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Content Warning
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This book may disturb sensitive readers as it deals with a survivor of trauma and how she copes with her life as it is now. 

Please take care when reading.
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Introduction
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I thought a lot about whether to publish this book. Alison’s trauma really made me concerned, I did not want people to think that either me or my father took the subject of abuse lightly. There wasn’t anything graphic in the book and as I reviewed the manuscript, I found that it was important to see Alison’s journey. It is dealt with in a very real way.

As a surviour myself I was able to identify with Alison and I tried to ensure that her journey through the story felt genuine, to myself anyway. Everyone deals with trauma in different ways and so people may feel differently about this story. 

It’s also important to realise that people are more than their trauma and in this book I hope to show that.
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Chapter One
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ALISON McHarg peered through the metal fence; the tree was only remarkable in that it couldn’t exist. It looked much like a poplar. But there were, on closer inspection, subtle differences in leaf-shape and texture of bark.

She clucked her tongue against her teeth. She would have to go find the farmer who owned the land and pay him the exorbitant fee to have the gate unlocked so she could have a closer look.

She shook her head at that thought. He’d had people tramping over his land for weeks. Eventually, he put up the fence just to keep people away. And he’d set a steep fee, not in the expectation of getting rich, but just to keep everyone from pestering him to open the gate.

She’d come all the way to this wild bit of Scottish shoreline. It’d be a waste of time to go back without actually looking at the thing, close range.

The farmer, one Glenn Alexander, had changed his story about the tree. First off, he said he’d suddenly found it, grown to sapling size, one morning. There had been a spate of people who knew that visitors from outer space had left this tree, of course.

Mr. Alexander later changed his story to a more believable one about how he’d “never noticed the tree before,” something a little more likely.

Botanists had come in and argued over the tree, claiming it must be a mutant of this or that variety. Cuttings had been taken (with hefty payments to Mr. Alexander), but every single one had refused to grow.

The cuttings proved to be remarkably difficult to extract DNA from. When the DNA was successfully extracted, the researchers claimed that something was wrong with the sample. Researchers were perplexed, as this DNA could not exist.

Altogether, it had been a six-weeks’ wonder. But then other things came along and shifted this impossible tree off to the back burner.

Alison, a biologist from Toronto who’d specialized in medicinal herbs, had allowed herself to observe the strange specimen. A book of hers (written under a pseudonym) describing an entire list of medicinal herbs, their preparation and uses, had made her enough money that, carefully spent, could support a brief visit to Scotland.

So here she was, looking at the impossible tree, and feeling annoyed. Not that she couldn’t afford to pay Mr. Alexander; she’d been careful with her money, and that was no real problem.

Thing was, she just didn’t like to go talking to some strange man.

That was-—No, she cut that thought-path off. She’d gotten past it, through it, though obviously not over it, but she wouldn’t let herself dwell on it.

It seemed to her she might find a better view down there off to her left, so she moved along the fence.

Then the sky went dark, her head buzzed, and in her ears was a long chant in some strange language.

Pain blazed in her chest, numbness ran down her arms. She recognized the symptoms of a heart attack. Then they were gone as if they’d never been. She stumbled to the ground, caught herself, and stood upright.

No sign of the fence, no sign of the tree. In fact, it seemed to be early morning, and she could barely make out the surrounding trees.

She shook her head. Something was wrong. There hadn’t been more than a few trees here. She felt strange and tried to figure out what had happened. Not likely a heart attack, or she’d be dead. Where did her packsack go? There wasn’t much in it, but there was some survival gear in it.

She had a dress on—-! That stopped her. She’d gone out this morning in a pair of bluejeans, hiking boots, and a cotton shirt. Now she was wearing some kind of rough cloth dress, and no underwear that she could feel.

On her feet were a pair of soft leather boots, but not in any style she’d ever seen, fastened with a series of large hooks going into thumb-sized eyes.

“I think perhaps I should panic about now.” Alison thought to herself.

But she didn’t.

She turned around again, looking in all directions. A narrow path wound through the forest off to her right. For want of any better goal, she wandered off in that direction.

It was a well-used path, worn several inches below the ground’s surface in some places. She could see traces of tracks, though none of them meant anything to her. “I deal with plants, not animals,” she muttered. “And plants don’t have feet.”

She looked both ways along the path. “Next decision, which way to go? Or should I just stand here waiting to be rescued?”

She bent down and picked up a twig from the ground. She tossed it in the air. ‘Whichever way the narrow end points, that’s the direction I’ll go.’

And, of course, the narrow end landed, pointing pretty much straight off into the woods.

“Bad test,” she muttered. “Let’s try that again. Facing along the trail, this time.”

The stick went up and came back down, pointing toward her. “It didn’t turn over. Might as well have pointed in that direction and headed out. Try again.”

Two more tries had the stick falling down butt-first, then toppling to point straight off the trail in one direction and then another. She was feeling as if she were getting just a little too fixated on having the stick point a way for her to go.

This time it fell butt-first, pointed off into the forest, but just a little off the right angle. She bent down to pick it up again, then said, “Damn! No, it’s pointing off just a little that way. No more fooling around. It’s time to get going.”

Still holding the stick, for no other reason than that it hadn’t occurred to her to toss it aside, she started tentatively up the trail.

She began noticing footprints in the dust. Hoofprints, to be more precise, three-toed hooves, each as long as her own foot, or longer. “No lions, tigers, or bears, so far. Though I don’t know if I could tell a bear-print from a giraffe.”

Having picked a direction to travel, she did not bother moving fast. One direction was likely as good as any other and moving was at least not standing still.

The light grew rapidly better, and Alison could make out the trees and plants around her. None of them were recognizable, though none of them were too extremely odd. The leaves were all of greenish hues, and most of the trees seemed to be near relatives to the tree that she’d gone to see—-

Now, how should she refer to that? Back on earth? Well, maybe just “back there.” She’d never had much patience with the people who described in great detail (and vaguely at some points) their abduction by “space aliens.”

This didn’t seem to be the case. For starters, she hadn’t been taken aboard some ship and operated on, or anything like that. Just that one instant when she was there, now she was here. And dressed like this.

“Stop it! You’re about to go into a panic. Don’t think about that. Look at what’s here, and play botanist. Give your mind something to do.”

Then something even weirder happened. She seemed to know names for a lot of the plants, particularly the trees. The strangest part was that the names were not English nor French, nor any other language she’d heard of.

Some of them seemed to have deeper meanings, as though made up of two or three words. But she had no meanings for those words. Also, she got several colour terms attached to words which had no meaning other than that plant.

But why did “blue” cover some shades of green as well? No, don’t be quite so Anglo-centric; field-trips to wild countries had taught her that colours could fall in very different categories depending on the language.

“Worse than operations! The Aliens have mucked around with my head!”

She stopped. This was getting just too scary.

She wasn’t sure what she might have done next if she hadn’t seen a movement up ahead. It looked like the shape of a man.

“People? Are they friendly or hostile? Whoever’s playing games with me, they wouldn’t just drop me down where the next people along would kill me, would they? And if I run, where should I run to?”

In the end, sheer survival instinct kept her where she was as the men, three of them, came closer down the trail.

They had brown hair, save for one who had black hair. Each had their hair tied back with a cloth or leather band tied round the forehead.

They wore trousers, calf-length, and bare feet, two wore sleeveless vests that laced up the front, the leader’s chest was bare.

They were all carrying spears, carrying them as if they were very familiar with their use. Panic started up again, but now she beat it down, using some hard-learned techniques.

Three with spears. Not much hope to fight against them, if they turned out to be hostile. Running wasn’t a much better option; they could run her down fairly soon, if one of them didn’t just save the bother by throwing his spear into her fleeing back.

The leader stared at her, with no expression showing on his face. He spoke to her. “Malum ikteshil vrin gi?”

She was about to answer, “What’s that? Klingon?” when she immediately realized that she understood him. What he’d said was, “Do you come in peace?”

The comprehension also hinted that this was more than just a polite phrase of greeting. It was a question of her intentions as well.

She answered in the same language, “I come in peace.” Whatever, whoever, had put the language in her mind, hadn’t forced her mouth to form the sounds correctly, so that even she knew she sounded foreign. She couldn’t quite get the stress-pattern right, and the ‘l’ sound had a strange quality to it that nearly defeated her.

Puzzled for a moment, the leader then spoke a phrase similar to the one he’d spoken before, but without the ‘gi’ at the end, which made it a statement rather than a question this time, “Malum ikteshil vrin.”

“Yes,” she answered, “I come in peace.”

One man in the back muttered a word that meant “Foreigner.”

Actually, she realized, the word meant more than “foreigner,” it seemed to carry overtones of “untrustworthy,” as well.

She also hoped they would not leave her alone with that guy. There was something in his face that brought back memories she’d much rather not recall.

But the leader paid little attention. He was concentrating on her. Unlike the other man, he appeared to be looking at her as she was, weighing all the evidence of her appearance and her somewhat flawed ability in the language. Finally, he nodded, “She’s the one the Woman told us of. Let’s go.”

The word he used for ‘Woman’ meant something more, something like ‘studious woman,’ but even that did not seem to fit.

“Walk along the path, just in front of us, please,” he said.

It was a polite request, not a command, so there seemed to be nothing to be gained by arguing. Less, because she had no grounds for arguing, no place she could actually claim as a preferable destination.

It wasn’t much further before she smelled wood smoke. Shortly after that, they were coming to cultivated fields. The people had cleared the fields of most trees and all underbrush, with rocks dug out and stacked beside the fields. In the fields, there were mostly stands of what seemed to be cereal crops. Though she knew the names, and something of their uses, mostly they were just names to her.

The village, or whatever one called the conglomeration of huts from which the fields radiated, consisted of low log buildings with peaked roofs thatched with straw. None of them appeared to have windows.

There was no wall around the village, but the appearance of the men’s spears suggested to her that the men were willing and able to defend themselves. Suggesting further that there were enemies to be defended against. Though not so many to require the effort of building a wall.

The leader of the trio said, “The Woman’s house.”

“Which one is that?” The houses all seemed essentially the same to Alison.

He made a noise of exasperation. “The Woman’s house! The one with the vine!”

Alison considered a moment defending herself as a stranger who didn’t know these things, but that seemed likely to cause more problems.

The vine was none that she’d ever seen. In fact, the vocabulary in her head didn’t even have a specific word for it.

Alison jumped as the voice behind her shouted, “Kooowa! Moralei! Here she is!”

The door opened, and a woman stepped out. Alison was wondering if there were differences between the language she’d been ‘taught’ and the local dialect. Maybe ‘studious’ meant ‘wise’?

Whatever the proper translation was, the woman was short and trim, with longish brown hair. She eyed Alison up and down, and didn’t seem to like what she saw.

“You’re the cause of it, then?”

Which annoyed Alison. “No!” she shot back. “I didn’t ‘cause’ anything. One minute I was back in my own country looking at a tree I’d never seen before, the next minute I was here. None of my doing. If you know how to put me back, I’d be pleased.”

The woman thawed, minimally. “Not a wizardess, then?”

“No.” Alison considered for a moment saying “Just a botanist,” but decided that would open up all kinds of other topics she might not want to get into. Such as, if the plants were so different from what she knew back home, then her story might seem to be a lie.

“So, then. Well, come on in, we’ll talk inside.”

Moralei stepped back and to the right to let Alison come in. As Alison was stepping across the threshold, she felt a pat on her behind. As tightly wound as she was, the reaction was immediate. She spun round; her left hand whipping up towards where a face would be. The man himself had stepped back, so the next move was a snap-kick to the groin.

Later on, going over the matter in her mind, she suspected that the business of coming over to this world had put her timing off just slightly, because instead of a solid hit, her foot only grazed him, enough to send him staggering away.

Then the shirtless leader had his spear up and was ready to thrust. Alison knew that, barehanded against someone who knew how to use a spear, she was in trouble. She settled into a defensive stance.

“Daro!” the wise woman’s voice was commanding. “Flan got what someone should have given him years ago. Lady, whatever your name is, relax. I’ll have no bloodshed on my threshold!”

Alison heard in that more than a command not to kill. But of bad luck following the very act of shedding blood on the threshold of the house.

She pulled herself out of the rigorously drilled-in self-defence mode. An act that required more than shifting hands and feet to a neutral mode. But required pulling her mind out of the state where nothing counted but protection of self. It was difficult when faced with that still-poised spear blade.

Her mind was saying first, ‘No one’s going to get me easily again!’ Followed by, ‘Does this mean I’m not over it yet?’

Her mind flashed back briefly to that night, waking alone in her room, with that man standing over her bed—-. ‘Stop it! That’s the past! It’s never going to happen again!’

She turned to look at Moralei, who was looking her over. The wise woman nodded. “Something still haunts you, then? No, no, don’t bother about it.

“Daro, thank you and your men for bringing her safe here. You might try to convince Flan that those kinds of liberties could have him stretched out for the burial rites, but I doubt he’ll listen.”

“A seeing, Moralei?” asked Daro.

“I see very seldom, Daro. Sometimes I read the way a present course of events may end, but it’s only ‘may end.’ If someone chooses to adjust his behaviour, the outcome is likely to be different. Thank you, you may go. I will remember your assistance.”

As Daro and his men left, Moralei closed the door and turned to Alison. “May I ask a name of you?”

“I’m called Alison.”

“Alison, eh? Well, Alison, magic brought you here, most likely magic cast by someone in the City.” She muttered, almost to herself, “What’re they up to now, in the City?”

Alison shrugged, hoping the gesture had the same meaning here. The question seemed to be rhetorical, anyway.

Moralei was thinking. “Well, they’ll likely be coming to search for you sometime. I suppose we’d better keep you until we can send someone to the City, or until they find out where you are.

“This is a small village, though, and everyone has to help out or we don’t live. What sorts of things can you do?”

Alison understood what she was being told. A guest was a guest, but if the guest stayed for long, they ought to help somehow. And it was well-known that ‘City people' weren’t much use on a farm. Connection with the magicians suggested Alison was a City person herself.

Instead of answering that question, Alison asked one of her own. “How far is it to the City?”

“About three weeks’ trip, but nobody in town can be spared to take you there, not for six weeks more.”

“But I can—-. No, never mind.” She’d been about to do the ‘field-worker to native’ thing of offering payment. Unfortunately, she had literally nothing but the clothes she wore. Furthermore, she had a feeling that the villagers had never seen money, and even if they had, they didn’t really understand the concept.

Alison would have to earn her keep until someone from the City came to collect her. She couldn’t believe they’d go to all the trouble of bringing her here just to abandon her. She felt her mind go into a grim line. When they came, she’d give him/her/it an earful!

“I see. Well, as for what I can do, I’d say I could lend a hand at what needs to be done. And I can learn fast," said Alison finally.

“Can you indeed? Well, that’s a help, if true.” said Moralei.

The implied doubt annoyed Alison. Unfortunately, with no actual knowledge of the things villagers did as daily work, she was in no position to start an argument.

“I believe I can,” was all Alison said.

Moralei gave her a considering look. “So, then, we’ll have to see.”
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Chapter Two
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Royin Gredion’s-child woke up to hear a voice. “He’s waking up!”

Someone else said “Maker be thanked!”

Royin wondered at that; why should it be such a wonder that he was waking up? He tried to reply, but suddenly he was drifting off into dreams of vividly coloured plants and trees.

When he woke again, it was full daylight. One of the Household servants was leaning over him. After a moment, his hazy mind recognized Valyan, Chief servant of the Household. But Valyan’s job was overseeing other servants; what was he doing at Royin’s bedside, like an ordinary menial?

“Are you awake, Royin-sir?”

“Yes, I believe I’m awake. Is something wrong?”

“There is great trouble in the House, Royin-sir! Everyone is dead, save for those who still sleep. The House is in ruins! All the Masters are dead, save for some who still sleep. The king himself has been asking in regard to this!”

Royin’s mind, still hazy, refused to comprehend all this. He held up a hand. “Wait. The House is in ruins, you say? What caused it? Earthquake?”

“No, Royin-sir, not the House, not the building, but all the Masters! No one knows what happened, but there is suspicion that a spell went awry and caused the deaths of many who are most capable of magic. All the most learned in the city are dead, so far as can be determined. The less learned—-, ah, those not so learned as the Chief Masters, were put into a sleep from which they could not be wakened. You are the most learned to recover.”

“Surely not the only one!”

“Well, Royin-sir, it is said that Olibaj-sir and Naram-sir have awoken, but their minds are—-, are affected.”

“The Grand Master?”

“Dead, Royin-sir. You are the only one left to give instructions.” The servant said this as if it relieved him of an intolerable burden.

Royin attempted to sit up and fell back. He attempted again, and the servant sprang to help him. It occurred to Royin that Valyan was dreadfully afraid of having to give orders that were the prerogative of the Master. However, Royin, son of a nephew of the Grand Master, knew the Chief Servant mostly by reputation. In theory, any family member could give orders to Valyan, but Valyan’s primary function was seeing to the smooth running of the Household.

Royin shook his head again. “All right, Valyan. I am awake, for now, and I’ll do what needs to be done. First, have someone bring me a bowl of broth and a loaf of bread. I don’t know how long I’ve been asleep, but I feel weak. Prepare lists and reports for me as to what has happened, and I’ll deal with matters as soon as I’m able.”

“Yes, Royin-sir.” As Valyan hurried out, it occurred to Royin that Valyan could do a fair job of running the Household, where its daily functions were concerned. What he had lacked was someone at the top, in whose name he could give orders.
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HE DID THE BEST HE could, but even the bowl of soup and broth didn’t restore him altogether. One moment he was reading lists, the nest he was waking up in his bed again.

He recognized the servant bending over him this time, a young man named Daivalma. “You are awake, Royin-sir?” There was concern in the young man’s voice and features. 

“I’m awake.” It took Royin a moment to recall the situation as he’d learned it previously. “Yes, I’m awake. How long was I asleep this time?”

“Only over the night, Royin-sir. But a Royal Messenger has come three times to inquire if anyone in the Household can shed light on the strange happenings. Is it an attack from Saljashin, and if so, how do we counter it?

“The Royal Messenger desires any information we can give.”

“I see. At present, I know nothing. No, don’t tell the messenger that; tell him we’re working on the problem.”

Just as the servant was about to leave, Royin called him back. “A moment. The Grand Master is dead?”

“Yes, Royin-sir.”

“The circumstances?”

“He was in the midst of a working when he was struck down. No one knows what the working was, save that it required the sacrifice of a large djasa.”

Royin’s eyes went wide. The djasa was a large hornless animal, with three-toed hooves, used for milk, meat, and hide. A working involving a djasa was a powerful one. Cold shivered down his spine. “A large djasa? And he died during the working?”

“Yes, so it seems, Royin-sir.”

“And the shield-spells did not contain the power?”

“Uh-—I don’t know, Royin-sir.”

‘Of course, he doesn’t know! He’s a servant, not a magician, and he wouldn’t know a working from a wardrobe. No Wizardly Household would employ a servant with the least amount of magical capability.’

Royin nodded. “I’ll have to have a look at his workroom. Get me a cup of rizil-infusion.”

“Yes, Royin-sir.”

Rizil-infusion, stalks of the rizil-plant soaked in wine over a low fire, was a concoction used to keep magicians awake and alert during long workings and, more clandestinely, to keep students awake for extensive study-sessions.

Royin knew that it was not safe for him to be taking it in his condition, but he also knew that his alternatives were limited. If something had killed the Master of the Household, and all those others, not to mention disabling so many, it was necessary to find out just what it had been.
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THE RIZIL WAS, AS USUAL, not very palatable going down. Also, as usual, it took only moments take effect. First, his eyes saw patterns they had never noticed before, the grain in the wood-panelling of the room, then the precise make-up of the diagonal lines in a piece of tapestry.

He pulled his mind from these. “Let’s go to the Grand Master’s workroom.”

“Yes, Royin-sir.”

The servant hovered as Royin moved slowly toward the door. As Royin kept his feet moving, one after the other, he realized he was in a bad way. Without the rizil, he’d likely have fallen flat on his face.

He made his way to the Grand Master’s suite, restraining himself several times from shouting at Daivalma to stop fussing at him. He managed this mostly by remembering that he was the highest-ranked Master presently in command of his faculties, making his welfare of utmost importance to the servants.

There was a whiff of blood and corruption at the door of the room, but otherwise, the room was clean. “The bodies?”

“Your pardon, Royin-sir. The animal was burned, and the Grand Master buried. They were beginning to—-uh—-.”

“Smell? Yes, of course. A djasa, eh?”

The last was spoken mostly to himself, but the servant answered it anyway. “Yes, Royin-sir. A large one.”

“I see.” Royin looked around the workroom. “One of those jars over there will have grain in it. Bring one grain over to the lamp.”

“Yes, Royin-sir.” The man went quickly to the jars and found grain in the second one.

Royin wondered why the jars were not labelled, but the answer came to him immediately; the Grand Master would pride himself on knowing where everything was in his workshop, and his conceit forbade him from resorting to labels.

Daivalma came back with a small handful of grain and Royin, with difficulty, held himself back from saying, “Only one grain, fool!”

Instead, he picked out one grain and said, “Put the rest back, please.”

It probably wasn’t a good idea to try doing a working in this state, rizil or not, but this was a very tiny one. He spoke a bidding-formula and tossed the grain into the flame of the lamp. It blazed for an instant and was gone.

Without any spectacular flashes or flares, a set of dotted green lines showed along all the edges of the room, on the floor and ceiling, as well as all the corners.

Rapidly, he counted the number of dots from the floor to the top of the moulding around the floor, then made the calculations. The rizil permitted him to finish the calculations long before the lines died out.

“Three months! It’s been three months since shields were raised in this room!”

“Yes, Royin-sir.”

“But I was told that this disaster happened—-when?”

“Two weeks ago, Royin-sir.”

“Then the Grand Master was doing a working involving the sacrifice of a djasa without first establishing shields? Ridiculous!”

“Uh—-yes, Royin-sir.”

Royin looked at the servant. “Sorry, not something you’d know about, of course.”

“No, Royin-sir.”

“Where are his notes?” Foolish question; they were over on the table.

Yes, they were on the table, in a jumble, too. It seemed likely that they had been scattered during the course of the disaster, and the servants, unable to make head not tail of them, had simply stacked them. Royin cast an eye over them. Grand Master Tangral was very well known for his distrustful nature, among other things. 

It came, Royin thought, mostly from the continuous rivalry to be the next Grand Master. They made the choice based on who was the most powerful wizard. This meant that every aspiring wizard got into the habit of keeping his experiments carefully hidden from all other wizards, until he had them perfected, and could demonstrate them for others, and have the Keeper scribe them in the Books.

After one had become Grand Master, he could not be removed until death, or the conclusive proof of certain crimes, but the life habits of secrecy were difficult to break. Thus, the greater part of Tangral’s notes were in a code of some kind.

He looked at Daivalma. “No notion at all of what he was working on?”

“No, Royin-sir.”

“Hmm.” His eyes fixed on the servant’s face, and he had to pull his mind away from considering the pattern of wrinkles found there. “What does gossip among the servants say? And if you claim not to know, I’ll have you dismissed as too stupid to serve in this Household.”

He was immediately ashamed of his bullying tactics, as he saw the terror showing on Daivalma’s face. “It’s said he was working at the Ascension Gift, Royin-sir.”

Royin nodded. According to custom, every year on the Anniversary of the King’s Ascension to the Throne, the Head of the Pengwa Household, as Chief Wizard to the King, would present to the king a gift, produced by the Master’s magic. What that gift might be depended very much on the mood of the King; some previous Kings preferred something useful, such as a better grain, an improved djasa, or the like. King Tandwil preferred something frivolous and flashy, something that said that his power was so great he could have his most powerful Wizards waste their time making something for him.

“Thank you, Daivalma. Would you please see to having lists of the wizards, of whatever skill, still capable of functioning, delivered to my quarters?”

“Yes, Royin-sir.”

The man was looking mystified at the sudden change of topic. Royin realized that, rizil-infusion or no, he could not handle all the problems that would need to be dealt with. (Or perhaps the rizil-infusion made him realize the fact that he was going to have to pass on some responsibility, keeping for himself the question of just what the Grand Master had done to cause this.

[image: A symbol of a biohazard

Description automatically generated]

ROYIN LOOKED AROUND the table. There were only three of them, enough to share the load somewhat, but not as many as he would have liked. At this point, though, they didn’t want any youngsters messing around with things. A sixteen-year-old might well have a good deal of magical ability, but he—or she—didn’t have the life-experience to deal with political things.

Ormant Lipion’s-child was next-eldest after Royin, and capable enough to dislike taking Royin’s orders. He was large and bulky, with wild hair. His fingers were thick, but much more agile than they looked.

Faral Pidrona’s-child was youngest, very slim and pale-looking, unsure of himself, and trying not to show it.

Royin looked down at the gleaming dark surface of the table, on which were three piles of paper. “I’ve divided things up into three sections, one for each of us. Most of my time is going to be taken up with finding out just what happened to Grand Master Tangral.

“Further to that, I need to know any hints, even gossip, about what he was going to do. Ormant?”

Ormant shook his shaggy head. “Nothing.”

“Faral?”

“Well, uh-—I didn’t feel it right to pry into the Grand Master’s business.” He drummed his fingers on the table, then jerked his hand into his lap.

Royin gave him a stern look, still feeling a fraud in the Grand Master’s position. “All right, what have you heard? No matter how ridiculous it might sound, this is for King Tardwil’s Accession Gift, remember?”

“I heard it said that he was looking up all the works on the ‘outside worlds.’ Some people said he was planning on taking the king on a tour of one of the worlds. Impossible, of course. Nobody could gather that much power, let alone work it.”

Royin grinned. “Thank you. It’s not likely, but it may lead to some other hint. Thanks.”

He paused. “All right, then. Each of you take your stack and read it over. See what you can get started at immediately, then we’ll have a meeting tomorrow again, to discuss any difficulties. Any questions?”

“Yes. What puts you in charge?”

Royin nodded. It was the question he expected Ormant would ask. “Seniority, the way we always pick a Grand Master.”

“Grand Master?” Ormant’s hands pressed on the table-top. “You’re calling yourself Grand Master?”

“We have to have a Grand Master to speak to the King, and to the other Households. I’m the senior Master left, of any capability, which makes the job mine.” He stopped before adding, ‘Much as I don’t want it.’ Some little bit of sense told him he daren’t admit any weakness or indecision to Ormant.

“You really think you can manage the Household?”

He gave Ormant a firm look. “I know that I’m senior in years and ability, and that I’ve been working at this mess already. We’ve got to get ourselves sorted out, then we can argue about who’s best for the job.

“At present, we’ve got the king demanding to know what’s happened. We’ve got a disaster that’s hit all the Wizard-Households in the city, and that’s a much bigger problem than whose butt warms which chair. Or do you really want to force an election in these circumstances, Ormant?”

Ormant shook his head, looking down at the papers stacked before him.

Royin put his own hands on the table. “If there’s nothing else, I declare this meeting adjourned.”
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HADJALLONI SIFANTANNA, Watcher for the Kingdom of Saljashin, looked out the window at the battered grey stone plinth, then frowned down at the report in his hand. It had been sent and received through fire, a magical means. No, he didn’t enjoy using magic, for all that it was necessary sometimes to see what the life-twisters in Rosthan were up to.

Disaster had, apparently, stricken the life-twisters. All of their most powerful Grand Masters were dead or incapacitated, or at least those Masters who lived in the King’s city of Gagapeng.

That was a stroke of fortune. He tapped a finger on the table before him. How badly were they weakened? Might it be possible to use this opportunity?

He looked out the window at the battered statueless plinth, the piece of stone left there as a reminder to everyone. Once, long ago, a statue of the Blue-Blossom Wizard had stood there, a wizard born and bred in this very city of Lunchmachor. The man had carefully built up, over the years, knowledge of various herbal concoctions and an army of men and terrible animals.

With these, he had taken over the kingdom of Saljashin.

For many years, the Blue-Blossom Wizard had ruled, with increasing harshness, until the Man of the Harmonious Hand had come, one who was immune to the narcotics the Wizard used to prevent uprisings among his subjects.

Over a space of several years, the Man of the Harmonious Hand had organized a covert resistance to the Wizard, and had at last overthrown him. They had dragged down all the Wizard’s statues, leaving this one in the centre of Lunchmachor as a reminder. On feast days, people would come to throw rocks at it.

They had to maintain constant vigilance to prevent such a person as the Blue-Blossom Wizard from rising again.

The difficulty was, the Kingdom of Rosthan stood next door to them, Rosthan, which not only permitted magic, but gloried in it. Rosthan, where wizards boasted of their abilities to cause plants to change into what they desired, to produce this or that new effect, even new medicines.

The rulers of Saljashin had always known that something must be done about Rosthan, but it was difficult to decide just how. 

It was known that Saljashini were slipping over there to be trained, some even attempted to slip back after having trained. Any of them might be another Blue-Blossom Wizard. 

So far as could be determined, none of these people had survived.

But that battered plinth still stood as a warning.

[image: A symbol of a biohazard

Description automatically generated]

HADJALLONI RAPPED ON the workroom door, then opened it without waiting for a response from inside. A chubby little balding man looked up as Hadjalloni entered, then looked back to his work. Figures and computations scribbled in charcoal on a large square plank of wood.

Hadjalloni, irritated at the man would so casually ignore him, said, “How is the work, Melungtal?”

Melungtal siTalrun looked up again. “A few little wrinkles to smooth out, Hadji, my boy. Wouldn’t want to turn these things loose too soon. Could turn around and bite back at us.”

“How long?”

“How high is up? How far is away? You have at least a bit of understanding of what we do, Hadji. It’s a matter of slow and careful steps, sometimes finding an answer that puts us way ahead, sometimes finding a problem that keeps us at a stop for months. Saying when we’ll have it ready to put into action, that’s something that only a fool would attempt.”

“Not the answer I need, Melungtal. I’ve just received word that there’s been a catastrophe among the Life-twisters. Most of their wizards are dead or incapacitated. This would be the ideal time to strike, when they wouldn’t be able to deal with it.”

“Can’t do it, Hadji. There’s still one possibility in a hundred that the things we’re working at will take a wild change, and that would mean them coming back at us, and us as defenseless against them as the Rosthanites.”

“One in a hundred? I’d say that was fairly safe.”

Melungtal gave one of those ‘you-don’t-know-what-you’re-talking-about’ looks. “Don’t think of it as ‘the hundredth one is the bad one.’ Think of it more like having a handful of a hundred grains, one of them deadly poison. You start eating them, one by one. Is the first one the one? Or the second? Or the seventy-sixth? 

“Still an extremely simplistic analogy, but more representative of the danger. I’ll be sure to tell you when it’s safe to use.”

He turned back to his calculations. Hadjalloni knew that trying to continue the discussion was futile. Jaws firmly clenched, he left the workroom.
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ROYIN HAD TO DO A GOOD deal of digging, but the situation grew clearer. The notes didn’t say exactly why, but Tangral had apparently been working at touching one of the ‘outside’ worlds.

Not all scholars agreed on the existence of the outside worlds, and Royin himself had just recently been able to accept the theory. The theory was that there were other worlds besides this one, worlds with strange people and animals, worlds with walking trees and enormous flying animals.

Even touching one of the other worlds took a lot of power, though. Observing would be terribly difficult, and for all that might be learned, the power could be better used in other ways. Moving things between worlds. No, that wasn’t something to even think of.

Unless, of course, you were Tangral, with an intense belief in your own ability.

Among the papers was a chart of planetary conjunctions, a chart which had no relation to bodies in the sky above Gagapeng.

He had, it seemed, dragged something out of that other world, a living being, apparently. A calculation of the power that required, even with the planets—both here and there—in favourable conjunction, suggested that Tangral had done away with everything not directly necessary to the task. That had included the shields. 

Of course, Grand Master Tangral did not need shields; nothing could go wrong.

Except that it had.

When one was doing a working involving the sacrifice of a large djasa, the strain would be severe. Apparently, it had been too much even for the Highly Superior Grand Master Tangral.
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