaten the very existence of the three worlds. Therefore we need to generate information, or, at a minimum, create a situation where whoever is seeking to penetrate the barrier makes him or herself obvious.

Inova raised her eyebrows. “You’re using my team for bait?!” 

Drace sighed, “Substantially yes.” He raised his arm before Inova could make a biting retort. “I understand you don’t wish to endanger your team unnecessarily; however, I see no other alternative. The presence of a guardian would warn and frighten whoever is behind this. We can’t keep one of us there indefinitely, and even if we could, there are many highly populated areas, and the magician – if such is the case – would simply move.” 

“Isn’t it possible the arrival of my team might have the same effect?” asked Inova.

There was a general shifting but no-one made any response. Inova’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, so you consider my team so inept that whoever is behind this will dismiss them as being irrelevant.” 

“In a word, yes,” said Asner.

Instantly Inova turned on him, “It seems to me it was my team more than yours who dealt with the coven last year!” 

He scratched his ear, “Actually they worked together quite well. However, the point is your team is made up of so many diverse individuals, they will always convey the impression of being incapable of interfering with anyone who has mastered magic despite such skills as they actually possess. Simply put, appearances can and probably are deceiving.” 

Inova paused. She wasn’t entirely certain whether Asner was insulting her team or not but decided it didn’t much matter. Her people were the only ones who could possibly do the job and therefore it made sense for them to try. 

———————————————————-  
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In a well-appointed room adjacent to the restaurant of a high-class hotel the gentlemen met. It wasn’t the idyllic garden enjoyed by the Guardians but it was sufficiently private so discrete conversations could be held over a first-class dinner. These were not ordinary men who lingered over their pre-dinner drinks. These were some of the most influential members of Chicago society. 

Mayor Ethan Kale sipped his rye-and-coke while idly wondering if it would be considered indiscrete to murder his rival and former colleague, Dennis Pritchard. The two had filed papers to run for mayor in the upcoming election, but they were usually in agreement about most matters affecting council. Ethan had no idea why Dennis had chosen to throw his hat into the ring, but he knew it would cause problems. 

At age sixty, Ethan had been in plenty of elections ... some of them unpleasant. He knew how to work a crowd. He knew how to curry political favor from those around him, and he knew if things got dirty – and he rather expected they would – how to manage the political fallout – and possible police action – to leave him unscathed. Dennis Pritchard was six years his junior. He had sat on city council for nine years, and for the most part, had been an ally. However, he had been a senior partner in a legal firm before entering politics and was highly ambitious. 

The other gentlemen around the table were Alex Strate, director of Chicago Light and Power, Keith Bushnell, the director of a major bank and Joseph Carwell, the largest developer in the city. 

Ostensibly this was a social gathering. These men met for drinks and dinner frequently; however there was a certain tension in the air as both Ethan and Dennis were vying for support although neither was prepared to come out and solicit donations with the other present. 

“Well,” remarked Keith Bushnell as he sipped his drink, “It appears Boston was a bit too much for poor Wally.” 

“He had six good innings,” noted Joseph Carwell, “Unfortunately there are nine innings in a game and the manager was just one inning late in pulling him.” 

“One inning and six runs ... and they were leading up until then,” observed Alex. 

“Were you at the game?” asked Ethan. 

“No, I was working late last night, but I had the radio on.” 

“Really? Troubles at work?” 

Alex laughed, “Are there anything but troubles? I’m trying to get my finances under control and the damn union is threatening to go on strike.” 

Keith Bushnell put down his drink and frowned, “That could become serious if we lose power throughout the city.” 

“I don’t think it would come to that,” replied Alex turning to Keith, “Of course there’s a risk but we can keep running by using our management staff. New installations would be off the table and repairs would be delayed, but I think we can at least keep the lights on.” 

“And if someone deliberately sabotages a line?” asked Keith.

Alex blanched, “Well ... in that case ... you’re right. We would be in a bind.” 

“Well,” said Dennis casually, “if things become difficult, I’m sure we could pass back-to-work legislation expeditiously.”

“That might not be as easy as you think,” said Ethen, “There are quite a few union supporters on Chicago city council and if we force the workers back, they’ll be crying crocodile tears in every newspaper and on every radio and television show they can manage. Not only is the mayor’s position open in the upcoming election, but so is every council seat as well. No-one who wants to get elected is going to sanction back-to-work legislation under those circumstances.” 

“That may be true,” observed Dennis, “But it’s also true anyone who blocks such legislation would incur the wrath of everyone sitting in a darkened house while the food in their refrigerator spoils. In addition, it could enhance popular opinion for individuals seen as standing up to the unions. There’s a lot of anti-union sentiment at the moment.” 

“True, but I don’t think there’s enough. If back-to-work legislation is brought in, the union will vote en-masse against those who support it. On the other hand, the general populous will relax and resume their lives. They’ll be glad their power was restored, but they won’t let it influence them at the polls.” 

“So it appears,” broke in Keith, “you’re in a bit of a bind. If you block the strike, the union will vote against you, and if you don’t, everyone else will; but under neither circumstance will anyone vote for you. That being the case, you should probably go with whatever alternative minimizes the fallout.”

“So it seems,” replied Ethan taking a sip of his drink, “So it seems.” 

“How big a hit would you take if you just gave the union whatever it’s asking for?” asked Joseph. 

Alex choked and for a few minutes he was unable to answer as he fought down a spasm of coughing. Finally he gasped, “Give them what they want? Are you mad? They’d put me out of business!” 

“You could always raise rates to cover the cost,” suggested Joseph, “After all; you’ve got a virtual monopoly.” 

Alex shook his head, “It’s not so simple. We’ve got a bit of flexibility, but to a large extent, rates are controlled at the state level. Certainly we couldn’t unilaterally raise them sufficiently to cover the cost of union plundering. The union’s asking for a five dollar an hour increase.”

Keith spluttered into his drink, and like Alex, spent the next few minutes coughing. Finally he gasped, “They’re insane!” 

“Well,” replied Alex, “That’s their initial position. They know they’re not going to get it but I think they want to scare us into settling for a dollar. The problem is, even a dollar is a ten percent boost and we could never increase revenue by ten percent. We couldn’t even come close; so if they force me to a dollar, I’ll have to cut back on personnel. Obviously they won’t like it, but what can you do?” 

“Can you cut personnel without impacting service?” asked Dennis. 

Alex shrugged, “To some extent. On a day-to-day basis we could, but if there was a major wind or ice-storm and a large number of power lines got knocked down, it would take us much longer to get back up.” 

“At least you could tell the press it was an act of God as opposed to a union walkout.” 

“True, but you have to realize the union would be crying from the rooftops about how we cut back their staff and suddenly they can’t fulfil their mandate in a timely fashion. We’d look like villains no matter how you cut it.”  

Dennis was thinking, “Well then how about you do a little preparatory work. In any organization there are always a few people who don’t pull their weight. Get a spy into the union to find out who they are. Then get him to take photographs of people ... say, sleeping when they should be working, or just standing around while others do the job. Then if the union complains about workers being laid off you can bring evidence forward and complain they’re lazy. People who have been sitting around for a few days waiting for their power to be restored will be prepared to blame anyone. It’s true the pictures would be out-of-date, but you could present them as examples of union sloth. I doubt the public at large would place a fine distinction on the timeframe. After all, they’d be looking for a scapegoat and the union would be pointing fingers at you, but you’d be able to point right back. Personally I think it might work.”

“What we really need in this country is a congress with sufficient intelligence to put a stop to unions altogether,” said Keith Bushnell. He was a large man at six feet four inches and carrying two-hundred and ten pounds. During his college days he’d played football and liked to think of himself as being in-shape although he was several pounds too heavy, had far too many drinks and was known on occasion to indulge in a good cigar. 

“I quite agree with you,” said Dennis. 

Ethan winced. As an incumbent he had to be circumspect about what he said even in private and he didn’t think he was in any position to take a hard stand against a large block of voters. Dennis, however, as the challenger, was better positioned to take some risks and it was becoming clear he wanted the support of these particular men, as did Ethan for that matter. In the past he could have counted on their support without question, but with Dennis in the race ... things might be different.

He tried to change the topic, “So, Joseph, how’s the big development project of yours on South Shore coming along?” That particular project consisted of six massive towers, some smaller buildings, a cultural centre, along with a golf course and yacht harbor for the city’s elite. Ethan had done a lot of work to get the zoning changed and he wanted to remind Joseph of the fact. However, Joseph’s mind was on other matters. 

“Not going well,” he said shortly, “And you can place that at the feet of the trades’ unions too. I’ve had no less than six – no make that seven – work stoppages or slowdowns since the project began. Frankly I’m getting pretty sick of the whole thing.” 

“Oh that’s too bad,” replied Ethan trying to sound as sympathetic as possible despite the fact he couldn’t care if the work was never finished. He’d done his part. 

Keith looked concerned. His bank had financed a major part of the project, and should it fall apart, the bank would take a nasty hit. Even worse, he would have a tense, uncomfortable session with the board of directors; possibly even be forced to resign. 

“How far behind are you?” he asked. 

Joseph considered, “I’d guess about two months but I think we can make up a lot of time over the summer provided we don’t get any more stoppages. That’s a big ‘if’, of course.” 

“So why are the workers unhappy?” asked Dennis. 

“Chiefly because they’re expected to work I think. They’d much rather sit on their fat rear-ends and get paid for doing nothing. I think the union management has been infiltrated by communists.” 

“Really?” asked Keith. “I thought the great red menace was drastically overstated ... just something to fill newspaper columns on slow news days.” 

Joseph sighed, “I suppose you’re right. I doubt these people are actually affiliated with the Communist party. It’s just they hold many of the same beliefs ... namely the poor downtrodden workers are being exploited by the North American industrial military complex. All workers are saints and all managers are sinners, and that’s the way it is.” 

“You really think they believe that?” 

“Perhaps not quite that way, but let there be some minor problem or inconvenience and they immediately call for a walkout. There are a few agitators who are just spoiling for a fight and all a supervisor has to do is say ‘good morning’ and they’ll be convinced he’s putting them down. You have to be pretty tough to work in construction so some conflicts are expected, and a bit of swearing never hurt anyone ... except these days it seems to escalate into a job action.” 

“So can’t you fire the agitators?” asked Dennis.

“No, seniority is everything and even if they mess up you still can’t get rid of them ... unless they mess up so badly even the union doesn’t want them around.” 

“Perhaps that’s your solution then,” suggested Dennis.

“How so?” 

“It’s probably impractical to run three shifts on a construction site right? I mean, yes, you can have plenty of lights, but it’s not practical to do most jobs at night. Therefore no-one’s around and you’ve got any number of managers or supervisors who aren’t part of the union if you catch my drift.” 

Joseph sighed, “Yeah, I catch your drift alright. But it’s not that easy. They generally work in close quarters so they can see what each other’s doing. If I had someone mess up the work overnight, they’d all know it wasn’t them.” 

Dennis nodded, “Okay, then how about something not job related?” 

“What sort of thing?” 

“Presumably they have lockers or somewhere, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

“So suppose there was a sudden locker inspection revealing a couple of the worst agitators appeared to be drinking on the job.” 

“Possibly, but the union wouldn’t allow surprise inspections unless there was evidence to begin with. For example, if one of the guys was staggering around drunk, that would be sufficient; but I don’t think it could happen for anything less. Besides, their lockers are locked.” 

“But don’t you have a master key? After all, what if someone just walks away? You’d need to open his locker to clean it out.” 

He shrugged. “We’d just saw the lock off. Most of them use combination locks so there isn’t a key.” 

Alex cut in. “Suppose you offered them a bonus for early completion of a segment. That way they’d be less likely to want job stoppages.” 

Joseph nodded, “I’ve been thinking about that, but if I offer them a bonus it’s going to have to be large enough to get them interested and my profits will take a hit. Our investors won’t like that for one minute.” 

“Ah, but when all the development is finished, you’re going to be selling units and can increase the price to recover the cost.”

“Maybe, but there’s a lot of development going on in Chicago these days so there may be difficulties come sales time.” 

Alex shook his head. “You have a prime location – overlooking the water – close to a golf course and yacht club. I’m guessing you could double your prices and buyers would still flock to your door.” 

Joseph chuckled and took a sip of his drink. “What you say is true and I’ll probably go that route but you can be certain my investors know it, so they’ll still see bonuses as a hit to their profits. Of course they’ll make out like bandits, but no matter how much they make they’ll always want more.” 

There was general laughter in the room. 

“Well,” suggested Ethan, “That’s pretty much like all of us isn’t it?” 

“So Ethan,” said Keith, “How are things going at city hall these days?” 

“Oh, pretty much as usual. Half the councillors hate the other half, but they keep changing sides so you can’t tell which half is which. Suggest upgrading a stop-sign to a stoplight and you’ll have a fifteen hour debate on your hands with plenty of name calling in the process. If we were a private company we’d go bankrupt, but as long as we’re part of government, things somehow stagger from crises to crises. Now we’re in an election, so work is at a minimum. I mean we’re supposed to campaign outside of business hours but that’s a farce. In fact, Dennis and I are rivals ... friendly rivals I hope but rivals nonetheless.”

Keith nodded, “Yes I was wondering about that Dennis. Why did you decide to run for mayor? You’ve got a pretty good relationship with Ethan here.” 

“That’s true,” Dennis replied, “But I’ve always been ambitions and thought it was time to try for the top job. I’m certain whoever wins, Ethan and I will be able to work together.” 

Keith smiled, “It’s all very well to say you’re ambitious, but aren’t you suppose to say you’re in it for the betterment of the public?” 

“Oh, of course, and if there was a newspaper person within a hundred yards of us, I’d say serving the public was my first and foremost priority. Every politician says that and precious few mean it.”

There was a discrete knock at the door and conversation ceased while a waiter entered pushing a trolley. Dinners were neatly arranged on it. Moving silently on the dark-brown plush woven carpet which nicely matched the oak paneling, he quickly placed the plates – each with its monogrammed cover – in front of the appropriate gentleman and made his exit silently pushing his cart in front of him.

“You’ve got to give the chef here credit. He understands steak and how to cook it,” observed Keith. 

“That’s true,” echoed Ethan, “I understand he was under-chef at a top restaurant in New York before moving to Chicago.”

“Do you think he’ll stay?” asked Joseph, “After all, he might have a future in France.” 

Ethan considered, “Well I suppose he might. He is first rate after all, and they say most of the top chefs spend time in France. Personally I don’t care much for French cuisine. I find the sauces they use a bit heavy. What are you having Dennis?”

“I’m having the Balsamic Lamb Chops.”

Ethan chuckled, “Now, there’s a good councillor. He understands voters are like lambs to the slaughter and he’s dining on one of them.” 

“And he’s a particularly delicious specimen too,” Dennis quipped which garnered a further chuckle. 

“So getting back to the construction project,” commented Keith. “Ethan, isn’t there some way council can help Joseph deal with the union issues?” 

“Not during the middle of an election there isn’t.”

“No, but afterwards. I mean the election campaign runs for only two months and then council will get back to such business as they can manage. There’ll still be plenty of work left, so having stoppage declared illegal would assist Joseph considerably.” 

And you too thought Ethan. He was perfectly aware Keith was concerned about possible repercussions should Joseph be forced out of business. He was the largest contractor in the city and his failure would generate a domino effect among suppliers creating havoc for everyone. 

“Well ... if I happen to be elected mayor when all this is over, I’ll certainly see what I can do.” It was the sort of statement offering everything and promising nothing. 

“Good point,” continued Keith, “What about you Dennis? If you become mayor would you be willing to pass legislation preventing work stoppages?”

“I could try, but you have to realize a mayor can do only so much. Whether I could, or could not swing such legislation, depends on the composition of the new council. If, on balance, we have a group of individuals who recognize the importance of development, I’m sure they would be agreeable. On the other hand, if the council leans left, they’ll never let it through; so it’s difficult to promise anything until I see what I’ve got to work with. And of course, it’s possible neither Ethan nor I will be mayor.”

Keith winced. “Oh please. Don’t suggest such a possibility ... not even in jest.”

“I’m not jesting,” continued Dennis, “Gates carries a lot of weight on council and he has a fairly impressive power base. He’ll get much of the union vote, the student vote, the ethnic vote, all the left-wing vote and a lot of the black vote.”

“We can’t let that happen,” said Keith biting savagely at a piece of steak. “He’d destroy this city.” 

Dennis frowned. “Obviously I don’t support him or his policies, but if he’s elected he’ll have the same problem as Ethan or myself ... namely having to work with council and they’re pretty much all over the map. He’ll do everything to promote his agenda, but if we have a sufficient number of conservative councillors, he’ll be stymied at every turn.” 

Keith looked up from his meal. “Possibly, but even if council opposes him he’ll have sufficient moral sway they’ll have to let him have his way some of the time. After all, you can be absolutely certain the liberal media will be having orgasms if he’s elected. They fawn over his kind all the time.”  

Dennis smiled, “The press are a little left-leaning ... comes, I think from having a liberal arts background. And I think you’re correct, he would be bad news. But I’m hopeful we can get either Ethan or myself into the mayor’s chair and sufficient councillors to support us so we don’t need to worry about Peter Gates.” 

It was all very casual. It was all very polite. The drinks were good. The food was excellent. But somewhere in the city, wherever Peter Gates happened to be, he might have felt a brief chill run up his spine; and, if he noticed, he might have wondered ... casually of course, because he was an adult and not given to childish fantasies; still, he might have wondered if someone had stepped on his grave. 

———————————————————————
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The third meeting took place in what might be described as a ‘greasy spoon’. Located in a working part of the city it catered to mostly male clients who wanted good solid food at reasonable prices. It had a cook and three middle-aged waitresses who earned every penny of their tips. With low menu prices, they didn’t earn a great deal; but waitressing was their life and it put food on the table ... so to speak. There was no private room where discrete conversations could be held, but the general level of conversation provided sufficient privacy for the six individuals who crowded into a booth. They limited themselves to coffee because some had wives expecting them home for supper and the rest generally cooked for themselves, or possibly picked up a frozen dinner and heated it in the oven. 

“... and it didn’t help that much of the money came from the government. That’s right! Our tax dollars at work supporting a filthy rich corporation who turns around and lays off seven-hundred workers. I tell you it makes me sick! They’re supposed to represent the people, but they’re just corporate lapdogs sniffing the butt-ends of the rich. I’ve about had enough!” 

Andy Pollock was pontificating on one of his favorite subjects ... how government subsidies for corporate enterprises hurt the working man. At five-foot eleven inches, Andy loomed over most people. Some, he talked to, and many he talked down to. He wasn’t big on rational discourse and saw no need to keep his opinions to himself. 

“You’re absolutely right, Andy,” put in Devlin Brown, “And to make things worse, they keep us out of every business they can. Just try and meet with the workers over lunch and some stupid supervisor will report you to the boss and anyone talking to you can be fired. Yet they say we have free speech in the country. Hah! It’s a joke!” 

Not to be outdone, Devlin was as determined to set the world on a path to enlightenment and tried to make up in volume what he lacked in stature. In his late forties, he’d participated in many strikes and had been in confrontations with managers, supervisors and workers who weren’t entirely enthusiastic about having a union run their working lives. It was his job to recruit workers for his union. His opinions and activities had made him unwelcome on the premises of many corporations, making him a pariah to many of the very men he sought to represent. 

Anita spoke up. “And yet for all your big talk about how the government is exploiting the workers and how your unions are the only thing standing between fair wages and slave labour, what exactly are you doing for the women who work at the companies you represent? I’d say precious little! That’s what I’d say!” 

Anita Tellerman was a feminist and black activist. She had no use for government, no use for corporations, and frankly, precious little use for men in general. On the other hand, hers was an uphill battle because the labor force was predominately male and white; and while the construction industry was fairly inclusive of blacks, it provided few opportunities for women. In her mid-fifties, roughly five-foot five, weighing a hundred and forty-three pounds, she looked a little like a bulldog on steroids. She had never backed down from a fight in her life and never intended to. Both Andy Pollock and Devlin Brown were a little afraid of her. 

“But Anita,” replied Andy, “You’re absolutely correct. There is a need for more women in the construction industry. But where can you find female workers willing to go onto a construction site which can be a challenging place?” 

“Only because your male-chauvinist workers make it difficult! There are plenty of women who would love to earn the salaries construction workers make and who could do the job just as well as any man ... better than most, because when a woman does a job she does it. She doesn’t spend most of her day sitting around trying to drink coffee and avoid the supervisors.” 

“Anita’s absolutely correct. We need more opportunities for women at every level of the corporate structure ... from the board room to the construction site.”

This was Jane Mapleton. Being far more reserved, but possibly just as determined, Jane tended to stand in awe of Anita. As an animal-rights activist, Jane was sometimes overshadowed by the more strident members of the left, but somehow she kept her cause active, if perhaps not as front-and-center as some of the others. 

“The important thing is if we all stand together and make our voices heard, we can educate people in general as to the nature of the political and economic structure in which we live. Then they will clearly gravitate to our position and elect a government supporting a progressive mandate aimed at improving the lives of everyone.”

No-one actually laughed out loud at Collin Stile. For one thing they all liked him and didn’t want to hurt his feelings. Although twenty-two years old, he had the look of a high-school student. He had reddish brown hair curling by itself into whatever shape it wanted despite his best efforts with a comb. With an infectious and charming smile, his enthusiasm for whatever cause presented itself was sufficient to ameliorate even the most severe setback. Although somewhere over the six-foot mark, he carried so little weight he might have been confused for an anorexic, despite having a healthy appetite. In addition, as a senior reporter for the local university newspaper, he was able to spread his message to a wide readership ... a young readership to be sure, and one not always interested in voting, but a wide one nonetheless. 

Sitting back and contributing little to the conversation was Peter Gates, left-wing city councillor and candidate for mayor. Peter was a fairly astute judge of character and felt among this group his best tactic was silence. Occasionally he would agree with someone’s point and perhaps add a bit to the discussion, but for the most part he knew he had their full support which was sufficient for the present. 

“You know the press isn’t exactly helping,” said Jane to Collin, “Oh I don’t mean you of course. Your reporting is fair and balanced. What I mean is the mainstream media is totally right wing. After all, their revenue comes from advertising and it’s the large corporations providing most of it. It’s only natural they refrain from biting the hand feeding them. They slant their reporting so the public favors compliant politicians, regards regulation in any form as being un-American, and support policies undermining the public interest.” 

Collin nodded, “You’re so correct. That’s why I have to do my best to spread the word among university students. They’re still open to progressive ideas.” 

“But it’s seldom they vote,” added Peter. 

Collin turned to him with wide eyes. “That’s exactly the problem! And that’s why I want to spread the word through the campus newspaper.  Once they understand the issues and how the establishment is suppressing the working population, they’ll see the importance of making change through the election process!” 

Peter nodded, “Yes I quite understand and you’re doing good work. It’s just ... well, I think we need an issue with which they can relate, something they care about as much as good grades and having fun, something to cause them to sit up and take notice.” 

Anita snorted, “We’ve got plenty of issues! What we need is action!”

Again Peter nodded, “Yes, you’re correct. Action is essential; however, students on campus tend to shy away from politics. That’s why I think we need something they can relate to.” 

“Bunch of privileged white males,” retorted Anita with contempt. 

Collin looked hurt, “I know some are. That’s true. But there a plenty of students like me who see the importance of progressive policies and establishing a truly democratic government responsive to the general electorate.”

Jane nodded. “Anita has a point, Collin. I think you overestimate the number of students who are interested. Plus I think there are a disproportionate number of wealthy white males on campus. After all, you have to be wealthy to afford tuition and residence. That tends to skew the numbers.” 

“Should probably close the place,” suggested Andy. 

“No!” protested Collin, “Education is critical to progress.” 

“Ha! I never had no education and it hasn’t hurt me none.” 

That wasn’t entirely true. Andy was the oldest of those assembled and when he was young, education hadn’t been stressed to the same extent. Still, he had graduated grade ten, followed by time spent at a trade school, so his education was consistent with the norm at the time. It wasn’t really education he objected to. It was young people entering the trade who assumed their seniors didn’t warrant the sort of respect Andy expected. 

“Perhaps,” suggested Peter, “The students might become more involved if they thought there was a chance of easing residence restrictions.” 

Things such as curfews, the absolute ban on alcohol in residences and limitations on spending time with members of the opposite sex were a sore point for many students. 

Collin nodded, “You’re right. I’ll bet if I pointed out the regressive nature of campus residence rules, it would generate a lot of interest.” 

“What percentage of students live in residence?” asked Devlin. 

Collin paused for a moment. “I’m not sure exactly but I’d estimate about a third.”

“Then that leaves two-thirds who won’t be the least bit interested.” 

“True, but it’s a start,” observed Peter. “If we can get a third of the students worked up then we can suggest some issues of a broader nature. Maybe that will get the others going.” 

“But what can you do?” asked Anita. “Suppose every student at the university voted for you and you got in, you don’t have any say in what the administration does. If they want the rules they’ll make the rules and there’s nothing the mayor can do about it.” 

Peter shrugged, “There’s something to be said for moral persuasion.”  

“Like that’s going to cut any ice with those hide-bound old men,” sniffed Anita. 

Peter nodded, “You may have a point. So, suppose we make one of the issues on our agenda how few minority students and women are on campus? I don’t know the exact ratio off-hand but I do know it’s far from equal.  Suppose I suggest the city set up a scholarship fund targeted at blacks and females. A lot of people both on and off campus might support such an initiative.” 

Anita nodded, “Might not be a bad idea. It’s going right to the heart of the matter. Blacks are disadvantaged financially so they can’t go to university. That means they can’t get the high-paying jobs, so they stay disadvantaged. If more of them could get the same education as whites, they’d have a better chance.”

Peter made a note for himself, “Okay, Collin can push the residence restrictions as a means to get the students engaged. I’ll add a platform item about establishing a scholarship for blacks and females. What else do we need to change in society?” 

“Everything,” snapped Anita. 

Peter laughed, “You’re probably correct, but we need to start with specifics.” 

Anita turned to look at him, “No. We don’t. What we need is a revolution. Look at what they accomplished in Cuba.” 

Peter sighed, “Anita, if you follow the Cuban model, the FBI will be all over you like fleas on a dog. Remember, even though the communist scare has abated somewhat, there’s still a certain segment of the population who will overreact to any suggestion Castro has benefitted the citizens. It’s not popular and you’ll just get yourself in trouble.” 

Anita glared back. “I’m not afraid of trouble! What are they going to do, throw me in prison? If they did I’d come out with maybe two or three hundred women followers. The more they try to repress us, the more we’ll stand up for our rights. What we should do is organize a march right here in Chicago to let them know we won’t be silenced!” 

“It’s just I think you’ll get more accomplished if you aren’t in prison ... or dead.” 

Andy put in, “I’m not so sure a march isn’t a good idea. After all, we’ve got union issues, racial issues, and feminist issues. A march will help unite a lot of people. You know how power in America tries to divide and conquer. If we show solidarity against capitalism they’ll have to listen. After all, they can’t throw us all in jail.” 

“So where would you march from and where would you march too?” asked Collin.

“The South Shore Project will be where we end it. I guess we could meet and start at city hall,” replied Andy.

Peter shook his head, “Too far. Not many people would relish a really long hike. Why not convene at Washington Park and march from there? That’s only about four miles and would be a nice comfortable walk. Plus it’s pretty much parkland all the way so you won’t have to worry about traffic problems.” 

Anita sniffed, “It’s also dangerous. That’s rich white boy territory. There’re university buildings on both sides and it’s medical or law ... take your choice. If we tried to march through, the cops would be on us in a second. You’d probably be better off taking East Sixty-Second Street or East Sixty-Third. There’s not as much along East Sixty-Third, so the cops wouldn’t panic as quickly. But you can be sure if you march you’re going to get beat up ... maybe not as much if you aren’t marching through the white areas, but you’re going to get beat up anyway. Those cops don’t like blacks and they don’t like protestors.”

“With city hall out for the election do you think we could get a permit?” asked Devlin. 

“We don’t need a permit to walk in our own city!” shot back Anita, “And it’s time the cops became aware of that!”

“But Anita,” said Peter, “If there isn’t a permit, the police will have all the more justification for intervening.” 

Anita glared back. “Then maybe it’s time we went through them instead of playing nice.” 

Peter was shocked. “Surely you’re not suggesting violence?!”

“That’s exactly what I’m suggesting! Blacks have been beaten by police for years. Maybe it’s time we beat back a little. Blacks have been shot and killed. Well there’re plenty of guns in this city ... some legal and some not, so maybe we should meet bullets with bullets. If the cops find themselves in a fair fight for a change they’ll probably run like rabbits.” As she spoke, Anita tightened her shoulders and leaned forward.

“Right, first they’ll run and then they’ll call in the National Guard, declare a curfew and start a real massacre,” said Andy.

“Then we can start on them too!” 

“Now, now, calm down everyone,” said Peter. “The last thing we need is people getting killed and injured.”

“Doesn’t much matter,” sniffed Anita, “Black people are getting killed and injured anyway.” But although she wasn`t pleased, she let the issue rest. 

“Perhaps,” suggested Peter, “if we held a rally at South Shore Cultural Center, it might work better. After all, if there isn’t a parade then there isn’t as much opportunity for police interference. We can get a number of speakers to make statements concerning any number of grievances and we can notify the mainstream press so they’ll cover it.”

“A fat lot of good that will do,” said Andy.

“Maybe,” replied Peter, “But even if their coverage is distorted, it will still get the general idea out there. We need to provide them with some simple slogans they can run with. Their jobs are easier if we feed them talking points so there’s a good chance they’ll take what we give them and use it more or less uncritically.” 

“I can pass the word around campus,” added Collin with enthusiasm. “We may not get many students, but we’ll get some.” 

“You could get a lot more if you added a rock band,” suggested Jane. 

Peter nodded, “That’s not a bad idea. If we can get a popular local group willing to donate their time and energy, we’d get a lot more people out to the event.” 

“You’d be turning it into a circus,” complained Anita. 

Peter nodded, “Yes we would and who doesn’t love a circus? People would come for the music, come for the curiosity of it all, and stay for the speeches. We could hold the crowd by intermixing speeches and music. I doubt we’d convert many people to our cause ... outside of those who were leaning our way to begin with, but it would be a good event, spread some information and not be too confrontational. After all, if a popular music group can attract a wide variety of people, the police will think twice about interfering. The last thing they need is to see a picture of some policeman beating a mother with small children on the front covers of the newspapers.” 

“What group were you thinking of?” asked Devlin. 

Peter turned to Collin, “What’s popular on campus at the moment?” 

“There’s a group called ‘Rose to Violets’ who play at a lot of the dances. They’re sort of a knockoff of the Beatles with maybe a little Dylan tossed in. I don’t think they’re good enough to ever make it big nationally, but around here they’re quite popular. I don’t know if they’d work for free.” 

Peter smiled, “Collin, I wonder if you could ask them. You probably have some contact information back at your newspaper. Point out they’ll get a lot of free media exposure. That might make it attractive.” 

“When were you thinking of holding it?” asked Jane. 

Peter thought, “How about a week from Saturday? That will give us time to get organized and spread the word. Even if ‘Rose to Violets’ won’t play, I’m sure we can find some group. There are quite a number of them and I’m sure some will recognize the value of playing to so many people. Now let’s consider the main issues we want brought forward.” 

“Unemployment!” echoed Anita and Andy together. 

“We need more blacks and women employed!” added Anita.

“We need more of everyone employed and they need the protection of a union,” added Andy. 

“Which means we need businesses to stop harassing their workers when they’re trying to join a union,” noted Devlin. He was still stinging from a rebuke he’d received earlier in the day when he attempted to distribute pamphlets at a construction site.

“And we need blacks and women to be paid as well as white male workers,” continued Anita. 

“We need to put an end to corporate America robbing its citizens,” suggested Collin. 

“We need businesses to stop harassing blacks,” suggested Anita, “A white guy goes into a store and nobody bothers him, but if a black guy goes in there’s always someone hovering around to make sure he doesn’t steal something. Black people are no more likely to steal than white folks but you’d never know from the way they surround us in stores. We need to put an end to that.” 

“I think we should add something about housing,” suggested Jane. 

“Absolutely!” agreed Anita, “It’s a shame the condition of public housing these days. Whenever an apartment is too run down to fix and too filled with pests to exterminate, the owners flip it to the city, get a fortune in taxpayers’ money and then the city dumps the homeless into these places. The homeless would be better off living in a tent in some park if you ask me.” 

“In addition,” added Jane made somewhat bold by Anita’s approval, “we could say how it’s not right how universities and other laboratories abuse animals in the name of research.” 

Everyone stopped and looked at her. She immediately looked down and Peter came to her rescue, “Right, I think we can include that among the issues. Perhaps it won’t be one of the very high priority things we walk about, but it can certainly be included on the handouts we give to the press.” 

“Transit,” suggested Devlin, “It’s getting harder and harder to get around. If it’s not the traffic it’s the state of the roads.  Also, it seems every time you turn around there’s some breakdown on the ‘L’ and people are left stranded.” 

“You’re right,” agreed Anita, “There was a failure on the Orange Line a few days ago and I was stuck for two straight hours. They said there were supposed to be busses to move us, but just try and get a whole trainload of people onto a couple of busses. Most of us were left standing. They said more busses were on the way, but they never showed up. They just don’t care about passengers anymore.” 

“Uh, what about the idea to reduce restrictions for residence users on campus?” asked Collin. 

Peter quickly cut in, “I think we should deal with it separately because it affects a fairly limited number of people. It would be better to raise it on campus in your paper as a means of garnering attention, but I don’t think it would work very well in a more general rally.”

“But don’t you think students will be disappointed if they’re expecting to hear something about their concerns?” 

“That’s true, so don’t link it to the rally. Use it to generate interest. Point out the dictatorial approach used by campus administration. Draw a parallel to society in general and then promote the rally as a means of ameliorating society’s problems. That way they won’t be expecting it, but will still be interested since they see a link.” 

Collin nodded, “Right, I see what you’re saying.” 

Peter smiled but inwardly thought this rally wasn’t going to do anything for the students or anyone else. What it would do is provide him with considerable exposure in the upcoming mayoralty race. He’d be perceived as the champion of the underdog. He’d get some broad based and free publicity. Between the two it would serve to solidify his base as they drew closer to the polls. While it was true he was a supporter of the political left in general, he had an election to win and it came first.
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Chapter 2 - A Lesson in Magic
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Mrs. McVenny was working on a lesson in magic with Janet. “Okay now, easy does it. Try to levitate this envelope.” 

Janet focussed all her attention on the envelope. Inch by gradual inch it rose before falling back. 

“Not bad,” said Mrs. McVenny. 

“Not good either,” replied Janet, “I’ve been practicing for months now and all I can manage is to hold it for a couple of seconds.” 

Mrs. McVenny laughed, “Well, a couple of seconds will become quite a few more in no time. The important thing is your control is getting better. Remember when we started?” 

Janet blushed. Her first try at levitation had sent a hard object flying across the room where it almost hit her mentor. Since then she’d moved to less heavy things. At times, she could lift them, but more often she couldn’t. Although there hadn’t been a reoccurrence of the first projectile, envelopes had gone in all directions except where she wanted them to go. However it was true her control had improved. Things didn’t usually go awry, but she couldn’t levitate and hold something stationary for long.

“Alright, I think you’re making progress and I don’t want to over tire you. Magic can be hard work and you won’t always notice when you’re getting tired. I think it’s time we tried something entirely different.” 

Janet looked up. Normally sessions with Mrs. McVenny consisted of practicing things over and over. It wasn’t often something new was introduced.  

“So what are we going to do?”

“Fortune telling.”

Janet arched an eyebrow. “You mean that’s real?”

It was Mrs. McVenny’s turn to look open eyed. “Of course it’s real.” 

“But I thought it was just for ... I don’t know ... playing around.”

“It goes on all the time.”

“It does?!”

“Sure, think about it. The news on the radio or television always ends with a weather forecast. Someone is predicting what will happen with the temperature, the precipitation or whatever.”

“Oh, but that’s not fortune telling.”

“It most certainly is. True, they don’t do it with cards or the lines on someone’s palm, but it’s fortune telling nonetheless. They gather meteorological data, analyze it, and from their analysis they make predictions concerning the future. Everybody makes predictions all the time. They’re so common they’re treated as assumptions rather than predictions but they’re predictions all the same.” She cocked her head to one side and looked shrewdly at Janet. “For example, when you went to school this morning you assumed, predicted, there would be teachers in attendance. Likewise, when you got out of bed you made use of a weather prediction to select your clothes. Had the forecast called for rain you probably would have taken an umbrella. People purchasing stocks predict their value will increase. Generally, people selling stocks predict increases in value will be small, or at least smaller than what might be achieved in other investments. People make predictions all the time.” 

“Well, yes, of course they do, but that’s not fortune telling.” 

“Yes it is. The reason you think it’s not is because it’s done with science, or at least numbers as opposed to magic. Mind you, some days I think the meteorologists are using magic and aren’t very good at it.” 

“So you want me to what ... predict the weather?” Janet looked dubiously at her mentor. 

“No, there are plenty of perfectly good weather predictions now and most are accurate, or at least sufficiently close so we can make use of them. I want you to learn how to use magic to untangle human fate.”

“I can understand what you’re saying, and it’s true, that’s real fortune telling, but I’m not sure it’s possible.”

“Of course it’s possible. Even among people without any magical ability there are those who make a living by predicting the future. Making predictions is easy. Getting them right is a bit tricky.”

Janet laughed, “Okay, but is the future already determined?” 

“Absolutely not, which is what makes predicting with any degree of accuracy so difficult.” 

“Well if it’s random then how can I ...”

“I didn’t say it was random. I said it wasn’t determined. Look, if you go out in the backyard and throw a ball, can you say, to the inch, where it will stop?”

“No of course not.”

“But you can determine which direction it will land because you threw it. And based on your experience you can guess approximately where it will wind up. So, while you can’t predict the future perfectly, you can get a general idea where things are going. Now of course, human fate is a lot more complex than throwing a ball, but on the plus side, humans tend to operate in large groups, so for example, tomorrow morning a large number of people will set off on their daily journey to work and most of them will arrive safely. There might be a few accidents and some might not make it or maybe a few will wake up feeling sick and refrain from going, but over the population as a whole, the vast majority of those who have day jobs will get up, set out on their daily journey and be successful.”

She shifted in her chair to be more comfortable and continued, “Likewise, you can predict a large percentage of young people today will grow up, find employment, get married and have children. Some won’t of course. Accidents will claim some. A few will find themselves unemployable for some reason or other.  Some will refrain from marriage, and some will choose not to have children, but for the most part, things will unfold as I’ve described.  Where it gets tricky is tracking the short term future of a single individual. The long term is much easier to predict because everyone dies in the end. In the short term it’s difficult to be accurate.” 

“But it’s possible?”

“Occasionally. And in some respects, it’s pretty easy. For example, without recourse to magic tell me what you expect your day will be like tomorrow.” 

Janet paused to consider, “I usually get up around six-thirty. I wash, dress and fix my hair. Then I have breakfast, brush my teeth, pick up my school stuff and head out the door by eight-thirty. I arrive at school about ten to nine, get my stuff from my locker and go to my homeroom. At nine o’clock the day begins with the national anthem and then things will carry on according to my timetable. At three-twenty the school day will end, I’ll get stuff from my locker, go home, do my homework, have supper, maybe watch TV and go off to bed. I guess you’re right. It’s pretty routine and predictable.”

“Ahem. I notice the practice of magic didn’t appear anywhere.”

“Oh right! I’ll do my homework, practice magic, have supper and maybe watch some TV.” 

Mrs. McVenny sighed in an exaggerated manner, “It’s tough to get people to practice these days.”

“I practice most days.” 

Mrs. McVenny chuckled, “Yeah, I know and you’re doing pretty well. Okay, so you can see a lot of things are predictable because you have experience coming from routine. That in itself constitutes a set of data you can use to make simple predictions. Now let’s consider something a bit more difficult. Tell me the name of someone in your class.” 

“Marylou Sinterman.”

“Okay, what is the likelihood of Marylou completing her homework tonight?” 

“High. Very high. She’s the most intelligent kid in our class. Her marks are always right up there.” 

“You see? You have a set of data regarding Marylou on which you draw to make your prediction. It might not be accurate. It could be something will come up to prevent her from completing her assignments – illness, an unexpected visitor, an accident – but the most probable case is she will do the work. The point is, you make use of some sort of data, examine the possible outcomes and select the most likely one. That’s fortune telling. The difference is we magic users have the ability to assess a larger, more fluid pool of possibilities, sort through them for the most probable, and then make use of it. It’s still the same basic process though. Draw some data, evaluate the alternatives, select the most probable and there you are. It’s not easy to be accurate though. If it was, everyone would be doing it.” 

“But regarding the alternatives ... aren’t they practically infinite?”

“Right, so that’s why you need to make use of probabilities. For example, it’s possible Marylou might be interrupted in her studies by the arrival of space aliens who kidnap her and take her away. But it’s not very likely. If you were to use your talent to look at Marylou’s future, the space alien alternative would be so improbable it would barely exist among the futures. Still, if you were an extremely perceptive individual you might be able to detect it as a faint trace.” 

“Okay, but suppose it wasn’t just a faint possibility. Suppose it was the most likely thing to happen. Then suppose I phoned her and invited her over here for a study session. The aliens wouldn’t find her when they arrived and her homework would get completed. Wouldn’t that be changing the future and invalidating my prediction?” 

“You don’t have to go that far. Frequently just making the prediction is sufficient to negate it. Fortune telling is seldom accurate. That doesn’t mean it’s useless. Yes, you may invalidate your own prediction, but the prediction was valid at the time you made it. A few seconds later, when you decide to act, it might change. If you were to go through the steps a second time you’d probably see a future in which Marylou came to visit and the space aliens were left empty handed ... or empty clawed depending on how they were structured.” 

“So by telling fortunes, I’ll probably be inaccurate, but may manage to obtain some useful information?”

“Exactly.”

“But couldn’t it go the other way? Couldn’t I derive information from a future, which, by predicting it, will alter it in such a way the information is not only useless, but may put me at a disadvantage?”

Mrs. McVenny smiled. “You’re absolutely correct. It’s these insights making me proud to have you as my student. Yes, so you should be prepared for the unexpected. Using magic just gives you a wider perspective. You always need to exercise caution and that’s particularly true with anything involving magic.”

“So ... if I can make use of magic to predict the future, can I use it to get rich? For example could I predict the winners of horse races?” 

“You could, but it wouldn’t necessarily do you much good. Remember magic allows you to tap into a number of possibilities and shows some of them as being more probable than others. If you predicted the winner of a horse race, you’d probably find yourself backing the favorite or possibly the second favorite most of the time. The actual outcome might well be determined by any number of factors and lie along one of the less probable timelines, but precisely because it is less probable you’d likely overlook it. If you wanted to make money by predicting the outcome of gambling events you’d do much better going to Las Vegas and playing roulette. There you can bet on red or black and have about a fifty-fifty chance of winning. While the two are pretty even, for any given pass of the wheel, one would appear more probable than the other and if you combined magic with a careful doubling of losses you’d likely win. The problem is making predictions cannot always be done quickly and you have very little time between spins. If, for example, you needed to consult a crystal ball or astrological chart you’d find yourself decidedly short of time.” 

Janet laughed, “I see there’s always a catch.”

“I’m afraid so.” 

“So how do I go about telling fortunes?”

“We need to find what works best for you. For example, I wasn’t kidding when I mentioned crystal balls and astrological charts. Some people use those things. Some people use tarot cards while others us ordinary card decks you can find around any house. Some open a book at random and draw inspiration from the passage. Some use one book and some use many. Some gaze at a candle flame while others close their eyes, listen to music and let their minds wander.”

“But aren’t a lot of fortune tellers ... uh ... inaccurate?”

“You mean frauds, and yes, the majority are. Still among those who have some affinity for magic, the means by which they access the future is highly varied. I can’t say I’d recommend examining the entrails of a chicken, goat, or human, but there are some, or perhaps I should say there were some because it’s largely gone out of fashion these days, but there were some who thought that was the very best technique. In your case we’ll have to do a bit of experimenting but I’m sure we can find something.”

“Where should we start?”

“Why don’t we start with a normal deck of cards? Do you have one?”

“Sure,” replied Janet. She left the room and returned a couple of minutes later with a deck in good condition. It was clear Janet and her mother seldom made use of them.

“Okay, now to start with, you need to think of a question.” 

Janet grinned, “I know one. What questions will be on my Geography test next week?” 

Mrs. McVenny smiled, “That’s my girl. Go for the useful stuff right from the start. Unfortunately, I’m pretty certain the answer you’ll receive is Geography questions.” 

Janet’s face fell. “That’s not very useful.” 
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