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Prologue

Of the Thousand Worlds (there were actually 998 inhabited worlds, but everyone rounded it up), 934 installed the Windford Shield. There had once been 999 worlds, but a single burst of Fanchon Particles from a nearby supernova obliterated Placers Planet and everyone on it.

Fifty years passed before another world was threatened: Spell Realm, which, by coincidence, was the adopted home of Charles Windford himself. What no one knew then was that it was also the home of the young genius Millard Mansing, whose invention was to become even more important than the Windford Shield.

His invention made it possible for Spell Realm to escape the Fanchon Particle burst by shifting it to a parallel universe where magic instead of science held sway. An unfortunate side effect was that because the Windford Shield was used as part of the invention, every planet that had the device was also pulled into this parallel universe.

Nine-hundred and thirty-four civilizations were forced to start over with all new rules.

For most, it didn’t go smoothly.

The following is the story of how this momentous change occurred.


Chapter 1

It was my intention that Castle La Magie be a real castle, in form and in function. If, as the guests are meant to believe, there are real dragons, real armies of orcs and goblins, real dangers of every kind, then the castle must protect and defend; it must be sturdy and practical.

I have no desire to recreate the fairy castles of Old Earth. In Spell Realm, there will be no kings or queens, no princes or princesses. Well, perhaps a duke and duchess, or a count and countess, but nothing more than that. Into this world, guests will come, and they will live in times both primitive and dangerous. They will be taken out of their own world and placed somewhere wholly unfamiliar.

We must fight with every ounce of our strength to avoid the frilly, candy-coated Disneyland of legend. Instead, we will create a world with a past both ancient and bloody, where the creatures the guests meet and the enemies they fight are as real as we can make them. They must believe the threats are real, and for that to happen, there must be the possibility of danger.

— Martinique Mansing

 “The dragon is malfunctioning again,” the speaker on Terry’s scooter squawked.

Terry could almost visualize Patrice staring at her fingernails, bored, hoping and waiting for her knight in shining armor to come save her. Even the most unimaginative of them were drawn to the fantasy.

“I’m on it,” he said.

She didn’t answer.

It was a busy Saturday, especially for the off-season. Spell Realm was packed with day trippers, most wearing the cheapest of costumes. The park’s operating license forced it to accommodate local visitors, though almost all the real profits came from off-world patrons.

Terry decided to use the maintenance path to avoid the congestion.

He clicked off the speaker and revved the scooter, doing a wheelie before speeding up the path toward Spell Realm’s largest and most lucrative attraction. He’d named the dragon Humbert, and the name had caught on with the rest of the park’s employees, except Patrice, of course, who was one of the few people on the planet who didn’t anthropomorphize the fairy creatures around every corner, in spite of her longing for a knight.

As far as Terry was concerned, Humbert was a malevolent piece of machinery, always waiting to break down until the park was at full capacity, when Terry was overwhelmed by work. More often than not, what broke would be a tiny, almost inconsequential part, something so small that they wouldn’t have it in the warehouse and he would have to rush-order it from off-planet, and half the patrons would have to be comped, the seasonal bonus would be reduced, and everyone would blame Terry.

This was supposed to have been a summer job, but Terry had stayed on through the school year as well, not ready to go back and face his failing grades and miffed parents. He hadn’t realized that the park was shorthanded in the off-season and that much of the extra work would fall on his shoulders.

He kind of liked it, though.

He was scooting along at full speed, though official policy was ten kilometers per hour, so when Charles Windford stepped out into the middle of the path, Terry barely managed to swerve out of the way. The path disappeared, replaced by its illusion, a rocky ridge that ran through the middle of the park. A tourist family picnicking below looked up at him with surprise and alarm, and then he veered back behind the digital curtain.

The old man was sprawled on his butt, shouting in pain, his white hair sticking up every which way, his tortoiseshell glasses askew on his nose. He was dressed in a jester’s costume, though his Personage was turned off. Terry had once heard him joke, “If I’m going to be dotty, I might as well dress the part of a fool.”

Terry jumped off his scooter and ran to help him up. “Are you all right, Mr. Windford?”

“Of course I’m not all right!” the old man snapped. “I smell oil and gas, and I see a damn scooter and a young man wearing an orange polyester vest, and that is not what I’m paying for!”

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t expecting you to be…” Terry trailed off, uncertain what to say. I didn’t expect you to be on a maintenance path? Bad enough that the illusion had been broken without using such a humdrum description. “…to be on a Vanishing Road,” he finished, remembering the term used in the brochures in case anyone stumbled on one of the paths by accident.

The Vanishing Roads were one of the few illusions in the park besides the Personages that were maintained by digital effects, along with the physical barrier of running across the top of some rather steep inclines.

The physical manifestation of the fantasy was Spell Realm’s selling point and why it could charge more than other parks. Smell, sound, and touch, as well as visuals, were what sold the whole package. Most parks were all illusion, which was far cheaper, but it didn’t take much to dispel the effect, especially if you were forced to wear VR goggles all the time. In Spell Realm, you could ride a unicorn and fight a griffin. You could join the rangers to fight trolls or, if you preferred, you could be one of the trolls.

Every kind of fairytale creature was represented in Spell Realm, all of them physical manifestations augmented by digital enhancements.

Terry helped Charles to his feet. The old man glowered, his bushy black eyebrows his most expressive feature.

“Again, I apologize, Mr. Windford,” Terry said. Don’t report me! he wanted to plead. He already had three demerits, and shorthanded or not, park policy was to fire any employee who got five black marks in a season.

Mr. Windford’s face softened. “Don’t worry about it, young man. And as I’ve told you more than once, call me Charles.”

“Yes, sir.”

Charles was a Perpetual, one of those who lived inside the park’s fantasy world full time, as mind-bogglingly expensive as that must be. Terry wasn’t sure if he was envious or whether he pitied the old man for living a life that wasn’t real. He was also a Centennial, one of the fortunate few who could afford the treatments that extended their lives well into their second century.

Charles sighed. “It’s just as well. As a Perp, I need to be reminded once in a while that there is such a thing as the real world.” He peered down the concrete pathway, with its dark spots of oil, overgrown grass along the edges, and empty soda can Terry’s predecessor had littered and that he kept meaning to pick up. “Ugh,” Charles said.

“Let me help you down the slope,” Terry said, reaching out. Charles let him take his arm, and they passed through the digital curtain and into the everlasting sunshine of a Spell Realm day. Behind them was what appeared to be a rocky crag, while below was a grassy slope. They made their way carefully down the hill. Charles looked over his shoulder and seemed confused, as if pondering why and how he’d climbed up there. Terry wondered if the old man was finally going completely senile. As soon as his shift was over, he was going to check with the infirmary to make sure Charles was taking his medications.

“I could swear there was a refreshment pavilion up there,” Charles muttered. When he turned to Terry, his eyes were crystal clear and sharp. Terry had a vision of what kind of high-powered dynamo Charles Windford must have been in his younger days, the kind of man who could afford to live a fantasy in his later years.

“There are a lot of screw-ups happening, Terrance,” the old man said. “Things maybe you aren’t seeing…” His voice drifted off, as did his gaze, and when he turned back, he was the old Charles again, his eyes clouded, his voice quavering. “Something’s wrong.”

“I’ll check into it,” Terry said to placate him. In truth, he hadn’t really noticed, but now that it was brought up, he realized he’d been getting more maintenance calls than usual over the last week or so.

He made sure the old man switched on his Personage, and dithering Charles transformed into a young jester, full of life. Once he was on his way, Terry clambered up the slope, righted the scooter, and took off. He turned on his own Personage, that of a blacksmith, and popped out of the final tunnel-cave, his ride now appearing to the outside world to be a horse.

The tournament arena was surrounded by “Work Zone” and “No Trespassing” signs. Wouldn’t want anyone to see Humbert incapacitated.

The dragon was on his back in the middle of the arena, where he’d no doubt been dive-bombing the day-pass holders with digital fire. The dragon burped as Terry approached, flames spitting into the sky. Terry turned off his Personage. It was a distraction when he was actually working. To his surprise, his boss, Carl Lundy, was already there. Carl didn’t usually emerge from his workshop until late in the afternoon, after he’d slept off his hangover.

Terry had been amazed to find that no one else had nicknamed Humbert before he arrived. All the other fairy creatures had funny little names. He suspected it was because even when switched off, the Darke Dragon had once been so magnificent that no one dared call him by other than his official title.

Now he was powerless, his footlong scales tarnished and scratched, dull dark greens and blues, exhibiting none of the wonderful luminosity they showed when activated. It was a tradition for each new employee to scratch their name on the back of one of the scales, and the scratches were starting to show.

Terry’s full name, Terrance McNally Martini, was scratched near the creature’s nether regions, the only place still available after fifty-three years of continuous operation.

Carl knelt near Humbert’s head. The dragon’s brain case was open, and half the contents of Carl’s tool belt were laid out on the grass. As Terry approached, the dragon started humming as if he was struggling to come alive. That background hum was always there, unnoticed by most park attendees, who never got close enough to the dragon to hear it.

“Poor old Humbert,” Terry said.

“What’s that?” Carl said, looking up at him, annoyed.

Uh oh. Terry had never used the nickname around his boss, and he guessed that no one else ever had either. The Darke Dragon was Carl’s pride and joy.

His boss leaned down and switched off the power, gently laying his gnarled hand on the dragon’s horned head. “Poor old Humbert,” he murmured. “You know, Terry, my dragon never used to hum. He was as alive as you or me. But we all get old, I guess.”

“Yes, sir,” Terry said, stunned to hear his boss call the dragon Humbert.

Carl stood up. “You wouldn’t have believed it,” he murmured. He snorted, then echoed the park’s motto: “You will believe.” Terry had never heard it uttered by any park employee without at least a hint of self-mockery, and certainly never with such reverence.

“I met Mr. Windford on my rounds,” Terry said. “He seemed to think that we are having more than the usual number of glitches.”

“Charles Windford?” Carl said, giving him a sharp glance. “How did he seem to you?”

“Frankly, most of the time he’s a little dotty, but there are times when he can be almost intimidating.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Carl said. “But if Mr. Windford is noticing problems…” He frowned, pulled out his workpad, and called up some data. “It doesn’t appear we’re having more breakdowns than normal, but it does seem like the ones we’re having are more serious. It’s as if something is interfering with the…”

“With the what?” Terry asked.

Carl looked like he was going to answer, then shook his head. “It’s a mystery. Why don’t you go ahead and take the rest of the day off, Terry? I’ll take care of this.”

Since there was an hour before his shift was done, Terry wasn’t about to argue.

“Thanks, Mr. Lundy,” he said. He turned, anxious to get away before his boss thought better of it.

“And, Terry…”

“Yes, sir?”

“Don’t forget to switch to your Personage. Walking around in your work clothes is a sure demerit, and you can’t afford another one. I’d go to bat for you, but management is a stickler about their stupid rules.”

“I won’t forget,” Terry said, feeling a little guilty as he realized he’d probably have done just that. Anything out of the routine flustered him until it seemed as if he’d forget his head if it wasn’t attached to his neck. “See you tomorrow.”

A loud hum filled the air as he left the arena, and bright blue and green lights danced in the sky behind him, lit by dragonfire.


Chapter 2

As much as I might wish otherwise, Spell Realm will not actually be magic (though Flexstone is the closest thing to it). We will be dependent on mechanical and digital effects to pull off the illusion.

However—and this is a big however—whenever possible, we should have physical representations of our world: real animals, real buildings, real trees and rivers and roads.

Sometimes we will need to have both. There is no financially feasible way to create Mount Belladonna, but we can create rough and steep lower reaches so that anyone foolish enough to try to climb it will be discouraged from reaching the area where the digital replaces the physical.

The entire park will require such compromises, but our success will depend on those compromises being rarely discovered.

— Martinique Mansing

The Vanishing Road dipped down the hill and then under it. For the first few hundred feet, Mount Belladonna was a mound of real earth, covered in real boulders. Above that, it continued upward as a digital effect. As far as Terry knew, no one had ever climbed the steep slope far enough to discover the illusion.

Under the mound were the workshop and lockers. It was between shifts, so the vast room was unoccupied. As Terry began to take off his orange nylon vest and overalls, he heard a whinny behind him. He turned just in time to get Horny’s wet nose pressed against his neck.

“Hey, boy. What are you doing here?”

Horny the unicorn had gotten his nickname long before Terry had arrived. While he was anatomically correct in every detail, his makers had nevertheless neglected to make certain parts actually work. Despite that, every real mare in Spell Realm seemed to instantly go into heat at the mere sight of him.

Horny’s coat was shimmering white, with a contrasting black mane and tail, and his eyes were a deep velvet blue. He was a perfect specimen of a horse. But he was more than that. From his forehead grew a long horn, corkscrewed and shimmering pearlescent white, with a hint of rainbow colors if the sunlight caught the surface just right.

For a while, Spell Realm had had an equine population boom as the stallions noticed Horny’s effect on the mares and quickly took advantage of it.

Terry examined the unicorn, noticing his tail last. It hung lank and dead-looking, nothing but tangled plastic. Another one of the little glitches they were having.

“Don’t worry, boy,” Terry said, patting him on the flank. “We’ll have you out of here in no time.”

Terry removed a panel at the unicorn’s hip and checked the wires. They all appeared to be in place, but… He happened to know there were replacements in stock, so he went to the storage units and grabbed one, then quickly replaced the whole part. Before his eyes, the tail’s color deepened and the tangles unwound.

“There you go.”

Terry checked the time. Most of the day visitors had already left, but Horny was even more popular at night, when he took on a moonlight glow. Terry opened the door and let Horny out. He whinnied in gratitude and pranced outside, where he was greeted by his harem of mares.

It was impossible not to anthropomorphize the creatures of Spell Realm. At first, Terry had resisted the temptation, but eventually he’d given in, like almost everyone else who worked at the park. Instead of becoming inured over time, most employees became even more spellbound.

Terry trudged to the opposite door, remembering to switch on his costume at the last second, and entered the gated alcove outside the front entrance of the castle/hotel. His quarters were ten levels below, accessible only through the service tunnels. Seasonal employees were relegated to the warrens beneath the castle, but management and full-time employees occupied the back of the first floor of Castle La Magie.

But he had no intention of returning to his rooms. Truth was, he hardly ever spent time there these days.

Instead, he climbed the broad marble (real marble) steps of the castle’s main portico, trying to look inconspicuous. His off-duty costume was that of a young knight, one of the most common Personages chosen by male visitors. The only thing distinguishing him, at least to other park employees, was the red patch of a unicorn on his shoulder, the insignia of Spell Realm. If he was caught by management inside the castle without a reason to be there, he could get in trouble, but it was the only way to get where he was going without detouring around the huge structure’s outer walls, which would take twice as long.

He glanced over at the visitor’s desk and flinched when he saw Granger Hovey, who was the biggest stickler for the rules in all of Spell Realm. Fortunately, Granger was dealing with an obstreperous visitor. Granger loomed over the woman. He managed to be skinny, bald, and vain all at the same time.

“I came all this way to see the Darke Dragon!”

The woman had turned the melodious voice that came with her Personage into a screech. She was dressed in a pink chiffon gown fit for a royal appearance (or a very ugly bridesmaid dress). Yet another princess. She was strikingly beautiful, with long, curling blonde hair and flawless, pearlescent skin, but it was almost certainly an illusion. In Terry’s experience, conventionally attractive people often picked more humble, ordinary-looking costumes, no doubt to get away from their normal experience. Unfortunately, for whatever reason, those who chose princess personas almost always had the most horrid personalities.

“I’m sure Hum– the Darke Dragon will make an appearance soon,” Granger said, attempting to remain calm. Terry almost laughed, amused that even Granger had adopted the nickname Humbert. “We will, of course, reimburse you for the extra night.”

Terry knew from experience that Granger would take his frustration out on his own crew later. Once again, he thanked his good fortune that Carl Lundy had snatched him away when he’d heard about Terry’s engineering experience.

A ballroom occupied most of the back part of Castle La Magie. Filled during the day with sofas, chairs, and tables, it was nonetheless empty of visitors more often than not. There was something about the cavernous space that seemed to repel people. Before he’d met Shara and Millard, Terry had spent a lot of time there reading, undisturbed.

A digital bookcase hid the back exit. Terry looked around to make sure the coast was clear and then walked through the illusion.

The back of the Castle La Magie was as plain and ordinary as could be, complete with cinder blocks and metal struts, and no landscaping. Instead, there were expanses of weeds and grass, with cattle, horses, and other live animals dotting the open fields. No fences were necessary, as the area was enclosed by the digital illusion of sheer cliffs, though in fact, there were deep canyons beyond the curtain, without air, as cold as space. Once in a while, an unfortunate animal would wander off the edge, but since they had a surplus, no one did anything about it.

Shara had started a project of putting up fencing, but it had proven too big a task. Still, every once in a while, especially after one of her pets disappeared, she’d get active again, lassoing Millard and Terry into helping her put up barriers.

Warehouses and workshops dotted the landscape in no particular order. One of the smallest warehouses was near the border, only a few dozen yards from the hidden abyss. Terry always worried about that. Millard could be so absent-minded, so absorbed in his experiments that he didn’t watch what he was doing or where he was going. And he spent most of his time in his laboratory workshop, which was even closer to the edge.

Terry heard banging and headed that way. Except when Millard was sleeping (and sometimes even then), he was always in the workshop.

The last time he’d seen Millard’s current project, it had been a six-foot tower of open cylinders, each filled with a rat’s nest of colorful wires and coils. It was as if a flying saucer had landed in the middle of the courtyard and then had its outer shell removed.

Terry turned the corner and was instantly dizzy from vertigo. Instead of the small yard he expected, the landscape seemed to go on forever, bending upward somehow, full of mountains and rivers and forests. It was uncannily beautiful, a fairyland untouched by time. But that wasn’t the horizon that caught Terry’s attention.

Standing a few feet away was a unicorn.

Only it wasn’t Horny. No, this unicorn was to the mechanical creature what Horny was to a normal horse. There was no mistaking that he was alive, and yet…

He radiated light, not softly and entrancingly like Horny, but with a sharp and enveloping glow. His mane and tail were also white, but even brighter. His eyes were jet black, as if they opened into deepest space, and his horn was longer and narrower than Horny’s but without the curls, sharp and pointed as the tip of a rapier. He turned his head toward Terry, and the sound that came from his muzzle wasn’t a whinny but something unworldly, like nothing Terry had ever heard, like every animal combined into one melodious chord.

Terry felt his legs weaken, and his heart seemed to stop for a moment. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the creature.

And then the unicorn was gone. The fairyland beyond disappeared at the same moment, and there stood Millard, with his stained gloves, his torn trousers, and dusty shoes. His face was smudged and his hair was wild, but he looked triumphant. He raised both arms above his head and shouted, “YES!”

“What…was…that…?” Terry managed.

“The real Spell Realm,” Millard said. “I simply created a quantum bubble, bringing it into our world.”

“Simply created…” Terry had always known that Mill was a genius, but this was beyond all imagining.

“That was Horny as he really exists,” Millard said, shrugging as if it was no big deal. “Everything you can imagine exists somewhere in the quantum universe, Terry.”

Terry stared at him, and for the first time, Millard looked uncomfortable.

That is, the real Millard did.

There was another Millard standing behind him who was smirking.

Two Millards.


Chapter 3

My husband’s inventiveness did not stop with Flexstone, of course. The nanotechnology inherent in the building material can be adapted to any number of uses, once one understands the basic principles. But the more objects exposed to the outside world, the more danger there is that others will be able to reverse-engineer the process, and that we must avoid at all costs.

We have made more money than we could have ever dreamed by allowing Flexstone to be sold as building material, but only as building material. So far, no one has been able to figure out how Halor did it.

I occasionally see our competitors’ spies in Spell Realm. No matter how hard they try to disguise themselves as tourists, they are usually quite obvious. I see them prying up parts of the roads or pulling hair from the unicorn’s tail (and more than one has been kicked in the chest for their efforts). But our sensors know when someone is trying to leave with our licensed technology, and they leave empty-handed.

— Martinique Mansing

Caleb Chance followed Shara through Castle La Magic as if he was her familiar. Which was the right word, because he was far too familiar, constantly invading her personal space with his overattentiveness. He was tall and skinny, but not bad-looking in his own gawky way. His Personage was that of a lowly hedge knight, but she knew that he was high up the ladder in the Morgana Corporation.

Nobody was supposed to know that Lady Shara was in actuality Sharina Mansing, the daughter of Spell Realm’s founder. But Caleb was constantly hinting that Shara was more important than the clerk she pretended to be.

Then again, he probably acted that way with all the female staff.

“You have been a fine guide, Lady Shara,” Caleb said, seemingly just inches from her ear. She almost shuddered but managed to turn to him with a smile.

“Thank you, good sir, but I am not of noble blood. You may call me Shara.”

Caleb gave her a knowing look. “I have no wish to take advantage of my position.” He said it as if he meant the opposite. “But, if you would be so kind, I would like to ask the favor of your company for dinner tonight.”

“Oh, that would not be at all proper, sir,” Shara said, putting on the complete act, even managing to blush. She sometimes marveled at her own acting ability. It was said that her mother had been similarly talented. “I’m sure they wouldn’t so much as let me into the banquet hall, even if I had anything proper to wear.”

“If I have the food delivered to my room, I’m certain any attire you should choose will be more than good enough.”

Or no attire at all? she almost shot back.

Shara wondered how close her father expected her to get to Caleb Chance. Close enough to find out what he was up to, but surely not as close as this man wanted.

Her father had called her into his office late the night before. She’d ignored his summons until she was sure most everyone was asleep and that she wouldn’t be noticed when she slipped into his tower’s elevator.

She wasn’t surprised that her father had summoned her at such an hour. Halor Mansing seemed to never sleep. When she stepped into his office, he looked up tiredly from his desk. Shara had asked him several times what his current project was, but for once he was being tight lipped. Whatever it was, it was wearing him down.

“Sharina, I have a job for you,” he said.

She went around his desk and kissed him on the cheek. “And greetings to you, too, Father. I’m doing very well, thank you.”

He leaned back in his chair, a reluctant smile coming over his face. “Still dressed as a servant. Doesn’t everyone see through that guise?”

“You forget, Father, that I was away at school for longer than most of your employees have worked for you.” Not to mention I’m six inches taller and have, well, a few more curves.

“You are to the manor born, Sharina. You can’t possibly be fooling anyone.”

“You’d be surprised, Father. I have a knack for pretending.”

He examined her seriously, his smile gone. Then he nodded and murmured, “Just like your mother.”

She nodded back. “So it would seem.”

He rubbed his eyes, then looked around as if forgetting why he’d called her. He glanced down at a paper on his desk and sighed.

“Well, I’d like you to use your guile on a visitor tomorrow. He is supposedly on vacation, but he works for a company that has in the past tried to spy on us. Mr. Chance hasn’t hidden his identity, so my worries may amount to nothing, but I’d like to keep an eye on him.”

“Don’t you have people for that?”

“None with your abilities to…pretend,” he said.

“What can I do?” she asked, genuinely curious. It was the first time her father had ever asked her to do anything like this. He’d been a little exasperated when she’d informed him on her first day back that she wanted to be incognito, but he’d reluctantly agreed.

“Just keep him company and see what he’s up to,” he said. “But don’t challenge him in any way. Caleb Chance has the title of vice president, but I haven’t been able to figure out what he actually does for Morgana Corp. He’s due to arrive a ten o’clock tomorrow morning.”

Shara shrugged. She wasn’t sure what she could discover that way, but it didn’t seem like a difficult task. It wasn’t all that different from her regular job of escorting VIPs around Spell Realm. As it turned out, Caleb Chance had wanted to see the usual sights and had constantly referred to a list that he’d downloaded—nothing nefarious, except perhaps his intentions toward her.

Shara came back to the present, realizing that her shift was coming to an end. Guests were on their own after six o’clock in the evening. She decided to risk dropping the act.

“I have a previous engagement, Mr. Chance. I’m very sorry.”
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