
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            To Heather, Carleigh, Taba and Isaac, and all the dogs and cats that love them

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            “[B]ut there is no doubt they intend to kill us as dead as possible in a short time,” the Wizard said.

            “As dead as poss’ble would be pretty dead, wouldn’t it?” asked Dorothy.

            —L. Frank Baum, Dorothy and the Wizard of Oz
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            Chapter 1
A Cup of Ennui

         
         My name is Avery, and I am not the Dark Lord.
         

         
         At least, that is what I muttered to myself as I stared at my reflection in the coffee shop window. The green mermaid logo
            smiled back, but I suspected she was humoring me. It was probably sleep deprivation, but my reflected image had an unhealthy
            pallor, and in the window’s glass, the scarf wrapped around my neck might have been a hood. I looked like the Dark Lord.
         

         
         There was a roar of laughter. I turned with the startled embarrassment of a man who’s been caught talking to himself, or singing
            a really cheesy pop song. In keeping with my policy of total honesty, “Oops, I Did It Again” is my own personal demon. Actually,
            my personal demon is an imp named Harold, but I digress.
         

         
         A motley crew of costumed men and women were gathered in the back corner of the shop. In another place or in a different age,
            they might have been mistaken for an assembly of wizards and witches, but this was New York, and they were probably cosplay
            fanatics, or more likely partygoers at the end of a late night. Another round of laughter issued from the group. Whoever they
            were, they had no interest in me.
         

         
         I turned back to my coffee and picked up the book I’d been trying to ignore. The book was The Dark Lord, and it was my story. At least, it was my story as translated through the dimensions onto Earth. It was this novel that had
            left me sleepless, or as my friend Eldrin had taken to saying, “Obsessed with navel gazing.” Unfortunately, Eldrin was right.
         

         
         I sighed. I’d read it a dozen times hoping to glean some meaning, but apart from finding the picture it painted of me depressingly
            accurate, I hadn’t discovered any deeper understanding. Why was it here? I wasn’t that important a mage. Why now? Nearly four
            months had passed since I’d returned to Mysterium. And who was Jack Heckel? The dimensions can get Tolkien’s name right, if
            not his middle initials, but when the universe writes a story about me I don’t even get an acknowledgment.
         

         
         I was of two minds on the name issue. On the one hand, I don’t come out looking or smelling very good in the story, so it
            might be better that the multiverse not associate the Dark Lord or what happened in Trelari with me personally. On the other
            hand, I liked the idea of seeing my name immortalized in print. I took another sip of my coffee—grande, quad shot, nonfat,
            one pump mocha, no whip, extra hot—as I reread the marketing blurb on the back cover. Hilarious parody? Parody of what?
         

         
         The most troubling part of the book was the epilogue. For those of you who haven’t had the pleasure of reading the book—and
            there are many more of you that haven’t than there should be—The Dark Lord leaves me in Mysterium with Harold, my mentor Griswald’s old imp, holding the key to a new reality, having had some undisclosed
            revelation about how the Mysterium was “broken.” While I had inherited Griswald’s position, and his office, and his imp, and
            Griswald had given me a box with a rattle, none of the rest of it had happened—at least, not as far as I could recall. As
            far as I knew, the box was sitting, unopened, on my bedside table. Harold had never spoken a word. And I was certainly no
            wiser about why Griswald thought the Mysterium was broken. The place seemed all right, even if the students were going to
            be more annoying now that I was in control of their grades. Premeds may have a bad reputation as being grade-obsessed on Earth,
            but you’ve never seen anything to match the whining that students of magic can conjure.
         

         
         I had considered asking Harold if he would open the box for me, and had even gone so far as to purchase a large bag of butterscotch
            candies to bribe him, but I wasn’t sure that I wanted to confirm the book’s version of reality. What would I do if I opened
            the box and there was a key? Would I be the version of me in the book? I wanted to be that guy, but I couldn’t imagine not
            trying to use the key to get back into Trelari. Why hadn’t the book version of me done that? And why was a fictional epilogue
            tacked on to the end when the rest of the book was so embarrassingly detailed and accurate? And if it were accurate, why didn’t
            I remember it?
         

         
         “Why?” I asked the mermaid logo.

         
         “Because it’s almost seven o’clock, and if we don’t leave soon you’ll be late to your first class of the new semester,” Eldrin
            said from behind me.
         

         
         I jumped and the stool I’d been perched on shot out from under me. I fell to the floor with a clatter and a shout, my coffee
            spraying across my sweater. “Huzzah!” the group in the corner cried out. I cursed them under my breath.
         

         
         Eldrin smiled in his irritatingly charming manner. “Maybe you should consider switching to decaf.”

         
         “Maybe I should reconsider the wisdom of having a roommate.” I pulled myself to my feet.

         
         “And what? Live with your parents? Having me as a roommate is the only reason you can pay the bills.”

         
         This was unfortunately true. Assistant professors, especially junior assistant professors, are paid only slightly better than
            graduate students. This, coupled with the fact that Eldrin and I had foolishly chosen to live in New York City, one of the
            most expensive cities on Earth, meant that I was still broke. Of course, I refused to concede the point and instead focused
            on trying to blot coffee stains out of my sweater.
         

         
         “What are you doing here anyway?” Eldrin asked as he passed me a handful of napkins.

         
         “Reading the . . .” I stopped myself short. I would never hear the end of it if Eldrin found out I’d been reading my own book
            again. “Nothing. Just catching up on some notes for class.”
         

         
         I briefly congratulated myself on my escape, but as I put my coat on, Eldrin reached behind me and snatched the book from
            the counter. “Aha!” he crowed, holding it above his head. “I had no idea that your story merited an entire lecture.”
         

         
         A sudden rush of warmth came to my face. “That’s not the subject of my lecture, Eldrin. I was only . . .”

         
         He ignored me and flipped through the pages until he got near the end, and read the words I had been pondering moments earlier.
            “‘And that’s when I had my epiphany. I saw the flaw in Mysterium. The wrongness that hid in every crack and behind every shadow.’”
         

         
         I sighed. It was bad enough having him throw the words back in my face, but he was doing it in a very serious British accent
            that made me sound like a stuffed shirt. “Your point?”
         

         
         He snapped the paperback closed and shook it at me. “You’ve been reading this for months, and yet you still haven’t discovered
            the epiphany. You have a class today, and yet you are here. So, I’ll ask you the same question you were asking yourself: Why?”
         

         
         “Drop it, Eldrin.” I grabbed the book out of his hand and stuffed it into my coat pocket.

         
         “Answer the question and I will.” His eyes narrowed.

         
         He was in his serious Eldrin mood, which meant he wasn’t going to leave me alone until I answered. But I was in no state to
            deal with this at the moment. I pushed past him and walked outside, leaving behind the warmth and smell of coffee. The sun
            was beginning to brighten the sky and peek here and there between the buildings that lined the street. In the shadows, the
            fall air had a bite to it. I pulled my coat tighter around me and marched off in the direction of our apartment, my breath
            coming in little puffs of steam.
         

         
         Eldrin fell in step beside me. “Avery, you have to deal with this.”

         
         “No, I don’t,” I said, picking up my pace until I was nearly jogging.

         
         “Yes, you do.”

         
         I ignored him as we made our winding way through the narrow streets of Greenwich Village. People were beginning to emerge
            now and the metal gates and security doors that served to protect the shopkeepers from their fellow citizens were beginning
            to open. The city was funny like that, a bizarre mix of the modern and the medieval. Maybe that is why I wanted to live here,
            because it reminded me of Mysterium with its own tortured landscape. Speaking of torture, while the fast pace of our walk
            was making my breath catch, Eldrin kept up effortlessly. He let me run for another half block before mercifully stepping in
            front of me. I stopped. It was a good thing since my lungs were burning from the cold air.
         

         
         He tried the practical approach. “Why won’t you at least talk to Harold about opening Griswald’s box?”

         
         “Because . . .” I said between ragged breaths, but couldn’t find the courage to finish.

         
         He said nothing, just stared at me with those glittering eyes. I realized he was wearing a thin linen shirt, open to midchest.
            It was as irritating as it sounds, and something about it made me snap. “Because I’m afraid, Eldrin! I know you would have
            opened the thing straightaway, but I’m afraid. I’m afraid it means that my life is not as settled as I’d like it to be, and
            that there might be worse to come from what I did in Trelari . . . to Trelari.” I pulled at the edges of my thick coat in
            frustration. “I’m not like you. I get cold.”
         

         
         His expression settled into something gentle and understanding, and maybe a little sad. “You really don’t get me, do you?
            I’m terrified of that book. I haven’t been able to focus on my own work for weeks. I keep reading and rereading it, hoping
            the ending will change.”
         

         
         “Then why do you want me to open the box?”

         
         “Because I do understand you, Avery. I know that you are not so afraid of whatever it is that may come out of that box that
            you will refuse to ever open it. You will just do it someday and somewhere that you think will make it safe for everyone but
            you, and I’d rather be there than not.”
         

         
         I didn’t know what to say, so I mumbled an apology. “Sorry, Eldrin, I didn’t want to drag you into my problems again.”

         
         “I hope you know that I don’t think of them as your problems.”

         
         I didn’t know what to say to this either, so I simply said, “Thanks.”

         
         And that was about as much of an emotional exchange as he and I could handle, so we continued—at a much slower pace—toward
            our apartment. However, this talk had raised one question I’d been meaning to ask him. “After the book came out I sort of
            expected you to try and open the box yourself. Why didn’t you?”
         

         
         He shrugged. “Because the book said I couldn’t.”

         
         “So, you think everything in the book is true, or will come true?”

         
         Eldrin shook his head. “Not exactly. I think it’s likely to be true about specific facts, if not specific moments. For instance,
            I think it’s true that Harold likes butterscotch candies, which you should start giving him by the way. On the other hand,
            I don’t think you will be sitting on a park bench, or that the dwarf will come jogging by at just the moment Harold opens
            the box. That part is probably more allegory than history. The book is drawing together pieces of your past and present from
            your subconscious.”
         

         
         “Do you think I will have an epiphany about Mysterium?” He nodded. I shivered. “What . . . what do you think I’ll figure out?”

         
         He knitted his brow. “I don’t know, but I think it’s something you already know.”

         
         “Then why . . . why wasn’t it revealed in the book?” I asked, my teeth now chattering noisily.

         
         He shrugged. “Maybe the universe wanted to save something for the sequel.”

         
         “S-s-sequel?”

         
         “Of course,” he said with the arched eyebrow he used when he thought I was being particularly dense. “You know these sorts
            of stories are always part of a trilogy.”
         

         
         “I thought it might be a one-off like . . . like . . .” I had to think hard before an example came to mind. “Like The Last Unicorn or The Princess Bride.”
         

         
         “With how unsettled you’ve been the last couple of months? No chance.”

         
         I wanted to argue, but had to admit that everything that had happened since my return to Mysterium pointed to a number of
            unfinished story lines. I wrapped my arms around my body trying to ward off the cold and grasped for something positive to
            say. “Well, I suppose the good news is that even in a worst-case scenario we are thirty-three percent through the narrative
            and no one important has died . . . yet.”
         

         
         We both fell silent. Eldrin put his arm around my shoulders. He was blessedly warm. “God . . . d-d-damn elves,” I managed.

         
         “I do get cold, you know,” he said. “When the weather merits.”

         
         Snow began to drift down from the haze above the tops of the buildings. He raised an eyebrow quizzically and we both laughed.

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

         
         We walked for a few more blocks before arriving at the Tower Estates, where Eldrin and I lived with Dawn, her two cats, and
            my imp. The name Tower Estates references a weather-worn sign that had been painted on the side of the building in happier
            times. We had taken to calling it the Dark Tower Estates, because it was a dump, and no place else in the world does run-down
            and crappy quite the way New York does.
         

         
         Eldrin and I hurried through the front door. The moist warmth of the steam-heated lobby wrapped around us like a blanket.
            I sighed with relief and held my hands out to the hissing radiator. Eldrin gave me a minute to defrost before gesturing to
            the stairs. “Shall we?”
         

         
         I groaned at the thought of climbing the five floors to our apartment. I looked about furtively and made a rising motion with
            my hand. “Do you think we could . . . ?”
         

         
         He put a finger to his lips. We both paused and listened. The building was quiet. He raised an eyebrow at me, and we scurried
            into the well of the stairs, where a narrow opening rose in a tight rectangle up to a dirty skylight. In the center of the
            well of dirty light, one of the red floor tiles had been replaced with a square of light green linoleum. It clashed hideously
            with the rest of the floor, but as an identifiable marker it suited our purposes. We both stepped onto the tile and pulsed
            a little bit of mystical power into it. An outline of complex figures blazed bright blue, and like a pair of loosed corks,
            we shot into the air. The magic carried us to the fifth-floor landing, and we floated to a stop in front of our apartment.
         

         
         We opened the door to find Dawn sitting at the kitchen table reading a newspaper. She had one cat on her lap and another making
            tiny orbits around the top of the table. Harold sat in his high chair eating his standard breakfast—a bowlful of dead white
            mice. Both of the cats were keeping a careful watch to see if he would drop anything.
         

         
         Dawn looked up at us sharply. “I take it from the lack of panting that the two of you didn’t walk up the stairs. Have either
            of you considered how the neighbors would react if they saw you zipping up and down the stairwells in violation of all this
            world’s natural laws?”
         

         
         Eldrin and I shared a look. It was an excellent question actually, and one we’d discussed in great detail since moving to
            New York. Earth borders Mysterium, and at any time there are dozens of Mysterian-trained wizards roaming about. And yet, on
            Earth, Penn & Teller are considered the absolute height of magic. How is that possible? Mysterium magicians are not known
            for their discretion or discipline, as evidenced by the fact that Eldrin and I had installed an inverted gravity field in
            the stairwell of our building, something that had required no small amount of effort on our part and entailed no small amount
            of risk to the structural integrity of the building’s foundation.
         

         
         In other worlds around Mysterium, magic, and even Mysterium magic, was practiced quite openly. On Eldrin’s home plane of Hylar,
            magic was almost considered a religion. Of course, Hylars thought that Mysterium magic was vulgar, which it kind of is, but
            they could recognize it when it was being used. By contrast, here on Earth the populace goes to great lengths to dream up
            impossibly improbable explanations for it; where else in the multiverse could you find a people that accepted and dismissed
            obvious displays of what was, at its heart, magic, like disappearing socks, a cat’s preternatural ability to know exactly
            where to stand that is most annoying, and the inexplicable popularity of the Kardashians.
         

         
         Despite what I considered compelling arguments in our favor, I made no attempt to defend our literal flight up the stairs.
            Dawn, after all, was a trained magical ethicist. Arguing was like breathing to her. Eldrin on the other hand felt compelled
            to give it a go. While I flopped on the couch, he stood by the door and said with uncharacteristic petulance, “We did check
            to make sure no one was in sight. Besides, they would probably think we were performance artists or chimney sweeps or something.”
         

         
         Despite myself, I giggled. Dawn glared. “It isn’t funny.” She folded the paper over so I could see the headline of the article
            she’d been reading: “Magical Travel in a Post-Stewartian Multiverse.” Suddenly the backs of my hands were very interesting.
            Dawn cleared her throat. “Whether you’ve noticed or like it, you’ve become one of the most famous mages in Mysterium. Your
            ‘experiment’ in Trelari resulted in half the textbooks needing rewrites. Next week there’s an entire symposium devoted to
            what they are calling Outerworld Tectonics, and there is talk that a new department may be created to deal with the phenomenon
            of subworld migration. Yet, the mage behind it all refuses to involve himself. Instead, he rarely leaves the magical backwater
            of New York and seems entirely content to teach entry-level Rowling Magic! You should be a rock star! What the hell is going
            on with you?”
         

         
         I gave her a weak smile. “I’m modest.”

         
         She said nothing, but fixed her monochromatic black and white eyes on mine and studied me from behind the enchanted reading
            lenses she used to convert the New York Times into a pan-dimensional news source. “That’s your answer?” she asked in a voice as soft as silk and as sharp as a knife.
         

         
         “I don’t have a better one.”

         
         “That’s not very satisfying, Avery.”

         
         “Or accurate,” Eldrin murmured under his breath.

         
         Dawn turned her penetrating gaze on Eldrin, and he clamped his lips shut. After a few seconds of silence she refocused on
            me. “All you’ve done this summer is sit on the couch watching bad TV, or sit in the coffee shop staring at that book.” I shrugged
            dismissively. “Well, Eldrin?” she huffed.
         

         
         I glanced up and saw him swiveling his head back and forth between us. “What do you want me to say?” he protested.
         

         
         “Only what you tell me nearly every night. That it’s his duty not to abandon his research. That he owes it to science and
            magic. That he’s being an idiot!”
         

         
         The tips of Eldrin’s ears went beet red, and I knew the words were his, if not verbatim, certainly in spirit. “Eldrin, do
            you really believe I’m being an idiot?”
         

         
         “No, of course not.”

         
         “What about the rest of it?”

         
         He half shrugged. “I mean, there are some good grant opportunities . . .”

         
         I accepted the conversational lifeline like a drowning man. “I suppose so.”

         
         And that was it. The silence of the moment stretched on, broken only by Harold crunching into another mouse carcass. Had it
            been the two of us, the topic would have died a natural death right then and there.
         

         
         “Oh gods!” Dawn exploded. “No wonder you two could never get the doorknob to your dorm room fixed. I give up.” In a clatter
            of dishes and a scattering of cats, Dawn stalked off to her bedroom.
         

         
         “Thanks a lot,” Eldrin said irritably, following her.

         
         I opened my mouth to protest that his girlfriend’s mania for honesty was hardly my fault, but the fact was, she was right.
            I was being an idiot. The appearance of Trelari at the gates of Mysterium had been the most significant magical development
            since the discovery of the water to wine transmutation. Every field of magic, from the sublime—subworld studies, etherworld
            physics, and the like—to the mundane—innerworld shipping, transitory real estate, and so on—had me to thank or blame for the
            rise or fall of their fortunes. Fame and acclaim and disdain and infamy of a magnitude few mages ever attained awaited me
            on my return to Mysterium, and as any of you that have read of my exploits in The Dark Lord will know, I am definitely not modest.
         

         
         As I had admitted between shivers to Eldrin a few minutes ago though, I was afraid. It was not that I feared for my own safety
            or reputation. Or not too much. I had long ago decided that the biggest dangers I would face would be critics and jealous
            colleagues. Even then, being loathed had its upsides: fewer students would come to office hours, and no one would argue grades
            with me. My real fear was that somehow my presence would put Trelari in danger again. Already a storm was brewing outside
            the magical wall Valdara had created. Academic bomb-throwers with more time and vitriol than sense were coming out of the
            woodwork to write half-literate screeds about how Trelarians were subpeople, not worthy of protection, and certainly not worthy
            of receiving grants, scholarships, or any other sort of financial aid. All it would take would be one xenophobic madman, and
            Trelari would go from being a novelty to a threat. And people were looking to me—stupid me, idiotic Avery Stewart—as the voice
            of authority on Trelari. Is it any wonder I decided the best course for all involved was for me to keep my head down and my
            mouth shut? But now the new semester was starting. I couldn’t avoid Mysterium any longer.
         

         
         “What am I supposed to do?” I asked the heavens.

         
         In answer, something thudded against the side of my head. I looked down and saw the corpse of a half-eaten mouse on the couch.
            Harold looked at me with expressionless eyes for a few seconds before pointing a long, sharp, taloned finger at the nearly
            indecipherable seven-dialed Mysterian time clock that hung crookedly on the wall. I stared at the thing for a full minute
            before coming to the conclusion that either it was yesterday, or I had ten minutes to get to class.
         

         
         “Damn!”

         
         Jumping up from the couch, I sprinted to my room, accidentally stepped on one of Eldrin’s game boards, and impaled my foot
            on a half dozen tiny playing pieces. I plucked a yellow camel from my skin with a curse and hopped into my room. “Camel down,”
            I muttered.
         

         
         Now would be an apt time to describe our apartment. It is small. How small? Well, there are camper vans with more living space.
            I mean that literally. You could put our entire apartment on wheels and hurtle it down a highway at seventy-five miles per
            hour, and no one would bat an eye. There was a bathroom, which we all share, but which Eldrin shares more than Dawn and I
            combined. A living room/dining room/kitchen, which made up the vast majority of the place, but to give you a scale to consider,
            the game map I’d stepped on took up a pretty sizable chunk of the open floor space. And two bedrooms.
         

         
         Before you get excited that Eldrin and I have separate bedrooms, this is a New York “two-bedroom.” For those of you from anywhere
            but New York, what a New York “two-bedroom” actually means is an apartment with one bedroom and a largish-sized closet.
         

         
         My room is that closet.

         
         It was about the size of my bed, which was a double, because a man can dream that one day he may have need of the extra space.
            When I lay down at night I could stretch my arms out and touch the walls—flat-palmed. The point being, without my piece of
            folded extradimensional space I’m not sure how I would have had room for myself and my clothes. Actually, I do know—I wouldn’t
            have had room. I would have had to build one of those absurd lofts you find in every student apartment in the city where you
            sleep six inches from the ceiling (talk about putting a crimp in your social life by the way) in exchange for a completely
            impractical space underneath the bed where you live and work in a permanent hunch.
         

         
         I was rummaging through my extradimensional fold for my lecture notes while simultaneously trying to comb my hair and pull
            on the traditional Mysterium professorial robes, and not doing any of these tasks particularly well, when Harold wheezed his
            way into the room, a half-chewed mouse dangling out of his mouth. He was carrying my lecture notes in one of his grubby little
            paws and a bow tie in the other. I reached for my notes. “Thank the gods you found them.”
         

         
         Harold pulled the papers away and held the bow tie out to me. It was tradition: Harold always wore a bow tie to class when
            Griswald lectured. “Sorry, Harold, but I don’t even know how to tie one of those. Now, give me the lecture so we can get out
            of here or we’re going to be late.”
         

         
         He blinked at me solemnly and chewed on the mouse. I stood up, squared my shoulders, and tried to gather as much dignity as
            I could. That wasn’t much as I had missed a button on my robes and looked a bit like a toddler that had tried to dress himself.
            “Give me the papers, Harold.”
         

         
         He mimicked my pose, though he looked a lot less ridiculous doing it, and thrust the bow tie up at me.

         
         “No! We don’t have time!” I protested.

         
         Apart from the chewing, which was exceedingly disconcerting, Harold remained unmoved—eyes locked on mine, bow tie grasped
            in his outstretched paw. We stood there in a dignified and strained silence for a few beats, and then I lunged at him with
            a high-pitched shriek.
         

         
         I will not bore you with the details of the ensuing chase, but several minutes later, my lecture notes clasped in one hand
            and Harold perched on my shoulder, I jumped into the hall closet where the Mysterium transport circle was drawn. I was still
            only half-dressed, but Harold’s bow tie was perfect. It had taken me three tries.
         

         
         As the magic from the circle started to swirl around us, I noticed that Harold had Griswald’s box tucked under his arm. I
            tried to ask him why he was bringing it along, but my words were lost as the transport magic turned us both inside out for
            the trip back to Mysterium.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
Mr. Dark and Fanciful

         
         My ears popped as I spun through the multicolored etherspace between worlds. They popped again as Harold and I landed in the
            James Ward building, remarkably in Lecture Hall 2814 Q, miraculously on my feet, and amazingly right where I wanted to be.
            I was standing just within the doorway of a little curtained-off cloakroom to the left of the lectern.
         

         
         Considering how close I had come to being late and how little preparation I had taken, plus my battle with Harold and his
            bow tie, the accuracy of the transport spell was a feat. Conjuring a true portal from one of the innerworlds to a specific
            location in Mysterium might not be as complicated as rocket science or brain surgery, but it was at least as difficult as
            dusting crops.
         

         
         Or so I’ve been told. I’ve never flown a crop duster. But I digress.

         
         Harold and I peeked out at the class, all two hundred plus of them. I took a deep breath. “It’s showtime!”

         
         “Indeed, it is, Professor Stewart,” came a grave and rasping voice from behind me.

         
         I spun around, and as I did, I had a sudden desire to be anywhere else in the world, even if that meant leaving my body altogether.
            The man waiting for me in the shadows was Garth Moregoth, chief executioner of Mysterium Security, magus general of Mysterium.
         

         
         Technically, the chief executioner title meant that he executed security protocols, but everyone interpreted it literally.
            He did nothing to disabuse people of the notion. He was the second most powerful mage on campus. I think the list goes something
            like: the provost, Garth Moregoth, the group of deities who like to congregate in the commissary of the School of Relativistic
            Religion, everybody else. The man had an aura of self-loathing and angst that infected everyone around him. If a quad on campus
            were ever empty, it would be because Moregoth was brooding nearby. Everyone feared and reviled him. Puppies whimpered when
            he walked near, and birds fell dead from the sky. I recognized him in an instant, because no one looked like Garth Moregoth.
            No one would dare.
         

         
         He was a tall man, who appeared taller because of his long black trench coat and thick-soled black boots. He had a long thin
            nose and deep-set eyes that were made cadaverous by the heavy black eyeshadow that lined them, and the pallor of his deathly
            white skin. In fact, he was so pale that some people believed he was either a vampire or an albino, while everyone else knew
            he was, in fact, an albino vampire. Moregoth’s most striking feature was his hair, which had a studiously disheveled look
            highlighted by a set of dramatic bangs that swooped down to entirely obscure the left side of his face. But, more than the
            style, it was the color of his hair that was remarkable. It has been inadequately described as “dark as night.” In fact, it
            was darker than that because he mystically dyed it, creating a black that was blacker than black. Light was not so much absorbed
            by his hair, as it simply ceased to exist out of despair when it got too close. That is the kind of dark I’m talking about.
         

         
         Trying to focus on him as he stood in the deep shadows of the alcove was a bit like trying to focus on an object in a brightly
            lit room that has been thrown into a sudden darkness. My eyes kept losing where the outline of his body ended and the rest
            of the world began. The result was that his pale white face and hands appeared to be suspended in space.
         

         
         “I’m sorry if my presence startled you, Professor Stewart. We have not had the pleasure. I am Garth Moregoth.”

         
         Even though I knew who he was, hearing the name spoken aloud, by the man himself, sent a wave of dread through me, which was
            only heightened when one of the pale floating hands extended itself in my direction. I hesitated, and he fixed his gaze on
            me.
         

         
         His eyes were also black. The solid black of a man that has been studying dark magic for longer than is healthy or, strictly
            speaking, legal. I finally took his hand and shook it out of a mixture of habit and fear. It was like trying to shake hands
            with a statue: nonresponsive, cold, and hard as stone. I pulled back and reflexively rubbed my palms together. “May I help
            you Magus Mor-goth?”
         

         
         When I said his name, I made sure to omit the e when pronouncing it, because while he demanded that everyone spell his name with an e, he also demanded that it be pronounced without one. I must have gotten it right, because he smiled, a thin and humorless
            expression that showed as little of his teeth as possible between his deep purple lips. “I’m not sure anyone can help me,
            Professor Stewart,” he intoned gloomily. “We are, after all, merely shadows, dancing in the flickering light of eternity.
            Doomed to extinction. However, my colleagues and I are looking for two students of yours.”
         

         
         “C-c-colleagues?” I stammered, and peered about the alcove.

         
         He extended a long black-polished finger toward the rear of the lecture hall. I followed where it pointed and saw a squad
            of grim-faced mages lining the back wall. My blood ran cold as I recognized the distinctive crimson cloaks of the Sealers.
         

         
         The Sealers are a special militarized unit of university security. Established early in Mysterium’s history, they dealt with
            extradimensional and subworld threats. In the past, Sealers had stopped a Cthulhoid attempt to raise a sunken city from the
            depths of a Mysterium pond, multiple plots by the Demonology Department to summon avatars from various apocalyptic cults during
            their occasional wage protests, and no less than a half-dozen orc invasions. And those were only the incidents that were common
            knowledge. It is said that they are the reason dragons haven’t attacked Mysterium University in over a century, although rumors
            persisted about the continual disappearance of pigs. Basically, they were elite magical ninja assassins on steroids, and Moregoth
            was their leader.
         

         
         No, I can’t in good conscience leave you with the impression that Moregoth was merely the head of the Sealers. To say that
            Garth Moregoth was their leader is a bit like saying that John and Paul wrote a couple of songs for the Beatles. Garth Moregoth
            was the personification of everything the Sealers stood for. He was their model, the deadliest, most determined, most deranged
            Sealer in the many-centuries-old history of the Sealers. That they were here with him should not have been a surprise. Where
            he went, they followed, like an army of shadows.
         

         
         What I didn’t understand was why he, and they, were here at all. The Sealers only ever intervened in matters of utmost importance.
            They are authorized to kill, hence the reputation given to the chief executioner. Sending them out to look for wayward students,
            even wayward students that are behind on their tuition payments, seemed like overkill. It would be like sending a brigade
            of marines in to settle an office dispute over whose turn it was to use the microwave in the breakroom. I’m sure they could
            do it, but the body count would be tough to explain to Human Resources.
         

         
         Moregoth cleared his throat, a wet unhealthy sound. I managed a weak, “Students?”

         
         He pulled a paper from somewhere in the depths of the shadows. “Yes, an Ariella Moonsong, and a Sam No Last Name Given.” He
            said “No Last Name Given” as though that might, in fact, be Sam’s surname.
         

         
         The blood drained from my face. All the blood. Every drop. Seriously. The chief executioner of Mysterium Security, a universally
            acknowledged lunatic, was looking for two of my friends from Trelari who were not only not supposed to be in my class, but
            as far as I knew, were not supposed to be on this plane of existence. Had it been a year earlier I would have gladly told
            him whatever he wanted to hear, and probably volunteered to help hunt Sam and Ariella down. I had never wanted any trouble,
            particularly not from the Administration, and definitely not with Moregoth. After all, tenure had always been the goal. But
            this was a new year, tenure did not seem as important as it once had, and this was Sam and Ariella we were talking about.
            Good thing I was such a practiced liar.
         

         
         “Sam and Ariella? I’m . . . I’m not sure I recognize those names.”

         
         My voice sounded a little squeaky, but Moregoth didn’t call me on it. He simply stared, and let an awful silence stretch out
            between us. Predictably, my nerve broke first. I blurted a string of excuses that were entirely true, but too pathetic to
            be convincing. “This is my first class of the year . . . we are still in the add/drop period . . . I haven’t had a chance
            to review my class roster . . . I can’t be expected to know the names of every one of my students . . .”
         

         
         Moregoth’s eyes narrowed. “I think you know these particular students, Professor Stewart. You traveled with them quite extensively
            last year.” His hand disappeared into some deeper blackness and emerged with a book. My book. My damnable book. “You met them
            in Chapter Nine.” His purple lips bent into the barest of smiles. “On a personal note, I thought the semi-lich’s macabre banality
            was rendered with fiendish perfection, but then reading about people’s ordeals with contractors is so deliciously soul-crushing.
            Don’t you think?”
         

         
         I wasn’t sure how to answer, and I was fairly sure any answer I did give had a better than even chance of being used against
            me at my inevitable Review Board hearing. Eventually, I settled on, “Yes, I suppose.”
         

         
         This didn’t seem to commit me to anything except, maybe, that the semi-lich was banal or that contractors were delicious,
            neither of which I agreed with, but either of which I could live with. Anyway, Moregoth seemed uninterested in my answer as
            he was busy flipping through pages near the back of the book. “Vampich,” he chuckled asthmatically. “Such an ecstasy of despair.”
         

         
         While I was still not sure what was going on, I needed to end this conversation, get through my class, drink several tumblers
            of good whiskey, and hope to the gods that there had been some hideous paperwork foul-up that might explain away today. I
            cleared my throat, a sound that Harold echoed from my shoulder. Moregoth’s single visible eyebrow rose quizzically up his
            forehead as though he was surprised I was still there. “Do forgive me, Professor Stewart. I am keeping you from your students.
            You and I can continue this discussion after class. With your indulgence, my friends and I will take the liberty of observing
            your lecture. I find the dark forces used to shape young minds such an inspiringly sweet slice of torment.”
         

         
         Afraid to say anything I simply nodded.

         
         “Oh, Professor Stewart, one last thing.”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         He leaned in close, far too close, and whispered menacingly, “If you hold anything holy. If there is anyone or anything that
            you love. Never lie to me again.” My blood froze in my veins. Moregoth pulled away and smiled a crooked smile. “Very well,
            Professor, until class is over.” He gave an almost imperceptible bow of his head. “Or until the darkness consumes us all.”
         

         
         He pushed aside the curtain, and moved past me up one of the side aisles toward the back of the room like a three-dimensional
            silhouette of a man. I held it together until he joined the rest of his men in the shadows near the rear doors. Then my hands
            began to shake. I bent over and put my hands on my knees.
         

         
         There must be a dozen perfectly reasonable explanations why two students that happen to also be from Trelari might be wanted
            by the Administration. That I couldn’t come up with even one reason that didn’t involve tiny, barren, hard-walled interrogation
            rooms was more a commentary on me and my lack of imagination than anything else. Right?
         

         
         “Bloody lunatic,” I gasped.

         
         “I like him,” Harold wheezed from my shoulder. “Granted, his fashion sense is appalling, and his haircut isn’t regulation.
            But he’s very polite.”
         

         
         That’s when I blacked out.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
This Will Go Down on Your Permanent Record

         
         I woke to the smell of dead mouse and Harold’s rheumy eyes staring down at me. He was wheezing heavily and fanning me ineffectually
            with my lecture notes. “I don’t want to tell you how to do your job . . . but now isn’t the time . . . to take a nap,” he
            said between ragged breaths.
         

         
         I pushed myself up onto my elbows and winced as a shock of pain ran through the back of my head. Gingerly, I rubbed the bump
            that was rising there. We were still in the alcove and, based on the muted murmur of voices and shuffling bodies coming from
            the lecture hall, my class was still here. I couldn’t have been out long. I looked at Harold, thought of all the things I
            should say, but my brain settled on, “You’re talking.”
         

         
         He rolled his eyes. “Obviously.”

         
         A thousand questions rose in my mind. And having lived through two major shocks and minor head trauma in the space of a few
            minutes, I naturally started asking them all at once, and in no particular order. “How long have I been out? Why haven’t you
            talked to me before? Have you opened the box? Was there a key in it? How can you possibly think Moregoth is polite? Is it
            true your favorite candy is butterscotch? Do you know where Griswald is? Your accent is British, are you from Earth? Did you
            really eat the remote control for the TV?”
         

         
         “And you wonder why I haven’t wanted to talk?”

         
         He had a point. “Fine, but answer the question.”

         
         “I did not eat the remote. I flushed it down the toilet. I will not tolerate reality TV.”

         
         I glared at him. “Not that question.”

         
         The imp shook his head and pulled the closed box from his vest pocket. He held it out to me. “Be my guest.”

         
         I slumped back against the wall. “It won’t work, and you know it.”

         
         “No, I don’t, and neither do you. Ever since that book—” he paused to cough spasmodically “—book came out, you haven’t wanted
            to touch it.”
         

         
         I let this pass. “Can you open it?”

         
         “That’s not the question.”

         
         “Will you open it?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Please.” I clasped my hands together.

         
         “No.”

         
         “Why the hell not?” I clambered to my feet and began pacing unsteadily around the alcove, cursing, and throwing my arms about
            in impotent frustration. “Why won’t you do what we both know you can do? Is it because I’m not Griswald? Or because you don’t
            like me? Or because you want to teach me some mystical life lesson like a shorter, uglier version of Mr. Miyagi? Wax on. Wax
            off. If so, I don’t understand the lesson. Just teach me karate already.”
         

         
         I stopped, not because I didn’t have more to complain about, but because my head was starting to spin and I was afraid I was
            going to fall down again if I didn’t. “You done?” Harold asked.
         

         
         I was being ridiculous, but I refused to admit it. I crossed my arms over my chest and glowered. “For now, but I reserve the
            right to throw another tantrum if the mood strikes me.”
         

         
         “Very mature of you,” he said with irritating calmness. “I won’t open it because you are already seven minutes late to your
            first class, and the students are counting down the seconds to fifteen past when they can walk out. You need to go in there
            and teach.”
         

         
         “I don’t care two figs about the class, Harold. We have too much to talk about.”

         
         “Yes, far too much,” he sighed. “However, there are two very good reasons why you need to teach this class.”

         
         “Name them,” I snapped. “Give me two reasons why I should teach an introductory magic class to a bunch of kids who would rather
            be anywhere else doing anything else when this box may have the answers to a thousand questions, including where Griswald
            and Vivian went when they disappeared.”
         

         
         In answer, he thrust the papers he’d been holding under my nose. I looked down at the page. It was my class roster. “And . . . ?”

         
         He pointed a finger at one of the names: “Ariella Moonsong.” I blinked, but the name didn’t change. While I was trying to
            absorb the fact that Moregoth was right and that I had Ariella on my class roster, Harold shifted his hand and stabbed his
            finger at a second name; it simply read: “Sam.”
         

         
         “Sam and Ariella are here,” I whispered.

         
         “Yes, they are,” Harold said soberly.

         
         In a kind of daze, I plucked the sheet of paper from the imp’s hand. Harold took hold of my chin and pulled my head down so
            my eyes fell on the bottom of the page. There was a note in the margin in official glowing letters: it was from the Administration.
            “Professor Stewart, two of your students, Ariella Moonsong and Sam (no last name given), both of Trelari, need to report to
            the Office of Student Enrollment at once. There are some discrepancies in their applications and potential issues with financial
            aid. Representatives from Mysterium Security will be present in your class to take charge of them. Please make every effort
            to cooperate with them in this matter, and let’s have a great first day of class!”
         

         
         My heart sank. Moregoth had been telling the truth, and if anything, my worst fears were made even worse (yes, I know worst
            can’t be worse, but that’s how I felt) by the upbeat message at the end of the notice. Usually when the Administration gave
            a pep talk it was following, or followed by, a notification that a class had been torn apart by out-of-control vector magic,
            or gotten lost in some shadow dimension. I peeked through the curtain and tried to scan the faces to see if I could spot Sam
            and Ariella, but from this angle it was impossible to see past the first row. “Moregoth really means to take them.”
         

         
         “Yes, he does.”

         
         I stared at the two names. The certainty that Sam and Ariella were not only in trouble but in real mortal peril from a foe
            I did not have the slightest chance of protecting them from should have sent me into another panic. Oddly, it did not. Instead,
            it filled me with a measure of resolve. To hell with Garth Moregoth and his Sealers. I would find a way to save Sam and Ariella
            if it was the last thing I did. Which it probably would be.
         

         
         “Right!” I said. “Let’s go teach this bloody class, and save Sam and Ariella while we’re at it.”

         
         I started to pull the curtain aside, but Harold held out a taloned hand. “Wait! Aren’t we going to make a plan?”

         
         He was right, of course, but I had nothing. Nor did I think that the imp and I could come up with anything that would have
            even the slightest chance of working against an entire squad of Sealers in the next couple of minutes, or days, or even weeks.
            And I had a feeling that if I delayed much longer Moregoth would run out of patience and take matters into his own, exceedingly
            pale and lethal hands.
         

         
         I gave Harold my most irritating grin. “Plans are overrated, and the fifteen-minute rule is a myth by the way.”

         
         He thought about arguing for a second, gave a mournful sigh, and scrambled up to sit on my shoulder. I walked through the
            curtain and up the stairs to the lectern. The buzz of conversation died and the eyes of over two hundred students bored into
            me. I was sorely tempted to take a moment and scan the room for Sam and Ariella, but I didn’t trust myself not to give them
            away. My lone hope was that Moregoth didn’t know what they looked like. Being careful not to make eye contact with anyone,
            I turned to the blackboard, retrieved my piece of enchanted chalk from my robe pocket, and set it on the board. “Introduction,”
            I whispered.
         

         
         The chalk began to write in a long, looping hand, “Welcome to Rowling Magic 101 . . .”

         
         I turned back around and got the first look at my class. I’m not sure how to describe what I saw, because any large gathering
            at Mysterium University is as incredible as it is indescribable. This is because the student body of Mysterium University
            is a virtual kaleidoscope of races and species. There were all your usual suspects: bearded dwarfs, backpack-sized halflings,
            and radiant-skinned Hylar, but there were more exotic peoples here as well. In the front row, arranged like a leather-encased,
            ochre-fleshed wall, was a band of massive, pig-snouted orcs. The largest of whom was clutching a stick on the end of which
            he had tied a dead rat. It was difficult to see who or what was sitting directly behind them, because the enormous girth and
            height of the orcs blocked my view of the next three or four rows (I would definitely have to make some adjustments to the
            seating assignments before my next class). I suspected a group of Shades (sort of living cloaks that existed by absorbing
            the radiance and joy of beings around them) had gathered just behind the first row, because there was an indistinct area of
            deep shadow right behind the orcs that made me want to weep every time I looked at it. I put the class roster down on the
            lectern and made a note to separate them. It might not be fair, but if I didn’t I’d have a class of depressed novices within
            the week.
         

         
         The Shades were not the only beings I would need to talk to either. As I was studying the room, I saw there was a general
            miasma of smoke hovering in the air. That would be the Dracos, a species noted for being of varying degree, part dragon or
            lizard or snake or (and don’t ask me to explain it) turtle, with scales and flaming breath and all the rest. Anyway, it appeared
            I had a number of them in my class, because they were blowing smoke like mad. As it was their first day, I would give them
            a break, but I would have to send out a reminder about university rules concerning vaporous emissions inside of campus buildings.
            If I didn’t, we would be setting the smoke alarms off every lecture.
         

         
         This was just one of the many unique hazards of teaching at a university like Mysterium. You had to lay down your ground rules
            right off the bat, or things could get out of control in a hurry. I didn’t think I had any Lolths in my class this year (a
            species of giant, superintelligent multidimensional spider), but they were notorious for webbing up whole lecture halls during
            periods of high stress, like exams. This often made it impossible for anyone to leave the room at the end of the test, and
            really annoyed the janitorial staff. It was dealing with these difficulties that made Mysterium what it was. Where else in
            the multiverse can you learn alongside other beings that don’t just speak a different language, but in some cases are not
            entirely contained within three-dimensional space? What’s truly amazing—in fact, as I thought about it, seemingly impossible—was
            that all of us could coexist in one place. That, in and of itself, was a kind of magic, and for a second, I forgot about Moregoth
            and the Sealers and the danger Sam and Ariella were in and even my own doubts about Mysterium, and simply reveled in the moment.
            Or I did until I noticed the three gray-cloaked DERPs sitting, grim-faced, off to my left.
         

         
         A DERP is an Evaluation Review Panel—the D in DERP is unofficial and stands for Damned. The DERPs are the bane of all professors’ existences. They might be watching you or the students, it might be a review for
            discipline or promotion, but invariably they sit and they stare and they scribble down notes in their official evaluation
            forms, and generally make everyone self-conscious. Plus, they all wear the same inscrutable expression, the sort of expression
            that makes it difficult to know if they are happy, sad, bored, irritated, or simply fixated by a large pimple on your forehead
            or something in between your teeth.
         

         
         I rubbed my nose self-consciously. Of course I would have a DERP review on my first day of class while Sealers were trying
            to kidnap two of my students. I was wallowing in the unfairness of it all when it dawned on me that the room had grown very
            quiet. Even the DERPs were sitting, pens at the ready. That’s when I realized that I had been standing at the lectern, saying
            nothing, for I didn’t know how long.
         

         
         Damn!

         
         I cleared my throat and, with great dignity, reached into the pocket of my robes to pull out my lecture notes. They were not
            there. Harold let out a loud coughing hack from my shoulder. I tried the second most likely pocket in my robes. The notes
            were not there either. Harold tapped a talon on the top of my head. I shooed his hand away and began patting myself down like
            a drunk looking for the keys to his house at the end of a long night. I had just retrieved my piece of folded reality and
            was about shoulder-deep into my search of it when Harold waved a stack of papers in front of my face. They were, of course,
            my notes. He’d been holding them all along. A ripple of uncertain laughter rolled through the classroom, and I felt my face
            flush with heat.
         

         
         Double damn!

         
         Closing my eyes, I said what I knew was going to be an entirely ineffectual prayer to the gods to get me through this day,
            and very carefully took the papers. I cleared my throat authoritatively. “Good morning, students. Welcome to Rowling Magic
            101. My name is Professor Stewart, and my assistant’s name is Harold.”
         

         
         On cue Harold flapped off of my shoulder to perch on the right-hand side of the lectern. He straightened his tie and took
            a bow. There was a general round of applause and laughter. I silently thanked the imp for having impeccable comedic timing.
         

         
         Just when I thought I’d gotten the room back under control, the biggest orc, the one with the rat on the stick, the one sitting
            dead center at the front of the class, boomed, “You’re not Professor Stewart!”
         

         
         “That’s right,” said a visored student sitting behind the DERPs. “Everyone knows that Professor Stewart is bald and uses a
            wheelchair.” The DERPs obviously thought this was an extremely important observation, because they were scribbling away furiously.
         

         
         “Seriously?” questioned a Hylar student sitting just to the left of the orcs. “What subworld have you been on all summer?
            This is Professor Avery Stewart! The one who moves subworld orbitals.” He said this in a condescending tone that only a Hylar
            could accomplish.
         

         
         “Wrong!” shouted a bare-chested Kurgan. The Kurgan are a group of chaos-loving barbarians, ostensibly human and often capable
            of great magic, but generally known for trying to out-savage the orcs. Despite that, they are a great deal of fun at parties.
            He rippled his oiled chest muscles and stabbed a finger at the orc. “Professor Shadowswan said she detected the movement of
            Trelari months ago. The Stewart phenomenon is a complete myth!”
         

         
         That was the end of the conversation that I could follow. More and more students started to talk; a jumbled mix of chatter
            filled the hall. I had lost control, and the DERPs were recording it all. This is when Harold, who had been standing motionless
            on the edge of the podium, rolled his bloodshot eyes, raised a finger, and pointed at the board behind me. I turned my head
            just in time to hear the Kurgan below, “He can be only one professor, and the board says he is Professor Griswald!”
         

         
         And sure enough, there in big, bold, looping letters read: “Welcome to Rowling Magic 101. My name is Professor Griswald.”
            It was only then I remembered I hadn’t bothered imprinting Griswald’s enchanted chalk. The chalk was his. The handwriting
            was his. The name was his.
         

         
         While I studied the chalkboard, wishing it would magically say something else, the volume in the around the room continued
            to increase. Confused voices shouted questions asking whether they were in the wrong class, whether I was in the wrong class,
            and, of course, whether this would be on the exam. Then, bubbling up over the crowd, Sam’s voice rang out, “I don’t care what
            the board says. That is Professor Avery Stewart. I know him personally.” I held up my hands, trying to regain control of the
            situation and see if I could shut Sam up before he said anything else, but I was too late. At my urging, the rest of the class
            had begun to quiet when Sam said in a voice that could be heard quite clearly throughout the hall, “Of course, I knew him
            as the Dark Lord.”
         

         
         You could have heard a pen drop. In fact, I think I actually did hear two or three of them hit the floor right after he said
            this. The orc sat down. The Hylar stopped glittering quite so smugly. The Kurgan ceased his flexing. Even the DERPs stopped
            their scribbling. Everyone turned to look at Sam. Well, everyone but the two or three catlike Jellicles in attendance. True
            to form, they were all either asleep or stretched out across the backs of seats, staring at invisible things that I assumed
            were floating about the lecture hall at random.
         

         
         The good news: now that nearly everyone was looking in his direction, I could spot Sam. He was sitting just behind the Shades
            in the third row. Through a crack in the bodies, I could see Ariella sitting next to him. Her head was in her hands, and she
            was shaking it back and forth. The bad news: Moregoth had also spotted Sam. I could see a stirring in the crimson wall of
            men lining the back of the lecture hall. They began to mass at the head of the aisles behind where Sam and Ariella were sitting.
         

         
         My entire plan, the one I made up between leaving the alcove and arriving at the lectern, had been based on the premise that
            I didn’t think Moregoth would make a move if he thought it would disrupt class and draw attention to what he was doing. Not
            that I thought he cared a whit about the education of the students, but rather because someone had told him to keep Sam and
            Ariella’s extraction clean and quiet. Unfortunately, my lecture had devolved into total chaos. There was a good chance Moregoth
            would use the confusion to make his move on Sam and Ariella if I didn’t act quickly.
         

         
         “I assure you,” I announced in my best imitation of an authority figure, “I am indeed Professor Stewart.”

         
         Several hands, one shadow appendage, and a tentacle (yes, I was lucky enough to have a Cthulhoid in class, and the smell of
            fish was making my eyes water) shot up at this announcement. The fact that there were so many questions over something as
            simple as my name did not bode well for the rest of the semester. I resolved to be patient, and so smiled and pointed to a
            bright-looking fellow with a long, forked beard sitting to my left. He was human, or at least looked human. “Yes, you had
            a question?” I asked.
         

         
         “It still says you’re Professor Griswald.”

         
         I turned and looked at the board. Indeed, the chalk had written directly under the first line: “I assure you all that I am
            indeed Professor Griswald.” It had even placed emphasis on the name by underlining it twice.
         

         
         The headache had arrived. I pinched my nose and cursed under my breath, “Damn chalk! Damn class! Damn . . .”

         
         I was into my third “damn” before I noticed that the chalk was still transcribing everything I said. It finished the third
            “damn” and hovered there smugly waiting for me to say something else. I obliged by calling it something really rude that I
            will not repeat here, but that it began to happily write. I lunged forward, snatched it from the air, and quickly whispered
            an erase spell. The board began to shed the chalk lines in much the same way a dog shakes off water. I waited until the words
            disappeared before turning back to my class.
         

         
         Clearing my throat again, I said, “Sorry about the confusion, just a
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