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      A shuttle landed with a coughing flare of ion engines and a cloud of dust. The vessel’s hull bore a gilded crest out of keeping with its grim, battered exterior: an ornate letter C struck through with a bolt of stylized lightning. No sooner had the ship touched down in the midst of a grassy meadow than its boarding ramp descended.

      The creak of protesting hydraulics cut short with the ramp less than halfway down.

      “Confound it!” a crotchety voice echoed from inside, followed by a muttering of syllables not kept in common parlance since the age of pharaohs. Giving an even more tortured metallic wail, the ramp overpowered its pistons and slammed to the soil.

      Grumbling beneath his breath as he marched down, Mordecai paused to shout back into the vessel’s interior. “Percival, you’d better have this horseless skyship operating properly by the time I get back! I don’t intend to spend one minute longer than necessity dictates on this untended golf course of a colony.”

      He didn’t care whether the ramp sealed up or leaked air when he got back. Mordecai was a wizard, and that came with certain allowances making do with what technologists couldn’t live without. Lost air could be conjured. Heat could as easily come from the ship’s fireplace as the mysterious vents that belched warm, breathable air from somewhere in the vessel’s belly. All that mattered was that the engines pushed and the dratted computer could aim them home.

      Mordecai The Brown had all his hair despite the first locks of gray creeping in among the black. The wrinkles at the corners of his eyes were more a product of a perpetual scowl than a consequence of age. He’d dressed for the wilderness, with shin-high boots and denim slacks. His blazer was cut from the current Earth fashions with the exception of sleeves wide enough to tuck opposite hands inside—which he did out of habit. Around his neck hung a medallion bearing an identical sigil to the one on the side of the ship.

      The mark of the Convocation of Wizards.

      “Now what’s going on in there that you lot wouldn’t say on scientific channels?” Mort demanded.

      His hosts, two squirrelly men in flowing black robes with wide sleeves, didn’t look up to meet his glare. “Grendel has locked every door to the manor. We lost six good men trying to get him out.”

      Mordecai took a step closer, and both his hosts tensed. “First things first, his name’s not Grendel. It’s Ricky. Ricky ‘Trumpet Nose’ Bronson. I went to school with him. I don’t care if you lot buy his scary-monster sobriquet, but I’ve played dodgeball with him, and he was no good at it. Second, you didn’t lose six good men. You lost six reckless idiots. Never go into a fight you can lose. Now… for that third matter…”

      “Yes?” one of the other wizards asked meekly.

      “You never answered my question. What’s so special about this one that the colonial yahoos didn’t just bomb it from orbit? Isn’t that their solution to everything?”

      “Civilians.”

      Mordecai rolled his eyes. It wasn’t a word commonly used by wizards to describe noncombatants. But it summed up both the military and political stance on those unable to defend themselves. It also explained why they’d summoned Convocation assistance from halfway across the galaxy rather than use a blunt instrument to solve their problems for them.

      “So, in the nuttiest of nutshells, they’re willing to let me inflict collateral damage so they can sit back, shrug, and let the Convocation take the blame.”

      Two heads nodded. Mordecai could imagine hearing the loose little brains rattling around inside them.

      With a sigh, Mordecai turned his sights to the manor house. It lay a good half mile away, across uneven terrain riddled with slabs of rock and splashes of bog. The structure itself bore stylings of an English country house, right down to the hedgerows around the empty starship pad.

      Turning toward his own vessel, Mordecai bellowed, “Percival! Why couldn’t you have landed the bloody thing over there?” He pointed to the spot that lay within a cobbled walkway of their target.

      “With all due respect, Guardian,” one of the local wizards cut in. “We waved your pilot down here so we’d be safe to plan from a distance.”

      The other, silent until now, cleared his throat. “What, um, is the plan? Do you… need us to walk you through the—”

      Mordecai was already trudging across the moor. “Nope. Just keep out of trouble.”

      His hosts scurried after him, subtly not fast enough to gain ground. “But we lost six—”

      “Idiots. Yeah. You mentioned that. Look, Boston Prime didn’t send you some fresh library aid, straight out of Oxford to bring back whatever little Ricky’s been reading—or possibly writing—over yonder…

      “They sent the Guardian of the Plundered Tomes.”
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        * * *

      

      A dry wind whipped across an open-air landing field. Chuck Ramsey squinted one eye and tried to keep the hull of the Radio City between him and the sand carried along with each gust. Lubeck IV wasn’t exactly the kind of colony tourism boards promoted. Lubeck Delta wasn’t even the nicest of the colony’s cities.

      “Hey, how much longer on those fuel rods?” he asked, shouting over the howl.

      The mechanic wore weather-ruggedized datagoggles and coveralls. His voice came muffled by a filtration mask. “Had a helluva time getting the old ones out. Don’t know what you did to ’em, but the color was way off.”

      Chuck grinned despite the light sandblasting his teeth got. “Guy on Carlsbad juiced the rods for me. Can’t share the process. Promised 10 percent longer range, but I got 12. But what about the new ones? I got places to be. Gig on Orion.”

      “I caught your show last night.” Chuck perked up. “I’m doing Orion a favor. No credit. Cash or digital, but you’ve either got the terras or you don’t have fuel rods.”

      Despite the dig, Chuck didn’t flinch at the criticism. After all, he knew he was an acquired taste.

      “Look. If I don’t make it to Orion by a week from tomorrow, there won’t be terras to pay anyone anything. Who wins in that scenario?”

      “Comedy bar patrons across the galaxy,” the mechanic replied without missing a beat.

      Chuck snickered. It was a good shot. If this guy had decided to heckle him last night, it might have improved what had admittedly been a lackluster show. “Look, friend. I know you’re not in charge here. How about I make you a deal?”

      Even through the dust storm and the datagoggles, Chuck couldn’t mistake the mechanic’s scowl. “What kind of deal?”

      Circling around, Chuck put a conspiratorial hand on the man’s shoulder. “I’ll bet you a refund of your ticket that I can get your boss to spot me credit for a full set of fuel rods. Deal?”

      Perhaps sensing that Chuck hadn’t asked for anything if he won the bet, the mechanic jumped on the opportunity. “Deal.”

      Leaving the man with a few pats on the shoulder for reassurance, he pointed up to the traffic control tower. “I’ll have boss-man give you a high-sign if he agrees. You wait here a minute.”

      “’Kay…” the mechanic replied, then stood there with his arms crossed as Chuck braved the dust storm on his way to the tower.

      “Who colonizes these hellholes?” Chuck asked the storm when he was sure no human ears could hear him. There had to have been ten thousand better planets out there, planets with near Earth-identical gravity, planets with balmy climates and sandy beaches, planets developed with enough environmental domes to cover all the inhabitants.

      Leaning into the wind, Chuck made his way to the control tower and punched the door control. He ducked inside gasping for breath. The tower’s recirculating air supply blew fresh, clean, cool air that countered the inhospitable weather that had permeated Chuck’s outer layer of skin.

      A moment’s glance searching for a lift only turned up a set of squared-spiral stairs leading up.

      “Of course…” he grumbled. A colony that could afford lifts in public buildings would probably also pave their starports—and maybe construct windbreaks to keep ships on the leeward side of the storms.

      On the way up, Chuck peeked in at the intervening floors. There was some kind of break room or cafeteria, an office, equipment storage. He could work with this.

      At the top floor, Chuck encountered the traffic controller and owner of the shipyard. A quick glance at the name plate on the guy’s workstation identified him as Garson Smalls.

      “Hi, Garson? Chuck Ramsey. Got a minute?” It took all his willpower not to make light of the man’s name and work in a French waiter joke.

      “Who?”

      “Comedian Chuck Ramsey, captain of the Radio City, currently ready for departure on pad 22.”

      Garson was a leathery specimen of colonist, looking like he’d spent a few too many unprotected days out in the dust. A local, no doubt, not an itinerant spacer job-hopping the galaxy. He nodded when the pad number clicked. “Oh yeah. The one looking to buy fuel rods on credit. What is this? A One Church charity operation? Scram. Come back when you can pay.”

      Chuck waved away the notion with both hands, crestfallen that the traffic controller could insinuate he might be looking for a handout. “No. Nothing like that. But your ground team already pulled my old fuel rods. I think there might be enough oomph in them to get me to Mallostar. I was gonna offer your guy 20T to plug them back in so I could get out of here. But he wanted the OK from you first. Can you just give him a wave? I already handed him a hardcoin twenty in good faith.”

      In only took Garson a second before he sighed and stood from his chair. He leaned close to the window and waved until the mechanic waved back. “There. Good luck limping to Mallostar.”
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        * * *

      

      The cockpit of the Radio City echoed with the sounds of guitar strings. Becky Ramsey sat with an antique acoustic perched in her lap, strumming chords to an Early Data Era classic. It was less the kind of antique that appreciated in value and more the kind that had been forgotten in a rented storage locker and purchased on the cheap at auction. Years of mistreatment at a prior owner’s hands had left the body scratched and the neck slightly warped, but it kept tuned for a few hours at a time. Becky would have sung along, but getting lost in a song usually got her closing her eyes, and she was on watch.

      From the pilot’s chair, the Radio City offered a wide forward view of its surroundings. Floor-to-ceiling, the windshield presented a flat front that played havoc on the craft in atmosphere but was great for sightseeing at low speeds. Out in the Black Ocean, some careful maneuvering could result in spectacular viewing angles.

      For now, the front window aimed squarely toward the control tower of the Lubeck Delta landing yard.

      She’d seen the wave from the regional traffic controller. The thumps and clanks from the hull made it clear that someone out there was working on installing fresh fuel rods. From here on out, it was a waiting game.

      “Mom?” Brad called out from behind her. Becky turned to find her oldest son approaching.

      Whip thin and gawky, Brad looked like he’d never met a comb or a clothes processor. His oversized boots clomped on the deck plates, but they’d hopefully last him the year before he outgrew them. Not that Brad seemed like he was in any danger of becoming a giant. But over the past year or so, he’d gone from a scrawny runt to just regular scrawny.

      “How much longer until Dad gets back?”

      Something in the innocence of that question made Becky instantly suspicious. “Where’s your sister? I asked you to watch her.”

      “Mike’s on it.”

      The notion of leaving a five-year-old to watch his three-year-old sister didn’t inspire confidence. “Your dad’ll be back any minute. Now scoot. I’ve got to be ready up here.”

      “Make you a deal…”

      Becky’s blood ran cold. “What kind of deal?”

      “I’ll watch for Dad if you make Rhi’s cookie-snacks.”

      Becky checked the landing field. No sign of Chuck yet. “Is that what this is about? You don’t want to work the food processor?”

      “And you don’t want to sit here playing Blowin’ in the Wind off tempo while you watch a door.”

      “I wasn’t off—” Becky caught herself before letting her son sidetrack her. He was getting to be as bad as Chuck. “Fine. But when you spot him, yell. And… start the engines.”

      Brad spread his hands. “Hey, no problem.”

      They scooted past one another, and Brad wriggled into the pilot’s chair.
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        * * *

      

      Brad Ramsey cracked his knuckles and took hold of the flight yoke in both hands. The grips were too large, suited for Dad’s hands better than either his or Mom’s, but he’d gotten used to them. Not that it mattered, since the Radio City was parked with the engines off. Even Mom couldn’t object as he twisted and pulled, mimicking the motions of a deep-space dogfight that the unarmed Radio City couldn’t begin to participate in.

      Noting that Mom had left her guitar on the co-pilot’s seat, Brad hefted it and strummed a few open chords.

      “Definitely out of tune,” he pronounced. Plucking the strings one at a time, he set about tweaking each to get them playing proper notes. The longer he kept at it, the worse it all sounded. Finally, after a test strum that resulted in a particularly grating chord, he set the instrument back down and positioned it as if he’d never touched it.

      When he looked up, Dad was out in the wind, running toward the Radio City. One arm raised, he circled a finger in the air in the whirly-bird “spin up the engines” sign.

      “Well, shit.” Brad had missed his father’s exit from the control tower. Clearly, Dad was in a huge hurry, too, since Dad never ran unless someone was after him. “I can’t possibly get Mom over here in time.”

      The words were an argument to himself, and he made a good point. There really wasn’t a choice.

      Flicking through the pre-flight without hesitation, the Radio City flared to life. Engines hummed. The floor buzzed. Outside the ship, men’s voices shouted in anger, their exact words lost in the commotion.

      Remembering that they were here for fuel, Brad checked the fuel gauge. Three of the four slots showed full. The fourth was blank, indicating no fuel rod present at all. Also, there was a blinking warning that the fuel panel hadn’t been closed.

      Shrugging in resignation, Brad eased open the throttle and lifted the Radio City off the ground. Gingerly, he gave it a little forward thrust and lurched toward the running parent heading the other way.

      Taking his eyes off the landing field, he reached over and flipped first the vacuum interlock then the control to fold down the passenger ramp. It wasn’t a long trip to rendezvous with his dad, so Brad immediately started a 270 degree right turn to bring the ramp around without slinging the unsecured fuel rods out of the Radio City.

      “BRAD! BRAAAAAAAD! Bradley Carlin Ramsey, what do you think you’re doing?” Becky shrieked as she raced back to the cockpit.

      “Hold your horses,” Brad replied casually. He watched the altimeter as it self-corrected its data range to include fractions of meters. With the deft touch of a surgeon, he brought the vessel to a quarter of a meter off the ground and held steady.

      “I’m in!” Dad bellowed. “Hit it, kid!”

      Not needing to be told twice, Brad slammed the throttle to full, not pulling back on the yoke until they passed the control tower, letting the ion wash kick up a storm that would blind visual contact briefly.

      “How did you know Brad was flying?” Mom demanded.

      “No need to apologize,” Dad assured her jovially. “I’m fine. Kid stepped in and covered for you.”

      “But how did you know it wasn’t me?”

      Even with his eyes on the approaching stars, Brad knew Dad’s shrug well enough to picture it. “Kid’s got panache. Don’t get me wrong, you fly great. But… without the panache. Phew. I could use a beer.”

      “You don’t wanna take over?” Brad asked, a thrill building in his belly.

      “Nah. You’re doing swell.”

      Brad’s eyes lit. This was it. He was flying for real. Sure, he’d flown all over colonial space, landed dozens of times, docked with space stations, and gotten to play around with deep-space maneuvering.

      But this was the first time he’d piloted a getaway.

      “Vessel Radiocity, this is Lubeck Planetary Security. We’ve got a report that you just burned out of Lubeck Delta with an unpaid fuel tab.”

      Brad turned to look back into the ship.

      Beer in hand, Dad perked up. “You need me to tag in, buddy?”

      Without stopping to think himself out of it, Brad replied, “I’ve got it.”

      An aftermarket addition clung to the dashboard like a parasite just above the comm system. Foreign cables disappeared into the console through inexpertly drilled holes. Brad activated the voice scrambler and spun the indicator dial to a random setting.

      “We’ve got a medical thing here. Big time emergency,” he replied to the planetary security officer. Thanks to the scrambler, he sounded like a woman with a sore throat.

      “If you need medical assistance, we can—”

      “Thanks. No. Did I say medical? I mean magical. We’ve got some kind of sticky gremlin on board that we can’t allow loose.” If that didn’t sum up his sister Rhiannon, he didn’t know what did. “Hang back, just in case we need to self-destruct.”

      “Self-destruct? What are you talking about?”

      Brad kept an eye on the Radio City’s distance from the planet’s surface. It wouldn’t be long before they were far enough to drop into astral space. At two hundred kilometers, it was safe to transition out of realspace. They had more than a hundred left to go, but with the atmosphere barely a factor anymore, they were closing that gap fast.

      His breath was coming quick when Brad opened the comm again to stall. “Hold on. Can I get back to you in like five minutes? This thing is crapping on the floor, and I think it’s hungry again.”

      Watching the range count down, Brad fired the reverse thrusters. They had to be at a dead stop or at least super close. Nobody actually knew how the magical devices worked—nobody but wizards, anyway. But everyone knew you couldn’t transition on the move.

      On the sensors, Brad watched a sentry ship close in on him. But the vector wasn’t a direct intercept. The security forces were pulling alongside to see what happened with the bizarre, magically infested ship leaving their gravity well.

      “So long, losers,” Brad said, belatedly checking to verify that he had, in fact, not been speaking on an open channel.

      Setting the star-drive to a not-quite-legal 3.5 Astral Units, he dropped the Radio City out of realspace.

      Stars faded from view. The planet vanished. A flat, listless gray enveloped the vessel.

      “Not bad,” Dad commented from just behind him, startling Brad, who hadn’t heard the approach. “I’d have stuck with the medical thing, but you kept them off balance long enough. But tell me, what would you have done if they’d followed?”

      “That was a Starbear ’29. No way that heap was dropping below 2 AU.”

      Dad nodded solemnly along with that logic. “And if they had? If they’d boarded us?”

      “I’d have let you take over.”

      With a chuckle, Dad tousled Brad’s hair. “And don’t you forget it.”

      Brad rose from the pilot’s chair. “You taking the helm?”

      Beer in one hand, Dad rubbed his chin with the other. “Nah. Flying’s a hassle. You can handle the easy part.”

      The nav computer already had the destination of Dad’s next gig plugged in. Not that coordinates consisting of all zeroes would be hard for anyone to forget. Brad turned the autopilot on and launched them on their journey.

      “Earth, here we come!”
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        * * *

      

      Mordecai had his feet up on the cushion of an ottoman, a tankard of warm beer half-empty in his hand. A low fire cast a warm glow throughout the room, throwing cozy shadows behind the furnishings and keeping the scientific coldness at bay. With a trifling of his copious imagination, he could ignore being cooped up inside a flying metal space box.

      A leather-bound volume rested on the ottoman beside his booted feet. Thick chains bound it shut, not that it was a particularly dangerous specimen. Convocation protocols deemed it a prudent measure to enact in the transportation of any plundered tome. Dark wizards popped up all the time. Most kept some record of their life’s work, ranging from scattered sheafs of paper that the Convocation would bind into proper volumes to sprawling manifestos that resembled sets of encyclopediae.

      His favorite find in his young career had been the collected works of Guiseppe of Neo Avalon. A man holding the dual pretentions of an ancient royal ancestry and literary prowess, his research had been written in the form of an annotated biography. Early drafts had scattered his lair, and the finished version had been both entertaining and chilling at the same time. Reading the man’s descent from curiosity to mania over the application of various elixirs to unwitting subjects had proved the fineness of the line any wizard walked between power and madness.

      Ricky’s Big Book of Animals was a horror show, no doubt, but it wasn’t a particularly thorough examination of the subject. Mordecai knew enough to infer how the loudmouthed twit had been forcing copulation between humans and animals to produce monsters in the finest tradition of Greek myth. Anyone with a proper education could have.

      Ricky Bronson had lacked in virtuosity.

      While Mordecai had never begrudged a wizard going rotten over a truly remarkable idea, he hated the pedestrian pikers who went bad for the sake of indulging a wanton streak. Stopping someone from digging up the brain of a Mesopotamian god and reanimating it in the flesh of a dinosaur… Mordecai had been half tempted to let old Horus Johnson have a crack at seeing if it worked before killing him.

      Guys like Ricky, they were just a day at the office. A day away from the library—actually, a full week away—but it just amounted to a chore that pulled him away from Nancy and the kids.

      Percival entered from the cockpit. “Sir, we’re about to arrive.”

      “Need me to…?” He waggled his fingers.

      “The star-drive can handle the return to realspace, sir.”

      Mordecai arched an eyebrow. “Can it?”

      Percival sighed. “Yes, Guardian. You didn’t put us so far down that I can’t get us back. We’re not stranded and at the mercy of Astral Search and Rescue.”

      With a snicker, Mordecai conceded. “That’s why I like you, Percy. Louis and Geneva always try to make it sound like the planets would stop spinning if I wasn’t around.”

      “I would never sink to base patronization, sir,” Percival deadpanned. He sketched a half-hearted bow and returned to the cockpit, calling over his shoulder, “We’ll be on terra firma in roughly twenty-three minutes.”

      Ah, Earth.

      Home.

      Also home to thirty billion technologists all trying to believe magic out of existence with their zombified techno-worship. Not that most of them even realized. The summation of scientific brainpower across the globe lumbered on its narrow-minded course, trampling creativity in its path. They came up with a thousand different names for elemental earth, tried to cage gravity with numbers, traded machines with one another to overcome their basic ignorance of conjuration, levitation, and fire-starting.

      When the wall of the ship’s living room folded into a set of stairs, Mordecai swung his feet to the floor, drained the last of his beer, and collected his trophy.

      The campus of Harvard University enveloped him, a sanctuary of magic in a world dominated by scientists. Its brick buildings and manicured grasses hearkened back to a time when space travel was a children’s story and wizards and scientists pretended one another didn’t exist.

      Louis was waiting for him on the landing pad. The tech liaison wore wizard robes but with close-fitting sleeves that showed his hands were no threat to the scientific devices around him. Had he worn a garment in which to hide them, he might not have looked quite as nervous as he wrung his hands.

      “It’s a book, Louis. If you’re afraid of it, don’t open it,” Mordecai said, thrusting the volume toward the lackey with a jangle of iron chains. Louis recoiled, but Mordecai didn’t foist the book onto him. “Relax. It’s not even going in the vault. It’s just the pedestrian ramblings of a second-rate psychopath.”

      “It’s… it’s not that, Guardian,” Louis said.

      “Then what? Spit it out, man. I’ve been packed in a tuna fish can for a week now with only an hour’s respite to incinerate some chimaeric monsters and their creator. Frankly, I’d been looking forward to seeing my wife here when I got back, not you. No offense…” He paused a second. “Not much, anyway.”

      “It’s Nebuchadnezzar.”

      Mordecai slumped his shoulders and let out a sigh. “What did that old coot do now? Do you need someone to chase him out of the undergraduate dorms again?” Then, mind still tossing around possibilities, he scowled. “Does he have clothes on?”

      “He’s dying.”

      Mordecai huffed and strode past Louis. “Depending who you talk to, Nebuchadnezzar The Brown has been dying for the better part of two decades. Just watch. In a week, he’ll have concocted some new charm and be running around embarrassing the family all over again.”

      Louis scurried to keep pace as Mordecai marched toward the library. “Not this time. Your whole family’s gotten together.”

      That rooted Mordecai’s feet to the bricks. He cast Louis an arched glare. “Even Gilly?”

      “Your cousin Gilgamesh arrived this morning.”

      Mordecai rubbed his chin. If Gilly had returned from his terraforming assignment, this had to be serious. Terramancers were notorious sticklers for schedules. If it were an uncle or even a sibling, Gilly might have been instructed to wait for a favorable juncture in the project to attend a belated memorial service. With Nebuchadnezzar being a former First Chair of the Convocation, he warranted special deathbed dispensation.

      When Mordecai turned on his heel and headed toward his grandparents’ home, just off campus, Louis caught up with him. “Do you… do you need me to… to…” He kept his arm tucked against his chest as he pointed at the chained book in Mordecai’s grasp.

      With a harrumph, Mordecai shifted the book and tucked it beneath the other arm. “I’ll bring it with me. You can get back to work.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Without a breath’s hesitation, Louis made himself scarce. Not that Mordecai expected any further work from the man the rest of the day. If he managed to make his way back to the library today, he fully expected to find Louis tankard-deep in herbal tea so strong it bordered on hallucinogenic.

      With a pleasant fall morning and a brisk pace, Mordecai spent an enjoyable five minutes trekking on foot to the stately Boston Prime home of Nebuchadnezzar and Isadora Brown.

      Servants milled outside and ushered Mordecai in as soon as he arrived.

      “He’s been asking for you,” Harald, Grandfather’s butler, informed him. “He’s been quite insistent.”

      Nancy intercepted him as Mordecai made his way through a premature wake being held in the halls of his grandparents’ home. She hugged him, heedless of the chained literary atrocity he carried. “I’m so glad you made it in time.”

      “What’s different this time? He was healthy as a dragon when I left.”

      Nancy let out an eloquent sigh. “Let him tell the story. I… I don’t know if I’d get the details sorted.” She pulled back and glanced down at the book. “Need me to hang onto that?”

      With an amused snort, Mordecai handed it over. “Wouldn’t want to distract the old coot with shop talk.”

      Cousins, aunts, nieces, and nephews parted to make way. Only his great-uncle Solomon declined to yield, standing guard at his brother’s bedroom door. “Don’t go upsetting him. You know how he gets.”

      Stepping right up to look his uncle Sol in the eye, Mordecai dared the old man to meet his gaze. But Uncle Sol looked aside. Then, cowed, he stepped out of the way. Ten years ago, that confrontation would have gone differently. It was a generally accepted truism that wizards grew in power with age.

      Some wizards just grew quicker than others.

      Mordecai opened the inlaid wooden door and entered his grandfather’s bedchamber.

      The stone-walled room did its level best to keep eight centuries of architectural progress at bay. Shadows skulked in every corner as smokeless fires in the hearth and torches in wall sconces flickered. The furnishings were Louis XIV—no relation to Louis Cramer, inept library lackey, as best Mort knew. While the other side of the house looked out onto modern Boston Prime streets rife with tech and the trappings of science, the view through the balcony door was the quaint, pastoral campus of the neighboring university. An ornate four-poster bed anchored the room, velvet drapes parted to reveal an elderly wizard in his bathrobe, tucked to the waist beneath embroidered blankets.

      “About time,” Nebuchadnezzar scolded, then coughed.

      While Mordecai had been expecting to find his grandfather full of piss and vinegar, the old bugger was clearly worse off than his imagination had predicted. Sallow skin wasn’t a mere trick of the light, and there was a hollowness to the man’s cheeks.

      Nebuchadnezzar snapped his fingers. There was no sound as frail bones and dry skin robbed the gesture of its vigor. Nevertheless, Mort felt a change. The old wizard’s will encircled them both with the sensation of an inaudible “pop.”

      They were alone before, but now they were shielded against eavesdropping of all kinds.

      “What’d you do this time?” Mordecai asked acidly. There was no family theater performance to put on. The two had bonded over a common animosity toward Mordecai’s father. No pretense was needed. No punches would be pulled. “Necromancy? Demonology? Looks like you lost ground.”

      Nebuchadnezzar tried to chuckle and instead broke down into a wheezing fit. “Limited form of chronomancy—though don’t breathe a word of that outside these walls.”

      “Naturally.” There were few forms of magic the Convocation abhorred more than tinkering with time. As a former Guardian himself, Nebuchadnezzar knew how many half-baked theories on time magic were in the vault. None of them worked. Given that the Grim Reaper seemed intent on collecting this particular dark wizard himself, Mordecai didn’t feel any need to exert his authority as present-day Guardian of the Plundered Tomes. “So, what went wrong?”

      “What didn’t?” Nebuchadnezzar snapped. “Pendular’s Theorem was fabricated. Slogged through all that drivel about losing his daughter, and the good bits were either pure fiction or untested hypotheses. Almost makes me think he wanted to die and wrote the thing just so I’d save him the scandal of a suicide. Then… hoo boy… it turns out that transferring life energy to an Aetheron crystal for safekeeping isn’t reversible if you overload the crystal.”

      “Where did you get a—never mind. You made your own, didn’t you?”

      Nebuchadnezzar raised his thin shoulders in a shrug. “Seemed less risky than asking someone to steal into the Vault of Alexandria for one.”

      Mordecai folded his arms and fixed his grandfather with a stern glare. “Thus, your story ends. I trust you asked me here to clean up any evidence, so no one spoils your funeral with an investigation into dark wizardry.” If it came to that point, Mordecai would be forced by the Council to recuse himself. They’d need to get out in front of this.

      Instead, Nebuchadnezzar shook his head. “No. I asked you here for a bigger favor than that.”

      “Bigger than betraying my vows and aiding dark wizardry?”

      Nebuchadnezzar scoffed. “Teensy potatoes. Guardians have been covering up for well-connected dark wizards for millennia. No. I have one last chance to cheat death. It requires help only you can provide.”

      Mordecai arched one eyebrow. “Oh. What kind of help?”

      “I need you—in a very, very specific way—to kill me.”
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        * * *

      

      The great gray nothingness of astral space swarmed with shipping traffic. Ghostly, insubstantial, other vessels flitted past the stationary Radio City. Chuck Ramsey shooed his eldest son from the pilot’s chair with a grumble.

      “What’d you do to it? It was working when we left.”

      “Nothing. I just hit the button,” Brad replied, pointing to the correct spot on the console to return them to realspace.

      “You must have pushed it wrong,” Chuck insisted, gesturing to the astral depth indicator that read 2.91 AU. “Otherwise, we’d be able to see Earth in all its hypercrowded glory.”

      “And money,” Brad added dutifully.

      Chuck wagged a finger. Kid was right on that count. “The skies of Earth are paved in terras,” he quoted the old saying. Then he scowled. “But not if we can’t get there.”

      Leaning across the comm console, Brad pressed close to the window. “Looks smooth as buttered ice out there.” A swarm of other vessels, mostly transports and cargo ships, raced past like a colossal holovid field.

      For a moment, Chuck watched along with his son. Without being at quite the same astral depth, it was a wizard’s guess as to whether those ships saw them in return or whether they could collide. He hovered his finger over the astral controls. “Don’t get used to it. Once I get us back to realspace…” He paused for dramatic effect as he jabbed the button to bring them out of astral. Nothing happened. “I said… once I get us back to realspace…”

      Several more attempts and the button performed no better.

      “Boo,” Brad taunted, cupping his hands around his mouth to mimic a hostile crowd. “Send in the jugglers.”

      Chuck aimed a mock warning finger at him. “Don’t ever do that when I’m on stage. Last thing I need is to finally make Comedy Daily—as the opening act for a team of laaku plasma-wrench jugglers.”

      “Those guys were good.”

      No shit, they were good. With bodies akin to chimpanzees and equally dexterous with every limb, the laaku people were naturals when it came to the performing physical arts. Chuck was careful not to get himself booked at any venue where he might be compared to a truly mesmerizing act. Going back-to-back with Noru of Abasi and his quadrijuggling pals had been disastrous.

      Just then, the comm barked at them. “Vessel Radiocity, this is Earth Astral Control. We’re scanning you at a non-standard 2.91 depth. Please adjust your star-drive to an approved travel lane.”

      Huffing a sigh of frustration, Chuck responded on the same channel. “Look, I know what it says on our registration, but that’s an error. It’s the Radio City. Two words. Maybe you could put in a good word with the Registry of Spacefaring Vehicles and get them to fix it.”

      “Sir, we don’t work for the RSV.”

      “Not even if I added an RSV-please?”

      “Sir, please get yourself to a standard astral depth. I can’t have you impeding solar traffic.”

      Chuck ran his fingers through his hair. This guy just wouldn’t be sidetracked. “Look. We’re on it. Our star-drive’s just a little finicky. Give us a few minutes to—”

      “I’m dispatching Search and Rescue to render assistance. They’ll tow you to realspace for repairs.”

      Somewhere in the digital void, Chuck’s bank account screamed. Sol was a black hole for terras; Earth doubly so. He couldn’t start this tour out in the red. “No-no-no. Don’t go to the trouble. Like I said—”

      “Await instruction from Search and Rescue. Earth Astral Control out.”

      The comm cut off.

      “Don’t look at me,” Brad said, holding up his hands. “I spend anything I get.”

      That much was true. Brad had flatly refused to save for a rainy day, claiming—accurately—that they weren’t planetside enough to worry about rain. Between that and the couple times Chuck had been forced to reacquire allowance money to pay for fuel rods, there was little chance Brad would ever be available for a quick loan again.

      Slumping into the pilot’s chair, Chuck sullenly pressed the same button on the astral console again and again every few seconds.

      Brad made himself scarce.

      After a few minutes, the comm squawked again. “Vessel Radiocity, I’m Lieutenant Jessinda Chan with Search and Rescue. Power down and we’ll have you in realspace in no time.”

      With a simple re-targeting of his mindless tapping, Chuck hit the comm and held it. Forcing his best stage voice, he replied with hollow chipperness, “Thanks, Lieutenant. Much obliged.”

      Then he took a swipe at the dashboard that killed the engines and maneuvering thrusters—plus the life support system. Chuck hurriedly turned the latter back on before slouching back and waiting for a tow that would probably cost him more than he was due to make this whole trip.
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        * * *

      

      The peasant folk of Boston Prime called it Merlin’s Private Library. The great fount of wisdom collected by the Convocation wasn’t open to casual visitors, though members found it a trivial matter to gain admittance. Neither had the famed master magician of Camelot ever set foot in the place, as best anyone could tell. Though the tapestries on the wall dated to medieval times, the building was newer than his era.

      Each time Mordecai crossed the threshold of the great library, he felt the weighty pressure of the scientific world around him ease. The stonework had an ancient presence, a gravitas all its own that denied the headlong rush of science as it gobbled up the souls of the mindless to fuel its own ambitions. Today, however, that calm was tinged with the burden Nebuchadnezzar had foisted onto him.

      “Guardian,” a prim, chipper voice called out as he made his way through the grand foyer. It belonged to the chief modern archivist. “You’ll never guess what I acquired just this morning.”

      “I dunno, Elliot. What?” Mordedcai grumbled without slowing his pace. The archivist fell into step a pace behind.

      Elliot wore a wide-sleeved tweed jacket and matching slacks. With his unkempt hair and wire-rimmed spectacles, he looked every bit the useless academic. “A complete set of Megami’s Transposition Theorems. All five volumes!”

      Without even looking at the man, Mordecai inquired, “The fakes someone’s been peddling out of Mars, or the real McCoy?”

      The footsteps trailing him slowed, then stopped.

      “Fakes?”

      Mordecai shook his head in disgust.

      “I’m sorry to hear about Nebuchadnezzar,” Elliot called after him. “How is the old boy?”

      “He’s as close to death today as he will be tomorrow,” Mordecai barked back.

      A part of him, deep down, reveled in lying with the truth. While he rarely partook in holovids—drivel for the slack-jawed masses—he could see the appeal when criminals tested their prowess against a clever investigator. Leave just enough clues to induce madness, not enough to get caught. Of course, the flash-and-grin crowd out in Hollyworld only told the stories where the law won.

      Wizards knew better.

      Both now and tomorrow, Mordecai suspected that his grandfather would be—roughly speaking—half a day away from dying. Tomorrow, he’d merely be on the far side.

      Down a set of spiraling stone stairs, Mordecai descended into the copious basement of the library. His footsteps scuffed and echoed. Elliot didn’t try to follow him down. Most of the librarians avoided the secure section of the building as a matter of decorum more than genuine fear, though several acted as though feral dogs were kept down there instead of books.

      Though the wooden door at the bottom of the stairs was bound in iron set with a keyhole, there was no corresponding key. Mordecai traced a rune around where some oaf might think to stick a key. The door, used to the routine, opened just before he finished.

      “Could’ve saved me the trouble,” he muttered to it as he passed.

      In the oppressive silence, lonely signs of habitation stood out. Down among the rows of shelves with books chained in captivity, a lone voice sang a children’s educational song—something about numbers of different fruits and what animals would eat them.

      Not making any effort to quiet his entry, it wasn’t long before Mordecai’s approach drew notice. The singer halted and called out, “Who’s there?”

      “Just me, Bast. What was that you were singing?”

      Bast ducked her head out from one of the rows and cast Mordecai a puzzled look. “Was I? Oh, that. Nathaniel keeps letting the kids watch holovids. Guess the tunes are a little too catchy for their own good.”

      Mordecai smiled as best he could manage, given the pall upon his mood. “Go on. Take the rest of the night off.”

      “But I just got here. And Azrael’s in Shanghai until—”

      Diligence among the staff was all well and good, but tonight Mordecai neither needed nor wanted an audience. He stilled her protests with a raised hand. “Don’t worry. I’ll man the stacks tonight.”

      “You? Personally?”

      Mordecai arched an eyebrow. “I’d do it impersonally, but I’m feeling like I’m inside my own head tonight.”

      There came a point in a wizard’s career—usually much later in life than Mordecai currently found himself—when a wizard’s casual, sneering wit often found itself misinterpreted as profound insight.

      Bast emerged into the center aisle, head down and clutching a copy of the Daemonicon Lecce to her chest. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to infer that you weren’t fully capable of… of—I’m sorry your grandfather isn’t well.”

      Librarians were infrequently chosen for their tact and glib tongues. Mordecai simply gestured for her to hand over the book. “Go home. Sing to your kids.”

      “Do I have to?” Bast asked meekly.

      “No,” Mordecai replied. “But I want some solitude tonight. So scoot. Hire a sitter and take Nathaniel bowling or something.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Bast made herself scarce. Mordecai didn’t budge until the door closed behind her and the scuffing of her shoes on the stairs faded from hearing.

      It was a quick detour to replace the Daemonicon Lecce back in place on its shelf. A dry piece of esoterica, the tome had been penned in the author’s own blood. Written by a possessed monk in the 15th century, it contained the daily musings of the occupying demon. While not, in the strictest sense, a magical volume, it was the sort of mundane horror that would have served as an ideal bedtime story for parents who never wanted their children to sleep again.

      Nancy had forbidden him from bringing it home for just that reason.

      Mordecai tried to hold that notion in his head as he made his way to the vault. The melancholy atrocities contemplated by a bored, bourgeois demon unable to escape his human host would indeed seem like a children’s fairytale before this night was over.

      Nestled in the shadows of an already-gloomy basement, a heavy steel door adorned in Norse runes dominated an even deeper penumbra.

      “Just stopping in for a look-see.”

      The runes yielded to Mordecai’s casual greeting. Sickly green glows traced the worn carvings as glyphs lit one by one.

      An orb of pale blue light appeared above Mordecai’s upraised palm, hanging in place at his side as he ventured within.

      The Vault of Plundered Tomes was the meat and gravy of the library’s collection. The books upstairs had been printed, copied, and recopied ad nauseam, even into scientific formats in some cases. Advanced and culturally hot-button volumes might not see wide distribution, but wizards with proper credentials could lay their hands on one when needed.

      Down here were the bad apples.

      Wizards got themselves killed for writing literature like this. Oh, a mundane subversive could cause a fuss—or even kindle a revolution—with mere words spread among the magicless rabble. But none of those dealt in commandeering the immortal soul, altering history, or activating dormant volcanoes. The Vault of the Plundered Tomes contained works on those subjects and many more. Sure, the majority didn’t work as fully or flawlessly as intended, but they still gave rotten ideas that could spoil nice wizards and possibly be combined with other failed ideas to piece together a Frankenstein’s spellbook of real trouble.

      A few, however, worked all too well already.

      Tucked away on a shelf just inside the door, locked behind a small iron cell door with several of its ilk, rested the book Mordecai had pawned off on Nancy earlier. She didn’t like it down among the plundered tomes, let alone the vault, but it would have been a short walk for her to have passed it along to a librarian. Apparently, when Mordecai wasn’t around to say otherwise, any incoming volume entered quarantine. Right now, the unduly sequestered tome wasn’t his concern.

      The new book wasn’t what Mordecai had come to see.

      His aim lay at the back of the vault, behind yet another cage door, this one the full height of a man. It, too, yielded readily to the wizard charged with keeping grasping hands and greedy eyes at bay. Beyond it lay the books that worked.

      Many of the spells and rituals contained in these volumes were simply bad ideas. One turned royal blood to gold—and only worked when it was still in the veins. Another allowed any two creatures to procreate and counted among the Convocation’s most embarrassing scandals. An entire shelf was lined with books on reanimating the dead—a subject so rudimentary in its wickedness that the Convocation had been stamping it out since its inception and would likely continue doing so until it dissolved.

      One, it was believed, had been written by creatures older than Earth itself.

      By wizards’ standards, Mordecai wasn’t superstitious. He’d always believed the book’s origin to be a myth. Nebuchadnezzar had convinced him otherwise.

      The old coot had studied it years ago, taking a daft number of precautions and working entirely through intermediaries such as mirrors, lenses, and shadows. The book, from its leather binding to its vellum of questionable provenance, was only centuries old. The contents, however, had been reproduced faithfully—as best Nebuchadnezzar could tell—from origins before time had been invented.

      Mordecai dismissed one final ward and hefted the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts.

      Sweat beaded at Mordecai’s brow.

      He could turn the old man down. The request had been ludicrous, in keeping with Nebuchadnezzar’s reputation as a gambler and schemer. Mordecai didn’t have to play along. No one but his grandfather would ever know he’d denied a deathbed request.

      Mordecai stormed out of the vault, leaving the door ajar behind him, and slammed the tome down on one of the reading tables. “I am Mordecai The Brown, Guardian of the Plundered Tomes. And if Nebuchadnezzar thinks I’m wizard enough to read you, then damn it, I’m not going to prove him wrong.”

      Steeling himself for what he might see inside, Mordecai opened the cover.

      Inside, the scrawled symbols were beyond gibberish. Runes crawled within runes. Glyphs overwrote adjacent glyphs. Lines swam in his vision. Were they moving, or was he hallucinating? The line between those two possibilities blurred.

      With a vague, almost secondhand accounting of his actions, Mordecai turned the pages and the patterns within seared themselves into the flesh of his brain. He read nothing. The book read itself to him as a nightmarish bedtime story. His eyes didn’t blink. His thoughts ground to a halt. An entire language unfolded within him, sweeping clear unused spaces in his mind and setting up house.

      How much time passed since opening the cover, Mordecai couldn’t say. When the back cover slammed shut, and his trance ended, he needed to take a piss and he was famished. Breathing heavily, the horrors of what he’d read began to sink into his conscious mind.

      “Not for all the gold in Atlantis,” he told himself as he lurched toward the vault to return it. His feet remained glued to the floor. Was the book thwarting him? Did it not want to go back into captivity? What would happen if this monstrosity got loose?

      He couldn’t take it with him.

      It didn’t want to go back.

      The things he could do, thanks to this vile tome. The things he knew that he could never unlearn, could never forget even in the tiniest detail. Other books among the plundered tomes might cause minor troubles if loosed into the wild. This one would be a calamity. What minds it didn’t destroy outright through careless, thoughtless mystical might would be corrupted, saddled with temptations that no wizard should be forced to live with.

      Before weakness overtook him, Mordecai set the book ablaze, still clutched in his hands. The Order of Prometheus taught an incantation that conjured unquenchable fire, fire that gnawed and ate and burned through damn near anything. Mordecai could summon it with a thought and did just that.

      The Tome of Bleeding Thoughts didn’t want to be destroyed. But its cover was closed. Whatever taint it had left in Mordecai’s mind, his actions were his own. He dropped the book just before the fires touched his own fingers.

      With a wordless snarl, he intensified the miniature inferno until naught but an oily dust was left to rain down to the floor.

      Rubbing his chin, Mordecai pondered how he was going to cover this up. “No time. There’ll be hell to pay one way or the other.”

      With the library basement’s overnight staff off duty, he left the vault open and raced to make it back to his grandparents’ home before it was too late.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The stage lights, in imitation of the old theaters of the Early Data Era, shone in Chuck’s eyes to the point where he could barely make out the audience beyond the front couple rows. That hardly mattered. It also helped him ignore the fact that, beyond those first few rows, empty seats abounded.

      Yet, the show had to go on. “And so, I get back from selling my starship and the banker tells me, ‘yeah, now you qualify for a star-drive repair loan.’ Except the loan won’t even cover buying the ship back and I’m out 5,000T in the end. Bankers… lemme tell ya.”

      A few laughs tittered back from the crowd.

      “And don’t get me started on financial planners. I responded to one of those free ads—you know the ones in all the tram stations? Make an appointment. Sit down. This kid fresh out of college starts telling me all this crazy stuff about investing and saving and I go, ‘Whoa, hold on. I just want you to help set me up so I don’t have to worry about money in my old age.’”

      “Too late,” someone in the back of the theater shouted out.

      Chuck shot the guy a wink and a pointed finger—guessing on the aim thanks to the glare—before pressing on. “So, to my surprise, the kid pulls out a blaster. Slides it across the desk. ‘What’s this for?’ I ask him. ‘Well, I looked at your financial records, and you’ve got two choices. Either shoot yourself now or go rob a bank.’”

      Chuck waited for the scattered laughs to die down as he timed the punchline.

      “So, here I still am, and I’ve got an early appointment in front of a judge tomorrow. Goodnight folks! You’ve been swell!”

      He raised the hand that wasn’t holding his portable microphone and waved to the crowd during a polite wash of applause.

      As soon as he was safely backstage, he handed the mic to one of the theater staff and slumped. Becky met him with a beer, top already popped.

      “Thanks, babe.”

      The backstage area buzzed with activity. Other performers bustled in a frenzy of preparation for their upcoming acts, many, like the Ramseys, had their whole families along, giving the area undertones of a daycare center. Navigating the fluid chaos of bodies, Chuck retrieved a towel and patted his forehead before chugging his beer.

      “Set went well,” Becky ventured.

      “‘Well’?” Chuck scoffed. “I hope the critics out there can damn it with fainter praise than ‘Well.’ They need to get the word out, pack those empty seats with paying butts. That reminds me.”

      The partitioned nook reserved for comedian Chuck Ramsey had a chair, mirror, and table, the latter of which was cluttered with household supplies lugged over from Logan Starport. Digging through spare diapers, pre-packaged snacks, and kids’ toys, he located his datapad. The model was a few years past its prime, but it still took comms and had a quiet mode.

      Flicking through menus, Chuck found what he was looking for.

      FROM: Tru Fine Astrogation Service & Repair

      RE: Star-Drive on RADIOCITY

      Mr. Ramsey,

      We took a look at that star-drive of yours. Mechanicals were misaligned. Easy fix. 500T and you’re good there. But the misalignment’s fouled the magical interface. Need a wizard for that. The guy we use charges 3,750T for a system this size. Need a confirm and 50 percent down to begin work.

      Bing Cheedle, owner

      Chuck held the datapad at arm’s length, squinting to see if he could read any different words on the screen. He took another quick sip of his beer and tried again. No luck. Same screw job.

      Shaking his head, he held up a warding finger to keep Becky from following him and made his way to the side exit of the theater.

      The streets of Boston Prime were pristine. Buildings gleamed silver. The permacrete roads didn’t bear so much as a crack or a scuff. Pedestrian and vehicular traffic flowed with purpose as upscale Earthlings buzzed about their important lives. Even the side alley where Chuck found himself on a short flight of steps was nicer than most colonies he’d visited.

      In the relative quiet, Chuck placed a voice comm to his mechanic.

      “Yo, Bing here.”

      “Bing, you’re killing me here.”

      “Oh, it’s you, Ramsey. Tough break on the wizard stuff.”

      “Who’ve you got realigning my star-drive? Houdini? Euclid? I’m not sure I can get 4,000T in salvage for the whole ship.”

      “Not with a busted star-drive. Prolly not. Look, I know you’re an offworlder—”

      “I’m from Chicago Prime!”

      “But this is what quality repair work costs Earthside these days.”

      Chuck paced the alley, running his fingers through his hair. This was a disaster. Earth was a black hole for terras, and this gig was only supposed to last a couple weeks. Laying ions as soon as he got paid was the only chance he had of turning a profit on this trip. If they didn’t get offworld soon, Chuck might be forced to do the unthinkable…

      Get a real job.

      “Bing, lemme level with you. I don’t have that kind of cash, digital or hardcoin. Don’t you have another wizard, you know, someone who might owe you a favor?”

      “If I did, I wouldn’t be charging you any less. Besides, those Convo boys don’t break the rules. They got it too cushy taking guild rates.”

      Chuck wished he could pull in 3,000 terras for what amounted to probably half an hour’s work. But he wasn’t giving up yet.

      “What about student wizards? There’s a whole university full of them across town.”

      “Booked solid. They got a whole program. And they charge just as much. Listen, you got working engines and plenty of fuel. You’re welcome to shop around for a better deal. No hard feelings.”

      “’Course,” Chuck muttered as he ended the comm. When he slumped back against the wall of the theater, he couldn’t help noticing Becky lurking in the doorway, little Rhiannon balanced on her hip. “How much you hear?”

      “No scams,” came her reply.

      “But—”

      “No scams.” Becky ducked her head back inside the theater to check for eavesdroppers. “You hear me loud and clear, Charles Ramsey, this is Earth. Some of the stuff that flies out there will get you in real trouble here. You dig?”

      Chuck opened his mouth to object. Then he caught The Look. This topic wasn’t open to negotiation. There would be no Long Lost Loan, no Pawn Shop Swap, no Asteroid Investment this time.

      With a sigh, he shook his head. “I dig it. We’ll find a way off Earth. We just need to make some legit scratch on the side. Any ideas?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mordecai reached his grandparents’ home after an energetic trek across the vacant quadrangle of Harvard. It was dark, but the starlight shone around the vacant black of a new moon. A night for new beginnings. He hated it when celestial events conspired to lend the appearance of omen, yet tonight it was difficult to deny the coincidence.

      Relatives lounged in easy chairs and lay on couches, keeping a macabre vigil for the death of a man half of them couldn’t stand and many of the rest barely knew. If not for Mordecai’s wanton disregard for the accustomed quietude of the hour, most might have still been asleep as he blew past them.

      Harald caught him in the hall outside Nebuchadnezzar’s door. “There you are! We sent Gilly to the house, but you weren’t there. He’s locked himself inside and won’t see anyone.”

      “I was working,” Mordecai grumbled. “What’s the problem? If he wants privacy, let him have it.”

      “He didn’t eat anything since lunch. We’re not all out here to let him die alone in there.”

      Scratching the stubble along his jawline, Mordecai realized how disheveled he must appear. “What’d he have for lunch?”

      “Ham and Gouda sandwich with sardines and mustard.”

      Mordecai took the news with a grim nod. “Not my cup of oolong, but if that’s what he wants for a last meal…”

      “This is no time for joking. This is your department; get that door open so we can make sure he’s OK.”

      “My department?” Mordecai arched an eyebrow.

      “Yes. He’s enspelled it with his own life force. None of us can think of a way to disable the wardings without killing him.”

      Rolling his eyes, Mordecai stepped past his great-uncle and knocked. “Granddad, you alive in there?”

      The response came back muffled. “No thanks to these ghouls! Dust aside the Visigoths at my gates and get in here, my boy.”

      With a shrug that teetered on the socially acceptable borderline between apologetic and gloating, Mordecai stared Harald back out of the way and let himself in. There was no resistance, either mystical or familial.

      The ward sealed behind him.

      Nebuchadnezzar sat up in bed looking brittle as a stale cracker but grinning a burglar’s smile. “You read it. I can see it in you.”

      “You asshole!” Mordecai stalked across the room. “Did you have any idea what that book would do to me?”

      “I had some notions. I didn’t dare let another wizard try reading it after the two techies I exposed to it died in madness.”

      “You killed two people with that book?” Mordecai curled his fingers into claws, ready to strangle the last few hours of life out of that smug old carcass.

      “Condemned criminals. I had a deal worked out with one of those fiddly secret Earth Parliament agencies. I forget which. Acronym. Lots of letters.” He waved a bony hand. “But that’s not important right now. You have to know why I wanted you to read it.”

      “I do.” The book contained mysteries and toolsets, some so open-ended it might take him years to unpack it all. However, among the nebulous arts there were other, more blatant uses of the book’s power.

      “Hop to it, then. I’m ready.”

      Mordecai shook his head. “I don’t get it. You’ll still be dead.”

      “Am I a rack of bones wrapped in meat or a collection of thoughts, memories, emotions?”

      “Both.”

      Nebuchadnezzar cackled. “That’s scientist talk. This meat’s rotting off the bone as we speak, but my mind’s as hale as ever. I’m not done. Not quietly. Not in full possession of my faculties. Those minions out in the hall couldn’t get in here.”

      Mordecai snorted.

      “Oh. I know you could’ve. That’s why I’m hitching my wagon to your star.”

      “Why not just go be with Isadora?” Mordecai swallowed, mouth gone dry. He didn’t know quite what he believed, but his grandmother had seemed at peace when she passed.

      “And risk that it’s all a scam? What do I look like? A sucker? Isadora’s mind had softened in her last years. That’s how it’s supposed to work. Senility is a gift so we don’t see the cliff coming with no way to stop the avalanche we’re riding toward oblivion.”

      “There won’t be any hiding the evidence… unless I cremate you maybe.” Of all the conversations he never expected to be having, planning the desecration of his grandfather’s body—with his grandfather, no less—hadn’t even found its way to the list.

      “Way ahead of you. I studied that book, remember?”

      “You’re not letting me forget.”

      “You won’t have to steal my mind. I’ll come willingly—no, I’ll help, even.”

      Nebuchadnezzar scooted down and lay beneath the covers. Mordecai stood over his grandfather’s soon-to-be-corpse.

      There was an ancient saying, a bit of advice handed down to children across the galaxy: “Never look a strange wizard in the eye.” As dusty old bromides went, it was fairly practical. Most mental magics gained in power exponentially with direct eye contact.

      Wizards as formidable as Mordecai and Nebuchadnezzar grew accustomed to ignoring that guideline and letting other people look away. Among their few peers, looking one another in the nose or mouth when conversing was the norm.

      When those two pairs of eyes met, a storm unleashed. A maelstrom of every thought and feeling, all the memory, personality, and essence of Nebuchadnezzar The Brown passed to his grandson in an instant.

      Blackness.

      A void.

      Endless.

      Nebuchadnezzar stood a few feet away, dressed in the formal robes he’d have worn if he still held the title Guardian of the Plundered Tomes. Mordecai, identically attired, gaped.

      Stretching and twisting through a few basic calisthenics, Nebuchadnezzar grinned like a madman. “Haha! Best I’ve felt since I was a lad. Thinker’s all here.”

      “But nothing else is,” Mordecai pointed out. “Is this what you were hoping for?”

      “You shouldn’t have done it,” Mordecai replied. This was another Mordecai, indistinguishable in dress or appearance. He approached walking as if the void had an invisible floor.

      Nebuchadnezzar swiveled his neck, looking from one to the other. “Two of you? Egad, what’s going on here?”

      The second Mordecai didn’t slow his approach as he raised an accusing finger. “This copy of me is a monster. I’m the real Mordecai The Brown. Help me subdue him.”

      The original—as best he knew—Mordecai turned to his grandfather. “This is how you know I’m the real one.” With a snap of his fingers, the doppelganger burst into flame, screaming as he flailed in a vain attempt to extinguish Promethean Fire. When the inferno died out, the dust swirled back into the nothingness from which it came.

      “Ahh, so magic does work in here,” Nebuchadnezzar observed sagely. “Excellent.”

      With a wave of his grandfather’s hand, a grassy field appeared. As the old man flopped backward, a wooden park bench of a sort endemic to Boston Common appeared to catch him.

      “Interesting,” Mordecai said as he watched his grandfather create pigeons, then a small paper sack full of breadcrumbs.

      “I’ll be fine until you get back, my boy. Right as sunshine.” With a snap, a sky appeared above them, casting noontime shadows. “You should get back and start consoling all the mourners.”

      Mordecai closed his eyes tight. When he opened them, he was standing over his grandfather’s lifeless body. Yesterday, he’d have called it his mortal remains; now it seemed more like a hermit crab’s discarded shell.

      Not wanting to linger, he broke the old man’s ward and opened the door.

      Harald was the first to greet him. Nancy and the rest of the family who’d been awake crowded behind him.

      “Nebuchadnezzar The Brown is dead,” Mordecai pronounced.

      “Dead?” Harald echoed incredulously. “You let him die without letting the rest of us—”

      Mordecai snapped a hand up to cut him off. “His final words were for me alone. Guardian to Guardian. I will not repeat them until it’s my own time to pass, when I will impart them to my successor.”

      With that, he retrieved Nancy and led her out of the house. A swarm of confused, grieving family flooded in the other direction.
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        * * *

      

      Sunrises and sunsets took turns encircling Earth, and life returned to normal in Boston Prime. Nebuchadnezzar had been laid to rest in a solemn ceremony attended by the most important wizards on Earth. Few had shed tears. Wizards wore black often enough that mourning and daily fashion intermingled seamlessly.

      Today, on a glorious sunny morning, Nancy Brown turned her attention to the younger generation. Cassandra and Cedric were of a precious age, cherubic and innocent, a phase that would pass all too soon. She swore not to miss a moment of it that could be helped. The grassy playground of Damon Square, just a few blocks from their home, was closed to the public. Cassie enjoyed a swing set, competing with the children of other wizards to see who could swing highest. Cedric enjoyed the sandbox, using precocious magic to collect piles into hills and mountains—a budding terramancer Nancy told herself, even though it was vain to project such high aspirations onto a four-year-old.

      Nancy sipped her morning coffee, trying to capture the contentment she should be feeling.

      It was the fault of neither bean nor brewer that the beverage was falling short of its duty. Her shoulders and neck were knotted and tense. While her eyes rested on her children, her mind wandered to her husband.

      There had never been ease in the Grand Council since Mort’s admission to the group. Nepotism, they said. Unfit, others claimed. Mort had shoved their complaints back into their smug, complacent faces. He was the best Guardian in centuries. Yet still, work plagued him.

      Oh, Mort wouldn’t let on knowingly. He probably even thought he was fooling her. But this library census had been bothering him. Paperwork. Bertram and his cronies couldn’t damn Mort on his merits, so they were tunneling beneath his feet with quills in lieu of shovels. Nancy was certain they were going to find some fault with his stewardship of the library, even though his real responsibilities lay outside the building.

      Mort delivered fiery justice to dark wizards in the manner of the ancient gods, carrying on the tradition of Asaruludu, Uriel, and Surtr. Who were they to blame him for the bookkeeping?

      It’ll all be fine, she told herself. Mort was a thousand kinds of clever and bent the universe to his will like no wizard Nancy had ever met—not even dear old Nebuchadnezzar, the crusty curmudgeon. Mort’ll beat their dirty tricks.

      “Mrs. Brown?” a voice called from behind her.

      Nancy turned in her bench seat to find a young man in the light gray uniform of the Convocation Technical Liaison’s Office. “Yes. I’m Nancy Brown.”

      The young man handed her a datapad. “You’ve got a text comm. I’ve taken the liberty of opening it for you.”

      Nancy accepted with a gracious smile. “Thank you.”

      The liaison stood by like a bellhop awaiting a tip as she perused the document.

      Dear arts patron,

      Thank you for your purchase of two tickets for A Night of Laughter on Friday, September 30th. As a special bonus for valued guests, we’re offering a limited number of backstage passes to meet Early Data comedian and entertainer extraordinaire Chuck Ramsey. Mr. Ramsey will be available for half an hour after final curtain for chatting, flatpics, and autographs. Act now. Tickets are on a first come, first serve basis.

      We look forward to seeing you in person.

      “How lovely,” Nancy remarked. “Personalized thank you notes. I hadn’t realized how considerate scientific sorts could be.” She handed back the datapad. “Be a dear and
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