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            Max Dedge In the Time of the Uniborg

          

        

      

    

    
      The time of the uniborg was foretold on a distant planet.

      So, what does it have to do with Max Dedge, loose wheel and occasional detective?

      This is just the start of the galactic event known as The BreakThrough, an event that could erase human existence, an event that could spell doom for planet Earth and possibly for history itself. It’s also an event that Max Dedge is blissfully unaware of at the moment.

      And that’s a good thing. Because Max Dedge is about to find himself shot at on an alien world, fried by magic in Mexico, investigating corporate underhandedness in New Jersey, following leads on a vanished Rabbi in France, and being chased by certain death from one world to another and in between. At his side, the wizard Jracilla who has trained all her life for this day, thief and nemesis Arturo Delgado who is forever up to no good, and Sylvester… a very special phone.

      Max Dedge in The Time of The Uniborg combines a unique fantasy experience with a mystery that binds two worlds and beyond, setting the stage for the epic adventure of The BreakThrough. The BreakThrough is set against a dynamically changing universe filled with characters who will helm their own titles.

      Max Dedge in The Time of The Uniborg is just the first step into a universe of magic and time travel, rogues and wizards, space jalopies and portals to other worlds, taking you to the precipice of what you thought science fiction and fantasy could be and then throwing you over the side.
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      Max Dedge perched his body in the boughs of the great ash tree like some kind of mountain cat, providing the mountain cat ate Slim Jims. Max always kept a few in the pocket of his leather jacket for jobs like this one, when he wasn’t entirely sure how long he’d be in the tree or when he would be able to make his way back to his car.

      He sat there and chewed the disgusting treat, looking through the business end of his phone and waiting to earn his money. His phone was a Velocity 3200, which would be the most powerful phone available if it was actually on the market. A bit bulkier than most, perhaps, it suited Max. And, while Max didn’t exactly care about the phone’s specifications, his Velocity 3200 included one feature that he remembered above all others: an advanced artificial intelligence routine that Max referred to as “Sylvester.”

      Max was startled by a familiar chirp in his earbud, as if Sylvester knew he was in Max’s thoughts. In less than a second, Max heard Sylvester’s familiarly genteel voice announce, “Your wife, sir.”

      “Ex-wife, Sylvester,” Max muttered.

      “Ex-wife, sir,” Sylvester corrected.

      The way Sylvester deferred to Max’s judgment, it was easy for Max to forget that Sylvester had been designed by a few people Max knew who lived underground in the forests outside of Montreal. They were so far off the beaten path, physically, organizationally, mentally, but none of that mattered to Max once he found Sylvester.

      “Put her through, Sylvester. But keep your lens focused on the inside of that window,” Max said. Inside that window, just a half dozen yards away in the dark, sat the bedroom of Lorraine Simmons. Max was waiting to see what her plans were for the night…and with whom.

      “Thank you for picking up,” Max heard Lily say as he adjusted his boom mic on the house. While the Velocity 3200 came standard with an impressive array of features, the addition of the boom mic made for a fine accessory on jobs like this one.

      “You’re welcome,” Max replied quietly, adjusting his weight on the branches. He didn’t care what the snagging bark and earthy dirt did to his jeans, white dress shirt, and sneakers. They were a business expense. “What did you need?”

      “The same thing I needed the last time I called you, Br –”

      “Max,” Max corrected, interrupting his ex as he had promised her he would do every time she got his name wrong.

      “Really?” Lily asked, her voice rich with sarcasm. “You’re still doing this?”

      “For three years now,” Max whispered.

      “You really think that’s going to make any difference?” she asked.

      “The amount of difference is significant,” Max said. “And I’d give you a list if I had the time, but I don’t. As it is, I’m only talking to you right now because I’m tired and bored. Now,” he said, taking another bite of the potentially meat-laden product, “what did you need?”

      Lily sighed into Max’s ear. “I have the divorce papers…Max. They’re here for you to sign.”

      For a moment, Max was distracted by the sound of an interior door. Someone was entering the house in front of him and Max needed to turn his full attention to the job at hand. “You’re still in that apartment in Signal Hill?” he asked.

      “No,” came Lily’s exasperated tone. “I told you I moved to Culver City just before Christmas to be closer to work. Why can’t you remember that?”

      The sound from the boom mic was getting clearer and flooding over the volume of the phone call. Sylvester was sending both feeds through the same earbud just as Max had asked him to do. It wasn’t Sylvester’s fault that Lily had bad timing, as she always did.

      “Sorry,” Max said. “But it’s not like we talk that much anymore. I guess I have a hard time remembering stupid decisions.” Fumbling footsteps found the stairs within and two people – two obviously drunk people – were kissing noisily as they ascended. Max muttered, “If you want to be closer to your douchebag attorney –”

      “My employer,” Lily interrupted. “He’s my employer now.”

      “Fine, Lily,” Max grumbled, realizing too late that he should have kept his mouth shut. “But some of us are self-employed and working right now, as we speak.”

      “We wouldn’t have to speak if you would just –”

      “We don’t have to speak at all,” Max said, his voice growing louder. “I’ll sign them on…Sunday,” he decided. “How’s Sunday sound? That’s just a couple of days away, right?”

      “No,” Lily told him. “It’s Wednesday.”

      “Fine,” Max said. “You know what I mean. I was close.”

      “Wednesday is not close to Sunday,” she told him.

      “I’ll be finished with this job by then and run by your place on Sunday, Lily. Goodbye.” Max tapped his earbud, disconnecting the call. “Sylvester,” he whispered, “I don’t want any more calls from her. Understood?”

      The computerized assistant replied promptly, “Understood, sir.”

      From inside the house came a loud thud. “What was that?” Max asked. “Did someone just get knocked against a wall or was something knocked over?”

      “I believe that was the bedroom door, as it was accompanied by the telltale squeak of a door hinge,” Sylvester reported.

      Max looked at the phone before him, removing his focus from the screen. “Good ear,” he complimented. Still, the display showed only darkness. “Whatever they’re doing in there, they’re doing it in the dark.”

      “Would you prefer I shift my focus ever so slightly into the infrared, sir?” Sylvester asked.

      Max couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Can you do that?” he asked.

      “Not at present, sir. There is, however, a firmware upgrade available that allows it to be done. I’m sorry to say that it is accompanied by the usual fee.”

      Max smiled at the computer’s apologetic voice. You don’t buy software from a bunch of hackers and expect it to be cheap. “Fine,” Max said. “Pull it from my account. How long will it take?”

      “Firmware upgrade will be complete in just under three minutes, sir.” Sylvester told Max.

      Max gave the display screen another look. “Well, we’re not getting anything this way. Go ahead and perform the upgrade.”

      Sylvester gave a gracious, “As you wish, sir. Oh, and you have another call coming through.”

      “Really?” Max grumbled, his thoughts turned to his soon-to-be ex. He should have realized she wouldn’t let him alone. She never was a fan of his lifestyle. “Put her through, I suppose. I’ve got three minutes to set her straight.”

      “Very well,” Sylvester said.

      Before Lily could say a word, Max launched into a lecture he was sure would shut her up. “Now, listen. This isn’t anything you have to deal with any more. We’re separated. We’re almost divorced. Hell, even our names are changed to protect the guilty. What else do you want from me, anyway?”

      A cough came from the other end, and Max knew immediately that it wasn’t Lily’s. “I’ve reached Max Dedge, haven’t I?” the gentleman’s voice asked from the other end. “I was given the impression I was calling a private detective, a very private –”

      “Yes,” Max said. “My mistake. I thought you were someone else.”

      “You told me not to put her through,” Sylvester reminded him.

      “Who was that?” the voice on the line asked.

      “Who are you?” Max asked. “And how did you get my number?”

      “How I found your number is only a trifle concern, Mister Dedge,” the voice told him. “As for who I am, let’s just say I’m an interested party. My name is Edward Cazwell.”

      Quickly, Max checked the visual display on his Velocity 3200 for the firmware download. With nearly two minutes to go, he shut off the boom mic and focused on the call. “And what can I do for you, Mister Cazwell?”

      “If your reputation means anything, Mister Dedge – and a reputation like yours is a difficult thing to confirm – you may be able to do quite a lot,” Cazwell said. “For one thing –”

      “Hey!”

      Max peered out of the corner of one eye far down to the sidewalk below and saw a large shadow standing down there. Though he was sure it was the shadow who bellowed, he hoped it would leave him alone for just ten more minutes.

      And Cazwell continued, “Do you still have that rigid disposition against guns?”

      “When you’ve been shot by enough of them, you develop a distaste. I know I have,” Max told him.

      “That’s too bad,” Cazwell said. “Because I’m going to need someone with a talent for taking care of themselves, perhaps even in the most dangerous of conditions.”

      Max wondered what was going on inside the window across from him. The light inside still hadn’t been turned on and Max was sure clothes were already in the process of being removed. He didn’t want to miss his shot. He was being paid to take it.

      “If you’re as familiar with my background as you say you are,” Max replied, “then you’ve heard of the fatwa against me. I still can’t travel within a hundred miles of Syria or Jordan, and even stepping into Europe can be dangerous.”

      Cazwell grunted a laugh. “That wasn’t a fatwa, Mister Dedge. That was just you pissing off too many people.”

      “Either way, the result is the same,” Max said. “I’m still walking and I never let that stop me.”

      “My sources tell me you haven’t worked outside of the states in several years, anyway,” Cazwell said and Max had to give him credit for knowing that much about him. The man did seem to do his research.

      “Why should I?” Max asked dismissively. “When there’s plenty of work here?”

      “Hey! Get out of that tree,” the shadow below shouted again.

      Max was sure if the shadow grew any louder, his hiding spot would not remain hidden. “Mister Cazwell? Can I put you on hold for a moment?”

      “Hold?” Cazwell asked. “What for?”

      Max was looking for a darker corner of the tree. “If you have to know, I am working at the moment and what I thought was going to be a quiet night is turning out to be not so quiet after all.”

      “You, pal! I’m talking to you,” the shadow shouted, putting one foot against the tree as if tempted to climb.

      “Firmware update completed, sir. Infrared engaged.” Sylvester’s familiar and reassuringly calm voice was accompanied by a sudden shift on the display screen. Through the window before him, Max could now see everything.

      “This might be an interesting opportunity to observe how you work, if remotely,” Cazwell offered, thoughtfully. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll wait with patience but do not put me on hold. I’d like to hear this.”

      Max wanted to reply but found himself distracted by what was easily the most acrobatic lovemaking he’d ever observed, which is not to say he’d observed very many. Of course, there’s always the Internet, but anything on display there usually has the benefit of a director.

      “You coming down or am I coming up there?” the shadow bellowed again.

      “Sylvester?” Max asked. “Can you give me a thickness on that glass?”

      There was a momentary pause. “The window, sir?” Sylvester asked.

      “Yes,” Max said. “The window.”

      Sylvester didn’t take a second to think. “Not with any accuracy, sir.”

      “How about the type? Can you tell if it’s insulated? If it’s a storm window?” Max asked.

      “Understood. Accessing Internet source,” Sylvester said.

      “Okay, asshole! I’m coming up.”

      Max looked down and saw that the shadow hadn’t hesitated and was already halfway up the tree. “Hold on,” Max hissed down at the surprisingly agile shadow.

      In Max’s ear, Sylvester reported, “Window found. It is a Fit-Tite brand exterior window, model number A67-555-ovuo-2. Constructed of clear quarter sawn Douglas Fir, featuring an Ogee pattern on the exterior face and kiln-dried to nine percent moisture –”

      “Sylvester,” Max hissed. “What about the glass?”

      “Okay,” the shadow told him. “Are you going to tell me what you’re doing up there?”

      “Total thickness: one inch,” Sylvester told a relieved Max. With any luck, he wouldn’t be heard.

      “Listen, pal. I’m just doing my job. Okay?” Max said to the shadow below him.

      “Job?” the shadow asked, his voice bearing the irate tone of a middle-aged man. Probably a supervisor of some kind, not calm enough to be a boss. “What kind of job?”

      Max looked back at his display, still pointed at the window. Within, the long-haired darling Max had been following for nearly a week was clearly visible in greens and reds, the distorted colors of the infrared image. Behind her, a surprisingly scrawny gentleman was going at it with more energy than Max would have guessed.

      “Are you recording all of this, Sylvester?” Max asked.

      Sylvester promptly replied, “Video recording began when you engaged the camera.”

      “Fine,” Max whispered. “I can edit it together later.”

      “Hey,” the shadow yelled again, getting Max’s attention.

      “Listen, pal. I’m a private detective. Okay? I was hired to get the goods – probably hired by the poor slob who’s married to that vixen in there,” Max told him.

      After a moment of hesitation, the shadow asked, “What are you talking about?”

      “None of your business, okay?” Max answered. “I’m just working for some idiot who suspects his wife is cheating on him – and boy is he right. Let me tell you…” On the display, Max could see the couple move from the bed to a conveniently-located rocking chair. Dead center in the window, the couple progressed and Max thanked the camera gods for his magnificent shot. “This guy ain’t never gonna trust his wife again.”

      “Mister Dedge,” Edward Cazwell offered. “I’ve been listening to your exchange and have something to offer that you might not have surmised.”

      “That’s my wife in there,” the shadow screamed, hitting the tree so hard that Max’s perch shook.

      Max clutched his Velocity 3200. “What?” he asked, busy holding on to the tree.

      The shadow climbed closer and Max could see a very unhappy face approach. It was clearly the visage of a betrayed husband and it growled, “I live there, asshole. That’s my wife.”

      For just a moment, Max felt on uneven ground. Then, he realized that his ground being in the branches of a tree would get even more uneven as the husband came closer. Max was perched two floors above an asphalt driveway. He didn’t like the thought of a sudden landing.

      “Hold on. Hold on,” he said. “Are you telling me you didn’t hire me?”

      “Of course, I didn’t hire you,” the husband shouted. “Why would I hire you?”

      Max pointed at the window. “To find out about the…”

      And this took the husband’s attention momentarily away from Max. At this point, Max had a lot to consider, not least of which was the potential client on the line. Above all, Max was using this diversion to look for a way out. But trees aren’t very helpful in those moments.

      “You mean you don’t know who hired you?” the husband cried out with sudden clarity.

      “Good point,” Cazwell agreed in Max’s ear.

      “Listen,” Max told them both. “Occasionally, I take cases of a rather…sensitive nature, which I think we can all agree that this is, now that I know I wasn’t hired by the husband – er, I mean by you. Right?”

      The husband’s response was not exactly what Max was hoping for; he reached out with a big hand and tried to grab Max as he climbed closer.

      “Hold on,” Max shouted. “You’re going to bring down the whole tree.”

      “And all the rats in it,” the husband growled.

      As the husband made another irrational grab for Max, Max took the only way out he could see. He bounded across to another branch, which ascended higher even as it put Max dangerously close to the window. Still, Max realized his priorities had gone from preventing detection to preventing a beating some time ago.

      Max landed on the branch and climbed, even as he realized it was bowing further than his previous perch. As if by instinct, he shoved the Velocity 3200 in his pocket.

      “Should I disengage the camera, sir?” Sylvester asked.

      But Max was too busy to answer. The husband was also taking to Max’s branch and bringing them both down.

      Cazwell sighed in Max’s ear. “It would seem you’re not as good at taking care of yourself as your reputation suggests, Mister Dedge.”

      Out of the corner of his eye – the rest of it was taking in the approaching ground – Max caught an approaching eave. It dropped stylishly and impractically from the second floor but Max held nothing against it – but himself. He took a Hail Mary leap and clutched the eave with his arms and legs. Behind and below him, he heard a branch crack and a body fall with a loud and painful thud.

      So much for the husband, Max thought. I’ve still got a job to do.

      “I seem to have lost the feed, Mister Dedge,” Cazwell insisted in Max’s ear. “Where are you and what has become of the husband?”

      “On the roof,” Max grunted, trying to get his knees on something solid. As he scrambled up, he looked carefully around. Then, he shimmied back to the edge and looked down. He didn’t need a reminder of the husband but if his ears hadn’t been fooling him, the husband should be down on the concrete with a sprained ankle or a broken…

      Not there.

      Perhaps, Max thought, he’s hiding in the shadows. The poor quality of the streetlight washing over the house wasn’t helping him any.

      Max pulled his phone out of his pocket and asked, “Sylvester? Can I get a tight spot, please?”

      Immediately, a bright beam of light shone from the Velocity 3200 and Max pointed it down to the pavement below. There was one broken branch, there was another, and there was…no husband.

      Any thought Max had of getting off the roof suddenly changed course. Max looked up along the wide roof to its apex.

      “Not important,” Max said, hoping to quiet Cazwell’s questions. “How about I ask you something? What is it you’re calling for, exactly?”

      “Ah, to the point,” Cazwell said. “Very well. Let’s take a break from your activities for a moment, then. What have you heard about the recent bombings in San Francisco?”

      Max knew better than to answer honestly. Honestly, he hadn’t heard anything about San Francisco in as long as he could remember – let alone about any bombings. Max wasn’t the kind of guy who read the news, not unless it pertained to his next paycheck. “Same as anyone else,” he answered. “Bombings. San Francisco. What of it?”

      “What of it?” Cazwell replied. “Only that there have been three mysterious bombings in less than a month with no indication where they came from or where such an explosion might occur next. Mysterious because in two cases the only way in was locked and in one case the explosion blew all the doors off on a single floor. Mysterious, too, because no fire accompanied the explosion. And mysterious, lastly, because not one hint of explosive was found on the scene – as if no explosion had happened at all.”

      “So…” Max replied as he stood on the roof. “Mysterious.”

      “To reduce it to a single word is to boldly display your complete lack of understanding,” Cazwell began to say.

      But Max was getting tired of his voice. “So, what’s your part in this?”

      “My part?”

      Max climbed to the top of the roof and looked around. “Why’s any of this important to you?”

      “Oh. I see,” Cazwell said. “Somehow, in the most recent of the bombings, an image was captured on a security feed showing what some have suggested was a person who bore a resemblance to myself.”

      Something was making Max feel very ill at ease and he wasn’t entirely sure it was the conversation with Cazwell. Still, he replied, “So, you want me to clear you. Is that it? Find out who did it and clear your name?”

      “Precisely,” Cazwell answered.

      “Where can I find you now?” Max asked. He heard something coming up the first floor roof, just what he had been expecting.

      “I am safe for the moment in an undisclosed location,” Cazwell told him.

      Max shook his head. “That won’t work. I need to see you, need to talk to you before –”

      Cazwell cut him off, “All you require, Mister Dedge, is to get yourself to San Francisco. Find out who perpetrated these bombings before the authorities pin it on me.”

      “Who’s to say you didn’t do it?” Max asked him.

      “Would a guilty man hire a detective before he was caught to find the real criminal? I am giving you the freedom you need to solve this case; that alone should exonerate me.”

      Max tried to listen to Cazwell’s reasoning but he was also turning his attention on the approaching footsteps. If he could just buy another minute. “And what about my fee? You should know I get paid –”

      “I know all about your fee, Mister Dedge,” Cazwell insisted. “But let me suggest an alternate payment plan.”

      “There you are, you son of a bitch.” Just as Max had feared, the husband had climbed onto the roof and was only about a yard away.

      Cazwell continued despite that. “I will release to you the fee of twenty thousand dollars, should you find the person or persons behind these bombings and stop any more from occurring. How does that sound?”

      “Hold on,” Max shouted, which had the benefit of stopping Cazwell and also freezing the husband in his tracks.

      “What?” the husband asked.

      “Seriously?” Max asked after a moment of disbelief. “Twenty thou–?”

      “I’ll send all the pertinent data to this number if that suits you,” Cazwell offered.

      The husband took a step forward but Max put a hand out. “Wait,” he said. “Just a second.” He ran Cazwell’s offer through his head as quickly as he could but still found himself caught on a single point. “Seriously? Twenty thousand?”

      “Twenty thousand?” the husband asked, confusedly.

      Cazwell replied, “I shall have my account information forwarded to verify my sincerity. Do we have a deal?”

      “Yes,” Max answered without hesitation. “Of course, we do.”

      “I shall expect a report within a week,” Cazwell told him. “Now, unless I’m mistaken, you have other business to wrap up before coming out to the coast. I shall bid you a good evening.” And, with that, Cazwell disconnected the call.

      It left Max rather surprised – but not so surprised he didn’t see the husband lose the last of his patience. Now, he held out both hands. “Wait. Just a second.”

      “What?” the husband shouted.

      “I get it,” Max said. “Having second thoughts? Don’t like what we’re doing here? Maybe you decided you don’t want to pay?”

      “I don’t like anything that’s going on here,” the husband shouted, his arms flailing like an angry ape. “You on my roof. Taking pictures of – of my wife!”

      “Now, hold on,” Max told him, backing cautiously. “I sent you everything you asked for. Each night. Fully edited video. Hell, I even upgraded my camera tonight to get you everything in infrared – that’s beyond the call of duty, sir.”

      “Infra –” the husband gasped. “Video?”

      “Now, listen,” Max continued. “I won’t charge you extra for the upgrade. Hell, it might come in handy later on, if you know what I mean. And I understand your anger. She’s been boffing that guy – or multiple guys, after all I only saw tonight’s guest in the infrared – all week long. Am I right?”

      “What are you,” the husband gasped. Another sentence tried to come out but Max could only make out grunts and snorts; this guy wasn’t pleased.

      “Listen,” Max told him. “I get it. That long, silky blonde hair. That toned ass. Those subtle hips. The ample breasts. You are one very lucky guy.”

      Apparently, the husband didn’t really see that as a compliment. He charged forward and Max had to duck back, falling onto the shingles and stopping himself mid-plummet.

      “All right. That’s it,” he said, rising to his feet. Before him, the husband looked ready to charge. Like a rhino, the husband’s nostrils flared and his eyes bulged in the flickering streetlight. “You want to welch on me? Is that it? You agreed to pay for a job and I expect payment, pal. Now, look…” Max removed his Velocity 3200 and held it up and he advanced on his dangerously violent client. “I’m going to send tonight’s video to you uncut, unedited, and un-touched up. No more bells and whistles. And when you get it on your phone – as agreed – you will send me tonight’s payment and I am going to leave. You can forget about tonight, about the party and about the sex in the park down the street. Just forget it. I film indiscretions for people looking for closure, for people who want to move on with their lives, and not for perverts – which is what you are.”

      Max took a breath and whispered, “Sylvester, please send tonight’s video to the client. Thank you.”

      “Sending, sir,” Sylvester said into Max’s ear.

      “There,” Max told the welcher. “Now, pull out your phone and let’s watch the video come in together. How about that. Come on. Pull out your phone.”

      Breathing steam into the night, the husband pulled out his phone.

      “And, come on, turn it on so we can see the file come in,” Max told him.

      Angrily, the husband switched on his phone.

      …nothing happened.

      “Sylvester? Has the file been sent?” Max asked.

      “Yes, sir. Transfer was completed two seconds ago,” Sylvester’s calm voice assured him.

      “Okay,” Max said. “So, you should be receiving the file in just a…just a second…” Max looked at the husband’s angry face and then back at the phone. “That’s strange. You should be getting it. Did you switch phones by any –”

      Before Max could say anything else, the husband grabbed him and lifted him up. His next sensation was the unique feeling of plummeting through a roof. One layer after another of roof and ceiling broke beneath Max and he came down with a thud on the edge of a bed and then to the floor.

      Beside him, someone was screaming.

      Max clutched his back, which was feeling none the better for his recent trip, and tried to adjust his eyes in the dark. All he could hear was a woman screaming something about her husband and a man telling her to calm down in the most hysterical voice Max had ever heard.

      Then, a light came on with a loud click.

      Max stood to find himself in the middle of the ugly side of a French farce. The husband stood at the bedroom door, his face bloody and his fists in the air. The wife, naked and better looking in real life than in the pictures, tried unsuccessfully to cover herself as she shouted. And rounding out the cast stood the nerdiest Don Juan Max had ever seen.

      While on one hand Max wondered, “What’s the attraction,” on the other he said directly to the husband, “This is definitely the same guy. So, you know, it could be worse.”

      “What the hell are you doing?” Don Juan shouted. “You’re supposed to be out there filming this!”

      And that’s when the entire room went silent.

      Max realized with a sudden appreciation just who the client was. The husband turned like a cannon from Max to Max’s client. And the wife appeared to go through all the questions from “Who is this man who came through the roof?” to “He was paying someone to film me cheating on my husband with him?” And then, she turned on him, too.

      Max had had enough. “Okay, then. I don’t appear to be needed any longer. If you’ll excuse me.” And he walked as fast as his feet would take him past Don Juan, past the wife, and past the future homicide suspect.

      He found the hallway outside of the bedroom, which led to the stairway and the front door. “Good night,” Max muttered, as the second floor exploded into tomorrow’s news.

      “Sylvester,” Max asked. “Can you book us a flight to San Francisco?”

      “Tonight, sir?”

      Max made his way around to the side of the house and found the wreckage of the huge branch. He also found his boom mic down there. “Let’s make it first thing tomorrow morning,” Max said, walking down the street towards his rental car. “But make it early, will you? Wisconsin is full of crazy people.”
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      Just a few hours later, the sun was coming up on the tarmac at Green Bay, where Max waited in the terminal for his flight to begin boarding. He would have preferred more sleep but he wanted to get out of Wisconsin as quickly as possible and on to a good-paying job, for a change.

      Twenty thousand dollars would pay for a lot of long weekends. He could catch up on his sleep then. As promised, Sylvester had booked Max on the earliest flight to San Francisco, had woken him in the chilly darkness of his hotel room, and had reminded Max that he hadn’t scheduled in enough time to return his rental car – but he would have to do that, anyway.

      Sometimes, Sylvester was no better than a nagging wife. Max spent the entire morning ten minutes behind schedule. Now, sitting in the terminal, having arrived late, he still had to wait for his flight.

      As cutting edge as his technology might be, Sylvester still wasn’t much of a conversationalist. Fortunately, Max had a real wife – soon to be ex – who he could call. So, he did.

      “What time is it out there?” Max asked by way of a “Hello.”

      He could hear Lily’s first stirrings of the morning, a sound he always missed from their five years of marriage. “Mmmm…” Lily grumbled. Then, she whispered, “Why are you calling me at this hour?”

      “What hour is that?” Max repeated.

      There was a momentary delay and Max could imagine Lily checking her clock. “It’s after four, you idiot,” Lily moaned. “Where are you, anyway?”

      “Austin Straubel,” Max said, staring at the other passengers who milled around, waiting for the San Francisco flight. “It’s the big airport in Green Bay.”

      “Green Bay?” Lily asked, sounding disoriented. “You’re in Wisconsin?”

      “I shouldn’t be,” Max told her. “The flight was supposed to leave nearly four minutes ago and we’re still waiting to board.”

      “Where are you headed to this time?” Lily asked with that knowing tone of hers. Max harbored no illusions about Lily’s attitude towards his career. He knew full well that, in the end, it was what had broken them up.

      “We want to announce first boarding call,” came a friendly voice over the speakers. Max could see the attendants at the gate and was relieved to see he’d be boarding soon. But, unlike the rest of the passengers, who stood impatiently as they waited their turn to board, Max remained in his seat and told Lily all about his night, his previous client, and the mysterious Edward Cazwell.

      “All I’ve been able to find out about him so far is that he was listed as number one-eighty-five in the Forbes top two-hundred a few years back. So…you know. He’s got the money to back it up,” Max said.

      “Sure, Max. But twenty-thousand dollars? Are you still working for a few hundred a pop?” Lily asked.

      “A day,” Max corrected. “And, anyway, that can change depending on the client.”

      Max heard his row called and stepped into the line. He pitied the other passengers with their laptops and business carry-ons; his Velocity 3200 fit nicely in his pocket and he never kept more clothes than would fit in a single suitcase.

      As he walked onto the plane, Lily persisted, “The point’s still the same, Max. You don’t work for that kind of money.”

      “So, what are you saying,” Max asked, taking an aisle seat and hoping the middle seat between him and what he could only guess was a farmer would remain empty. “Are you saying I’m not worth that kind of money?”

      “Worth?” Lily asked. “I guess you’re worth it if you figure it out. I just don’t think you’re qualified.”

      “Qualified?” Max replied, a bit hurt.

      But Lily continued, “Well, let’s face it, Max. This ain’t normally your gig. You’re more suited for tracking down deadbeats or catching cheating husbands.”

      Or filming cheating wives, Max thought. Still, he kept his response light. “What’s there to know, Lily? Bombs go boom – that’s lesson number one.”

      “Don’t you think you should know more than that?” Lily asked, her tone growing intense. Yep, Max thought. She’s awake now. This was the tone that had led to their impending divorce. Back then, Lily was only tired of patching up Max’s bruised body. She’d never had to face what happened when Max dealt with bombs.

      And Max figured it was time to get her off the phone. “Listen, hon. They’re asking us to shut off our phones now.”

      “Just listen,” Lily insisted. “Why is this guy sending someone to look into bombs who doesn’t know anything about bombs? Doesn’t that strike you as a little suspicious?”

      “I’ve got a reputation for dealing with jobs other professionals are maybe too cautious to handle,” Max told her.

      “Too smart to handle, you mean,” Lily replied.

      “I’ve got to go,” Max repeated.

      “Don’t you think you need to –” Lily began to say.

      But Max didn’t want to hear it and he disconnected the call before she could finish. “Sylvester? Let’s not take any more calls from that number for the next…three days. I’ll meet her on Sunday to sign the forms like I said. Got that?”

      “Yes, sir,” Sylvester politely replied.

      “Thanks.” Max rested his head back and waited for the other passengers to finish boarding.

      “Sir?” Sylvester asked.

      “What is it?”

      “Would you like me to find Lessons Two and Beyond about bombs?” The way Sylvester asked, Max almost felt like it cared.

      He closed his eyes and said, “If you can find them, I’d be happy to hear them.” Then, he took a deep breath and imagined what twenty thousand dollars would feel like.
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      When Max’s plane landed in San Francisco, the hour was already past noon and the temperature was in the 70s. It was a relief from the chill off Lake Michigan, but Max would have rather slept than spend the afternoon looking for a bomber.

      “Shall I reserve a car at the Avis desk, sir?” Sylvester asked as he stepped off of the plane and into the crowded terminal.

      “No,” Max sternly replied. “We tried that last time we were in the city and I could never park the damned thing. We’ll take a cab.”

      With all the cabs parked outside of the terminal, getting a ride should have been no trouble. Once again, however, San Francisco refused to cooperate. It took nearly half an hour for Max to get his bag and get a cab. Soon, though, the cabbie was speeding out of the terminal…only to slow to a miserable crawl on the 101.

      “God, I hate San Francisco,” Max muttered so the driver couldn’t hear.

      With a bit of time at his disposal, he pulled out the Velocity 3200 and looked for more information on the bombings. During his flight, Sylvester had read several articles to him about the buildings and victims, with long, detailed descriptions from every witness and eyewitness accounts of the violence and gore.

      Max had instructed the driver to take him to the Russ Building first, site of the most recent bombing. An explosion had ripped through the Russ Building’s 22nd floor at three in the afternoon on Saturday, March 18th. According to Sylvester, the 22nd floor had been home to three businesses: an import/export concern called Baige Chamber Trade, Inc., an immigration attorney’s office, and an environmental activist group. If Max were to wager a guess, he’d say the bomb was meant for the activist group. Though the attorney’s office was the obvious choice, activists by their nature attract trouble and, besides, the bomb could have been theirs to begin with.

      As the cab pulled up in front of the Russ Building’s stone façade, it occurred to Max that he’d gotten things out of order. “Sylvester,” he asked as the cabbie took his bag out of the trunk, “I’m going to need a place to stay. Could you look for any weekend deals in the area?”

      “It’s Thursday, sir,” Sylvester told him.

      “Shit. It is?” Max paid the cabbie and found himself standing in the cold shadow of San Francisco, holding the pull-handle of his bag. California might have been warm and sunny but you’d never tell within the darkened caverns of Frisco, where the towering man-made spires all but blocked out the sun. “Okay,” he said. “Just find something close. And cheap.”

      Looking straight up at the building, one floor on the Russ Building appeared the same as another. Max couldn’t see any bomb damage from outside. He wondered if this was all really that big of a deal.

      Max quickly tired of guessing. Pulling his bag behind him, he turned and walked inside. High, arcing ceilings within created a lobby that boomed with style, workmanship, and echoed footsteps. The interior was an architect’s delight but a traveler’s nightmare. Max just wanted to find out what had happened and leave but couldn’t find any sign of organization.

      Then, a loud bell rang from behind him and Max realized it was the elevator. As others crowded aboard, Max side-stepped in without a word.

      “Twelve,” one passenger called out.

      “Fifteen” another said.

      Max realized that a uniformed young man was operating the elevator and thought, Now, there’s something you don’t see every day.

      Slowly, the elevator climbed up, past the twelfth floor and past the fifteenth. Then, as the elevator approached the twentieth floor, Max spoke as if just remembering something he had to do. “Oh, um…twenty-two, please.”

      “No, sir. I’m sorry,” the operator said. Nothing more.

      Max looked at the others on the elevator. Only three were left now and, while Max was trying to appear incredulous, they returned his gaze as if he’d missed something important.

      “Um, why not?” Max asked.

      “Are you a resident of the building, sir?” the operator asked.

      “The Russ Building is not a residence but is an office building, holding over forty-six thousand square meters of office space,” Sylvester told him.

      Max was thankful he set up that metric in Sylvester’s programming…though he noted they were going to have to work on brevity. “Well,” he said, “I, um, work here.”

      Max knew immediately how well that had worked. The operator cocked one eyebrow and tilted his head. “Really? What floor?”

      Max puffed himself up, hoping a little confidence might help. “The twenty-second, at the Chamber Trade.”

      All cockiness fled from the elevator operator’s face. “Oh. Uh, I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry? Sorry about what?” Max asked, finding his character. “I’ve been traveling for two weeks. I can’t get my emails returned. And now, you’re sorry? Well, what are you sorry for?” Come on, Skippy, Max thought, giving the operator a name. Tell me.

      This time, his incredulity took. The passengers all looked away and the operator asked, “You didn’t hear about the…the bomb?”

      “Bomb?” Max asked. “What bomb?”

      And then, Max got the whole story. He had thought the three businesses on the 22nd floor were nothing more than offices. He learned, though, that the three businesses on the 22nd floor had employed nearly seventy people, all told. Those who called in sick that day were lucky. After the blast, emergency services had taken away more than forty dead or gravely injured.

      “What about – ?” Max asked with the kind of shock he didn’t have to fake. “I have to get out and see.”

      “You can’t,” the operator repeated. “That’s why I’m working here today. Security is very clear on the issue of the 22nd floor. Nobody is allowed up there. I’m sorry.”

      No, Skippy, Max thought. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I got dragged into this.

      “Sylvester?” he asked as he walked back outside in the gathering cold. “What’ve you been able to find in a room?”

      “We are in the Financial District, sir. Nothing here meets your parameters,” the computer answered.

      “Nothing?” Max replied.

      “Nothing within three blocks,” Sylvester replied.

      “Okay,” Max sighed. “Book it and point me in the right direction. Then, I want you to run a search on the injured and dead from this bomb, cross-reference the list to Edward Cazwell and tell me if you find any connection.”

      Three blocks later, Max was struggling to pull his luggage any further. The crowded sidewalks were no place to drag luggage, especially with all the people sleeping on the busy pavement. But the Cornell Hotel was soon only a few steps away. Max wasn’t sure if the sun was going down or if all the buildings were just blocking it. Either way, he was tired and cold. He wanted a warm shower and a hot meal.

      Twenty minutes, and one room on the third floor later, Max got his shower. He removed his earbud and turned the Velocity 3200 on speaker-mode and spoke with Sylvester. “So…nothing?” he asked.

      “No connection to any person,” Sylvester replied.

      “What qualifiers did you use?” Max asked as he rinsed off.

      Sylvester listed, “Blood relation. Extended family relation. Business relation. Relation by geographic point of origin.”

      “What’s that one?” Max asked.

      “Geographic point of origin,” Sylvester repeated. “None of the victims were born in the same city as Edward Cazwell.”

      Max turned off the shower and grabbed one of the thick towels. “And what would that be?”

      “Edward Cazwell’s online biography states his place of birth as Chambéry, France.”

      “Really?” Max asked. “Didn’t he sound American to you?”

      “His biography goes on to state that he was educated in the United States – Foxcroft to Yale,” Sylvester added.

      “Okay,” Max said. “I guess that explains it. Still…put a pin in that. Okay?” Max finished drying and rummaged through his bag for another pair of jeans and a clean shirt…that second one took him a while. “Find out if they have a laundry service. Could you, Sylvester?”

      Soon, Max was dressed and his laundry was taken care of, but he still had to eat. “It doesn’t look like we’ll be getting into the Russ Building right away, not as long as they have someone working their elevators. What about the first explosion? Where did that happen?”

      After a slight pause, Sylvester replied, “1398 Grant, in the Telegraph Hill district.”

      Max looked at the Velocity 3200’s screen and said, “Show me a picture.”

      Instantly, Sylvester displayed a photo taken shortly after the explosion. Ambulances and police cars crowded the streets. “This three-story building, like many in the area, features business space in the first floor with residential space in the floors above.”

      “So, the bomb went off in someone’s home?” Max asked.

      “Yes,” Sylvester replied. “The home in question was the apartment of a Roland Ashe.”

      “Any relations?” Max asked.

      “None found in the parameters previously discussed,” Sylvester told him.

      Max looked at the picture and let out a long sigh. “Of course not.” Then, something caught his eye and he pointed a single finger, touching the screen. “What’s that?”

      “That’s a Thai restaurant,” Sylvester told him.

      “Good,” Max said. “I’m in the mood for Thai.”
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      Dumond Thai was a well-reviewed restaurant located beneath the shattered rubble of its upper floor, north of San Francisco’s Chinatown. Even with the sun going down at 5:00 pm, Max could see the wreckage. Just as Edward Cazwell had told him, there weren’t any signs of a fire. The building appeared to have been struck by something big and vindictive.

      Max was surprised to find the restaurant void of any customers, even at this hour. After he was seated and ordered some tea, Max asked Sylvester, “Have you been able to find any references on how somebody might build a bomb that didn’t require any fire?”

      “Air pressure and pneumatics appear to be the method most approved by experts,” Sylvester said.

      “How about a method not approved?” Max asked. “I’m guessing anything the experts approve of would be noticeable.”

      “And impractical,” Sylvester replied.

      When the waitress returned to the table, Max ordered a large pad thai and a hot and sour soup. “Find anything?” he asked.

      “The only other method is highly cautioned against,” Sylvester told him.

      “What is it?”

      “A dry ice bomb,” Sylvester said.

      Max saw his soup coming and waited a moment while he was served. Then, as the waitress left, he took a sip and asked, “What’s a dry ice bomb?”

      “It is a simple to build bomb-like device that provides high explosive pressure but is dangerously unpredictable and highly illegal.” Sylvester paused for a moment and added, “The lack of reliability inherent in such a device, combined with the level of damage recorded in the top floor above would seem to suggest the use of such a device also highly unlikely.”

      Max mulled that over as he ate his soup. Something Lily had said to him about being unqualified nagged at the back of his head. Who would be qualified, Max wondered.

      Finally, as he finished his soup, he asked Sylvester, “So, where does that leave us?”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Sylvester replied.

      And just like that, Max remembered he was talking to a piece of software and not some kind of sentient robot. Sylvester was indispensable most of the time. Max didn’t know what he’d do without…him? But making intuitive leaps was not Sylvester’s strong point.

      Where does that leave us? Max asked himself.

      When the waitress came back to pick up Max’s bowl, he asked, “Excuse me? Were you working the night all that…” He pointed up to punctuate his sentence.

      The waitress was a beautiful, young girl with miles of silky, black hair and no interest in her job whatsoever. This was repeatedly made obvious to Max by the way she kept looking around. Looking outside, that’s what she was doing. Max didn’t know if her disinterest encompassed the entire building but she was worth questioning just the same.

      Fortunately for Max, her disinterest only went as far as her shift. She answered without hesitation. “Oh, it wasn’t at night,” she said with no hint of an accent. As Asian as she appeared, her dialect was more San Fernando Valley than any Thai Valley. “That happened in broad daylight – broad daylight!” Her repetition exploded, drawing the attention of her co-workers behind the counter.

      Max didn’t want to attract any more attention so he dipped his head a little and signaled a little hush. “You don’t say? What was up there?”

      “Mister Leonard,” the waitress told him, her tone lower now. “Why do you want to know?”

      “Honestly?” Max asked, sensing that her question was more from interest than caution.

      “Yeah.”

      Max gave a look around for effect. “I’m an investigator working on the case for a Mister Cazwell. Every hear of him?”

      “Nuh uh,” the waitress told him.

      And it appeared sincere enough. Max thought, there’s got to be some way Cazwell is tied to this. Otherwise, why the concern? Max decided he didn’t buy a morsel of Cazwell’s story of a picture. Cazwell had to have another angle. “Who’s Mister Leonard, anyway?”

      “Some rich guy,” came the wide-eyed response. “He owned the whole third floor. My mom said he was into some big-time crime or something.”

      Max looked at the old woman watching the waitress from behind the counter, probably keeping an eye out for Don Juans. The waitress was pretty enough beneath her apron, after all. “Is that your mom back there?” Max asked.

      The waitress turned and dismissed the inspecting eyes with, “That’s my aunt – but it might just as well be.”

      “Anybody say anything about why something like that might happen?” Max asked her. “Was Mister Leonard an explosives expert or special effects –”

      “Oh, no. Just an old man,” the waitress said. “You don’t think he did it himself, do you? I don’t know. Even with the door locked. Did you know it was locked? It always was until the fire department broke it. Oh. Hold on.”

      Max watched the waitress dash away, having been signaled by the big man at the counter. The chef, Max guessed. But she hadn’t been called over for discipline. The waitress had been summoned because Max’s pad thai was done. He watched her lithe figure bring his food, watched the way her tight dress hugged her figure, and reminded himself how she was easily fifteen years younger than he.

      “You want to know about the explosion?” she asked him, putting down his plate. “You really should ask about the sand. Nobody asks about the sand.”

      “What sand?” Max asked.

      “It’s all up there. The place is covered in sand. And I don’t know what it is. Nobody seems to know what it is. And the police didn’t even seem to care but that’s what I think did it.” She appeared confident in her conclusion but Max had his suspicions.

      “You think sand took out the third flood?” he asked.

      “Crazy, isn’t it?” she asked.

      Max nodded. “I’d have to say so.”

      “So? What are you going to do?” she asked. “Are you going to go up there? Collect samples?”

      “Well, I…” Max began to speak but noticed the big guy at the counter looking at them again. “Who’s the big guy with the mean grin?” he asked instead.

      The waitress cast a quick look behind her and the big guy looked away. “Oh. That’s just Denny. He doesn’t like it when I talk too much to men.”

      Workplace intrigue, Max thought. “What’s he? Your boss? Your…boyfriend?”

      “He wishes,” she boasted. “So, when you going upstairs? You want me to come?”

      Max thanked the waitress but told her he wanted to finish his dinner before approaching the scene of the explosion. Nothing cleared the head, or the sinuses, quite as well as some hot pad thai. After he paid his bill, Max stepped out onto the street, just where he’d seen the entrance to the upper floors. In the dim light of approaching evening, Max tried the door and discovered the waitress had been right. Not only was the door left unlocked but the entire lock was busted, leaving a gaping hole in the door. He habitually looked both ways, opened the door and slipped inside.

      The second floor was just as Max had expected, a hallway lined with apartment doors. The third floor, however…

      Max could see the sky from the stairwell even before he ascended. Instead of a hallway lined with doors, Max found broken walls and chaotic floors littered with broken furniture and…sand. Just as the waitress had told him, the floor was littered with small piles of sand.

      Max reached down where some of this “sand” had accumulated against a broken wall. “Give me a light, will you, Sylvester?” Max asked.

      Without a word, Sylvester activated the Velocity 3200’s light. What had looked to Max just like sand now appeared very different in the light. The so-called “sand” was almost transparent and, yet, had a pink-ish hue.

      “What is this stuff, Sylvester?” Max asked, holding the phone’s lens in front of the sand in his hand.

      “I am not equipped with a microscopic analyzer,” Sylvester replied.

      “Can you download one?” Max asked.

      Sylvester’s reply was almost disappointed. “The magnification in my lens is not adequate.”

      “So, it’s a hardware issue?” Max asked. The silence in Sylvester’s reply seemed to hold the answer. “Don’t worry, pal,” Max said. “They’ll upgrade that before you know it. In the meantime, it might help to have this looked at.” He scooped a handful and dropped it into his pocket. “Whatever did this left a lot of debris.”

      “What’re you doing here? You don’t belong here,” a deep voice grumbled from behind Max.

      He turned and saw a tall, imposing figure coming around one of the few standing walls. Even in the fading light, Max could recognize the scowling face and the grease-stained apron. “Oh, hi, Denny. Listen, as I told your, um, the waitress downstairs, I’m investigating the recent explosion. Say, shouldn’t you get back to work?”

      Denny approached, his scowl not getting any better. “We don’t get many customers, not since the explosion. Now, you need to leave.”

      “I understand,” Max told him, taking a step back. “This is private property and you won’t find me causing any harm to – but as I said, I’m here investigating. Listen.” Max danced a bit to one side as Denny came closer. “I’m working for a man named Edward Cazwell. Have you heard of Edward Cazwell?”

      Max tried jumping out of Denny’s approaching path but this time the chef was too quick and grabbed a handful of Max’s bomber jacket. “You need to go.”

      “You haven’t?” Max asked, trying to sound conversational. “He’s a wealthy man, probably likes Thai cuisine.”

      “Get out,” Denny shouted, giving Max a shove down several stairs.

      Max barely got a handhold on the railing before going down the stairs face first. He looked back up at Denny. “Sure, Denny,” he said. “No problem. Wouldn’t want this to get uncomfortable.”

      Denny didn’t reply. He just stood at the top of the stairs and waited for Max to leave.

      I’m not going to get any more out of this place, Max thought. He put his hands up in supplication, tried smiling at the huge chef, and walked down to the street.

      Max walked past several storefronts on Grant Avenue and asked Sylvester, “So, what’s the third bombing like?”
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      One cab ride later, Max sat in the enveloping darkness of Ina Coolbrith Park, looking over at another apartment building with another gaping wound in the side. Each of the bombings appeared to have been committed in San Francisco’s north-east corner. Was it the Financial District that had attracted the bombings? Or could it have been the exotic culture of Chinatown? Max tried to put those considerations in his back pocket as he listened to Sylvester tell him about the apartment building across the park.

      “Matthew Foortheys. Single. Accountant by trade,” Sylvester told Max. “He was declared dead on arrival by paramedics but the explosion also destroyed the apartment of John Loo, who was –”

      “Broad daylight?” Max asked, cutting him off.

      “The explosion was estimated at 3:56 in the afternoon,” Sylvester told him.

      Max looked up at the light bleeding out of the empty rooms. He couldn’t see any movement and was pretty sure that if he were to go up there and look he’d find more of the same. No fire. Plenty of sand.

      Max zipped his jacket up against the approaching night. “What do you know about sand, Sylvester? Could someone use it to create an explosive?”

      Sylvester paused for a moment before replying, “Sand is mostly composed of silicon dioxide, which is a free energy minimum and does not oxidize.”

      “What’s that mean?” Max asked.

      “No,” Sylvester said. “Sand is not explosive.”

      Max felt the pile in his pocket. “Well, this stuff is…or was.”

      Max played out the next half hour in his mind. Entry into the building would be simple. He had only needed to walk past it once to see that security was minimal. So, he’d get in, make his way upstairs, and then it would simply be a matter of inspecting the rubble, and the sand, and little else. What was the point of that? It was almost discouraging how easy it had been to find his one useless…

      But, not so easy. There was still the 22nd floor of the Russ Building, which Skippy the elevator operator hadn’t let him see. Max knew his time would be much better spent ignoring Matthew Foortheys’ problems. “Sylvester, call me a taxi to take me back to the hotel. Then, set up an alarm to wake me up at three. We’re going to do some early morning exploring.”
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        * * *

      

      Nobody likes having to be up in the wee hours of the morning. It’s a universal law of human behavior, one that Max had come to know intimately and rely upon in his line of work.

      Waking up at three was murder but it got him to the Russ Building before four. Cold and tired, he had hoped the building would be open all night.

      The security guard at the door, a young man with a visible dislike towards the dark, told him otherwise. “I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t allow anyone inside the building until five at the earliest. I hope you understand.”

      Max could tell the guard was anything but secure. He was tired, bored, and probably just as cold as Max. “Don’t you realize I flew in on the red-eye from Miami? Look. Here’s my bag!” Max held up his suitcase, the one prop he was grateful for to provide authenticity. “I’m tired and cold. I haven’t eaten since lunch, yesterday. Can’t you just let me wait in the lobby? I won’t bother anybody. I just want a place to sit and maybe a little coffee.”

      “I’m sorry, I…” The security guard – Dan, Max noticed on his nametag – cast his eyes down, stumbling through his words.

      He sympathizes, Max thought. He wants to help. He’s just not sure.

      “Listen,” Max added. “My boss is going to be really happy when he sees my reports and I’m sure he’ll be even happier I didn’t have to sit out here on the street. Hell, he’ll probably recommend you to your boss. I know I will.”

      Dan’s eyes crept up to almost meet Max’s. “You will?”

      “Hey, I know how this works. You got your reviews and I got mine. Am I right? That’s how we make more money, right?” Come on, Dannie, Max thought. You can help me and get a raise.

      “But we don’t have any coffee, yet,” Dan said, now looking straight at Max.

      Max returned his look with a smile. “That’s okay. I understand. I’ll just be happy to get off my feet, you know?”

      Dan gave a friendly nod, like someone’s lap dog. “Okay,” he said. “I think there’s some benches in the lobby.” And, with that, Dan let Max into the building. He directed Max to the benches Max had seen the day before and Max assured him he wouldn’t go anywhere.

      “I’ll probably just lay down here, if that’s okay?” Max asked, as if requesting permission.

      Dan shrugged, said “Sure,” and walked away…back to his anonymity.

      And Max turned to the stairs, collapsing the handle on his suitcase so he could carry it in his hands. This was one part of his plan he hadn’t liked one bit but he had seen the key in the elevator, which the operator needed to run the thing. He wouldn’t be taking the elevator to the 22nd floor and that left just one option. Walking.

      He wasn’t sure how many of the security cameras were on in the stairwell or even if Dan would be checking them. But at four in the morning, no one is very prone to do their job and any other security guard in the building would probably be just as lax as Dan. And Max reminded himself of this when he hit the tenth floor and needed to take a break. Then, at fifteen, Max was gasping and had to stop. At twenty, he knew he only had two more to go. His legs on the other hand…

      As Max approached the 22nd floor, the hour was approaching five. Max hadn’t expected his ascent to take so long but it served as a powerful reminder that he needed to get back in shape. Trying the door, he found it unlocked. He pushed it open and stepped through to…

      Havok. Sheer madness.

      Sunlight coming through the shattered windows exposed blood on the cracked walls still standing. Sticks of furniture, busted plastic chairs, and metal stands were all that remained of furniture. And sand…

      Piles and piles of sand.

      Max kicked at it as he walked through the carnal wreckage, wondering again where it had come from or why it remained. “Sylvester? Can you show me the floor plan for this floor?”

      “No, sir. That is private information,” Sylvester replied.

      “What if I show you the floor? Can you tell me what I’m missing?” Max asked.

      A brief pause. “I can use images taken of the floor to suggest rooms you might still want to search,” Sylvester said.

      “That’s it,” Max said. “That’d be perfect.”

      As he searched through the wreckage, Max began taking picture after picture for Sylvester. But everything looked the same: broken drywall, busted office equipment, the remnants of this dead or injured person. And, through all of it, not one sign of explosives.

      “Sir? I believe you’ve missed a room.” Sylvester finally reported.

      “What do you mean?” Max asked. “Show me.”

      On the Velocity 3200’s screen, a floor plan appeared. “This is based on the images you’ve taken. As you’ll see, this blank area is completely surrounded by undamaged, concrete wall.”

      “I thought that was the stairway and elevator,” Max said.

      “The area is too big to represent the stairwell and elevators alone,” Sylvester replied.

      Max turned to the concrete wall and followed it around to the elevators. “Okay, so let’s eliminate the elevators.” He took pictures of the four elevators. “And let’s eliminate the stairwell.” Max had seen other stairways on either end of the building, but hadn’t bothered to take a picture of the stairway he’d used. He took that picture now. “There you go, Sylvester. How about now?”

      Max watched as the floor plan updated to include these new features. And yet, there was still an empty area remaining. Max hurried to that location and found nothing but empty, concrete. He looked back at the screen and the empty area it displayed. “That should not be there,” he whispered.

      “Or it is there for reasons unknown,” Sylvester added.

      “Very good, Sylvester,” Max said, searching the concrete wall. “We’ll make a detective out of you, yet.” But the wall yielded none of its secrets, however much Max looked. No pressure points. No hidden latches.

      Max tried spelling out the possibilities for Sylvester and was surprised when Sylvester suggested, “The answer could be right beneath your feet, sir.”

      “Right beneath…?” Max began to ask, when an enormous forearm darted from his blind spot and grabbed him around the neck. Max felt himself yanked off his feet, his neck supporting his entire weight. His vision went black for a second and he felt himself tossed like a ragdoll.

      “Sylvester – Flash – ” Max gasped. He reached into his pocket and brought up his phone just as the flash went off in his hands.

      It had just the desired effect and Max felt his body drop to the ground, onto piles of paperwork, books, and sand. He hadn’t a moment to struggle for breath; he knew his attacker would only be blinded for a second.

      Sure enough, the huge hand darted out from one side, knocking the Velocity 3200 out of Max’s hands. And, in the momentary fraction he had, Max clutched one of the thick books on the floor and a handful of sand and threw both at where he believed his attacker would be.

      The sand flew into a puff of nothing.

      The book hit Max’s attacker in the shoulder.

      And now, Max could see him. His attacker was a tall man with a massive build. His head was bald and his eyes were dark as if he’d walked out of some strange, Asian theater. Stranger, though, he appeared to be wearing monastic robes of some sort, though his eyes were wild and his face fierce looking – no kind of monk Max knew about.

      He didn’t have time to think. The monk kicked at the hand Max had thrown the book with as Max crab-walked as fast as he could out of the way, trying to regain his feet. And the monk kept coming, speaking some kind of foreign language as he gave chase.

      All Max could think about was the immigration attorney. That bastard, he thought. This is probably one of his clients.

      He didn’t get far before the monk was back on him, tackling him like a lineman. Max plowed through some remaining drywall and into the remains of a kitchen as the monk laughed fiercely behind him. But that gave Max enough time to grab what was left of a coffee machine and swing it threateningly in front of himself. The monk tried to punch it and Max felt it crack. One more hit and Max knew the machine would break in his hands.

      So, Max threw it at the monk’s head and took off, running. How would he ever find that secret room with St. Francis of Asskicking after him? He stepped around the ruins of a broken wall, past a collapsed door –

      – and found himself facing the sun-dappled shards of a shattered window. Up this high, wind blew in his face and Max felt very strongly that this was the worst possible place to be. Turning around, he saw the huge monk coming around the wall. Looking this way and that, Max saw that he was in the remains of an office. Parts of a desk lay here and the guts of a sofa lay there – but Max couldn’t spot anything he could use as a weapon.

      And he knew he’d need one.

      Then, several meters of cable spilling out of a wall caught Max’s eye. If he could somehow bind the monk in the cables, Max thought he might be able to get away. He kicked his foot into the mound of cables and – a solid fist pounded into his face, knocking him back. Off balance, he grabbed the closest thing he could. But he realized too late that it was the window frame, a window frame still jutting with the razor-sharp remains of the window.

      Max pulled his hand back with a gasp – felt a fist punching him in the chest – he grabbed the fist – lost his balance – pulled for dear life –

      – and felt the world fall away beneath him.

      Max fell.

      He heard a scream. He thought the scream was coming out of his mouth. Then, it grew softer and softer as it fell away.

      And then, the scream stopped suddenly with a wet thud.

      Max couldn’t move. His eyes were clenched shut.

      Until he realized he was hanging upside-down.

      He threw his eyes open. An upside-down world sprang into view before him, accompanied by an ice-cold, morning breeze and the dim light of the morning sun. With a sudden realization, he looked up. There, he saw his foot tangled in a clump of cables. The cables hung out of the window, caught on the razor-sharp pieces of the window.

      “Shit.” Max could barely hear his own voice. The sounds of the city below him – 21 floors below him – drowned out everything. He yelled, “Sylvester!”

      Sylvester replied calmly in Max’s ear. “Have you found the room, sir?”

      “I kind of have other priorities right now,” Max yelled with no amount of calm. “I’m hanging out a window. I’m…very high up. Can you help me?”

      Sylvester took a moment, which lasted far too long for Max’s comfort. Then, he replied, “No, sir.”

      Of course, you can’t, Max thought. You’re a phone. Just a stupid phone.

      Max knew that any movement could very well be his last. Any movement could dislodge his precarious attachment to the 22nd floor. Then, too, he was also certain that staying out here was not an option. Whoever that monk was, his body had probably already been found. Cops were probably on their way.

      Max was not too keen on choosing his fate.

      Move slowly, he told himself. Just move very slowly.

      If he was a stronger man, Max could have lifted himself with his abdominal muscles…but he wasn’t. And he cursed every single Slim Jim he’d ever eaten. Carefully, Max took hold of his pants leg and began to pull himself up.

      Which was all it took for his foot to drop.

      The drop lasted only a split second and was no more than a centimeter, but that was enough. Max reached up with surprising agility and grabbed his foot and the cables holding him up – and froze. Panting, near panic, Max realized that one movement had sent him swinging.

      He looked up.

      And witnessed the cables sawing on the sharp glass.

      And screamed.

      “What is the emergency, sir?” Sylvester asked.

      “Not now,” Max screamed, struggling against the cables to pull himself up. The last thing he wanted to do was to get his foot free. So, as he pulled, he dug his foot into the cables in an attempt to secure himself and, quite literally, give himself a leg to stand on. He also tried to grab the side of the building to stop his swinging and the terrible sawing action on the cables. Already he could see a couple of the cables sawed nearly all the way through.

      And so, he climbed. Little bit by little bit until, slowly and carefully, he found himself standing on a tangle of cables, suspended outside the window, only a few centimeters from the edge. He tried pulling himself up with one hand out but he couldn’t reach the edge. He was afraid to jump for it, afraid to attempt to swing up.

      “Oh, shit. I am screwed,” he said.

      “Is there anything I can do?” Sylvester asked.

      “No, Sylvester. There’s nothing…” And then, as Max was saying that, he felt the morning chill and realized this could be his last moment. “Wait. Call Lily.”

      “I’m putting you through,” Sylvester said.

      For a moment, there was silence. Then, ringing.

      Then, Lily answered, “Hello?”

      “Lily?” Max asked.

      “What is it with your morning calls all of a sudden?” Lily asked. “Aren’t you famous for sleeping in?”

      Max considered himself famous for some things but sleeping in had never been on his list. “Really?” he asked.

      “What are you doing, Mister Detective? Weren’t you headed to San Francisco last time we spoke?”

      Max looked down at Lily’s question and replied, “I’m almost there now.”

      “Well, you should do yourself a favor when you get there and no macho bullshit this time, okay?” Max could hear the shower behind his wife’s voice and pictured her starting her day. “You should try not getting into fights all the time, you know? You might find yourself better off.”

      Max had to agree. “You may have a point there.”

      “You bet I have a point. And why don’t you try dressing nicer for a change, too? You might think you look impressive in that stupid bomber jacket but what good has it ever done you? You know? What good?”

      Max shut out his wife’s voice with a sudden realization. “Sylvester, mute.”

      “Call muted, sir,” came Sylvester’s reply.

      Gingerly, Max unzipped his jacket and worked it off. The air bit into his white dress shirt, which was always more for appearance than warmth, but he had to force himself to ignore the cold for just a few more minutes.

      He took the jacket by one arm and arced his arm up so the jacket would sail onto the window ledge. But it did nothing more than strike the window frame.

      He tried again, this time swinging the jacket – but it hit the ledge this time before coming down on top of him.

      With every attempt, the cables sawed away. One cable was already cut loose. Then, Max saw another nearly sawed through.

      Max was running out of time. He arced the jacket, lobbing it for all he was worth and watched as it went up and up and over the ledge.

      The glass bit into the jacket like teeth and held it firmly in place.

      And Max realized he was holding his breath. He grabbed the jacket, and the cables for good measure, and pulled. The jacket ripped audibly – Max didn’t want to wait and find out what that would lead to. He pulled for all he was worth and grabbed the ledge, first with one hand and then with another, pulling himself over the glass still beneath his jacket. He pulled himself awkwardly face-first into the room but he didn’t care. He flopped himself onto the office floor like a landed fish and, rather than flapping about, he jumped up once again on his feet.

      Max looked down at his jacket, its leather exterior still intact, and pulled it off the window. Inside, the lining was torn to shreds. If you’ve got to ruin a jacket, that’s the way to go, Max thought.

      Looking down to the ground below, Max could see the unmistakable flashing lights of police cars. He had no way of knowing how long they’d been there or what they were there for…but he had a pretty good idea.

      He took his call off mute, just in time to hear Lily accuse him of not listening.

      “Listen, hon. I gotta go. But I’ll see you soon,” Max said. Then, before she could speak, he hung up his call and walked away from the window.

      “Sylvester? We’ve got to get out of here,” Max said, shaking out his jacket and putting it on.

      “How can I help, sir?” Sylvester asked.

      Max ducked out of the office and tried following his steps back through the shattered remains of the 22nd floor. He looked at all of the paperwork littering the rubble, piled with sand, and knew he’d never have time to search through all of that. “Police are downstairs. So, I won’t be taking the elevator or the stairs – and I’m not too keen on trying the window again.”

      “Would you like me to call someone?” Sylvester asked.

      “No,” Max said, still looking around. “I’ve got to get into that secret room. If I get arrested, I can have Cazwell bail me out if there’s anything of interest in that room. But first, I need to find…Sylvester? Where are you?”

      Sylvester seemed to think for a moment. “It would require self-awareness to honestly tell you –”

      “Just beep, for crying out loud!” Max shouted. Almost immediately, the Velocity 3200 let out a loud, repetitive beeping and Max found it just two shattered offices over. “Now, show me the floor plan again. Didn’t you mention…” Max’s voice faded as he looked at the floor plan on the display screen. Then, he ran to the wall where he had been searching for a door.

      “Right beneath my feet,” he whispered, noticing a metal service panel hiding in plain sight amidst the floor’s tiles.

      It pulled open easily, revealing a lever that was labeled: “WARNING: Gas Line.”

      A gas line on the 22nd floor? Max weighed his options. “Well, if this explodes, it can’t do much more harm,” he said, turning the lever and clenching his teeth.

      Nothing exploded.

      But Max did hear an audible click.

      And an edge in the wall was now visible. Max grabbed it and pulled. “Will you look at that?” he said, opening a hidden door that exposed a darkened stairway leading into the building’s depths. “Sylvester? It looks like we are going down.”

      Taking two steps in and down the stairs, Max realized he wasn’t the only one who could take stairs. He turned and grabbed the door, which on this side had a handle. Then, he heard the elevator’s familiar ding as it reached the 22nd floor. He heard the doors open –

      – and he closed the hidden door. Shutting himself inside complete darkness.

      “Give me a light, Sylvester,” Max whispered. With the light from the Velocity 3200, he looked down the stairs, which tightly wound downwards. “This thing must go down several floors – and nobody knows about it?” A little voice in Max’s head told him to go out and tell the police. They might be interested in a hidden door found on a mysteriously blasted 22nd floor…but once he had that thought, Max realized why it was a little voice. He pointed the light and began descending the stairs.

      The stairway held no markers to tell Max how far he went and several minutes passed before Max turned around another of the stairway’s circles to find himself stepping into a much larger, open space.

      “Well, somebody knows about it.” The base of the stairway held a wide, somewhat circular room arrayed with a strange variety of devices Max had never seen. “So, Doctor Frankenstein, we meet again at last,” he muttered in an ominous voice.

      In the center of all the devices stood a circular platform, raised from the floor with eight, crystalline rods arcing over the surface. Max stepped into the center and looked around. Then, he began snapping pictures. “Sylvester? I want you to run a search for anything matching these devices and let me know what you find. It looks old. Really old. But well cared for…Probably as old as this building.”

      “The Russ Building was completed in 1927,” Sylvester told him.

      As Max turned, he noticed that between each of the crystalline rods two crystal segments were locked into place, joining as one. This applied to every segment except one, where the crystal segments appeared to be locked in a parallel setting. But Max could see how they could easily be turned and…

      “I’m standing in what appears to be an elevator,” he said. “Probably goes down into the…maybe beneath the building. Tell you what, Sylvester. Why don’t you record my voice and I’ll dictate what happens from here on.”

      “Very well, sir,” Sylvester replied.

      Finishing his pictures, Max put the Velocity 3200 in his pocket. He grabbed the crystal segments, moved them into place, and locked them together.

      Nothing happened.
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      And then, Max felt his guts pulled down from his toes. He felt himself falling but couldn’t be sure if he was falling down. The darkness of infinity reached up to smother him and then…nothing.

      Two hands grabbed each of his arms and held him up.

      Max had no idea where they came from or how far he’d fallen – at least, he thought he’d fallen. The whole room was black; he couldn’t see. He figured he must have fallen and blacked out. At some point, he was found, which explained the two who were holding him in place. But Max couldn’t figure why his body felt so weak or why his brains felt so scrambled.

      “Is he revived?” a voice said.

      “Who is that?” Max asked, his words slurring worse than a three day bender. “Hey, what’s the big idea?”

      “You should recover presently,” the voice told him. Max figured it for an old, business type. “That gate has not been used in generations. You can imagine our surprise when we came here to find –”

      “Yeah? Well, I used it, pal. What are you going to do about it?” Max asked with the kind of bravado that only comes after years of practice. “I found your secret staircase and your elevator and I’m sure the police are on their way down, too. Yeah, that’s what I said. The police. You think you can just bomb a beloved, downtown office building and get away with it? Sure, you had some dirty business you wanted to cover up, but did you have to…” Max stopped talking, his words fading into bewildered gasps, as his vision slowly returned.

      He found himself sitting in a room of white. Dazzling white, tiled floors gleamed beneath walls of what Max could only guess was white marble. Max looked down to see he was sitting on a bed laid out with red quilts and linens. At either side, two men held him…up? Max realized they weren’t restraining him; they were preventing him from falling.

      Before him, stood an elderly man dressed in robes. Some kind of doctor? Max wondered.

      “Hey…where exactly the hell am I?” Max asked.

      “You’re through the gate,” answered the robed man. “Your present state is a result of your passage, or so our scrolls tell us. Are you feeling more yourself?”

      “I’m feeling just fine,” Max said, pulling his arms out of the hands that held him. Immediately, he wished he hadn’t. The room gave a little spin and he was clearly shown to be a liar.

      This was all a strange place to keep hidden beneath San Francisco.

      “Sylvester?” he asked. “How far beneath the building did we go?”

      The old doctor gave a perplexed look but Max ignored it as he waited for Sylvester’s reply.

      And he kept waiting.

      His earbud was still in place. Sylvester should answer him immediately.

      “Sylvester?” he asked again.

      “I’m sorry, sir. There appears to be no signal available from our current location,” Sylvester told him.

      “That’s because we’re so far underground,” Max replied. He looked at the doctor and said, “Okay, doc. Listen. I don’t know what you boys do beneath the city. If you’re the Morlocks or the Eloi or whatever you’re supposed to be – but I’ve got a date back on the surface. So, if you and your goons…” Max realized that the two men holding him could hardly be called goons. They looked more like interns just out of nerd school. “If you don’t mind letting me go, I’ll see myself out.”

      Max stood up and, though his body immediately protested, he realized that the bigger issue was knowing how to get to his feet and which way to go. A door clearly stood out from the white walls, dark and red like cherry wood – but what about after that?

      Max decided he’d do what he always did. He’d improvise.

      “I don’t think that’s advisable,” the doctor replied. There was something about his voice, Max realized, something almost Eastern European.

      They let all kinds into San Francisco, Max thought.

      He didn’t bother answering the doctor. He just gave him a smile, stumbled stiffly to the door, and opened it.

      Light stabbed at his eyes like a morning after too much hangover. Where the room he’d been in had been lit with wall sconces, out here the sun shone blindingly, reflecting off the snow-capped mountains and…

      Pine forests.

      A large bird soared through the chilled air.

      Max felt very much like sitting down for a minute.

      He didn’t. He asked, “Sylvester? How are you coming with that signal?”

      “I’m sorry, sir. Satellite connection is not available at this time,” Sylvester said.

      Max rummaged through his confused mind, searching for an answer. “What if we aren’t in San Francisco?”

      Sylvester replied, “GPS functions are not available at this time.”

      “Of course, not,” Max muttered. He watched silently as people walked by outside the doorway, all dressed in the same kind of robes the doctor and his interns wore. The walkway, white as the room and the rest of the architecture, was draped with vines and overlooked a majestic mountain view.

      Max turned back to the doctor, who was looking at Max as if he was distinctly unwell. For the first time, Max noticed the doctor’s advancing years. Retirement age must be pretty old here. “You want to explain this?” he asked.

      “I’m afraid I can’t be of much help,” the robed gentleman said, approaching Max at the door. “You’ve traveled through the gate that leads to our world, an ancient device that has not been used in many generations.”

      And just like that, Max knew he couldn’t trust this guy.

      Max put his hand out. “I’m Max Dedge.”

      The robed gentleman took his hand and said, “I am Ballanuce Ala-forhyas. First Wizard of Tretonia.” The old gent’s handshake was boney and tight. His white hair was pulled back in a clasp, displaying lively brown eyes.

      For a moment, Max let the doctor’s introduction sink in. “Of course, you are,” he said. He looked deep into Ballanuce’s old eyes and, when Ballanuce tried to end the handshake, he held on tighter and wouldn’t let go. “You’re a wizard?” he asked.

      “First Wizard,” Ballanuce replied. “Second in status only to Fessiline Enudryne. Supreme Wizard of Tretonia.”

      Ballanuce tried to take his hand back again but Max wasn’t letting go. “Tretonia?” he asked. “Is that what this is?”

      Ballanuce looked out at the walkway and the vined railing that overlooked the snowy peaks. “Oh, no. This is the Keep of Pentress, the Tretonian wizards hideaway far within the Andiuren Wall. That’s the Andiuren Wall there,” Ballanuce said, pointing with his free hand. “It’s a wall of mountains impassable to the north, west and east.”

      Max couldn’t bear to listen to any of it. “Where’s San Francisco?” he demanded.

      Ballanuce was obviously at a loss for words. “San…? I don’t believe I follow you.”

      “The Russ Building? The Financial District?” Max pressed, seeing only more confusion in return. “How about California? The Pacific Ocean? The United States?”

      “United…States?” Ballanuce asked.

      “Look, pal. You gotta know about the United States. Even if you doped me up and took me away. Even if we’re in Europe or the Himalayas, you gotta know about the United States,” Max said.

      By the look on Ballanuce’s face, he didn’t even know what Europe was.

      Now, Max could accept a lot. He had built a career on accepting whatever nonsense he was told, as long as it paid well, but this? Now, he pulled Ballanuce closer, “You want to pretend we’re nowhere near San Francisco? That’s your deal. But tell me this, doc. How come you’re speaking English?”

      Ballanuce pulled his hand free with a determined tug. “My name is Ballanuce. I’m the First Wizard of Tretonia. And I was asked to welcome you as a representative of the Keep. If you call the Wizard’s speak this Inglesh, then you may, but I firmly believe you could use some rest and a change of clothes. You will be welcome to dine at the Supreme Wizard’s table this evening. And it is my sincere hope that you employ your manners at that time.”

      Max was speechless. Nothing had been answered. One minute, he’d been at the bottom of those stairs and the next…“You’re right,” he said. “In here?” He turned to the room where he’d been.

      “You may rest in here for the remainder of the afternoon,” Ballanuce told him. “I shall send someone within an hour of dining so that you may make ready. And then, you will be escorted to dinner.”

      “Very neighborly of you,” Max said. The interns left, whatever they were, and Max watched as Ballanuce closed the door behind him, leaving Max alone.

      Max watched the door for a minute, listening for the click of a lock. When he didn’t hear it, he tried the door and found that it wasn’t locked. He could come and go as he pleased, it seemed.

      But then… Maybe Ballanuce was right, Max thought. Maybe some sleep would do him good. The large bed was lumpier than he liked and the room had no TV or computer terminal. “How’s that satellite link coming, Sylvester?”

      “There is no satellite available, sir. Would you like to me keep trying?” Sylvester asked.

      “No,” Max sighed. “Check every ten minutes or so. As soon as you get a signal, run a search on Treter or Tertonia or whatever it is.”

      “Can you spell that?” Sylvester asked.

      Max found a pillow, put his head down, and said, “Shut up.”
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      Max wasn’t asleep long before there was a knock on his door. Max listened to it repeat and repeat again until he remembered, “Oh, right. Wizard World.”

      Max’s back was none the better for the lumpy mattress and he tried to stretch it out as he hurried to the door. He was met by another one of those robed interns. She was a young girl, no older than fifteen and she carried a bundle of clothes stacked high in her arms.

      “Of course, you understand that you may not don the robes of the Keep, but we have brought some clothes we think might fit you,” the intern told him as she laid the clothes out on his bed.

      “Sure, um, no problem. Listen,” Max said, stopping the intern before she could leave. “What’s your name?”

      “Narnoli,” she said.

      “Well, look, I’m –”

      “You’re Max Dedge,” Narnoli told him with a smile. And Max got the feeling like he was something of a rarity here…wherever “here” was.

      “Yeah, that’s right. Listen, um, Narnoli. What is all this? I’m in Frisco one minute and falling into Neverland the next. Where am I?” Max asked.

      Narnoli didn’t appear comfortable answering. She tucked her hands in her sleeves and bounced on what appeared to be slippered feet. After a momentary consideration, she replied, “This is the Keep of Pentress, where the Tretonian wizards –”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I got that,” Max told the girl impatiently. “The last guy told me all about the Territonian whateveryoucallit. But what is this? Some kind of prison? Or, I don’t know. You’re up in the mountains. Is it a monastery?” The thought brought Max’s attacker from the 22nd floor of the Russ Building to his mind. That guy had been in robes but not the kind these people wore. What was that about?

      “Oh no,” Narnoli was saying. “This is what you might call a…school. I am a…student.”

      That momentary hesitation caught Max’s ear. “Say, you’re a pretty good speaker. When did you learn that –”

      “I have to go,” Narnoli said. She didn’t wait for Max to dismiss her. She just slipped around him and hurried out the door.

      “Strange bunch of folks we got here, Sylvester,” Max said, not expecting a reply. He looked over the clothes laid out on the bed and was surprised to find an assortment of pants, shirts, coats, and even slippers like the ones he’d seen the locals wearing. But Max liked his clothes. The boots, jeans, and dress shirt were almost like a costume to him; they made him feel like…himself.

      That said, his jacket had seen better days. The glass from the broken window had done a great job tearing out the lining. In the cold mountain air, his old bomber jacket certainly wasn’t going to keep him very warm with the lining ripped out. Narnoli had brought Max two garments that looked like coats. One was made of a yellowy fleece – or, at least, that’s how Max saw it. And he knew that wouldn’t cut it in the cold air. On the other hand, Narnoli had also brought him a long, black coat of wool. Though it fit rather loosely and hung down almost to his knees, it had plenty of pocket room, belted up nicely and was rather comfortable.

      Max put it on and looked at himself in a tall mirror. “Max,” he said. “Welcome to Tertonia.”

      Behind him came another knock on the door. Probably Narnoli checking to see if the clothes fit, Max thought.

      He crossed the room, opened the door, and…

      Max had seen plenty of beautiful women in his life. Hell, he’d been to Rio. And never once in the whole time he’d been married did he ever think about anyone else but his wife, most of the time. And yet…

      “My name is Jracilla Enudryne. I’ll be your attendant for the evening,” said the woman on the other side of the door in a voice so lustrous Max was tempted to look for the sound equipment. She, too, was dressed in the robes of the Keep, but somehow she made them look good. Her long, cherry blonde locks spilling over her shoulders like an invitation from Heaven didn’t hurt either, of course.

      “Max Dedge,” was all Max could say.

      Jracilla nodded. “I know. I’ve been told you’re new here. May I come in?”

      Max did his best to nod and stood aside without stumbling over his tongue.

      “I trust you were made comfortable? It’s not often that we have visitors,” Jracilla said, entering the room.

      Max replied, “Yeah, I’m…fine. What did you say your name was?”

      Jracilla turned with a serious look. “Jracilla,” she said.

      “Is that with a ‘D’ or a…hold on.” Max shut the door, a nagging feeling picking at the interior of his skull. “Your last name. What was that again?”

      Jracilla didn’t look amused. “Enudryne.”

      “Right,” Max said. “Why do I get the feeling I’ve heard that before?”

      “Second in status only to Fessiline Enudryne. Supreme Wizard of Tretonia.” Recorded words played into Max’s ear directly from Sylvester, who added, “These words were recorded three hours, forty-seven minutes ago and were spoken –”

      “You’re still recording, Sylvester?” Max asked.

      “Excuse me?” Jracilla said.

      Sylvester replied, “I’ve been recording since you requested I start, which was just –”

      “Yes. Yes,” Max said. “I had a feeling I’d heard it before. How’s the recording affecting your storage?”

      “At thirty-two kilobytes per second, my storage capacity can maintain recording for another –”

      “You know what?” Max said. “You can stop recording now. But thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” said Sylvester.

      “Who are you talking to?” Jracilla asked, looking around the room.

      “Oh. I’m sorry,” Max said, fishing the Velocity 3200 out of his pocket. “It’s just my phone.”

      “Your what?” Jracilla asked.

      “My, uh, my phone. You know? Phone?” Max asked.

      Jracilla looked at the device with a measure of caution. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Well, no. You probably haven’t. But it’s no more than a souped up iPhone or Blackberry or…Wait a second.” Max could see there was more than just caution in Jracilla’s eyes. “You’ve never seen a phone at all, have you?”

      Jracilla didn’t answer but regarded Max the way Max might regard a guy with a big gun.

      Max placed his phone on the bed and kept his hands up where she could see them. “Let’s play a game. Okay? I’m going to name some things for you and you tell me which ones you’ve heard of. Um…computers? Hybrid cars? Cars? TV? Radio?” Max stopped and waited for Jracilla to give some response. “Radio?” he asked again.

      Jracilla sat in a chair and regarded Max suspiciously. “Where are you from, Max Dedge? Artion? Abrogine? Perhaps somewhere south of the Indiuren Marsh. I’ve heard stories of lands that lie along the Water of Andiura.”

      “I’m from Lakewood,” Max told her. “Right by Long Beach? Right by Torrance? Why do I get the feeling you wouldn’t know about any of those?”

      Max picked up his phone and dropped it into his coat’s pocket. Then, he crossed to his door, opened it, and stepped outside, nearly running into one of those interns. Students, Max reminded himself.

      He stopped at the railing and let the cold, mountain air hit him in the face. He looked up and scanned the skies from mountaintop to mountaintop. Then, he looked down, scanning the mountainsides.

      Jracilla walked up and stood beside him. “What are you looking for?”

      “Planes. Roads. Telephone poles. Power lines. You know…” Max turned to Jracilla. “Things you’ve probably never heard of before.”

      “Don’t be silly, Max Dedge,” Jracilla said. “I’ve heard of roads.”

      Max felt deflated. “Sure, um…Dracilla, was it? Of course, you have.” He looked into her striking hazel eyes, the flecks of red within highlighted by her hair. Strangely, he found himself thinking of Lily. Boy was she going to angry when he missed their date.

      “Tell you what, Dracilla,” Max said with a sigh. “Why don’t you tell me all about this Tertonia and stuff? I think that might be information I can use.”

      “Of course,” she said. “I’ll tell you all about it over dinner. But first, you need to get your names right. My name is Jracilla. And this land you’re looking out upon is Tretonia. You’ll want to get that right. Otherwise, people might think you’re an idiot.”

      As Jracilla stepped away from the railing, Max followed, saying, “Well, we certainly wouldn’t want that.”
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      Jracilla led Max slowly down the walkway and he marveled at how the Keep’s marble construction was still white though aged from what must have been centuries of use. He looked down every hallway they passed. This gave Max some idea of the size of the Keep. While impressive in beauty, it was not impressive in size. And that put Max a little more at ease.

      “Not too many people live here, do they?” Max asked.

      “Enough,” Jracilla said. “We train about fifty wizards in the ways of magic here.”

      “What do you mean? Like every year?” Max asked.

      Jracilla stopped and gave Max a thoughtful look.

      “What?” Max asked.

      “You’re a guest here so I don’t want to insult you,” Jracilla explained.

      “No,” Max said. “Lay it on me. If I’m sounding like an ignoramus, I can take it.”

      Jracilla nodded. “Very well. For whatever it’s worth, you’re sounding like an…ignoramus.”

      Max figured he’d left himself wide open. He just took a deep breath, nodded, and continued walking. Following the railing, the hallway opened up into a large square. The walkway had been covered with a red, latticed woodwork but the square stood opened to the sky. Four tall statues adorned the corners and Max couldn’t help notice…something odd.

      “What are those supposed to represent?” he asked.

      Jracilla admired one of the statues and said, “Each is a testament to our forebears, who first came to Tretonia nearly six hundred seventy years ago.”

      The statues barely appeared human, with their tall, narrow heads and their high fore-brows. “Six hundred and…” Max began to ask. “How do you figure?”

      “What do you mean?” Jracilla asked.

      “Well,” Max said, “is that your standard twelve month year or –”

      “It is to us,” Jracilla said with sudden interest. “But, how would you know? Being from outside of our world?”

      Max leaned against one of the statues, which stood over him at an easy three meters in height. “Listen, sister, I wish I had an answer to that. This all started with the bombings in Frisco and then the sand and that monk…” His eyes met Jracilla’s. “And here you are speaking English, even if you do sound like Dracula’s cousin. You’ve got years and clothes that all look familiar – but these things?” He pointed at the statue standing over him, its head tall and narrow and its fingers long and wide. “These uglies are supposed to represent you guys? That doesn’t fit.”

      “Well, it was nearly six hundred seventy years ago,” Jracilla explained.

      “Yeah, and that’s another thing,” Max said. “Where were you before?”

      “Before?” Jracilla asked. “Every record before has been lost to history. No one knows. But Tretonia and Artion measure time in the same way.”

      “Tretonia? Artion?” Max asked. “What about the rest of the world?”

      “The rest?” Jracilla asked. “The rest lays far beyond the Andiuren Wall, this wall of mountains you see around us. It stretches miles to the north, east, and west. And, to the south, the Indiuren Marsh prevents our passage. Nothing passes beyond but the Water of Andiura, the great river passing through the Andiuren Wall.”

      “But something lays beyond that,” Max said. “You said so yourself.”

      Jracilla shrugged. “Those are just fables told to children. So long as unrest remains between Tretonia and Artion, our people remain here.”

      “What sort of unrest?” Max asked.

      Jracilla looked down from the Keep to the mountains that sank into foothills below. “For hundreds of years, relations between our peoples have been…less than formal. In truth, skirmishes continue to wage near the Artion Line. Little trade gets through. The Tretonian’s strength lies in our magic. The Artionites’ strength lies in their vast heartland. We may be stronger, but we need them for food.”

      “Why don’t you just take them?” Max asked.

      “You’ve obviously never seen them fight,” Jracilla said, turning back to Max. “They are strong and fast. We might have magic but they have numbers.”

      “So…you’re stuck,” Max said.

      “That’s one way to look at it, I suppose.”

      Max gave Jracilla a long look as he thought, Couldn’t have been better if it was designed intentionally.

      “Why don’t we get some dinner?” he finally asked.

      “This way,” Jracilla told him. “We won’t be in the Keep’s Dining Hall this evening. Ballanuce seems to think your presence might be too distracting.”

      Max caught up to Jracilla as she led him away from the square. “And your thoughts?”

      “You?” she asked. “You’re more of a mystery, something of an annoyance.”

      “It’s been a pleasure meeting you, too,” Max said. “So, where do we eat?”

      “You will be afforded the honor of dining in the private chambers of the Supreme Wizard of Tretonia,” Jracilla replied.

      “Who was that again?” Max whispered.

      Sylvester gave an immediate response. “The Supreme Wizard of Tretonia is Fessiline Enudryne.”

      “Way to document, Sylvester,” Max whispered. Then, louder, he said, “That’s right. You never told me your relation to the guy.”

      “The guy?” Jracilla asked, drily.

      “You know,” Max said. “Fessa…Enudryne?”

      Jracilla stopped at a wide set of double doors. “Fessiline Enudryne? The Supreme Wizard of Tretonia? He’s my father.” Max could see that Jracilla wasn’t kidding about being annoyed.

      “Of course, he is,” Max said.

      Jracilla led them through the two doors, both a deep, dark red, and into an ornately furnished room. In one corner, a private library of both books and scrolls spilled out into the room. In another corner sat a large pair of dressers, each with intricate designs carved into the wood. But, if Max thought those impressive, they were nothing compared to the enormous bed that occupied much of the far corner, with its sleigh-inspired frame and encompassing drapes. Max noticed the wall-sconces all edged with gold and carpeting that distracted the eye with abstract swirls.

      “We will be dining in the dining quarters, this way,” Jracilla told him.

      But Max was still admiring the room, specifically something on a shelf in the library corner. It sat on the shelf next to a set of large, crystal shards.

      “This way,” Jracilla repeated.

      And then, Max realized that the bed wasn’t just draped. The wall behind the bed was draped. He hadn’t seen any windows in these small chambers. Why would the Supreme Wizard need drapes?

      “Max Dedge,” Jracilla practically shouted, jostling Max from his curiosity. Max turned to her and got an angry, “This way.” And when Jracilla led, Max followed.

      The Supreme Wizard’s dining quarters consisted of a long, ovular table through a wide archway. At the table sat eight, high-back chairs, all etched with gold trim.

      “Nice layout,” Max said.

      Jracilla indicated a chair, which faced away from the bedroom archway.

      But Max didn’t like that. Not at all. “Why don’t I sit over here?” he asked, moving to a chair against the wall.

      Jracilla shrugged, just as Ballanuce entered, accompanied by an elderly woman who immediately gave Max a long and curious look. Where Ballanuce wore his grey hair pulled back, she wore her hair down and her robes were the same as Ballanuce’s and Jracilla’s.

      Max stood politely.

      “Max Dedge,” Ballanuce greeted. “May I introduce you to Adrienne Tserita, Second Wizard of Tretonia.”

      “It is my sincere…pleasure to meet you,” Adrienne told Max with a slight bow.

      Max bowed in return, thinking, This one would eat me with a spoon. Her accent was even thicker, and something told Max they were less accustomed to English than they let on. “Adrienne,” Max said. “So you’re, um, his…?”

      “Ballanuce and Adrienne are both members of the Council,” Jracilla told Max as they each took a seat.

      Adrienne picked up her explanation, “The five members of the Council administer to the needs of the Keep as events dictate. Are you familiar with political hierarchies, Max Dedge?”

      “Adrienne, I’m familiar with Washington and the stuff they teach in civics class – but I doubt any of this would have come up there.” Max pointed at the interns who brought food and drink to the table. Much of the food was clearly vegetable dishes with a sweet, clear wine to drink. “For instance, what’s with these guys?” He turned to Ballanuce. “You said this was a school, right? I don’t remember waiting tables when I went to school.”

      “I would be very interested in knowing just what kind of school you attended,” Ballanuce told him. “As for our students, their studies take a lifetime and, for many years, they are tempered with the daily work of the school.”

      “Sure,” Max said, with a thought. “Like monks.”

      Max wanted to see how they’d react, remembering the monk back at the Russ Building, but got nothing in return but confusion.

      “Like students,” Jracilla told him.

      “Wizardry is not a craft taken lightly,” Ballanuce said.

      “Do you know of wizardry?” asked Adrienne. “Do you have any wizards in your world?”

      Max took another sip of the sweet, clear wine, wondering at the food. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten, but he’d rather have a burger. “Lady, I knew a guy who could fully replace a cracked header on a ’67 Barracuda in less than an hour and bill you for parts alone. That wasn’t too bad.”

      As Max expected, that shut them up right away. He was going to pull his Velocity 3200 out and really give them something to talk about.

      And then…out of the corner of his eye, Max spotted a figure in the shadows. The wall sconces in the Supreme Wizard’s bedroom did little to provide a clear view, especially from Max’s seat at the table. He could see the library side of the Supreme Wizard’s room through the half-light, and it was there that Max spotted the flutter of familiar robes. Max questioned if they might just be the robes these wizard-folk wore but…no. Max caught another look as the figure in the shadows dashed across the room on quiet feet.

      “Say, listen, uh…” Max got up, not wanting to just leave the room unannounced. “Which way to the, uh…what do you call it?”

      “Call what?” Jracilla asked.

      “You know, the…um…the john? The head?” Max asked.

      “Head?” Ballanuce asked.

      “The loo? The bathroom?” Max asked.

      Jracilla gave him a perturbed look. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Max could wait no longer. “I’ll just, you know, find it on my own.” Quickly, he dashed around the table. Stepping back into the Supreme Wizard’s room, he noticed the curiosity on the library shelf, which Max figured could not have come from anywhere nearby. No time for that, though. He followed where the figure in the shadows went, to the Supreme Wizard’s bed and…to the drapes.

      “What are you doing?” Jracilla demanded, coming up beside Max. “Do you have any idea the honor you’re being afforded?”

      “Do you have any idea you’ve got a cat burglar?” Max asked.

      “Cat burglar?” Jracilla asked.

      “What?” Max replied, going to the drapes. “You don’t got cats here?”

      Jracilla took Max’s arm as he reached up for the drapes. “Max Dedge? I’m afraid I really must insist –”

      “Look, if I’m wrong, I’m wrong. But I swear there’s a guy hiding behind these drapes and I think I saw his cousin back in Frisco. So, if you don’t mind,” Max began to ask, pulling open the drapes and waiting for…

      A darkened passage?

      “Of course,” Max said. “Another one of these.”

      “This is my father’s private –”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Yeah,” Max told Jracilla, drowning her out. “Sylvester? Give me a light.”

      On cue, the Velocity 3200 light up as Max pulled it out of his pocket, shining illumination into the chamber beyond. “Now,” Max said to Jracilla. “You coming?”

      He didn’t wait for her response. Stepping inside, he found a museum of oddities, swords, and stands displaying all sorts of other peculiar…Hold on, Max thought, noticing an empty stand. “What was here?”

      “I really don’t know,” Jracilla snapped. “I’ve never made the mistake of coming in here uninvited.”

      Even as she spoke, Max saw the robed figure making a move out of the shadows and to the drapes. “No, but he did,” Max said. He leapt on the robed thief and got an elbow in the face for his efforts. The thief dashed out and Max scrambled to his feet to chase after him.

      “Where are you going?” Jracilla shouted.

      “Where do you think?” Max yelled.

      The robed figure dashed out of the Supreme Wizard’s chambers with Max hot on his tail. Then, a quick turn kept the robes just out of Max’s fists. As they neared the square with the four statues, Max cut his assailant’s lead a little bit with each step until the robed thief put one foot onto the railing with a mighty leap and went over the side without a pause.

      Max nearly collided with the railing, stopping himself just in time.

      He looked back but saw no sign of Jracilla. Then, he looked over the railing. Vines trailed down in the shadows of approaching evening. Night must come late around here, Max thought. He tried not to think anything else as he climbed over the rail, grabbed a handful of the secure vines and hoped they’d do a good job at supporting his weight.

      …they didn’t.

      Max found himself falling down a nearly-sheer cliff face, grabbing handful after handful of vine, each one doing little more than slowing his descent. He barely got out a scream before his focus turned toward survival. Even the thief was forgotten as he aimed his feet desperately for a perch, his hands desperately for a handhold. Every time a vine popped from the wall, he windmilled his hands and kicked his feet. Air grabbed his body and he felt his jacket billow.

      And then, Max grabbed a thick vine that pulled down from the wall – and stayed intact, shooting hot, electric fire to his fingertips. He grabbed with the other hand, yelling out in pain, scrambling for somewhere to put his feet.

      Below him, the cliff descended meter upon meter to a jagged forest of rocks. Thank you, vine, Max thought. Then, Max saw it – the robed figure sprinting down the mountain. How’d he get that far?

      Max looked at his red, painful hands and knew he had no choice but to keep going. Footholds were hard to find. Max lowered himself bit by bit down the mountainside, hurrying to the jagged rocks below. Each had looked no more than a few inches high when he’d first seen them but, as he lowered himself, he saw that each one reached almost half a meter tall. That would smart.

      As fast as he could, Max tried to find his bearings and the robed figure amongst the shadows. From the jagged rocks, the mountain descended at a steep grade in snow and rocks. And there, running in the snow, Max saw his thief.

      Max bolted into the fastest sprint he could muster. First, he dodged through the rocks and then, as soon as the ground opened up a bit, onto the snowy banks. His boots crunched through the icy surface and he realized he probably had better footing than the thief. Max figured the thief must be wearing those same slippers Max had seen up in the keep. Good, Max thought. Let him slide.

      And the thief was sliding, too. Max could see long trenches in the snow, where the would-be thief gave himself away. Then, bolting around a rock, Max saw the robed thief just up ahead. He grabbed a fist-sized rock from where it stuck out in the snow, cocked his arm back, and gave it a throw.

      But it sailed wide and did little more than alert the robed figure to his pursuer. The thief looked back as Max bore down on him. Max saw him pull something out of his robe, something small. The would-be thief began rubbing his hands against it, shouting something indecipherable, and that gave Max the moment he needed. He jumped, his arms wide, and as his shoulder hit the robed figure’s torso, Max brought his arms up for the tackle.

      Together, the two men plummeted down the snow bank, rolling over and over each other. Max lost his grip but that didn’t matter. With gravity’s assistance, the robed figure was coming with him. Down and down until, with a loud crack, the robed figure hit an outcrop and Max hit him and then slowly slid to a stop.

      Max looked up at the Keep far overhead and down the mountainside where the snow drifted out of sight. Bracing himself to stand, watching the robed figure groaning in pain, Max panted. He said, “You think I did all that running with my ex-wife for nothing?”

      The robed figure groaned and groaned, clutching his chest.

      “No,” Max said. “I mostly did it to shut her up.” Panting, exhausted, Max pulled the belt out of his coat, brought his captor’s arms back and tied them behind his back. “You’re not going anywhere now,” Max told him.

      He looked around, wondering how they’d ever get back up to the Keep. Then, he remembered something. He checked his prisoner’s hands and, sure enough, the thief still held a small, crystal shard no bigger than his thumb.

      “What were you going to do with this?” Max asked. He rubbed the crystal’s smooth surface and came away with a fine dust, almost like a…“Sand,” Max said with a sigh.

      Max looked down at the robed figure, who now sat on the ground, and pocketed the crystal. “This just gets weirder and weirder, doesn’t it?” he asked.

      The cold, mountain air blew into Max’s coat and, for the first time, Max realized he was stuck out in the snow with the sun going down. The sun was going down, wasn’t it? Max looked up and tried to figure how much time had passed since…“Sylvester,” he asked. “How much time has elapsed since I sat down to eat dinner?”

      “Thirty-seven minutes,” Sylvester told him.

      “Hmm,” Max grunted. No wonder I want to fall down and die. Max took a deep breath and felt his own ribs protest, and remembered why he’d stopped running. “But the sun hasn’t gone down…”

      “Okay, pal,” he said to his captive. “Now, you’re going to tell me what it is you were doing up there and how we get back up, if you know what’s good for you.”

      The robed figure looked up and, rather than speaking the same, strange English those in the Keep spoke, he spouted out a mess of broken, strange syllables Max couldn’t begin to understand.

      “Sylvester? Can you hear this?” Max asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Sylvester said.

      “Can you translate it?” Max asked.

      “Your translation software is currently loaded with Spanish, French, and German, which are the standard languages loaded by default,” Sylvester said.

      Max thought for a moment. “I don’t suppose you can download an update?”

      “I cannot access a signal at this time,” Sylvester told him.

      “Of course, not.” Max said with a sigh.

      To Max’s surprise, Sylvester then told him, “I can tell you that some of the language being spoken uses a very similar structure to Romance languages such as Spanish and French.”

      “Hold on,” Max said. “You saying this guy is speaking Spanish or French?”

      “No, sir,” Sylvester replied. “But the language structure does possess similar components.”

      “And what’s that mean in English?” Max asked.

      “I will need to update my software to make any further assessment.”

      Max took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Of course, you will. Well, put that on the list for when we finally get a signal.”

      “Yes, sir,” Sylvester told him.

      Max grabbed the would-be thief’s arm and gave it a tug. “Come on, pal,” he said. “I don’t know where we’re going but we should try to get there before dark.”

      And they walked. The mountainside, steep as it was, provided little going that didn’t include a lot of scrambling and picking their way around huge, sharp outcrops. Once they were out of the snow, the robed figure had a difficult time progressing without handholds and Max had to help him through much of it.

      “Listen,” Max told him, once again out of breath. “I know you’re pretty banged up, so I doubt you’ll be running anywhere. Why don’t I undo this belt and we can walk together. You get that?” he asked. “Comprende?”

      Again, the man in the robes replied with a strange mix of words that seemed to sound a bit familiar while being completely foreign.

      “Sure,” Max said. “As long as we’re in agreement.” Max loosened the belt and removed it, watching the figure nursing his wrists. What struck Max as particularly strange was the man’s age, not young like one of the students and not elderly like the wizards. “Are you guys even from here?” Max asked.

      The robed figure didn’t reply.

      “No,” Max said. “Of course, not. Because, if you were –” Before Max could say anything else, his captor bolted. Down the steep mountainside, he ran and Max hurried to keep up. “Hey,” Max yelled. “I’m just gonna catch you again.”

      But then, the robed figure took a turn towards the mountain’s steeper edge, throwing himself into the air, his arms spread wide, screaming in that foreign tongue. Max dug his feet into the mountainside, remembering how the figure had held the crystal and how he had rubbed it like…but the crystal now resided in Max’s pocket.

      Slowly, Max approached the cliff. Far, far down below, Max could see the robed figure, broken and still.

      “Brother, did you take a wrong turn.”

      Max climbed down the mountain on a gentler slope, not caring to face the same fate as his robed acquaintance, and when he reached the bottom the sun still hadn’t gone down. As happy as he was for the light, dim as it was, Max wondered when night would come. “Sylvester? How much time has passed since the last time I checked?” he asked.

      “Two hours forty-three minutes,” Sylvester replied.

      Something was definitely wrong. He couldn’t see the sun; it must have been behind the mountaintop. And yet, darkness held off.

      The robed figure was little more than a broken, bloody puppet. Max looked away when he saw where the impact had split the body. Still, Max was certain that somewhere inside those robes he would find the stolen object from inside the Keep. He had tried surmising that the thief may have stolen the crystal he had held so tightly but…something about that didn’t add up. The thief had appeared too familiar with it, too sure of whatever it is the crystal was supposed to do.

      The thieves’ body lay face-down and Max didn’t care for disturbing it. Instead, Max lifted at the robes, pulled them up, looked for a pocket. And then, tucked beneath the waistband of the thief’s loose-fitting trousers, Max found a crystal tube with a sharp blade at one end. Max held it up to the dimming sunlight. The tube appeared to be filled with some kind of fluid. The blade was impressive enough but Max doubted it could be used as a weapon. What was it used for? Why had the thief gone through so much risk to steal it, only to end his own life when he had been caught?

      Max sat a short distance from the body, overlooking another cliff, and began to question how he’d get off this mountain and safely back home.

      After a while, he heard a voice shout, “Hey! Hey!”

      Max looked up to see that, while the sun had continued its descent and some stars were finally pocking through the sky, night really had not fallen. In the fading light, Max could see a robed figure and recognized the strange English spoken by Jracilla Enudryne. Max stood up and, as Jracilla came closer, said, “You did a lousy job keeping up.”

      “You did a lousy job stopping whoever was up there,” Jracilla told him.

      Max stepped aside and indicated the dead body near the cliffside. “Oh, I stopped him,” Max said. “But I did a lousy job getting him to talk.”

      Jracilla approached the broken body with the hushed awe of someone who had never seen someone die before. “Who was he?” she whispered. “What was he doing up there?”

      “Who he was, I can’t tell you,” Max said to Jracilla. Then, he held out the crystal tube. “As for what he was doing there…”
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      “What is it?” Jracilla asked, reaching for it with wide eyes.

      “Evidence,” Max said, tucking it in his pocket.

      This obviously did not please Jracilla. “That belonged to my father,” she said.

      “Then, he can pick it up himself once we’re finished.” Max told her, and he looked up the way she had come, wondering how she had got down there.

      Jracilla stepped in his view. “I don’t think you understand.”

      “I don’t think you understand, sister. I’ve been strangled, beaten, pushed out of windows, shanghaied to another world, fell down a mountain, and nearly killed for all I know. All because of some bombings that took place a world away from here.” Max realized he was yelling and stopped for a minute. He knew this wasn’t Jracilla’s fault or, at least, that’s what he figured.

      But he could be wrong.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jracilla told him. But Max wondered if she was just saying that to avoid guilt.

      He decided he would find out. “Listen, then. We got three bombings in San Francisco. Three different buildings.” Jracilla was already looking left behind so Max explained, “You know? Bombings? Explosions?” That seemed to do it. “Okay? So, three different buildings. Except, they ain’t from any kind of bomb I know about – and at each bomb site, all I find is piles of fine, pink sand. You know?”

      Clearly, Jracilla didn’t know.

      Max said, “Sylvester? Light, please.”

      Max pulled out the crystal he held in his pocket and rubbed it hard against the palm of his hand. Then, he shone the light from the phone on his palm. The thin trickle of powder left behind by the crystal looked like Max had dipped his hand into a tide pool. Small bits of material glittered in the light.

      And for this, Jracilla gave a somber nod. “That happens when a crystal is exhausted. It sheds the effluvium of its waste.”

      “What’s that?” Max asked.

      “Its dead bits come off. Depending on the use, entire crystals can fall to dust.” Jracilla explained.

      “Wait,” Max said, realizing how far out of his element he’d come. “What’s that? What are you talking about?”

      “Magic,” Jracilla told him, sitting down on a nearby rock.

      “What? Through the crystals?” Max asked.

      “How else is it done?”

      Jracilla’s question just irritated Max that much more. “Well, I don’t know about around here but back home we do a lot with computer graphics and fireworks and shit like that.” He stopped. “Hold on. Do you really mean…magic?”

      Jracilla pointed up to the Keep. “The Keep of Pentress has been delving and instructing and expanding the art of wizardry for nearly six hundred years. It is the strength of Tretonia. What else did you expect?”

      Max felt his head swim. “To be honest? I expected to stay in Frisco.” He looked down at the fallen thief and wondered again how he had made the jump off the Keep’s square without hurting himself. Max had been able to do it on sheer luck, but this guy…

      “This guy had a brother back in San Francisco. On the 22nd floor of the Russ Building, this guy came at me with both fists. Practically killed me.” Max said.

      “He wears the robes of an assassin of the Crystal Blade,” Jracilla observed.

      “Who’s that?”

      Jracilla walked up to the dead figure, inspecting it without getting too close. “The Crystal Blade Assassins go back hundreds of years. They’re a secret cult of warriors who stake their allegiance with Artion. But what was an assassin of the Crystal Blade doing on your world?”

      Max gave a relieved chuckle. “Falling to his death.” Then, as he thought it through, he realized, “But he could have been hiding the secret door.”

      “Secret door?” Jracilla asked.

      “Yeah, there was a…” Max began to reply but the words stuck in his throat. Something strange had occurred to him. “But that guy was attacking me. He didn’t run. What other kinds of assassins do you got here?”

      Jracilla knelt beside the body. “There’s only one kind, Max Dedge. They are the most deadly fighters in our world, able to fend off ten men if necessary, versed in blade and hand-to-hand combat.” She lifted his robes on one side and then the other and looked closer.

      “What are you doing?” Max asked.

      “Looking for confirmation,” Jracilla told him. “You see, the assassins of the Crystal Blade are recognized by something more than their courage, their guile, and their skill…and this man does not bear that one identifying item.”

      Max prompted, “Which is?”

      “His blade. The Crystal Blade assassins fight and kill with a blade of crystal, bonded to them to perform incredible feats of daring and violence. This man,” Jracilla concluded, pointing down to him, “was not an assassin of the Crystal Blade.”

      Max shone his light down on the dead body. “But, if he wasn’t…”

      “He may not have even been an Artionite,” Jracilla told him. “We have a thief in disguise meant to throw us off track. We have a man from beyond the gate. This just gets curiouser and curiouser.”

      “I hate to tell you,” Max told her anyway. “It gets worse than that.” He pointed up to the Keep and asked, “How’d you get down from there, anyway?”

      “Simple,” she said. “I took the road.”

      Jracilla led them several yards away where a wide road worn into the mountain wound up in a grand arc to the Keep. And they walked.

      Max made a point of telling Jracilla that they needed to return to her father’s quarters and that they needed to be alone. He wasn’t too keen on trusting anyone he didn’t know, let alone an entire world, but he would trust her if need be. And so, upon returning to the Keep, Jracilla did not report what they had found or hadn’t found. The two proceeded directly to the quarters of Fessiline Enudryne, Supreme Wizard of Tretonia. They shut the door behind them and Max turned on his light.

      “What exactly are we doing here?” Jracilla asked.

      Max shone the light toward the library, looking for what he had seen earlier in the evening. “My job,” he said. “Don’t you have detectives in Tretonia?”

      Jracilla stood in his way. “Listen, Max Dedge. This may be my father’s room but they are also the private quarters of one of the highest ranking men in our nation. We don’t just break in for a bit of fun.”

      “But we’re not breaking in,” Max said, slipping around the Supreme Wizard’s daughter. “You let me in. Right?”

      She put a hand on his arm. “That’s right,” she agreed. “And, as such, you can take a moment to tell me what it is you’re doing here.”

      Max stopped. He could see he wouldn’t just be given free rein to do as he pleased. “Okay,” he said, lowering his light. “Listen. There were three explosions in my world with lots of this crystal dust or whatever you call it left behind. Right? And someone just tried to rob you dressed as an assassin from an enemy country. With me so far? This obviously goes a lot further than either of us suspect. And what would you say if I told you it gets worse than that?”

      “Worse than that?” Jracilla asked, not holding back her surprise. “How do you mean?”

      “I mean,” Max said, stepping away from Jracilla for a moment as he plucked an item off of Fessiline Enudryne’s shelf, “this.” He held it before her, shining his light on its surface. By itself, it wasn’t that impressive. Its rounded corners and foreign composition hinted at a mystery that transcended this world, as did its inscription: Made in Thailand.

      “What’s that say?” Jracilla asked. “I know the letters…but the words…”

      Once again, Max was reminded of the question of language. “Yeah,” he pondered. “You speak English but you can’t read it, can you?”

      Jracilla looked at him, and Max could see that she was holding out on him. “Jracilla,” he said. “This could help us put all the pieces together.”

      Still, she hesitated. Max waited as she worked past the conflict. Finally, she said, “Only a few of us speak the language, and each of us teaches it to our successor. That’s how it has been for hundreds of years.”

      “Hundreds of years?” Max asked.

      “None of it is ever written down. We retain it by the spoken word in preparation for when it may be needed again,” Jracilla said.

      And Max understood. “You mean, like now.”

      Jracilla nodded. “I believe so.”

      “Just one more question, Jracilla,” Max said, sensing the answer already. “What do you mean, only a few of you speak it?”

      “Members of the Council,” she said with a nod. “Yes. I am Jracilla Enudryne, Third Wizard of Tretonia.”

      Max knew that fit but had very bad news for Jracilla. “So, you’re Third Wizard?”

      “Yes,” Jracilla said.

      “And that’s a pretty high mucky-muck kind of position?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she repeated.

      Max held up the object he’d taken from the shelf. He figured it was a ninety-nine cent digital clock, the kind of keepsake you give to someone who doesn’t know any better. The fact that Fessiline Enudryne put it on his shelf spoke volumes. It was no wonder no one had noticed it. To anyone else, it might have looked like little more than a rock, except this rock was made of plastic.

      “Then, why haven’t you been told that people from my world have been here recently, very recently? They could be here now for all we know,” Max said.

      “What are you talking about?” Jracilla snapped, launching herself to the door. “We need to tell the Council.”

      “No,” Max said, stepping in front of her. He took her arms and held Jracilla as she struggled against him. “Think about it. They may already know. Somebody set up this thief – set him up to fail, probably. And they set him up to look like your enemy. You mentioned skirmishes along your border? Well, unless I miss my guess, somebody wants a lot more than a skirmish. They may want an all-out war. The only thing I don’t understand is what that has to do with three explosions in San Francisco.”

      “And how do you expect to find that, Max Dedge?” Jracilla asked, pulling her arms free. “How?”

      Max held up the small clock and read its logo. Presizion, Inc.

      The answer was obvious.

      “We go there.”
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      “You sure you know how to use this thing?” Max asked, finding himself in a familiar looking room with the raised circular platform and eight, crystalline rods arcing over the surface.

      “Operation of the device is clear to anyone versed in magic,” Jracilla said, connecting the eight, crystal segments that sat between the arcing rods. With the last undone, she directed Max onto the platform. Then, she joined him.

      “I don’t know if this is such a good idea,” Max said.

      “You seem to have adjusted just fine to our world,” Jracilla said. “I’m sure yours is no different. I mean, sure, it’s different in a way. You have your strange manner of dress and your – what did you call it? – phone?”

      Max thought about Sylvester and realized he would be returning without a minute to lose; the battery in the Velocity 3200 was nearly dead. But he knew Jracilla was in for more of a shock than he could explain. Her world held a beautifully built school, some old guys in robes, and some kind of magic, which Max hadn’t seen a hint of but accepted begrudgingly the way you might accept any claim of a politician doing their job. How could he tell Jracilla that his world was far more difficult to comprehend?

      “Fine,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      He watched her connect the final segments – and felt his toes pull on his spine.

      When Max came to, he was face-down on the platform. “Sylvester?” he asked, his whisper stifled by the fistfuls of cotton in his throat. “Give me some light.”

      Max pulled the Velocity 3200 out of his pocket, its light illuminating the chamber. He noticed Jracilla face down several feet away. She was out cold. “Hey, Jracilla,” he grunted, barely able to pick himself up.

      Once he was able to sit upright, he nudged Jracilla with his boot, but she wouldn’t move.

      “Sylvester? Where are we?”

      “We are presently at 235 Montgomery Street, San Francisco,” Sylvester reported, almost cheerfully.

      “We’re back?” Max asked.

      “So it would appear. GPS readings put us on the 14th floor of the Russ Building.” Sylvester paused for a moment. “Local time is 9:26pm. The date is still March 23rd.”

      “So, I was only gone for a day?” Max asked.

      “Less than a day,” Sylvester corrected.

      “Check the police bands,” Max said. “See if they’re still here and if there’s any word on that assassin or monk or whatever he was.”

      Sylvester paused. “Police bands are quiet on the subject of the Russ Building. As for your assailant, I believe he is mentioned amidst the narrative of a blog under the heading: You won’t believe what I saw in the road this morning.”

      “Good job, Sylvester,” Max said. He realized he now had a list of things to do so long he couldn’t keep it all in his head. His next stop was clearly at Presizion, Inc. but he also debated contacting Edward Cazwell. But Cazwell had told him to make contact when Max had found something and, despite all that Max had found, none of it added up to anything but a lot more questions. And Cazwell was knee deep in each new question Max found. Cazwell would wait. “Sylvester? Find me the corporate offices for Presizion, Incorporated.”

      After a moment, Sylvester reported, “I’ve found an address for Presizion, Incorporated in Long Branch, New Jersey.”

      “Long Branch?” Max asked. “I thought they were in Thailand.”

      “Their manufacturing facilities are outsourced to several locations, including one in Bangkok, but the corporate offices reside in Long Branch,” Sylvester explained.

      “I see,” Max said, thinking. And, as he thought, he couldn’t help notice a strange squeaking noise coming from somewhere close. “Sylvester? Are you making that noise?”

      “What noise?” Sylvester asked.

      “That…squeaking?”

      “No, sir,” Sylvester replied.

      Max looked around the dark room, lit only by the phone, and realized the squeaking sound was coming from inside his pocket. He reached in and pulled out the crystal tube the thief had tried to steal. It seemed to glow and throb with a strange, green energy – squeaking all the while.

      “What the hell?” Max asked.

      If anyone would know anything about this, Max knew that person was Jracilla. But she was still out and clearly wouldn’t waken for some time. Max took off his coat and rolled it up. Then, he turned her on her back and put the coat under her head. He hadn’t noticed how fine her features were before. He’d been too busy just trying to figure out what was going on. Her voluminous, red hair enhanced her high cheek bones and full lips in a way…

      Max found his thoughts turning to his appointment with Lily, just two days away.

      “Alright, Sylvester,” Max said, taking a seat across from the sleeping wizard. “You and I are going to go over everything we heard and saw while we were gone until this young lady wakes up.”

      Even with his satellite link restored, Sylvester wasn’t much help finding out anything about Tretonia. Clearly, it was hidden from this world. All the world, except Presizion, Inc., Max thought, and could that short list also include Edward Cazwell?

      After an hour or so, Jracilla began to stir. Once she could speak, she asked, “Where are we?”

      “We’re a long, long way from Tretonia,” Max said. “This is what lies on the other side of your gate.”

      She looked around. “Not impressive,” she reported.

      “Sure. Wait until we’re out of here and you’ll see something,” Max said. “Can you get to your feet?”

      Jracilla tried gingerly but remained wobbly.

      “Don’t worry,” Max said. “I’ll introduce you to hamburgers. That’ll get some protein back in your system.”

      “Protein?” Jracilla asked.

      “Meat,” Max told her.

      “Ah,” she said with a nod.

      “And while we’re waiting,” Max said, pulling out the crystal tube. “Maybe you can tell me about this.”

      Jracilla looked at it and then at Max, questioningly.

      “Why has it started making this squeaking sound?” Max asked.

      “Oh, that,” Jracilla said. She put her hand out to hold it. “May I?” she asked.

      Max didn’t like handing it over but it wasn’t as though Jracilla could go far. He put it in her hand.

      And just like that, the squeaking stopped.

      “What did you do?” Max asked.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Jracilla told him. “I think the squeaking might have been its way of making a connection. You might say it has taken to you.”

      Max squinted against an explanation he didn’t like. “What’s that?”

      Jracilla handed the crystal tube back to Max. “Magic in Tretonia is based on crystals. Wizards use crystals in all they do and when they’ve worked with a crystal long enough, there is a bond there that brings them together.”

      “A bond?” Max asked. “What do you mean, a bond? I just found this thing. I haven’t known it long enough to make a bond.”

      Jracilla gave Max a shrug and pulled a long crystal out of the sleeve of her robe. “This is my crystal,” she said. “Feel it. Do you see how it’s warm?”

      Max put his hand on the crystal and, sure enough, it gave off a soothing warmth.

      “That shows the energy I provide and that it absorbs. The energy is then released in the form of magic,” Jracilla explained.

      Max looked at his squeaking, crystal tube. “Then, why’s mine making this stupid noise? Why can’t it be warm or bleed gold or something?”

      Jracilla shrugged one shoulder. “That’s just what it does. I can’t tell you that much more. Your crystal is…different in a way. Specialized. It could be quite powerful.”

      Max looked at it. “And what about me? Does that make me a wizard?”

      “No,” Jracilla said with a shake of her head. “It makes you very careful. Your crystal isn’t new. Clearly, it has been in many hands and was meant for someone else.”

      “Someone else?” Max asked. “You mean it was made for someone?”

      “Perhaps,” Jracilla told him. “There are ways of preparing crystals, though most wizards such as myself sojourn for ours. It can take years. Preparing a crystal removes the personal attachment. Maybe that’s why it was done. And yet, it appears to have attached to you. Why is that?”

      “You got me,” Max said. “This wasn’t in my weekend plans.”

      “You should find out,” Jracilla told him in a tone that emphasized her urgency. “A strange figure breaks into my father’s quarters to steal a crystal we never knew my father possessed. Was it my father’s perhaps? Or was the stranger stealing the crystal for someone else? He wasn’t an assassin; that much we know. He was a wizard of sorts but not one of ours, no student of the Keep. His magic proved of little use in the end and he killed himself to…why?”

      Max watched her consider this in the dim light of the Velocity 3200. When the answer came to him, he said, “To keep us from finding out.”

      Jracilla gave him a sharp look. “That certainly isn’t going to get us any answers,” she said.

      “It wasn’t my plan,” Max said.

      “You need to keep that crystal close. The owner may come looking for it. Until then,” Jracilla added, sitting up, her eyes following the spiral staircase into the darkness, “what do we do next?

      Max thought about Jracilla’s directive for a moment – along with the possibility of the crystal’s owner coming to claim it – and decided to put the crystal tube in his pocket and forget about it as best he could. Then, he said, “Once you’re standing, I think we need to get to New Jersey.”

      In a while, Jracilla was standing and the two slowly made their way up the long, spiral staircase. At the top, Max found the hidden door not so hidden on this side and easy to open. He pushed it aside to find the 22nd floor just as littered with debris as before, unchanged from when he had left.

      Behind Max, standing frozen in the doorway, Jracilla didn’t move. Max followed her eyes to the lights of San Francisco shining before her just beyond the wreckage of the building. “Yeah, it’s really something, ain’t it?” Max asked.

      Jracilla’s eyes turned to Max but she remained silent.

      Max didn’t know what else to say. “Welcome to San Francisco.”
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