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            “‘I think you are a very bad man,’ said Dorothy.

            ‘Oh, no, my dear; I’m really a very good man, but I’m a very bad Wizard, I must admit.’”

            —L. Frank Baum, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	 Cover

            	 Title Page

            	 Dedication

            	 Epigraph

            	 Contents

            	 Prologue

            	 Chapter 1: MYSTERIUM, MYSTERIUM!

            	 Chapter 2: ELDRIN

            	 Chapter 3: A HOLE IN THE WALL

            	 Chapter 4: VIVIAN

            	 Chapter 5: MORNING HAS BROKEN

            	 Chapter 6: SERIOUSLY WRONG

            	 Chapter 7: A WIZARD WALKS INTO A BAR

            	 Chapter 8: GETTING THE BAND BACK TOGETHER

            	 Chapter 9: HEROES EVERYWHERE

            	 Chapter 10: AN UNEXPECTED PARTY

            	 Chapter 11: ANOTHER UNEXPECTED PARTY

            	 Chapter 12: OF MOONSONG AND MADNESS

            	 Chapter 13: WHAT ARE THE ODDS?

            	 Chapter 14: TROLLS AROUND A CAMPFIRE

            	 Chapter 15: A VERY BRIEF MEMORIAL

            	 Chapter 16: THE VILLAGE OF HAMLET

            	 Chapter 17: THE MONEY PARADOX

            	 Chapter 18: A LICENSE TO QUEST

            	 Chapter 19: THE MINES OF MARIA

            	 Chapter 20: RED FOUR

            	 Chapter 21: POLYGON MADNESS

            	 Chapter 22: RULES LAWYERS

            	 Chapter 23: HELLO, MY NAME IS AVERY . . .

            	 Chapter 24: AND THEN IT DAWNED ON ME . . .

            	 Chapter 25: THE TOMB OF TERRORS

            	 Chapter 26: IT’S A TRAP

            	 Chapter 27: THE SEMI-LICH

            	 Chapter 28: NOT IN KANSAS ANYMORE

            	 Chapter 29: THE DARK LORD RETURNS

            	 Chapter 30: THE DARK QUEEN

            	 Chapter 31: PURE CHAOS

            	 Chapter 32: THE FINAL SACRIFICE

            	 Chapter 33: ABD

            	 Epilogue

            	 Acknowledgments


            	 An Excerpt from THE DARKER LORD
 
            	Chapter 1: A Cup of Ennui

            	Chapter 2: Our House Is a Very, Very, Very Small House

             	Chapter 3: Mr. Dark and Fanciful

             

             

                                                                        	 About the Author

            	 By Jack Heckel

            	 Copyright

            	 About the Publisher

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue


         
         Hello, my name is Avery, and I am the Dark Lord.

         
         If you have ever read any other accounts of dark lords or, gods forbid, been under the thumb of one yourself, your first thought
            should be, “What is a guy named Avery doing being a dark lord?”
         

         
         At least, that’s what I was thinking as I watched the final battle in the War between Light and Dark from the highest balcony
            of the tallest tower of my Fortress of Despair. Far below, on the poisoned steppes of the Plains of Drek before the bloodred
            gates of the stronghold, men, elves, and dwarfs united against all the forces of evil: me and my army.
         

         
         All day the Army of Light had been advancing inexorably, but every inch of progress came at a terrible cost in blood and death.
            It was awful to behold, and I wanted nothing more than to turn away, but I wouldn’t let myself. Since this war, for better
            or worse, was being fought at my bidding, I felt the least I could do was bear witness. And so I did, though I was not sure
            how much more I could take.
         

         
         The worst of it was the smell. No matter how hard I tried to abstract myself from what was happening on the battlefield, the
            smell would not let me. It was a mix of something burning and something metallic, something sweaty and something rotten. It
            got into my mouth and made me want to spit.
         

         
         Gods, what could make such a smell?

         
         The images that formed in answer to my unspoken question made my stomach lurch and my hands begin to shake uncontrollably.
            I grasped the rough wall of the parapet to still them, and reminded myself again that this was necessary and that good would
            come of it. The reassurance had worked well at one time, but over the past few months it had grown threadbare with overuse.
         

         
         I was brought back to the present as the stone beneath my hands shuddered violently. Looking down I saw that the Army of Light
            had fought its way to the very walls of the fortress and even now were battering at the gates. My defeat seemed certain. I
            mouthed a prayer of thanks and was about to retreat to my throne room to await the inevitable when I heard voices drifting
            up from a balcony below.
         

         
         “Cravock,” a familiar voice roared. “What news?”

         
         I peeked over the edge of the parapet and saw Morgarr the Slaughterer, the merciless general of the Army of Evil, and his
            sniveling reptilian servant, Cravock. Morgarr was standing in full battle armor surveying the carnage of the battle with an
            imperious glare. Cravock squirmed and prostrated at his heal. Morgarr should have been down with his men. Those were my orders.
            But I couldn’t blame him for disobeying. I wouldn’t have wanted to be out there either.
         

         
         “Your Great Wickednessss,” Cravock hissed, “the enemy isss at the gatesss. You mussst do sssomething before it isss too late.”

         
         “I must?” Morgarr roared. The hell-forged plate that encased him rippled as it tried to contain his rage. He hefted Death
            Slasher, his black double-headed battle-axe, and pointed its curved blade at the half-lizard, half-man. But while Morgarr’s
            attention was on Cravock, and Cravock’s attention was on Death Slasher, the living eye embedded in the handle of the battle-axe
            was staring up at me with a burning hatred. It was hard to say if the Army of Dark was more afraid of Morgarr or that battle-axe,
            but for me there was no contest. Death Slasher was terrifying.
         

         
         I ducked back out of sight while Cravock whined, “Pleassse forgive me, Great Dessstroyer. I meant no insssult. It isss only
            that I thought—”
         

         
         “I do the thinking, toad,” Morgarr shouted. “You do my bidding. Order out our reserves, the blood orcs, the twelve-headed
            rage demons, the viper dragon—empty the fortress if you must!”
         

         
         I almost felt bad for Cravock, because I knew he wasn’t going to be able to do any of those things. Earlier this morning I
            had given orders to ensure that the blood orcs were led into an ambush and destroyed. Last night I had painstakingly removed
            each of the twelve heads of each of the twelve-headed rage demons. And a couple of days ago I’d freed the viper dragon from
            his magical enslavement with the command to fly off and never return.
         

         
         Cravock hissed, “Your Wrathfulnessss, we have no reservesss. The blood orcsss have been routed, the rage demonsss dessstroyed
            to the lassst head, and the viper dragon hasss not been ssseen sssince the night before lassst. All that we had hasss already
            been deployed. Only the power of the Dark Lord himssself can sssave us now.”
         

         
         “That displeases me greatly,” Morgarr said quietly. “I must have an audience with my master.”

         
         That was my cue. I left the balcony and made my way down to the throne room. As I descended, the Fortress of Despair shook
            with the impacts from siege engines and explosions from magical spells. I could hear distant shouts of triumph. The enemy
            had breached the gates, and from the number of abandoned guardrooms and barracks I passed, my army had been broken. Even the
            murk-scaled kobolds and mindless gibberlings that normally lurked about in the shadowy corners of the keep had fled. The forces
            of good would face no further resistance. A vast weight lifted from my shoulders.
         

         
         When I reached my inner sanctum, some signs of normalcy returned. Flanking the entrance were my ever present gaunt-fiend honor
            guard. They snapped to attention and I swept between them as the doors closed behind me. I mounted the stairs of my dais of
            skulls and arranged myself atop my throne of skulls to wait the end. To pass the time I pulled out a small notebook and began
            chronicling my last day as the Dark Lord. Everything had to be properly documented if I wanted to have any chance of including
            this in a later publication.
         

         
         I had barely begun recording my impressions of the final battle when there was a loud boom and the doors to the chamber were
            thrown open. Morgarr stood in the vaulted doorway, bowing, his great multihorned helmet tucked under his arm. I gave him a
            negligent backhanded gesture. He ducked his head and ran forward, prostrating himself before the stairs to my throne. He remained
            there at my feet not daring to meet my gaze, though I could not say the same for his cursed battle-axe. Its red eye glared
            at me knowingly.
         

         
         “Rise!” I commanded, and then realized that I was still holding my notebook. Hastily, I shoved it under my seat and tried
            to assume my most diabolical expression.
         

         
         By the time my gaze was properly ominous Morgarr had already begun to plead. I cleared my thoughts and tried to focus on the
            behemoth of a man before me. “. . . I have done all that I can, Dark Lord. The enemy has breached our defenses. The legions
            of undead have been shattered. The beastmen and brigands have fled like dogs. The blood orcs are no more, the rage demons
            have lost their heads, and the viper dragon has abandoned us. The Heroes of the Ages will be here in moments. There is nothing
            more that we can do. We are lost without you, my master. You must unleash your powers to save us . . .”
         

         
         I will spare you the rest of what he said. Suffice it to say there was a lot of blame shifting, minimizing, and justifying
            going on. When he finished I fixed him with one of my well-rehearsed, pitiless stares.
         

         
         Several days ago I had decided that when this moment came I would have to kill him. Not that I wanted to. Left to my own devices
            I would have preferred for someone else to deal with him, but I’d done a back of the envelope calculation and knew that if
            I left him to the Heroes of the Ages there was a pretty good chance that he would take one or two of them out on his way to
            the grave. That I couldn’t have. They had an important role to play in rebuilding the world after my defeat and I was already
            down to five so I didn’t have a lot of them to spare.
         

         
         I need to make it clear that my hesitancy in killing Morgarr wasn’t about whether the man deserved what he was going to get.
            He was the most loathsome creature I had ever met. He was a cold-blooded killer and a fiend, and had been since long before
            I came to this world. Still, I’m not that good around blood and death, and had made it a point up till now not to kill anyone
            myself. Sure, I made certain everyone thought I was a mass-murdering psychopath—you kind of have to when you’re trying to
            be the Dark Lord—but usually when I had to give a public demonstration of my power I simply transported my victims somewhere
            on the other side of the world. The melting bodies and horrific screams that accompanied this were nothing more than illusion
            and good stagecraft.
         

         
         I sighed. Having committed to do this I was determined to follow the proper forms. I rose silently from the throne, letting
            the full length of my great dark robes spill around me. With the added height of my boots and the advantage of the pile of
            skulls on which the throne was built, I towered over the kneeling Morgarr. I gazed down on my general in silence; a single
            thought filled my head.
         

         
         I’m not going to have to wear this ghastly makeup after today.

         
         “You have failed,” I hissed in a terrible rasp that I had spent several weeks with a speech coach to perfecting. It was theatrical
            and absolutely wrecked my throat. I made a mental note that I needed a good tea with honey after all this.
         

         
         I raised my left hand with a flourish, twitching as I stretched my fingers as wide as possible. I had begun to unleash the
            spell of obliteration when Morgarr did something unexpected. He flinched. It was the only hint of humanity I think I’d ever
            seen from him, and it made me hesitate.
         

         
         He’s Morgarr! I reminded myself. How many has he killed in your name! “How many more will you kill if I leave you alive?” I asked aloud as I stared down at the man.
         

         
         He met my eyes; they were remorseless. “As many as I can, my master,” he vowed.

         
         “As I thought,” I whispered hoarsely, and purple bolts of energy flashed from my shaking fingertips consuming his flesh. Morgarr
            the Slaughterer was dead. Only the bones and the armor were left, and the battle-axe.
         

         
         The eye of Death Slasher was fixated on me. I cursed it and wished, not for the first time, that I had a spell that would
            destroy it, which is ironic because I had created it. Unfortunately, invoking it out of existence was impossible. I’d done
            the research and there was simply no way to resolve the cosmic morality term without it. Something about evil balancing good.
            I’ll admit, subworld physics was never my strong suit. To simplify things you can think of the battle-axe as the remainder
            on a nasty long division problem: irritating, impossible to ignore, and always leaving you with the sneaking suspicion that
            you messed up the arithmetic.
         

         
         I put aside the finer points of arcane mathematics, strode over to the battle-axe and stared down at it. It studied me in
            return behind its unblinking eye. I dropped my Dark Lord voice and said, “Don’t look at me like that. He deserved it, and
            you’ll get yours too. One day. Somehow.”
         

         
         The eye seemed to grow even more malevolent. I picked it up with a shudder, and quickly dropped it into a folded piece of
            reality: a useful thing, about the size of a large wallet on the outside, but that opens onto an extradimensional space inside
            large enough to hold a studio apartment’s worth of furniture—at least that’s as much as I’d ever put in there.
         

         
         I was wondering what to do with the rest of Morgarr’s remains when I heard the sound of clashing weapons and shouts of battle
            from the hallway outside. I was running out of time. I rushed to my throne, scooped my notebook into the extradimensional
            space, folded it, and tucked the whole thing back into my cloak. I had only retaken my seat when the doors to the chamber
            flew open again, and the Heroes of the Ages stepped in.
         

         
         Finally.

         
         I had been waiting years of their time for this meeting. I recognized them all through the tales of their deeds, of course.
            There was Feldane the Archer, scion of the elves; Mad Jarl of the Dwarf Mechanism with his living armor (it was a bit squatter
            than I thought it would be); St. Drake the Suffering (the gibberlings and I liked to call him St. Dork the Insufferable);
            the masked rogue known only as the Weasel; Mystia, sorceress of the Enigmatic Isles; and Valdara.
         

         
         How to describe Valdara without coming off as a creep . . . she was a warrior woman. Oh, forget it, there is no way to do
            her justice without being a creep. Valdara was tall and long of leg, with gorgeous bronze flesh and red hair that fell in
            curls over her shoulders. Even in the guttering torchlight of my chamber her green eyes shone, and I couldn’t help but admire
            the curves of her body and her taut bare stomach. After the horror of the last few days it was wonderful to look on someone
            so beautiful, even if she was here to kill me.
         

         
         It was Valdara who spoke, which was good because I really didn’t want to look away. She pointed her gleaming blade at me.
            “Dark Lord, for all the evil you have wrought, for the suffering and pain you have caused, the free people of Trelari call
            you to justice.”
         

         
         I watched every syllable escape those red lips of hers. I wanted to explain everything, perhaps over a nice dinner and a bottle
            of wine, but that was not to be. This was my final data point, and my entire research project, not to mention the future of
            these people, depended on me.
         

         
         “Foolish mortals! You would dare defy me? Come! Show me what the ‘Heroes of the Ages’ are capable of,” I said, adding an evil
            rattling laugh to the end.
         

         
         They did their best—arrows and magical energies flew at me, some kind of superheated steam from the clanking armor blasted
            me—but it was no use. My power was far superior to theirs. After all, I literally held the key to their reality. Well, I should
            say that I wore it around my neck on a silver chain. There wasn’t much that I couldn’t do.
         

         
         I laughed again, but with less rattle because my throat was starting to hurt a lot. “Your power is as nothing compared to
            me. Now you face the fury of the endless abyss itself!”
         

         
         I raised my hands to the sky, letting a little power trickle over my fingertips for show, then I unleashed enough of it to
            convince them I was trying without risking injury to anybody. Blackness swirled about Mystia and Feldane on the wings of flapping
            phantasmal ravens, blinding them and driving them to their knees in terror. A great wind tore across the room toppling Jarl’s
            mechanism. With a crack, a rope of infernal magic whipped out and ensnared the Weasel as he or she (or it?) tried to slink
            behind me through the shadows. Only Valdara and St. Drake were still standing. They struggled against the buffeting, trying
            to reach me.
         

         
         Bracing himself against my magic, St. Drake held aloft a staff that blazed with a mystic light. “Dark Lord,” he shouted, “Your
            defeat is at hand. We come bearing the Mage Staff of Mysterium,” he shouted.
         

         
         I let the swirling darkness diminish. “No . . .” I rasped, putting an emphasis on my pause as I stepped back. “Not the Mage
            Staff. It isn’t possible. I sent it into the void myself.” I gurgled out the last bit and held up a quivering hand. I was
            worried that I was overacting, but they didn’t seem to notice.
         

         
         “You’re a fool, Dark Lord,” Drake shouted, and then intoned significantly, “Even you cannot destroy that which is eternal.”

         
         I cringed at the truism. I’d written it into the world’s pattern to add a bit of color, but it wasn’t my best work. The staff
            on the other hand was a stroke of genius and cheap to make. It was nothing more than a plain wooden rod onto which I’d affixed
            a shard of purple glass that I’d charmed to emit a muted glow. It was a constant source of amazement to me the nonsense you
            could get people to believe if you cloaked that nonsense in mystery and burnished it with antiquity.
         

         
         I thrust my arms forward as if to send more waves of magic against them. All I was really doing was making sure that Drake
            wouldn’t be able to reach me. According to my simulations, if St. Insufferable defeated the Dark Lord this world would end
            up a theocracy. For reasons that involve having attended a Catholic boy’s school as a child, I didn’t want that. Besides,
            I knew who I wanted to defeat me. Valdara was going to make a great queen. She was just, wise, and would look much better
            as a statue.
         

         
         With a flick of my fingers I sent a single, sudden and violent burst of air against St. Drake. He tumbled backward and was
            pinned to the wall. He struggled and prayed to the Seven Gods, but my power was too great. “Valdara!” he shouted. “I can’t
            reach him. I haven’t the strength. You must take it.”
         

         
         Valdara threw herself across the room and took the staff from his hand. “As long as I have breath in my body, it will be done,”
            she said, and kissed his brow.
         

         
         It was all going exactly as I had hoped. I lessened the winds around her, letting her push toward me. Step by agonizing step
            she made her way across the room and up the stairs of the throne dais.
         

         
         “This isn’t possible!” I roared, and widened my eyes in feigned confusion.

         
         At last she was in front of me. I fell to my knees before the glowing staff. I held up a quavering hand and rasped, “Even
            if you destroy me now I will be reborn, and should your people grow weak, I will rise again.”
         

         
         “We will never allow your evil to return, Dark Lord. Never!” Valdara shouted.

         
         Make sure that you don’t, I thought.
         

         
         She spun the staff and, as required by the legends I’d written, and called upon the mystic energies of the Seven Gods to help
            guide her blow. Her eyes burned with the fire of victory. I wanted to put on a good show for her, but found that I couldn’t
            muster even the fake anger necessary to glare back. It was time to go. I was tired, and it was time to go. I readied the spell
            of exit.
         

         
         With a wordless roar Valdara thrust the staff at me. It struck me in the chest, right above my heart. There was no pain, but
            I screamed like a drama queen as I completed the spell of exit.
         

         
         A light flashed and I watched as Valdara and Drake and then the world faded from sight. I was gone. The forces of Light had
            triumphed and the Dark Lord was defeated. I had saved them all, and my dissertation was complete.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
MYSTERIUM, MYSTERIUM!


         
         With a flash of blinding light and a jarring sensation, best described as the feeling you might experience if your brain was
            yanked out through your ears, I materialized in Mysterium, or to be more specific, in experimental circle closet 12B in the
            basement of the Magus Nicholas Reingold Subworld Studies building on the campus of Mysterium University. I held my breath
            as the smoke from the ionized fazestone powder dissipated and felt the weight of true reality wrap around me like a blanket.
            I was home. I let out a deep and unexpectedly bittersweet sigh of relief.
         

         
         What is Mysterium?

         
         I have no idea. The truth is you would either have to be a scholar of obscure magical history or an etherspace physicist to
            even attempt an answer. Mysterium is and, as far as I know, always has been. I can tell you that if you think of all the infinite
            worlds and subworlds in the universe as points in a great spinning pinwheel, Mysterium is at its center. To be honest, that’s
            as much as you need to know unless you are fond of headache-inducing complexity.
         

         
         Being the focal point of the universe, Mysterium’s reality is highly concentrated. For this reason, all true wizards and magi,
            come from Mysterium or those thirteen worlds that lay directly on its borders. People from these places are called “innerworlders”
            or “Mysterians.” By contrast, those worlds at the edge of my imaginary pinwheel have less concentrated realities. People from
            these far-flung realms are called “subworlders” and are, for the most part, never discussed in polite company—sort of like
            an embarrassing aunt.
         

         
         I am an innerworlder from the same place you likely live, Earth. This is not because there aren’t other innerworlds you could
            be living in, but is more a reflection of the fact that my publisher hasn’t agreed to do an otherworld run of this volume.
            Not that I’m bitter or anything.
         

         
         If you are from Earth you might be asking at this point, Wait, why don’t I know about Mysterium? You actually do, though you aren’t aware of it. If you have ever read great (and sometimes not so great) fantasy or science
            fiction literature, then you have read the echoes of works by some of Mysterium’s greatest magi: Bradbury, Zelazny, Heinlein,
            Wells, Clarke, Le Guin, Rowling, and, of course, Tolkien.
         

         
         Their original writings on magical theory and practice, history, zoology, biography and so on have been transformed and propagated
            across the realities by subspace entanglement, and are usually mistaken for works of fiction. There was a Thom Briddle, and
            he did try to discover the secret of immortality, but splitting his soul seven times to do it? That’s nonsense. The spell he created did require him to cut off bits of his body—for some reason he
            picked fingers—and his friends had him institutionalized after number four. On the other hand, Pratchett’s works describing
            the cut-throat world of tenure at magical universities are chillingly accurate.
         

         
         Another natural question is, Why are some people able to cross from the innerworlds into Mysterium? My honest answer is that I don’t know. Not to get all mystical, but people don’t find Mysterium; it calls to them. I myself
            had been three years studying in Oxford—Anthropology—and was walking down New College Lane, just passing under the Bridge
            of Sighs, when I noticed a little black door in the wall of a completely unremarkable red brick building. It is not that I
            had never seen this brick building or its black door before—there is an alley that runs along one side that leads to the Turf
            Tavern, which I am very familiar with—but I couldn’t say that I ever noticed the building or the door.
         

         
         Whatever the reason, on this day I noticed the black door. Not only did I notice it, but I felt compelled to go up to it, open it, and go through it. And I found myself
            in Mysterium. More accurately, I found myself in Mysterium University’s admissions office, which is like most admissions offices
            in any world: puke-green walls, lots of cubicles, and filled with an atmosphere of stale paper and crushed dreams. Although
            the administration denies it, I think this is one of the tests for entry. If you can find the door, make it through the bureaucracy
            of the admissions office, and pass the requisite reality weigh-in (more on this later), then you’re in. It’s as simple as
            that.
         

         
         Nor is the door off New College Lane the only way into Mysterium from Earth. I met a woman that found the door next to a pizza
            joint across the street from Yale’s Sterling Memorial Library. At least two of my friends found the door at various places
            along Bancroft Way in Berkeley. And one professor swears that he found the door to Mysterium in the bathroom of a bistro near
            the Ècole Normale Superieure in Paris. The only common threads seem to be proximity to a university and obscurity.
         

         
         Now that you know how I got here and where we are in relation to where you are, I have to tell you that I’m not a big fan
            of my home world. I haven’t been back since winter break of my second year of novice school when I had a screaming row with
            my parents over my decision to piss away a perfectly respectable career in anthropology for magic, a position, which doesn’t
            seem unreasonable given the existence of “magicians” like David Blaine and Criss Angel. Frankly, I’m not sure that anyone
            in my family ever believed that Mysterium existed even though I brought home my letter of admission, my transcript, and my
            dirty laundry. The result is that I spend my breaks and holidays on campus or traveling the other innerworlds, and I don’t
            see myself returning to Earth unless compelled by a death in the family or expulsion.
         

         
         And who am I?

         
         My name is Avery Stewart, I am a fourth-year adept. An adept is the third and highest level of student at Mysterium University.
            And though I know a great deal of magic, I am still not a full magus, as my faculty advisor often reminds me. The magi say
            a novice does not know that he knows nothing, an acolyte thinks he knows everything, and an adept knows he knows nothing.
         

         
         As for my major, I am a scholar of subworld evolutionary sociology, which is the study of subworld societies, and their creation
            and quite frequent destruction. And before you ask, I was standing in the middle of a magic circle in experimental circle
            closet 12B because I had just completed—successfully, I hoped—the last experiment in my dissertation study on “Subworld Self-Stabilization
            Through Extraworld Feedback Implantation.” Title notwithstanding, it would be a real page-turner with monsters, magic, and
            beautiful female warriors if not for the behavioral formulae, which really muck with the storyline.
         

         
         I started to step out of the circle and stopped short, my foot inches from breaking the invisible plane of my runic cage.
            I considered the glowing field around me with suspicion. It would be just like one of my “friends” to alter the circle or
            put some trigger spell on the floor so I would turn green for a week, or break out in weeping boils, or have my hands replaced
            with beer steins. (I swear that last one actually happened to a fellow I know, and it was three days before he could eat solid
            food.) Perhaps it isn’t fair to generalize, but, center of the universe or not, Mysterium is full of pricks—good-humored pricks,
            but pricks nonetheless.
         

         
         Needless to say, I took a moment to study the little stone room and the magic circle that had been my umbilical to reality
            for the last . . . “Damn, how long have I been gone?” I asked aloud.
         

         
         I tried to remember while I gazed about the room by the light of my still-glowing transport circle, and mumbled my calculations
            to the stale air. “I was . . . a year altering the histories and planting all the items . . . two trying to find someone as
            twisted as Morgarr to lead the Army of Dark . . . another five years gathering the hordes of monsters infesting Trelari together
            into an army . . .”
         

         
         There was precious little space in here for anyone to hide. The whole room wasn’t more than ten foot to a side, and apart
            from the semi-pornographic graffiti that successive generations of acolytes and adepts had left on the walls, it was barren.
            A lopsided desk littered with half-used sticks of fazestone chalk and old diagrams of containment circles sat against one
            wall next to the door. From where I stood I could see that the lunch I’d been eating when I left was still there, which, along
            with the acrid smell of the lingering smoke, would explain much of the sour odor that seemed to fill the room.
         

         
         “. . . three or maybe four years for Morgarr to capture the Eastern Hinterlands and the Amber Plains and begin his westward
            march toward the Golden Woods and the Jeweled Lands . . .”
         

         
         Images sprang, unbidden, into my mind of what Morgarr’s armies had done to those beautiful lands and their peoples in my name.
            I shook them away, as I had so many times before. Experienced subworld magi will tell you that chaos and destruction in subworld
            is inevitable, and that allowing yourself to feel for the people is pointless and self-indulgent. They are probably right,
            but my hands were shaking again.
         

         
         I distracted myself by considering the only other piece of furniture in the room: a much-abused wardrobe where I had stashed
            my regular clothes. The thought of my clothes—my boxers, jeans, and sneakers—reminded me of how uncomfortable the heavy dread cloak and six-inch platform boots
            were. I felt a sudden compulsion to be out of this costume and out of this room. I discarded caution and stepped out of the
            circle.
         

         
         Despite my resolve, I tensed as I felt the brush of the containment spell pass across my body. My foot touched the floor.
            Nothing happened. Maybe my classmates weren’t as bad as all that. Maybe they’d taken pity on me. After all, I had been off-world
            for at least fifteen subworld years, which meant what in Mysterium time? I stared up at the ceiling and tried to remember
            the conversion factors.
         

         
         Trelari, otherwise known as subworld 2A7C in standard Zelaznian coordinate space, is 10,876 worlds away from Mysterium. That
            meant I needed to apply a time conversion factor of . . . carry the three . . . 018, which in turn meant . . . “Three months!”
            I exhaled.
         

         
         It had felt much longer, but the fact is I had completed my experiment with two weeks to spare. Something that might even
            impress my advisor, the very hard to please High Magus Eustace K. Griswald.
         

         
         I crossed the room to the wardrobe and yanked open the door, feeling the warning tingle of power against my fingers too late.
            There was a flash of red light followed by a muted pop, and wisps of smoke began leaking out of the crack around the edge
            of the wardrobe door. Sighing deeply, I rested my head against the wooden cabinet.
         

         
         “Damn.”

         
         Of course they (whoever “they” were, and trust me, I would be making a list) had cursed the wardrobe. It was such an easy
            and obvious target. I was an idiot, a naïve idiot. I pulled the door open to inspect the damage. A cloud of dark thick smoke
            spilled out of the interior like vomit from a drunk. When it finally cleared, all that remained of my things was a light dusting
            of ash and a piece of unblemished white parchment floating in empty space on which was written:
         

         
         
            BOW DOWN!

            BOW DOWN, MYSTERIUM!

            THE DARK LORD RETURNS!

         

         Like I said before, they were pricks every one of them.

         
         I snatched the piece of paper from the air and crumpled it into a ball. With a snarled curse, I whipped it across the room
            and into the circle where it disappeared in a flash of green and white light.
         

         
         Had I been in my right mind, I might have contemplated the implications of this particular message making its way back to
            the subworld, but I was pissed, and the piece of paper, the circle, and Trelari had all been forgotten. My entire focus had
            turned to getting out of this damnable closet, getting back to my room, and getting drunk—and not necessarily in that order.
            I fumbled in my cloak for my reality fold, being careful to avoid touching Death Slasher, and pulled out the key to the solid-steel,
            triple-enchanted door to the closet, which has an ensorcelled lock to prevent people coming in and tampering with your experiment,
            but which is useless because the jerks in charge of the storeroom can be bribed to give out the spare keys for a pizza and
            a six-pack of beer.
         

         
         I unlocked the door and stormed out, ready to unload my most colorful language at whoever was unfortunate enough to be standing
            there, but the hallway outside was empty. I looked up and down its dimly lit length. Nothing but gray and beige in both directions.
            Nobody was here.
         

         
         I paused and listened.

         
         There was a stillness that bespoke either a Mysterium-wide apocalypse, or the week before final exams. I turned to look at
            the chronometer mounted on the wall next to my door. It counted down the days, hours, and minutes left till my experiment
            was officially overdue, at which point Griswald would have had to come down into the bowels of the Subworld Studies building
            and yank me back into reality. Which, by the way, would also have been the moment my hopes of being raised to a magus would
            have officially ended. The glowing dials indicated seventeen days, six hours, and thirty-seven minutes remained. For a back
            of the hand calculation, I hadn’t been that far off, and it meant that I’d returned smack in the middle of exams.
         

         
         “What a lucky break,” I announced to the empty hall.

         
         Exams meant that all the novices and acolytes would be locked in their rooms feverishly studying and praying that they would
            be able to advance a year, and all the adepts, like myself, would be at the bars complaining about all the whiny novices and
            acolytes that were pestering them at study hall. In other words, as long as I avoided the libraries and bars, the grounds
            would be deserted.
         

         
         “Who knows,” I mused aloud, “I might make it across campus with minimal humiliation.”

         
         I reached out to zero the clock, which would signal that I had returned, but my hand froze in place. I drew it back and considered.
            If I was officially logged back into Mysterium, Gristle (we all call Griswald that if we think he’s not around) would want
            to go over my matrix implantation experiment right away. His interworld grant was up for renewal in a few weeks and he would
            be waiting on my results to complete his report. This would mean days spent sitting in his office going over my notes and
            having to listen to his asthmatic imp, Harold, wheezing away.
         

         
         It would also mean reliving my time as the Dark Lord in detail, perhaps even under the compulsion of one of Gristle’s searingly
            thorough memory recall spells. For some reason, the thought of the inquisition to come made my insides churn and the gorge
            rise in my throat. I took a couple of deep breaths and let my stomach settle while I considered my alternatives. I could take
            a few days to go over my notes, maybe deal with the ax, and revive myself with some much needed diversion.
         

         
         “What would be the harm?” I asked aloud to the empty hall. “And who would be the wiser?”

         
         The decision was made in the time it took me to relock the closet. I tucked the key in my reality fold, and snuck out a little
            used side door and into the cool dark of a lovely fall evening.
         

         
         Once outside, I dispensed with stealth in favor of speed and aggression. I decided that a six-foot-five man (remember I still
            had those damned boots on) wearing, conservatively, twenty yards of dread cloak, and sporting a face that can only be described
            as equal parts hideous and gruesome would be noticed less if he was striding purposefully down the middle of the sidewalk
            than he would be skulking around the shadows.
         

         
         I needn’t have worried. The grounds of the university were nearly deserted. The few people I did pass were either too engrossed
            in their books or too drunk to notice me. I used the unexpected solitude to enjoy the sights by the light of Mysterium’s triple
            moons.
         

         
         I suppose I should take this opportunity to try to describe the world I call my home. Mysterium rises out of the mists of
            a folded rocky land of indeterminate dimension. It is difficult to say where the university ends and the countryside begins,
            or, for that matter, where the countryside ends and another reality begins. All that one can say for certain is that at the
            heart of Mysterium lies the university: a chaotic jumble of buildings and towers and campanulas and plazas and amphitheaters
            and statutes of every imaginable size and shape, crisscrossed by a dizzying maze of broad avenues and narrow cobbled alleys
            and dead ends and tunnels and bridges, and woven through with galleries of ancient, soaring trees and vast lawns and sweet-smelling
            gardens, and hidden courtyards with trickling fountains. It really is a remarkable place.
         

         
         When was it built? Who built it? I can’t say. I have never seen a building under construction or undergoing repairs. Perhaps they grow out of the land itself.
            An organic origin would make the most sense, because the architecture of the place defies rational explanation and good taste.
            This is not to say that the buildings lack traditional form. In fact, nearly every architectural school from any era is represented,
            but no matter what “style” of building, every one of them incorporates certain Gothic elements, even where those elements
            are wildly inappropriate. Take for instance the gargoyles that sprout wart-like from the otherwise clean lines of the art
            deco Novice Health Center, or the stained-glass windows that sheathe the twenty-story steel tower of the Theoretical Metaphysics
            building, or the absurd flying wings that unnecessarily buttress the severely modernist concrete block that is my own Subworld
            Studies building. Still, even when a building seems hideous, everything fits into the tapestry of the whole so admirably that
            one cannot imagine replacing the monstrosity with anything else.
         

         
         Speaking of monstrosities, I had arrived at one—McKinley College, my home in those rare instances that I am not studying or
            working. McKinley College is a seven-story block of prestressed concrete that looks like a very tall cheese grater onto which
            someone has unartfully pasted what have charitably been described as cubist interpretations of randy seraphim in flight. The
            place radiates despair. I stared at the building and imagined a smoking crater. Maybe the campus could be improved by some
            selective demolitions.
         

         
         I had managed to escape recognition thus far, but peering through a window into the lobby I saw that the front desk was being
            manned by an acolyte in my year who was most definitely a prick. I thought briefly about trying a side door, but was too tired.
            I pulled out my student ID, took a deep breath, and stormed into the building on a head of steam I hoped would see me straight
            past him and into the stair with no questions asked.
         

         
         Again, my concern was misplaced. He never looked up from whatever book he had his nose buried in, proving once again that
            hiring students to serve as monitors of anything is like asking a two-year-old to pilot a jumbo jet. You might save a lot
            of money on salary, but the death toll is enormous.
         

         
         I skipped the elevator and six flights of stairs later found myself, at long last, at my door. With a sigh of relief I grabbed
            the handle, gave it a twist, and it came off in my hand.
         

         
         “Really?” I muttered. “Away for three months and it’s still broken!”

         
         I was home.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
ELDRIN


         
         Let me be clear at the outset, the handle falling off was not another exotic prank by some mischievous classmate. My door
            had been broken for the better part of two months—five months now.
         

         
         For us, by which I mean my roommate and me, fixing such a thing was quite out of the question. I am an evolutionary subworld
            sociologist. My roommate is an etherspace physicist. Practical magic is not something we do. Nor do we have any skill with
            screwdrivers, hammers, or, well, anything practical. Adding to our general uselessness is the fact that, as the result of
            a series of unfortunate and nearly unforeseeable circumstances, we could not call a maintenance wizard. And so, the handle
            was and would remain broken.
         

         
         I pounded on the door. “Eldrin, open up.”

         
         There was no response.

         
         “Eldrin, I know you’re in there. Get up and come open the door. It’s me, Avery, your roommate, remember?”

         
         There was a sudden burst of noise from the far end of the hall and a group of six adepts spilled out of a room in a haze of
            noxious blue smoke.
         

         
         Damn.

         
         The last thing I needed was for the reprobates in my dorm to see me in my Dark Lord gear. I would never live it down. You
            see, I live in the worst housing college in Mysterium University. Drugs, illegal conjurations, and vile necromancies are part
            and parcel of life in my building—especially on my floor. My roommate and I tended to avoid our “colleagues,” and had survived
            in McKinley by keeping the door locked and avoiding the common areas. It was while contemplating the puzzle of the handle
            and my impending humiliation that it suddenly dawned on me that this might all be part of one of Eldrin’s elaborate practical
            jokes.
         

         
         First, he ashes my clothes so I’m stuck as the Dark Lord, and then he strands me in the hall for maximum exposure. Bastard.

         
         It all made sense. It was perverse and evil, but it made sense, or would have if he had ever pulled a prank on me before.
            Looking back I can see that I was being paranoid, but at the time it all fit together so neatly, which is characteristic of
            paranoia, I suppose.
         

         
         Frantically, I jammed the handle back onto the door. I glanced down the hall; of course the mob was coming in my direction.
            If it weren’t for the narcotic fog of smoke that surrounded them they’d have seen me already.
         

         
         I mouthed a prayer and gingerly turned the handle. The latch finally drew back and I slipped inside. I caught a brief glimpse
            of six shocked faces as my floormates passed by, and then I slammed the door closed and threw the dead bolt into place. Maybe
            they hadn’t recognized me, maybe they were too stoned, or . . .
         

         
         The slow soft drawl of my roommate’s voice broke my train of thought. “Hey, Avery.”

         
         I glared across the room at him. What can one say about Eldrin Leightner? To start with, he’s from the innerworld of Hylar . . .
            which I realize means nothing to most of you.
         

         
         It means he’s elfin—you know, oddly elongated ears, delicate features, prone to making flower chains and writing bad poetry.
            He, like me when I’m not wearing six-inch platform boots, is of average height and build, but that is about the only similarity
            in our appearance. While my hair is cut short and night-black, his is shoulder length and of an incandescent chestnut, and
            while my eyes are of a faded blue, his are dark, like a pair of onyx jewels shot through with floating specks of blazing silver
            that comes from staring into etherspace for too long. He also has that maddening kind of shimmery bronze skin so common to
            his race, and so popular with the ladies. What can I say—he is objectively gorgeous and I am not, not that I would ever admit
            that to him. Despite our differences, we are two of a kind, which is probably why we have remained roommates the last three
            years. I’d like to say he’s a prick, but he’s not.
         

         
         Having said that, in the moment I was not being nearly as charitable, and not just because I suspected he had ashed my clothes,
            but also because he was indulging in one of his most odious vices. He was seated on the floor in the middle of our tiny room,
            his head bent low over an enormous parchment map covered in a kaleidoscope of multicolor hexes, the vast majority of which
            had been filled with stacks of impossibly tiny wooden circles—some white and some black. He was completely consumed in fishing
            more of these little pieces out of a box and did not even bother to look up, so my glare and therefore my anger went unnoticed.
         

         
         I tapped my foot on the floor and said, “Well, aren’t you going to admire your handiwork?”

         
         He didn’t, instead carefully straightening the little stack of black circles between his fingers and, with maddening precision,
            placing the stack on one of the few unfilled hexes on the map. Only when this task was complete to his satisfaction did he
            look up. There was a moment’s pause as his eyes traced up the leather platform boots, along the death-shroud cloak to the
            macabre make-up, and then a big grin stretched across his face. “A little dramatic for a Friday night, but I am nothing if
            not open-minded.”
         

         
         “Don’t play innocent with me,” I spit. “I know damned well that you had a hand in burning up my clothes, and it isn’t funny.”

         
         He cocked his head to one side and considered me for a second. “No, not funny at all.”

         
         The answer doused my anger a bit, but then I remembered my favorite T-shirt had been in that wardrobe and rallied. “So, you
            deny it?”
         

         
         “It’s not really my style,” he said patiently as he picked more of the little pieces from the box. “I won’t deny I considered
            playing a prank on you, but my plan was to alter your transport circle to filter out your clothes and then have it chain transmit
            so you would appear stark naked in the magi lounge. But, to be honest, I didn’t think you be in the joking mood when you returned.”
         

         
         At that moment there was a loud sucking noise from the corner behind Eldrin and a section of the wall disappeared. A chill
            passed through the room as the cold night air rushed in. After about thirty seconds the wall reappeared, the noise vanished,
            and the breeze died away. Neither of us reacted to this extraordinary event, but by mutual and unspoken agreement we suspended
            our conversation. Eldrin used the time to lay down another stack of black pieces, and I used it to consider the implications
            his prank would have had on me. I blanched.
         

         
         Right about now some of you may be asking yourself, What just happened there, Avery? And why were the two of you not freaked out when a chunk of your wall disappeared? Remember those unfortunate and unforeseeable circumstances I mentioned earlier? Well, to be completely honest, my roommate
            and I had attempted a bit of extradimensional remodeling early in the school year and had melted the reality lines in one
            of the corners of our room. As a result, a three-foot section of the exterior wall kept phasing in and out of existence. If
            someone from Mysterium Facility Services ever found out we’d be sure to lose our deposit. So, rather than dealing with the
            problem, we pretended it didn’t exist.
         

         
         Whether it was the wall (which always depressed me) or the lack of any gloating on Eldrin’s part, the anger had gone out of
            me. It’s hard to have an argument with someone as mellow as Eldrin, and I didn’t have the energy to carry the whole thing
            off myself. I sat heavily onto my bed, unhooked the cloak from around my neck, and started yanking at the massive boots. When
            at last I was free from wearing the Dark Lord’s clothing, I threw the lot of it into my wardrobe and pulled on a pair of boxers.
            It felt amazing.
         

         
         I sat back down on the bed and crossed my legs. Eldrin had stopped what he was doing with his game and was staring at me.
            I gave him a few seconds to say something and then asked, “What?”
         

         
         He closed his open mouth and said, “I missed you. I mean . . . how did the experiment go?” With a shake of his head he turned
            back to the board and began moving the little pieces about again. “You’re seventeen days early, so it must have gone well.”
         

         
         A colorful curse leapt through my mind. He’d either been charting my return the whole time, or he’d done the time calculation
            in his head in the millisecond between the “you’re” and the “seventeen.” Sometimes I found his competence really irritating.
         

         
         At my growl of disgust he looked up and peered uncertainly at me through the fringe of his bangs. “It did go okay, right?
            I see you’ve lost some weight.”
         

         
         “Yes. Maybe. I don’t know,” I mumbled.

         
         I now had Eldrin’s full attention. He sat up and fixed me with his star-flexed eyes. “Spill it, Avery. Something’s wrong.”

         
         “It went fine,” I said, which was true, but oddly felt like a lie. “Gristle will be happy. Can we talk about something else?
            I’m tired of thinking about Trelari. What have you been up to?”
         

         
         A frown crossed his face and he looked back at his board. “I’ve been in the etherspace observatory for the past two weeks
            watching an outer subworld going nova. Fantastic explosion. Wonderful colors.” He punctuated this statement by simulating
            little firework bursts in the air with his wiggling fingers.
         

         
         A shiver went down my spine at the thought that he had been happily watching the death throes of a world much like the one
            I’d been inhabiting. I decided to change the subject again. “What’s the game?”
         

         
         He said nothing, but became suddenly fascinated by the state of his nails. This lack of an answer immediately piqued my interest,
            because there is nothing that Eldrin likes to talk about more than his hideously complex games, which he insists on calling
            simulations. “The game?” I asked again.
         

         
         He cleared his throat. “It’s called the Fall of the Dark Lord. It simulates the rise and fall of . . . of, well, of you.”

         
         I stared down at the board and saw that it was true. There were the mountain ranges and plains and forests of Trelari reproduced
            in miniature. “How did you . . . ?” I asked.
         

         
         “I was experimenting with subworld scrying.”

         
         “You spied on me?”

         
         “Only a little bit . . . at the outset,” he said quickly. “If I had observed you the whole time it might have biased my simulation.”
            He tapped one of the black pieces on the board with the tip of his finger. “Out of curiosity, how did the Heroes stop Morgarr?”
         

         
         “I disintegrated him,” I said with a depressive sigh.

         
         “Oh!” He looked back to the board. “That explains a lot. According to my results the forces of good should have taken longer
            to win. I didn’t expect you back till tomorrow. I was going to grab some of that tea you like from the magi lounge in the
            observatory. Anyway, if you’re up for it, I’d love to go over a few points of my simulation with you.” He pointed at a thick
            tome sitting next to him.
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Your rule book is longer than my dissertation,” I said flatly. “And it’s about a subworld I’ve been stuck in for the past
            three months Mysterium-time.”
         

         
         Something about my tone must have convinced him I was serious, because he sighed deeply and went back to his game.

         
         What I didn’t say was that seeing the map of Trelari and the pieces aligned against each other was bringing back unwanted
            memories of watching the final battle from atop the battlements of the Fortress of Despair. The undulating lines of black
            and white as the two armies clashed, the screams of the dying, the smell of blood and burning flesh. I felt my hand begin
            to tremor in my lap.
         

         
         I had to get out of this room and clear my head. What I needed—what we both needed—was a night of frivolous diversion. The
            problem would be getting Eldrin to come with me. His idea of a perfect night would be the two of us listening to music, playing
            his game, and talking bullshit together till dawn. Even if I refused and he had no chance of playing his game, he would still
            sit there and set out those pieces for hours, stare at them, and then spend most of the day tomorrow putting them away again.
            Like I said, it was an odious habit.
         

         
         I determined to overwhelm him with brute enthusiasm. I braced myself and then said with authority, “We are going out tonight
            and see if we can’t find some girls to flirt with.”
         

         
         His body seemed to deflate at the idea. “Not tonight.”

         
         I made my way to my wardrobe and began digging through my clothes for something decent to wear—sniffing and discarding the
            worst. Between shirts, I asked, “And why not tonight?”
         

         
         “I thought the two of us could hang out,” he mumbled. “Besides, I’m busy with—”

         
         “With that bloody game?”

         
         “Well, what’s wrong with that?” he asked.

         
         Finally, I found a long-sleeved gray sweater that was relatively clean. I pulled it over my head before answering. “First,
            I lived through it and, frankly, am not anxious to relive the experience. Second, and more importantly, you know all that
            will happen if we stay is that you’ll spend the next two hours finishing the setup, then you’ll stare at the board for fifteen
            minutes doing . . . whatever it is you do when you stare at those things, and then you’ll take it apart. Besides, you said
            you’ve already figured out how it’ll turn out.”
         

         
         He raised his chin in defiance. “I enjoy setting up games. And I haven’t completed all the scenarios. I even found one where
            you won . . . kind of . . .”
         

         
         The thought that there was even a remote chance that Morgarr and the Dark Lord might have won made my head swim. “I . . .
            I don’t want to hear another word about your game.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “No buts. You should be at a bar hitting on girls. Dammit, Eldrin! You’re a Hylar. Women love the shimmer of your skin, and
            your accent, and the way you’ll unselfconsciously recite poetry to them—even if it is in a language ninety percent of them
            can’t understand.”
         

         
         He shrugged, which had become his go-to response whenever I broached this topic. It was genuinely puzzling, because before
            we met he’d gone out a lot and even managed to maintain relationships with one or two women long enough that they began calling
            themselves his girlfriend. Since we’d moved in together, all I got was a shrug.
         

         
         “A shrug won’t cut it tonight,” I said. “Give me one good reason you can’t come celebrate my first night back with me.”

         
         “I don’t have any money,” he whined.

         
         “I’ll pay,” I said, overriding his nascent rebuttal as I finally managed to pull up my trousers.

         
         His mood brightened considerably at this offer. “You’ll pay?” he asked, already standing and smoothing his hair. “Is dinner
            included?”
         

         
         I sat back on my bed with my shoes in hand and studied him. Lack of money was a problem we shared, because he, like me, got
            very little support from home. This inevitably led to a lack of food, particularly toward the end of the semester. Without
            my own paltry funds to bolster his, it must have been a very lean couple of months. It was entirely possible that he had not
            eaten in a week or so. He was Hylar and could get away with it for a while, but not forever. Being hungry was also something
            we didn’t talk about.
         

         
         “Fine,” I said in mock seriousness, “dinner first, but you better put out.”

         
         The tips of his ears turned bright red. I laughed. “For a Hylar you can be such a prude.” I jumped up and clapped my hands
            together. “All right, if that’s settled, let’s go.”
         

         
         He shook his head and grabbed his toiletry bag. “I need to get ready.” I sat back down on the bed with a groan.

         
         If you don’t understand my reaction, then you’ve never had a Hylar roommate. Thirty tortuous minutes, two shirt changes, three
            different colognes, and both a brushing and a combing of his hair later we were ready to go.
         

         
         I paused at the door and smiled back at Eldrin. “I feel lucky tonight. Nothing is going to get me down.”

         
         I grabbed the handle of the door and turned. It came off in my hand. Eldrin stared at me and cocked his head to one side.
            “By the way, did you want to go out looking like that?”
         

         
         I turned to the mirror. A hideous reflection stared back at me. I still had the Dark Lord make-up on. There was a loud sucking
            sound from the corner of the room and a blast of frigid air rushed in.
         

         
         Defiantly, I restated, “Nothing is going to get me down.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
A HOLE IN THE WALL


         
         Forty minutes, three boxes of tissue, and innumerable expletives later we were finally on our way, marching through the crisp
            night toward a well-deserved drink. After several outfit changes, Eldrin had settled on something light, loose, and flowing.
            Just looking at him made me cold, but then he had the elvish habit of paying heed to neither weather nor fashion sense. I
            shivered and buried my hands deeper into the pockets of my trench coat.
         

         
         We walked in silence for a time. I was enjoying wearing jeans and soft-soled shoes, and not thinking about my research project.
            I was so wrapped in the thrill of these pleasures that it took Eldrin two tries to get my attention.
         

         
         “Avery? Are you there?”

         
         “What?” I asked.

         
         “Your research. It worked? You were actually able to create a self-perpetuating construct that operates to stabilize your
            subworld’s reality matrix permanently?”
         

         
         Sorry, but Eldrin talks like that sometimes. Forgive him, because if you don’t I certainly never will.

         
         “I suppose,” I answered without much enthusiasm. This was exactly what I hadn’t wanted to do: rehash my time in Trelari. I
            decided to keep the conversation theoretical. “I proved that the spell I wove into the pattern of the world was able to generate
            sufficient force from within the subworld itself to prevent a collapse. I wouldn’t go much farther than that though. The ‘self-perpetuating’
            aspect relies on a sociological construct, based on the mythological archetype of the Dark Lord and the continuing threat
            of his rise. One day someone will need to go back and make sure the spell is capable of addressing future reality collapses
            with no additional intervention.”
         

         
         “Someone?” Eldrin asked in surprise. “I thought you wanted to handle the follow-up work. A project like that could easily
            justify a half-dozen multiyear research grants. Your own lab. Your own army of adepts to do all the grunt work. You’d be set
            for life, or at least past your thirties, which is pretty much the same thing.”
         

         
         I shrugged away the question, and to his credit he didn’t press me. The truth of it was, he was right. How many times had
            he patiently listened to me late at night laying out my master plan to become the next Magus Griswald. Using the spell construct
            I’d developed for Trelari, I would travel the universe experimenting on a dozen different subworlds, varying and refining
            my technique until I became a legend. That had always been the dream, but now I wasn’t so sure.
         

         
         I hadn’t lost faith in the magic. I was certain that absent my spell the strain on Trelari’s reality would have fractured
            the world in another century or so. Now it would be stable for millennia. The magic worked, what I had begun to doubt was
            whether I had what it took to be a true subworld magus.
         

         
         Eldrin remained silent and let me wander through these thoughts at my leisure. He is very sensitive to ruminating and daydreaming,
            because he is prone to those practices himself. It was one of the things I liked best about him.
         

         
         After a time and apropos of nothing he said, “Still, it’s a little disturbing.”

         
         I was familiar enough with Eldrin’s convoluted thought processes to know that there would be a logical connection if I gave
            him enough time to reveal it. Today I was in no hurry. “What is disturbing?” I asked.
         

         
         He glanced at me and I watched the moonlight trace crazy patterns in the flickering spots of silver in his eyes. “The results
            of your study,” he said. “If it’s possible to stabilize subworlds using sociological constructs, then half the theories about
            how and why subworlds work are wrong.”
         

         
         I opened my mouth to say something, but Eldrin had the bit in his teeth, and there was no stopping him.

         
         “For years there have been two schools of thought,” he explained, ticking them off on his fingers. “The deterministic school,
            which is supported by etherspace physicists like myself, that says subworld creation and collapse can be understood in simple
            physical terms in accordance with fundamental principles that can be expressed mathematically, and the organic school, supported
            by arcana geneticists and other cranks, that says subworlds are like cells or organisms that have natural, if unpredictable,
            life cycles. If you’re right, wouldn’t it seem to indicate that the societies and even individual beings on those worlds decide
            their own fates?” He flung his arms wide. “There would be no meaning to . . . to anything.”
         

         
         I dismissed his concerns with a chuckle. “Trust you to find deep water in shallow pools. I’ve only studied one subworld. That’s
            hardly proof of a universal truth, much less a scientific law. I wouldn’t worry about it.”
         

         
         His eyebrows drew down close around his eyes, and he bit his bottom lip. “I don’t know. Your theory verges awfully close to
            Jordanian creationism. What about the Van Dorn Apocalyptic Postulate? Does your theory explain why subworlds become unstable
            in the first place?”
         

         
         “No,” I confessed. “Like everyone else, I know the symptoms that lead to subworld collapse, but not the cause. It’s like . . .
            gravity. It is easy to see how it affects things, but wrapping your head around the fact that it curves space either requires
            an enormous quantity of mind-altering drugs or being Einstein.”
         

         
         He snorted at my analogy. Eldrin had never been impressed with the state of science on Earth. “What does Griswald say?” he
            asked.
         

         
         His mention of my mentor brought me up short. He walked a few paces more, and then, noticing I had stopped, turned back to
            me. We were in one of the many parks on campus, and the path we were following was meandering its way uncertainly through
            a thick grove of trees. The world was quiet and dark.
         

         
         “Where were you thinking of going tonight?” I asked as nonchalantly as possible.

         
         “To the Cove, of course,” he said in a puzzled tone. “Why?”

         
         Covenant House, the Cove for short, was the place to go for faculty and students of the Subworld Studies Department. If I showed my face there it would be sure to get
            back to Gristle would be sure to hear about it, and then my little subterfuge about when I got back would come out. He would
            crucify me. I shivered again, but this time it had nothing to do with the cold.
         

         
         “Um,” I started uncertainly, “let’s go someplace else tonight.”

         
         “But we’re almost there.”

         
         “I know, but . . . I don’t feel like going there tonight.”

         
         “Why?” he pressed. “I thought you’d be all keyed up to tell everyone about your brilliant success.”

         
         Normally he’d be right, but I actually wasn’t, and not only because I was playing truant. Rather than try and tease out the
            many threads of my jumbled emotions with Eldrin right then, I decided to lie. I mumbled, “It’s nothing. I just don’t feel
            like going there tonight.”
         

         
         He tilted his head to one side as he studied me. “What have you done?”

         
         “What? Nothing.”

         
         “Come on, out with it,” he pressed. “What is it that makes you so keen to avoid a place where people might know you?”

         
         I sighed with the realization that I would have to confess—at least partially. “It’s nothing, really. It’s just that—technically—I’m
            not back yet.”
         

         
         His eyes narrowed. “You aren’t experimenting with split-worlding, are you? That is really dangerous. I knew a guy that tried
            it once so he could moonlight as a bartender in an off-world pocket reality during the semester, and he ended up losing half
            his small intestine.”
         

         
         I shook my head. “It’s nothing like that. Hell, I wouldn’t know how to do that if I wanted to. I just didn’t log my return.”

         
         “So your circle is still going?”

         
         “Mmm-hmm,” I said in the hopes of staving off the more difficult questions he might ask.

         
         Without another word, I set off down a side path that would take us away from Covenant House. He fell into step beside me.
            A moment of silence passed and I almost relaxed, but then I heard a sharp intake of breath from him.
         

         
         “Wait. You don’t still have 2A7C’s reality key with you?”

         
         I ignored the question and kept walking, but he grabbed my arm and turned me around to face him. His eyes were wide with alarm.
            I decided blunt honesty was the best course. “Of course I have the key, Eldrin. I couldn’t check it in, could I? The bastards
            in the storeroom would have immediately logged me back into Mysterium.”
         

         
         He was staring at me like I had sprouted a second head, not that such a thing was entirely out of the question in Mysterium,
            but you get the point. I pulled out of
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