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The web of our life is of a mingled yarn, 

good and ill together.

William Shakespeare

All’s well that ends well, 

Act IV, scene 3



“It happened again,” said Mr. Bermon.

Using every bit of willpower to not throw him out of her office, the Chief of Police didn’t look up from her paperwork. “What did?”

“Ten more stolen last night. Same people.”

She looked up. “You sure?”

He dropped a broken arrow on her desk; some dried blood flaked on her papers. He said, “Know anyone else using these?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Part 1

I
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“Announcing,” called out the Sergeant of Arms of Lisanair Castle, “Tobias Aeron Caldae Peoples. The Messenger — of the Realm.”

Greeted with modest applause, Toby stepped into the ballroom dressed in his dress tunic and, per protocol, wore the Prime Amulet on the outside.
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Between the over-bloated pomp and his undersized shoes, he tried to hide the knot twisting his gut. 

This party is a sham. 

Sarah will not marry that clown. 

She asked for some time to figure things out. Didn’t say how long, or exactly what she needed to figure, but Toby could assume most of it: she still wants to be the Emissary of Lisanair, her fiancée is the King’s nephew, the King is her boss, and the Clown Prince will, someday, despite all logic, be her King. 

Toby sighed, and for Sarah, he tolerated this stupidity.

He noticed the receiving line, so per highly detailed instructions from no less than three protocol officers, when signaled by the Prime Minister, Toby walked across the ballroom to that spot on the floor, stopped, bowed mildly. 

Three steps and bowed a deeper. 

Finally, walked three more steps, bowed low enough for the tips of three fingers to brush lightly across the floor, and he waited.

Several eternal seconds later, King Karl said, “Messenger.” 

And per protocol, Toby bowed again, saying, “Thank you, Majesty, for your most kind invitation.” 

Such complete BS.

The King looked away, signaling Toby to take three sidesteps right, like some awkward crab, to stand before the happy couple: their most royal highnesses, the Crown Prince and Princess of Lisanair. 

Clown Prince Eoin looked like an ice cream vendor in his stupid outfit. 

Sarah was radiant: a white gown, accented with tiny pearls, and per protocol, she had the Emissary Amulet on display. 
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Toby bowed low enough, per protocol, so only the tip of one finger lightly brushed the floor. 

Toby kept his middle finger extended as he ended the bow.

Sadly, the happy couple completely missed his performance.

Eoin was laughing with someone behind him.

Sarah tapped her fiancé’s arm.

The Clown Prince turned.

His smile evaporated. 

Per protocol, royalty speaks first. 

A clock on the wall ticked slower.

He said, “Messenger,” as if the words were putrid.

Toby bowed again and said, “Highness.”

He raised his hands. “I’m not armed.”

Not part of the script, so Toby stood there.

“Wouldn’t want me pulling a knife again,” he said with a ha-ha, which politely echoed through Eoin’s court: the best of the best of Lisanair, all dressed in their finest, each the expected result of nepotism plus in-breeding.

“No, sir,” Toby said. “Wouldn’t want that.”

“Messenger,” said Sarah with more force than Toby expected, then she turned to the next person. 

Summarily dismissed, Toby headed for the buffet, maybe the bar. He was of age now.

Well, except his mouth got him into enough trouble without that lubrication.

“The future Queen is stunning,” said Madame Belangia.

“Evening, Councilor.” 

“Must be nice.”

“Ma’am?”

“You get to come and go as you please.”

“We still talking about the Princess?”

“No, you idiom. You.”

Ah. “I think you meant idiot.”

“Don’t tell me what I mean. You think you can just come in here with your foreign ideas and your foreign ways.”

“Do you mean here in Lisanair or back in Dúnbarnaugh?”

People were staring. 

“You don’t question me!”

“Have a pleasant night.”

“I’m not done with you.”

He was already several steps away, turned, bowed, and said, “Then I look forward to the next council meeting.”

She followed, so he turned behind a column, picked a spot on the far side of the ballroom, and shifted. 

He found the buffet and was ravenous. 

“Mr. Messenger,” said Madame Strunk. 

“Madame Councilor.” He put down his plate, and she reached up to give him one of her patented ‘fixes everything’ hugs. 

“Eating by yourself again?” she said. 

“You know I hate these things.”

“Especially after Belangia’s little stunt.”

Toby shrugged. “She is consistent, though her word retrieval is getting worse.”

“The doctors think the virus caused a stroke.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Why is she still on the Ruling Council?”

“Vaiden thought he had the votes to convert her permanent appointment to an elected position.”

“She found someone’s weakness.”

Madame looked across the ballroom. “Isn’t Sarah’s dress lovely?”

Speaking of changing the subject, he said, “Yes.”

“She knows how you feel?”

That rock on her left hand shone even brighter than her amulet. “She asked for some time.”

“Eoin knows?”

Eoin’s laughter wafted across the ballroom as he took Sarah’s hand and pulled her into a waltz. 

“I don’t think so.”

The Prime buzzed. Toby said, “Excuse me.”

Samantha said, Need yer help.

He was about to ask where she was, but when she calls, it’s like a zoom call: he saw the tapestry of Tobias the First, the one in the Keeper’s Room, Dúnbarnaugh Castle. 

Be right there.

“Duty calls,” said Madame Strunk. “I know you are so disappointed.”

He hugged her and then pictured the Keeper’s Room, right next to that big chair, and he looked ahead to make sure no one had moved any other furniture. 

All clear. 

He thought of the yellow diamond, his landing spot, at this exact second, and-

The intense ‘squeezed through a pinhole’ feeling didn’t last long, but at least he didn’t barf anymore. 

Well, not this time.

“Nice outfit,” said Samantha. “Oh, did I pull ye away from Sarah’s engagement party?”

“And not a moment too soon. What’s up?”

She looked up at the ceiling. 

“Sorry,” he said. “You called?”

“When were ye planning to go home again?”

“I’m under strict orders from Madame Strunk and my mother to shift home once a month and stay a few days.”

“Yer mother still mad?”

“Not as much.”

Samantha shook her head. “If one of me children shifted off somewhere, shifted back a second later but three years older, I’d skin ‘em alive.”

He almost said, ‘I was busy,’ but he knew better. “I’m trying to make it right.”

She picked up her prized pair of binoculars with the famous Earth company logo on the side, but the movement produced a tinkling sound.

Toby said, “Uh oh.”

“Me oldest wanted to watch the migrating lizards. Climbed up a spiketree, he did, set up his roost, and a sudden gust left him hanging by one hand. He knew something was going to break: a bone or these.”

Toby could imagine the boy up there, weighing the look on his mother’s face vs. the pain of a broken bone. Bones heal, but that look of disappointment never goes away. 

“He okay?”

“He let go and nearly broke his arm protecting these, but....” She shook them again.

She reached into a small pocket on her tunic and handed him a 30gm gold coin minted in Trevik. “This is what it cost in Trevik. Will this cover it?”

“And at least nine more.”

“It’s all I have.”

“No, I meant one coin would buy ten pairs of better binoculars on Earth. Let me see what I can do.”
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Toby checked his calendar. He planned to go home today, and to avoid two of him in the same dimension, he shifted at 7:00 am in both realms.

He closed his eyes, thought of his room back home, his foot next to that old pizza stain. He looked ahead, and...

Looked the same, but it should: he just left this dimension milliseconds ago. 

He double-checked the day: Sunday

He came downstairs, and Mom said, “Morning,” in her newly minted South Carolina accent. She did a double take. “You just get back?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You need a haircut.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Sit.”

Dad came in. 

“Morning,” he said. “You just get back?”

“Yes, sir. “

Dad looked at Mom, and she said, “He’ll have a haircut before he leaves the house.”

Dad said, “You talked to him about school yet?”

“Not yet.”

They both sat on the other side of the table. “What are your plans?”

“For?”

“You have not graduated from high school.”

“And according to my fake Illinois birth certificate, I’m 19, except I don’t look 19 anymore. How do I go back without having to explain growing three inches and my face cleared up since Friday?”

“If ye’d been comin’ home,” Mom said, her northern Dúnbarnaugh accent creeping back in, “like ye were supposed to, this wouldn’t be a problem.”

“I’m trying to do better.”

“You can get your GED,” Dad said. “Could probably pass the test right now.”

“And then?”

“Exactly.”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you want to stay in Dúnbarnaugh forever?”

“I don’t know.”

“Being Messenger is a great honor, but most don’t live long enough to retire. Nothing shameful with being in the Guard, either, but it’s dangerous, and the pay is scandalous.”

He was too aware of his so-called salary, but he took a bite of cereal and just nodded. It seemed safer than talking right now.

“You enjoy working in the Healer’s room,” Mom said, her SC accent back. “What about your doctor friend? Keshona. She thought you’d make a brilliant doctor. She and her father could help you. What does Sarah say?”

He didn’t know how to answer.

“What’s wrong?” Mom said.

“She’s asked for some time.”

“To do what?”

“Figure things out.”

“Like what?”

“It’s complicated.”

“She’s not still engaged.”

Toby got up to get some juice. 

“Well?” Mom said. 

“It’s compli-”

“Is she stringing you along?” Dad said.

“It’s not like that.”

“Does she love you?” Mom said.

“I think so.”

“You think so?” Dad said.

“Can we talk about the GED?”

Stone-faced, they nodded. “But this part isn’t over,” Mom said.

“Yes, ma’am. I will look into the GED, and I’ll study.”

“Starting today,” Mom said. 

He spent most of the day, after his haircut, helping his parents around the house. After supper, he went up to his room and finished printing that file on major gun makers from around the world: more guns were showing up in Dúnbarnaugh, and, at the very least, he’d like to know how to unload them. 
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Descending the long stair into the first level of the dungeon, also known as Guard Headquarters, Toby checked in with the newly placed desk sergeant (a suggestion based on one of his favorite cop shows).

Toby went to his office, which used to be his apartment, and will always be a storage closet.

He lit a candle and stared at the two stacks on his desk: urgent and critical. He’d been avoiding one report -the monthly crime stats- because tabulating and compiling those numbers was as gripping as a dictionary at 2 am. 

But the Council wanted it for tonight’s meeting.

Captain Fratus knocked on his door frame. “Ye left early last night.”

“Got called back for an emergency.”

“Samantha needed to place an emergency order for binoculars?”

“I won’t ask how you know that.”

“Wouldn’t tell ye, anyway.”

“She forgot about the engagement party. I promised to go but never promised to go back.”

“She did not forget because she was in charge while the rest of us were up there.”

“I’ll thank her for the rescue.”

“Ye done with the report?”

“In an hour, assuming I have all the data.”

“Lt. Murdock gave you everything he has, and you have 30 minutes.”

“Oh?”

Fratus just raised an eyebrow, then glanced at the calendar. 

Saturday.

“Oops.” 

He promised to help Madame Strunk on one of her ‘walks.’

As an employee of Dúnbarnaugh’s exclusive private school, she could not teach for free, so every Saturday, rain or shine, blizzard to heatwave, she went for a ‘walk.’ 

She is still technically in breach of contract, but she is also Councilor Strunk, and the other councilors learned not to get between her and her students. She has this grandmotherly smile and quiet demeanor that could melt steel. More to the point, she thought literate employees were better. But the council refused to consider public schools and tried to stop Madame from teaching poor families on her Saturday ‘walks.’

***
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Toby finished the report with a minute to spare and left himself a note: Mr. Secretary - check the math before the meeting. 

He grabbed his cloak and his best pair of boots: a birthday gift from the Emissary. 

Wow. That was a lifetime ago. 

Toby headed toward the north entrance of the castle. 

Madame Strunk was loading a moderate-sized oxcart because her ‘walks’ now required food boxes.

“I was worried,” she said.

“Wouldn’t miss it. Where are we going today?”

“Two families in Coldtown, then west to four farms.”

Toby loaded the crate of books and remaining food boxes. 

He pointed at the food. “From Insalaco?”

“Your uncle claims this was about to be tossed. As a member of the Council, I’m supposed to worry about waste, but between you and me, he orders a little extra for me.”

***
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Toby drove the oxcart into Coldtown, and the recent cold front only made the constant draft through the mountain gap more vicious. 

She directed Toby down a slushy section that pretended to be a road and pointed to a small wooden structure. 

Toby looked around to get his bearings. It looked like Synder’s place. “Isn’t this ...?”

“Councilman Snyder moved his lovely family about three streets south of here. The new family is a wonderful mother and her four children, all under the age of ten.”

“Wow.”

“They moved here during the epidemic to be closer to the healers, except the virus already had the husband. He died within days.”

“Cytokine storm.”

“Pardon?”

“Oh.” One corner of his mouth turned up. “Sorry. Something I picked up in the Healer’s rooms. The Doctor said the immune system overreacts in some people.”

“You still volunteering?”

“Not so much lately.”

“You miss the lovely Dr. Keshona?”

“We all do.”

“You hear from her?”

“Not for a while.”

“You two were just getting to know each other.”

He responded by stepping down and grabbing a box of food. 

Fortunately, Madame caught the hint; she grabbed her books and knocked on the door. 

The morning sun glinted off the shiny brass deadbolt, which was conspicuously absent when Doc’s brother lived here.

***
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Madame Strunk said good-by to the second family and encouraged the oldest child to keep tutoring the other children. She leaned closer and whispered, “Be patient with Daddy. He wants to learn.”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

Toby directed the oxcart north and west into the foothills.

The sun peaked through the fast-moving clouds, intermittently shining on the northern mountains and beyond that, the Northern Alliance (Lisanair, Trevik, and the surrounding villages).

Madame pointed to a small stream in an area sheltered from the wind. “Let’s stop here for some lunch, and the ox can get some water.”

Toby got the ox settled by the stream, and because of the constant winds off the nearby glacier, this area still hadn’t thawed: he had to chop a hole in the thin ice. 

“How is Mayor Flavius these days?”

“He is well. I’ll tell him you asked.”

“His daughter is living with you now?”

“She and the children just moved into a small house right off the square.”

“How are the children after-” 

The image flashed in Toby’s memory: leading the prisoner to court. Two shots seconds apart. The shooter killed the prisoner, then himself. The shooter was Flavius’s son-in-law.

“The oldest stopped asking about Daddy, but the youngest wants to know when he’s coming home.”

“What do you say?”

“Daddy had to go away.”

“And that’s enough?”

“For now.”

They ate in silence. 

“I took your advice,” Toby said. “I’m going home at least once a month. Chase was home from Duke. He’ll finish his doctorate soon.”

“He always was brilliant. Both of you.”

“Thank you, but we all know he got the smarts.”

“Ye each excel in unique ways, doing things the other could not. And that reminds me.” 

She reached into a cloth sack and pulled out a book. “This is from Golec.”

Toby looked at the plain brown, cracked leather cover. Inside were dozens of handwritten pages.

“What do ye think?” she said.

“Looks like the handwriting of Tobias the First.”

She smiled. “Took us two weeks to even notice that. After your multi-great grandfather passed, his family risked their lives hiding this from the first Ruling Council.

“You knew his wife was Head Mistress.”

“I did, though officially, she never married.”

“And yet had three children.”

“Officially, those were her niece and nephews. After he died, she was afraid the Council would find the truth, so she removed every trace of him from the Keeper’s School and hid everything in her son’s basement. Generations of your relatives either protected the book or didn’t know what they had.”

“So, how did this get to Golec?”

“The last member of the clan had no children, and she died without a will. The new owner bought the property at auction, found the book, and took it to a book dealer in Trevik. It looked valuable, so they took it to Lisanair.”

“Uh-oh,” Toby said.

“Why?”

“The King confiscates instead of buying.”

“He was -let’s say convinced- to pay the man and the book dealer, to encourage others to bring in more of the same.” 

She delicately tapped the cover with her tiny fingers and said, “Read while you finish eating.”

She slipped on some gloves.

“What’s that for?”

“Teacher asked me to collect some dog’s bane.”

“He making something?”

“Medicine, I assume.”

Another story came to mind: when Teacher was Tester Sklavos, he volunteered to help the love of his life make medicine: they needed dog’s bane, and they’d used up every leaf from inside the Barrier. 

Selah and Sklavos went out after dark to avoid the Spiders, but the One caught them. Like most stories, the One toyed with his food and then fired his ‘life amulet.’ Sklavos barely survived because his wife dove into the beam, and the blast knocked them across the Barrier. 

Now, when the unwary asks about Teacher’s horrible burns face, Sklavos tells the lucky ones, “I didn’t always look this way.” 

Most are not so lucky.

Madame disappeared into the thicket, so Toby focused on the book. The spine creaked, and a tiny flake of leather fluttered into his lap. 

Unfortunately, this volume said nothing about Messenger testing but did record his first days as Messenger. 

In the next section, Tobias wrote about another Messenger whose mother lived on Earth, but he got so busy, he forgot to return to Earth for seven years. When he finally shifted in, seconds after he’d shifted out in that timeline, his mother didn’t recognize him.

At least Toby’s Mom recognized him. 

Toby skimmed the remaining pages: an illness had swept through the sheep herds. Another page mentioned something about “that day the ocean swallowed Hayle” as if the event were common knowledge.

Another page outlined several political miscommunications or ham-fisted blunders by this mayor or that king, leading to hundreds of dead on the battlefield.

“Ready?” said Madame Strunk, wrapping some cloth around her finger.

“You hurt?”

“Needed thicker gloves.”
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Monday started with a brilliant blue sky, and Toby would spend all of it in the dungeon. 

He descended the long stair, and the smell was less toxic, at least until the wet season.

He settled into his chair and regarded the two stacks of papers: urgent and merely critical.

“No,” Captain Fratus said. 

“Pardon?”

“Those will have to wait.”

“But Vaiden is expecting two of these today.”

“And he’ll have them after you meet with Teacher.”

Today is Monday: he had Teacher on Tuesday and Thursday. “But...”

“He’s waiting.”

Crap.

***
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Toby took the long stairs two at a time and then, as quickly as possible without knocking people over, navigated to the second floor of the eastern wing. 

Long before he reached Teacher’s door, the smells were suffocating.

The morning sun streamed in; Teacher’s wrinkles and scars seemed deeper.

“Amulet day?” Toby said. 

“Every day is amulet day since the Council generously gifted themselves shifters and Rams. And you get to train them.”

“When?”

Teacher rolled his eyes.

Toby nodded. “Where?”

“South parade ground.”

Toby almost shifted there, but why hurry? 

***
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Toby exited the south entrance to see Council Leader Vaiden talking to the clowder of councilors. 

“I’ve been waiting,” said Madame Belangia.

“My apologies. My invitation was lost.”

“Always excuses with you.”

“Thank you, Tobias,” Vaiden said. “We appreciate your help.”

“You’ve all shifted, so let’s start with the Ram.”

“I’ve never shifted,” said Belangia.

“I’m sure one of your colleagues will be happy to assist.”

She laughed. “Like I’d trust them.”

Toby almost let it go, but... “Who would you trust?”

“Not you.”

“Then let’s start with the Ram.” 

He turned to face the rest of the Council and said, “Do you have your Rams?”

Each raised a hand, showing their rings.
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“Where is yours?” Belangia said. 

“The Prime has that function.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Councilor, could you please save your insults for the council meeting? Wouldn’t want you wasting your best material.”

Two Councilors had to cough to stifle their laughter.

Somehow, Belangia didn’t speak. 

“First, never aim at anything unless you want it destroyed.”

Toby grabbed a practice dummy and set it up about 20m away. 

“You can activate the amulet in several ways, but our friends to the West found the most effective so far.”

“Horrible Vikings,” said Belangia.

Ignoring her, Toby continued, “The Western word for fire is ‘Eldur.’ Control the blast with the volume and duration of the first syllable.”

He faced the practice dummy. “Using one finger sends a narrow blast.” He pointed his index finger and whispered, “Eldur.”

The concussion wave made the dummy swing. 

“Aiming with a fist makes a broader blast. Please never do this.” 

He dug his right foot into the dirt, crouched down like a fencer.

Now aiming his fist, he said, “El—dur!”

The blast launched the dummy 50m and slid Toby back a few centimeters. 

“That is about quarter power. Be careful. You could break an ankle, damage walls, and hurt people.”

He re-positioned the dummy and then worked with each Councilor. Uncle Insalaco, the former Command Sergeant Major of the Guard, was the quickest study. 

After each councilor activated the amulet and only Belangia complained of a sore wrist, Toby put the practice dummy back in storage. 

Vaiden and Madame Strunk came over.

“You ready for the Council meeting tonight?” Vaiden said. 

“I will be.”

Vaiden looked at Madame Stunk, who said, “Dunhil asked for help.”

“Their Chief of Police asked for my help?”

Madame Strunk could not hide her half-smile. “Not exactly. Some sheep have disappeared, and the city council is growing impatient.” 

“I don’t enjoy stomping around someone’s crime scene.”

“We appreciate that, but if ye could just look.”

“Yes, ma’am.” 
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Toby shifted Madame Strunk to city hall in Dunhil. As the wife of the mayor, she didn’t have to stop at the front desk.

They crossed the squad room, and she knocked on the Chief’s door. 

“It’s open.”

The Chief looked up, stood up, and said, “Mistress.”

“Good morning, Chief.”

Toby stepped into the doorway, and the room seemed ten degrees colder. 

“They asked me to help.”

The Chief’s lips pulled into a tight line. “I don’t need help.”

“Never said you did.”

“Toby?” said Mayor Flavius from his office up the hall.

“Good morning, sir.”

“Thank you for coming so quickly.”

“Can we get this over with?” said the Chief.

The mayor said, “Allow me.”

The four of them stood closer. Toby shifted hundreds of times, but being shifted was always weird: he didn’t know when to expect the —
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He threw up just enough to taste it.

With a hoarse voice, he said, “What do we know?” 

The Chief said nothing. 

“Please?” said Flavius. 

She shook her head. Eyes squinted; mouth turned down. “I am lodging a formal protest.”

“Noted,” said her boss.

“Third theft this month last night. The rancher found this break in the fence.”

Toby looked closer at the three-strand barbed-wire fence: clean break in the wires, no rust. “Cut?”

The Chief said nothing. 

“That’s what we thought,” said Flavius. 

“No signs of predators?”

“No,” said the Chief.

“Has theft been a problem?”

“Not until now. Each rancher uses
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