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Chapter One
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Michael and Karin were walking down the darkening sidewalk of Main Street, making their way home to pack for their upcoming trip. The sun set half an hour ago, and the widely spaced street lights at this end of town caused everything to be cloaked in shadows. Most of the storefronts were dark and closed for the night due to the lateness of the hour. Tomorrow was their third anniversary, and they lingered longer than either had planned over dinner. 

Michael was happier than he could ever recall. He glanced over at Karin and smiled. Things were working out perfectly. He met the woman of his dreams almost four years ago this August. She had been working at the local library where he was researching ancient historical sites for one of his books. She led him to the volumes he needed, and two weeks later Michael finally worked up the nerve to ask her out. He found it hard to believe that she accepted and even harder to believe she agreed to marry him just four short months after that. Yes, his life was finally starting to fall into place. 

Karin was only five feet two with long chestnut hair and the most arresting and unique eyes; pale blue with a dark blue ring around the iris and dark blue flecks throughout. I definitely got the better end of this deal, Michael thought with a smile. I got a beautiful wife, and she got Joe Average. Michael was six feet tall with a slight build, brown hair, and blue eyes. His nose was over large, and his shoulders were slightly stooped. Our kids will have blue eyes, he thought. God, I hope they get their mother’s looks instead of mine.

Karin looked over at him and saw him staring forward smiling.

"At another of your sites?" She asked.

"Huh? What?"

"You were far away again. I was wondering what great historical site you were visiting."

"Oh, yes, only the most important historical site in history itself, the library," he smiled at her. Karin laughed at him as she smacked him on the arm.

"Come on. We need to get home and finish packing. I can't wait to see England!"

In the next heartbeat, Karin gasped in surprise. Michael looked up to see a figure in front of them wearing jeans and a hooded sweatshirt with the hood pulled low. The man had his hands in his pockets and stopped directly ahead of them. Michael started to pull Karin behind him when he heard a strange popping sound. He felt Karin pull away from him suddenly. He turned to see her lying on the ground. Time seemed to stop as Michael stared down at her. Karin was not moving, and there was an odd stain on the front of her shirt.

"That’s funny. I don’t remember her spilling any wine on herself at dinner," he said out loud.

Michael felt something tugging at his back pocket. Turning around, he saw the man again, but now he could see the gun in the thief’s hand and his wallet clasped in the other. Time started again as Michael's brain registered what just happened. The man was turning to run as Michael's world shattered all around him. He noticed that the man seemed to be moving in slow motion; then Michael's head exploded in pain. 

He fell to his knees, clutching his head with both hands. He could see nothing of the world around him; but in his mind, Michael could see nine massive, ornately carved, black doors. The first three doors stood open and from them poured a brilliant white light. He could hear the roaring of a wind as if a tornado had been unleashed in his head. As Michael watched, the next three doors flew open explosively, and the pain crashed over him in another wave. Then the words Funditus Incinerate thundered in his mind. He stood up shakily, and pointed his right hand, palm out, at the fleeing man. Feeling as though he were watching himself from outside his body and looking through his own eyes at the same time, Michael saw his hand rise and then heard himself repeat the words still ringing in his head.

"Funditus Incinerate!"

Michael watched as a shimmering wave of heat shot from his hand to engulf the fleeing man. There was no fire, but the man started to scream and writhe. His yell was cut off as his entire body, clothes and all, blackened and then drifted to the ground as flakes of ash to be blown away by the wind. Michael yelled out, the sound of an animal in pain, and then he collapsed beside Karin, his eyes staring up at stars they could not see. All he could see were six open doors pouring forth a blinding light. Michael thought he felt a cool breeze blowing and heard the far off sound of sirens blaring moments before darkness reached up and grabbed him, pulling him down into oblivion.
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Chapter Two
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There was a soft knocking at the door. Accustomed to interruptions at all times of the day or night, Merric looked up from his book.

"Enter."

"Master, it has happened." Martin said as he glanced around the spacious study. 

The walls were of the same cold, dark colored granite as the rest of the castle, but the room was warmed by a fireplace set in the wall to his right and by the numerous candles burning not only on the dark wooden desk, but also in the silver, reflector sconces on the walls. There were several rich colored tapestries on the left wall depicting forest scenes. They surrounded a multi-paned window. The glass was thick and of very high quality, containing no bubbles. Lining the wall behind the desk were massive bookcases spanning floor to ceiling as well as from the left wall to the right. The bookcases were full of books of every size and thickness. Martin inhaled the aroma of the study. Beeswax and leather mingled to a now familiar and comforting scent.

Merric looked fondly at the young man. Not much more than twenty years old, Martin was certainly a gifted student. He was only about five and a half feet tall and very thin. Martin's copper colored hair complemented his bright green, laughing eyes. The grey apprentice robes suited him well. The yellow sash of sorcerer, girding the garment at the waist, was adorned with a single black band at the end, marking him as a fourth key.

"What has happened, my boy? You open the fifth door?" Merric inquired smiling,

"No Master, the key still eludes me. Master, he has been found. The one we have been watching for."

Jumping to his feet, Merric leaned over his desk resting both fists on it. His towering height and dark scowl had caused more than one apprentice to lose his train of thought. Martin was amazed at how quickly Merric could move. Standing at nearly six and a half feet tall and thick boned, the speed of his movements always seemed incongruous with his size. The long grey hair and beard, always meticulously groomed, only added to the perception of slow, methodical wisdom. The hawk-like nose and clear, grey eyes could give his face the appearance of a cold and cruel taskmaster. Few saw that face though, for Merric was generally smiling. The smile transformed his face into that of a gentle, grandfatherly figure. When Merric smiled, his grey eyes sparkled with life and the crinkles around them made his nose cease to resemble the beak of some predatory bird. In all, Martin could not imagine a man looking more wizardly than Merric.

"Are you certain?"

"Yes, Master. I was in the scrying room myself. I saw what happened. It can be no other; not with the power he displayed. I saw him disintegrate a man in less than one beat of my heart. He raised his hand and spoke, then the man burned to dust and blew away," Martin shuddered.

Merric’s eyebrows flew up. Scrambling around his desk, he grabbed Martin by the arm.

"Show me, Martin. I want to see it all."

"Of course, Master."

Before Martin could finish saying the last syllable, he heard Merric mutter an incantation, and the study swam before his eyes. They were suddenly standing before the huge basin in the scrying room. The room was only ten feet square and had been carved from the solid granite foundation of the castle. The stone basin in the center had been carved around and was part of the floor. Standing four feet high and three feet in diameter, the basin contained a dished out area that encompassed most of its top. Perfectly circular in shape and polished so that the room was reflected in its glossy black surface, the dish was filled with what looked like liquid silver. The only light in the room was that which was given off by the strange metallic liquid.

"How long ago?" asked Merric.

"About twenty minutes, Master," Martin replied, trying to get his stomach under control from the abrupt transport.

Merric stretched his right hand over the basin and laid his left across Martin’s eyes.

"Open to me, Martin; there’s a good lad. Now remember, from the beginning, and let your thoughts flow."

As Martin ordered his mind, he felt the gentle touch of Merric’s mind brush against his own, and then he heard Merric say Ostendo sum vestri sententia volo. He felt Merric’s hand move from his eyes, and Martin looked into the basin to see a replay of what he had seen earlier. A man and a woman walking down a street, arm in arm, talking to each other; then the appearance of the hooded man. What strange clothes they wear, thought Martin. He heard Merric’s quick intake of breath and glanced to see his master scowling again.

"That man was not there a moment ago," Merric said, and then continued to watch as the man pulled an object from his jacket pocket and discharged it at the woman.

There was a flash of fire and the woman fell, even as the man tried to pull her away from the danger he saw before them. Then the man turned to the woman, and the hooded assailant ran up and started to take something from the stunned man’s pocket. Money no doubt, thought Merric; a simple, tragic robbery. As the hooded man turned to run, the stunned man fell to his knees, clutching his head. Then he stood swiftly, if a little wobbly, and raised his hand toward the fleeing man and spoke. Merric watched, stunned, as the wave of heat shot from the man’s hand to engulf and disintegrate the hooded man, his ashes dispersing on the wind as if he never existed. Merric waved his hand over the basin, and the scene disappeared to become liquid silver once again.

"You were right, Martin. He is definitely the one. Unfortunately for that young man, they found him first. We will need constant scrying. I want to know if anything else happens that should not. That young man is going to think his faculties have left him, if he does not already. Since you have been watching already, I will have Mieka take over for you, and I will relieve her. When Mathis returns tomorrow, we will break this up into four hour shifts. I don’t want anything missed because of complacency."

"Yes, Master. I’ll continue to watch until Mistress Mieka gets here."

"Well done, Martin, well done. Now, we have to get the ball rolling in the proper direction and hope he is what we need. We know for a fact that he is at least a sixth key. This is unprecedented. We know dire mental anguish can unlock the first three doors, but I have never even read about it being able to unlock more than that, let alone provide the magi with the words to spells. This one must be powerful indeed. I’m off to get Mieka. Stay diligent, Martin." With that, Merric raised his hand and whispered, "Ut tertius solum," and vanished. 

Martin, left behind, glanced at the basin. A frown came to his face. I have studied for years and have only opened four doors, while this man gets six opened for him in the blink of an eye. Still frowning, Martin waved his right hand over the basin and said, "Ostendo." He watched as the scene returned to the surface of the liquid silver. He saw the man lying on a bed with a curtain drawn around it, while people ran around poking and prodding him.

––––––––
[image: ]


Merric rematerialized on the third floor landing, overlooking the great hall. He spun on his heels and headed down the east corridor to the women’s wing. Here, all of the women who came to study magic were housed. Of course, in these times, most of the dormitories were empty, there being only five female magi currently in residence, along with one other, a female wizard, Mieka. Merric smiled to himself. Mieka could light a cave at the center of the world with her very presence. Always smiling and cheerful, Mieka was one of his favorite students. Merric had always treated her like a daughter. She was probably in her forties now. She had been studying at Kantwell for more than half her life.

Merric turned the corner and saw Mieka coming from her room. A striking woman, Merric thought. She was tall and slim, with black hair and arresting brown eyes that were so dark they almost appeared black. She wore the navy blue robes of a wizard, having passed beyond apprentice almost two years ago. A silver sash bearing one blue band around its end marked her as a seventh key wizard. Unlike Merric’s robe, which was made from heavy velvet, her robe was made from a lightweight silk.

"Uncle Merric. I was just coming to see you." Mieka stopped in front of him and, even though she was tall, nearly six feet, she put her hands on his shoulder and reached up on tip toes to kiss him on the cheek. She had called him Uncle since the first week she arrived at the castle, a habit Merric never discouraged in her. Now, most students here really thought she was his niece, especially with her height.

Merric smiled and extended his arm to her. Mieka looped her arm through his, and they started back down the hall. 

"My dear, I need to ask a favor of you."

"Anything, Uncle."

"I need you to relieve Martin in the scrying room. We have found a sorcerer on the other world, and I need him monitored. Mortow found him before we did and sent someone to kill the poor man’s woman. The episode was so traumatic that it opened at least six doors for him."

Mieka gasped.

"Six! Uncle, are you sure?"

"Quite sure, my dear. He disintegrated the attacker with heat. Only a sixth key can accomplish elemental creation, which you well know. What’s more, he cast the spell with no prior knowledge of magic. I would relieve Martin myself, but I have to make a journey. That only leaves you, since Mathis is away."

"Yes, I know, Uncle. Only four of us are left who are able to operate the scrying basin." Mieka’s face brightened.

"But we have more new apprentices this year than the last five years combined; three new girls and five new boys. The first two years after the war, we had only two. I must admit, I much prefer to teach in a group. One on one is fine, but the group dynamic creates an air of competition that drives them harder. They progress much faster when there is someone to one up." Mieka smiled remembering.

"So your classes are going well? I’m sorry I haven’t been by to watch, but I have been so busy with this research."

"That’s quite alright. I enjoy teaching. It makes me feel useful again."

"It is not alright. I am Headmaster here. It is my responsibility. I should not have placed it on you. I certainly appreciate your help though. I know the students are in good hands with you, Mieka. You have learned everything I can teach you. You worked hard and deserve the blue robe of wizard. By the way, how is Martin doing?"

"He is progressing well. He has mastered everything a fourth key should know, but for some reason, he has not been able to open the fifth door." Mieka smiled impishly.

"I know he fumes at having to walk everywhere just like a magician. I must admit to teasing him mercilessly. I pop around whenever I know he is about."

Merric smiled down at her. 

"He will open it, and when he does, he will learn to teleport like the sorcerer he is. He is very gifted for one of his age. I must leave now. Try not to scare the life out of him when you ‘pop’ into the scrying room." Standing away from her, Merric closed his eyes and muttered something Mieka could not hear. He vanished, leaving behind a small wisp of smoke that curled upward and made a light popping sound as it disappeared. 

Mieka laughed out loud. The impish grin came back to her face, making her look much younger than her forty three years. She closed her eyes, imagining the look on Martin's face, as she spoke the words that would take her to the scrying room.
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Chapter Three
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Michael woke slowly, disoriented. He felt covers, a bed, and a pounding headache. He heard someone moving around near him. There was sunlight filling the room. Karin must have gotten up and opened the curtains. He must have slept late for this much sun to be coming in, and they still had a mid-afternoon flight to catch.

"Karin? Why did you let me sleep so late? Karin?"

Michael realized he was not in his own bed. As his eyes focused outward, he saw he was not even in his bedroom. Sitting bolt upright, feeling his head swim, he remembered the gun.

"KARIN!" Michael started to throw the covers off, but a firm hand, sleeved in navy blue, pushed against his shoulder as a nurse came into view on his other side. Looking up the blue arm, Michael’s world began to fall apart again as he saw it belonged to a police officer.

"Karin...no!"

"Stay still, Mr. Nickels," the nurse said as she injected something into his IV.

"You have been unconscious for two days. You are going to be weak for a while yet."

"Navitas meus somes," Michael mumbled.

"What did you say, Mr. Nickels?" the nurse asked.

"I have no idea." As Michael said this, his body relaxed, his mind cleared, and he felt a flow of energy.

"The police have some questions for you, Mr. Nickels, about the incident."

"Incident! That son of a bitch shot my wife!" Michael shrugged off the officer’s hand and threw the covers off, swinging his legs over the side of the bed, noticing as he did so that the IV was still in his arm. He grabbed it and yanked it out.

"Mr. Nickels, that is not advisable," the nurse said with concern.

"Advisable or not, it’s done; and I don’t want any more drugs or shots. Tell the doctors I’m checking out."

As the nurse hurriedly left the room, she glanced at the officer and shrugged. 

"I guess he’s yours now." She closed the door behind her.

"Well, Mr. Nickels, I do have some questions."

"So do I; and the name is Michael. Mr. Nickels was my dad."

"Ok, Michael, I’m Detective Jonathan Stocks. What do you remember about Tuesday night?"

"Is Karin here, somewhere in this hospital? Neither you nor the nurse have said anything about her."

"I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Michael, but she was pronounced dead at the scene."

Michael hung his head into his hands and began to quietly sob. Detective Stocks moved to a chair and sat down to give Michael some space.

"Michael, I know this is hard, and there is no good time for this, but I need to know what happened. You said he shot her. Did you get a good look at him? How tall was he? What color was his hair? Was he white or black? Anything I can go on."

Michael hesitantly sucked in a breath that didn’t seem to want to be sucked in, and coughed. Feeling his energy start to flag, he wiped his eyes with the bed sheet. 

"I didn’t see his face; only the gun. He was wearing jeans and a hooded sweatshirt of some dark color. Blue, green, black; I don’t know. It was too dark to tell. I did see the hand that was holding the gun, and it was white. I guess he was about my height. As for his build, I would say he was a bit bigger than me."

"What did the gun look like?"

"It was a revolver; chrome colored."

"Would you recognize his voice if you heard it again?"

"He never said a word," Michael whispered so low the officer had to lean forward to hear him.

"Nothing? He said nothing to you?"

"No. He just stopped in front of us and shot her. No warning, just the sound of my life ending. It wasn’t even a big bang, just a small popping sound, so small of a sound to take the light of life away from her," Michael whispered.

"Well, I think that’s enough for now, Michael. You had no wallet when you came in, so he must have taken it. Oddly enough, he didn’t take your wife’s purse. We have your address. We pulled it from your wife’s insurance card. Is there anyone you want us to contact for you?"

"No, no one. We were all we had."

Looking up at Detective Stocks Michael said, "He killed my wife for sixty five dollars."

"We will find him, Michael, but I have to ask you not to leave town in case we need to talk to you again."

"I’m not going anywhere now. What day is it?" Michael asked, staring out the window, seeing nothing.

"It’s Friday."

"Wednesday would have been our third anniversary. We were going to England for two weeks, then on to Scotland and Ireland." Michael spoke in a flat tone, feeling like he was going to be sick.

"We’ll be in touch, Michael. I’ll send in the doctor." Detective Stocks headed for the door. As he placed his hand on the doorknob, he turned his head back.

"By the way, you said Energize my body or something to that effect."

"Huh?"

"When the nurse was in here, you said Navitas meus somes. It’s Latin for energize my body. Did you take Latin in school?"

"No. I never studied Latin. How do you know it?" Michael asked.

"I was in the seminary for two years before I decided to become a cop."

"What does Funditas Incinerate mean?" Michael asked.

"Something like totally burn up. Where did you hear these phrases?"

"I don’t know. I must have read them somewhere," Michael said, as he stared at the door beyond Detective Stocks.

"It doesn’t make any sense. I have never spoken Latin before."

"Well, you did an excellent job pronouncing it. You were hit on the back of the head. Head wounds are funny. They can cause all sorts of strange things to happen. Take it easy and get some rest, Michael." Detective Stocks left the room, closing the door behind him.

Michael sat staring at the door, thinking back over the shooting, berating himself for not doing something; for not moving faster, for being frozen in place when Karin needed him most. His face twisted into a snarl of self-disgust. I don’t remember getting hit on the head, but I have the lump to prove it happened. I really wish I had fried that bastard like I dreamed I did. Michael was jolted out of his thoughts when the door opened and a middle aged man in a white, lab coat entered.

"Mr. Nickels, I hear you want to check out. Now, now, don’t look at me like that. We aren’t going to stop you, if you insist, but I would like you to hear me out. I’m Dr. Baker. I have been checking on you for the last couple of days."

Dr. Baker was tall and slim with a kind face, round, wire framed glasses, and graying hair. He wore a stethoscope around his neck with the end tucked into the left, breast pocket of his lab coat, and a couple of pens in the other pocket. He walked to the end of the bed and picked up the chart. Flipping through the pages, he looked at Michael over the top of his glasses.

"You were unconscious when you were brought in by ambulance. You suffered trauma to the back of your head, and your right hand looked like it had been slightly burned. There were no blisters, but it was very red. The head wound looked more like that of a fall than an attack. It was nasty, but did not require stitches, and the x-ray showed no fractures. The coma was caused by the increased inter-cranial pressure. We did a C.A.T. scan, but there was no hemorrhaging. I would like for you to stay a few more days, for observation. Head wounds are not to be taken lightly, and concussions can be very dangerous."

"Thank you, Doc, for looking after me, but I feel fine, and I have arrangements I must make for Karin’s funeral."

Michael looked stricken again and choked on the last word. Doctor Baker’s face softened as he looked at this young man grieving for his lost wife.

"I know. You can make arrangements to have your wife transferred to wherever you like when you are ready. I am sorry, but we had to perform an autopsy. It's state law in cases like these," Dr. Baker walked around the bed and placed his hand on Michael’s shoulder, seeing his distress.

"You can check out any time, against my recommendation, mind you."

Michael glanced up about to say something, but the doctor cut him off.

"Yes, I see you want to leave. I want your promise that you will come back in a few days for a follow up on that head wound. I personally will not let you leave this room without it."

Seeing the resolve and the compassion on Dr. Baker’s face, Michael realized that he kind of liked this doctor.

"Ok, Doc." Michael smiled slightly as he looked at him.

"There’s a good fellow. The nurse will be in shortly with your release papers and an appointment reminder. My offices are on the east side of town. The address will be on the reminder. I’ll see you early next week. Make sure, in the meantime, to get plenty of sleep and plenty of fluids." Doctor Baker squeezed his shoulder gently and headed for the door. He turned around before closing the door.

"I would advise some grief counseling, as well, Mr. Nickels. As bad as it seems now, it will get worse. Trust me on this."

Michael sat on the edge of the bed and thought again of Karin; her eyes, her smile, the way she woke him up with a kiss in the mornings. The tears started flowing again.

"This can’t be real. She can’t be gone. How could I let this happen? I should have done...." Then Michael remembered the doctor telling him his hand was burned when he was admitted. He looked at his hand. Nothing appeared wrong. He felt no pain, and the coloration was normal, if pale. I charred that guy to ash without a thought. Then he snarled.

"The bastard had it coming! If only he wasn’t dead so I could kill him again." Michael got up and walked to the closet. He found his clothes on a shelf. He grabbed them and moved into the bathroom. Pulling off the hospital gown, Michael turned to the sink and turned on the cold water. Glancing in the mirror, he thought, I need to shave. Karin hates beards. He felt his legs start to give way and grabbed the sink, clutching the porcelain so tight his knuckles turned white.

"Get a hold of yourself!" he nearly yelled at his reflection.

"Pity won’t help you find any answers." Steadying himself, Michael splashed cold water on his face twice and then dried it with the hand towel hanging on the wall. He started getting dressed and heard the door to his room open.

"Mr. Nickels, I have the release forms. You need to sign them before you can go." It was the nurse he had seen earlier.

"I’ll be right out." He finished getting dressed and ran his hand through his hair, realizing that was a hopeless cause without a shower. He left the bathroom and found the nurse waiting by his bed. 

"The doctor said he would have an appointment reminder for me as well."

"Yes. I have it here. Your appointment is for Tuesday at 9:15 am. The address is on the back." Michael took the card she handed him and tucked it in his shirt pocket. She also handed him a clipboard with some papers on it. 

"You need to fill these out and sign them."

"Thank you. I’m sorry, I never asked your name," Michael said.

"I am Linda Kern. There's no need to apologize. I understand you aren’t exactly in your normal frame of mind right now. My condolences on your wife, Mr. Nickels. Please give the papers to the nurse at the main desk on your way out. You’ll have to sign out there as well."

"Thank you. Mrs. Kern, can I see my wife?"

"Tell you what, you fill those out, and I’ll be back in ten minutes and take you down to the... I’ll take you downstairs to see her. You can pick up her personal effects while you’re there."

"Thanks," Michael said softly not meeting her eyes.

"I’ll be back in a few minutes." The nurse turned and left the room, pulling the door closed behind her.

Michael looked at the clipboard in his hand and sighed. Removing the pen from the top, he started filling the forms out. Michael had finished filling out the forms and was standing, looking out the window into a small park about four stories down, when the door opened and Nurse Kern returned.

"Are you ready, Mr. Nickels?" she asked.

"I guess so," Michael replied faintly. Steeling himself, he turned and walked with the nurse out of the room and down a hall to the elevators. She pushed the down button, and the elevator opened almost immediately. They got on the elevator, and the nurse inserted a key in the panel and pressed a button labeled B2, then turned the key again and removed it. The nurse looked over at Michael to make sure he was ok. The elevator moved smoothly down, dinging as it came to each floor. They came to B2, and the doors opened. The nurse put her hand against the edge of the door to keep it open.

"Just follow this hallway all the way to the double doors at the end. The coroner will be just inside. I have to get back to my other patients. Take care, Mr. Nickels."

"You too, Mrs. Kern." Michael walked out of the elevator and down the hall, hearing the elevator doors close behind him. As he neared the double doors, all he could hear was his heartbeat pounding in his ears. He felt hot and weak all of a sudden, and his hands shook terribly. 

"Alcedonia," Michael said, feeling himself grow calm and his heartbeat slow down.

"What the hell did I just say? I must have hit my head really hard." Looking down at his hands, they were now as steady as rocks.

"What the hell is going on with me? I fry a guy with my hand and calm myself while speaking a language I have never studied or even heard before." Pushing the doors open, Michael walked inside and made his way to a desk just ahead on the left.

"You must be Mr. Nickels. Nurse Kern said she was going to send you down. I’m Dr. Thomas, the coroner. If you would, please follow me. Your wife is in the next room." A man in dark blue scrubs stood up from his chair behind the desk and introduced himself.

Michael followed Dr. Thomas to the far side of the room where there were two more doors. Dr. Thomas moved toward the one on the right. As he placed his hand against the push plate, he turned to Michael and asked, "Are you ready?"

Michael heaved a sigh that seemed to come from his toes and replied, "Yes."

Dr. Thomas opened the door, stepped into the room, and held the door open for Michael. Michael stepped through, watching the floor at his feet, unable to look up. He thought to himself, Karin would like this tile. Michael heard the door swing shut behind him and felt a hand grasp his shoulder from behind.

"I know this will be small consolation, but she didn’t suffer. The bullet passed right through her heart causing almost instantaneous death. She would have felt nothing except the initial shock." Seeing Michael’s pained expression, he quickly added. "I will be right outside at my desk, if you need anything."

"Thanks, Doc. I just need some time," Michael replied quietly.

"Of course, take all the time you need."

Michael heard the whisper of the doctor’s scrubs as he went out the door. Still afraid to look up, knowing that this time there would be no denying reality, Michael walked to the stainless steel table. He could see the edge of a sheet hanging down. The lights in the room seemed dim to him. Raising his head, Michael saw Karin’s face. She had a sheet covering the rest of her body up to her neck. She looked like she was asleep, peaceful even. 

"Oh, Karin, my love, what has he done to us?" Michael reached out and touched her hair. He felt the strands between his fingers and thought again how beautiful she was; then he couldn’t see anything through his tears. 

"He cannot hurt you anymore. He will never hurt anyone ever again. Forgive me, my love, for I have taken a life. I would do it again. I would do it a thousand times if it would change the way this turned out. Forgive me for not being able to protect you as I should have. If I had acted faster, maybe everything would be fine now." Michael laid his hand over Karin’s chest. 

"Reservo," he whispered, watching a faint light spread from his hand to engulf Karin’s body. When it fully covered her, it winked out.

"Rest now my love, my life, and hopefully we will not be parted long." Michael’s head snapped up. Looking around, he got the distinct impression that he was being watched. No, it was not an impression. He knew someone was watching him, but looking around the small room, he was alone. He looked back down at Karin. 

"Farewell my love, but never goodbye." Michael turned and walked out of the room. As he came out, he saw Dr. Thomas stand up and turn to him.

"You have my sincerest sympathy, Mr. Nickels. I have your wife’s belongings here." He held out a clipboard. 

"If you would just sign this, you can take them with you."

Michael took the clipboard, realizing as he did so that he hated clipboards. They would always remind him of this tragedy. He signed the paper and handed it back. The doctor handed Michael a small box.

"Doc, could you call me a cab please? I think I need to go home now and sleep. I’m not feeling very well."

"Certainly, Mr. Nickels. You head on up to the lobby, and I’ll make the call."

"Thanks, Doc, and thank you for all....you know."

"Yes, Mr. Nickels, you are most welcome," Dr. Thomas said solemnly.

Michael rode the elevator to the lobby and sat in a chair until he saw the cab pull up out front. He arrived at his apartment, paid the cab driver from money he found in Karin’s purse, and walked mechanically inside. Once inside their apartment, Michael placed the box on the counter and went over to the couch. He could not bear the notion of sleeping in their bed right now. Michael stretched out on the couch and pulled a blanket up over himself, thinking he would never be able to get to sleep. As he closed his eyes, darkness enfolded him.
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Chapter Four
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Michael woke felling fuzzy and lightheaded. He glanced at the clock, 7:23am. Sitting up, he put his head in his hands in an attempt to stop the room from spinning. He got up and staggered toward the bathroom. 

"I’ll feel better after I’ve had a shower." 

He stopped in front of the bedroom door, then turned and went to the other bathroom. He couldn’t face going into their bedroom, not yet. Michael got out of the shower and wrapped a towel around his waist. He walked out to the kitchen and made himself some instant oats, sat at the kitchen table, and ate them without really tasting them. Walking to the refrigerator, Michael took out the container of grapefruit juice and drank down nearly a third of the carton. He capped it and put it back, remembering the sour look Karin always got on her face when she would see him drinking grapefruit juice. Karin hated the bitter flavor. 

"How can you drink that bitter stuff?" She would ask.

"Well, I have to balance out all the sweetness that I get from you," he would reply. Seeing her smile again in his mind’s eye, Michael blinked back the tears that threatened to start again.

"I have too much to get done to start down that road again," he said. 

Michael went to the bedroom door and stopped with his hand on the doorknob. Feeling lower than he could ever remember, he drew a deep breath and turned the knob. Pushing the door open, Michael entered, his eyes fixed on his dresser, avoiding looking at their bed or Karin’s dresser. He opened the top drawer and grabbed a pair of boxer shorts and a pair of socks. He opened the next drawer and removed a blue t-shirt. Closing the drawers, he went to his closet and took out a pair of jeans. As he turned to leave the room, the smell of Karin’s perfume hit him like a physical blow. Feeling his knees wobble, Michael stumbled from the room, slamming the door behind him. He threw all of his clothes on the couch and stood there with his eyes closed, trying to compose himself. 

"What was that word again? Al something, aladona, alcidonna." Trying to clear his mind, he tried thinking back and heard a whispered voice say Alcedonia. Michael opened his eyes and repeated the word aloud.

"Alcedonia." 

Immediately, Michael felt a soothing calm flow through his mind and outward through his body, followed by a slight cold chill that raised goose bumps on his arms and legs. Michael's mind was clear. He felt relaxed, and then he felt guilty. I should not feel calm after what happened to Karin, but I need to move. There are arrangements that need to be made. Karin always wanted to travel the world, but she had never been out of the states. Well, I can remedy that, Michael thought. Moving to the couch, he began getting dressed.

An hour later, all the arrangements were made and all his credit cards had been reported stolen with new ones issued. Karin's body would be picked up from the hospital by someone from the funeral home and was scheduled for cremation on Monday. Father Barthold would say a mass for her on Sunday morning, and Michael would pick up her ashes on Tuesday. The airline refunded his money on their missed flight due to the circumstances, and he purchased a new ticket to England that would depart Tuesday evening. Michael called his boss, Paul, and told him what happened and what his plans were. Paul encouraged him to take all the time he needed. Lastly, Michael phoned Detective Stocks and let him know about his trip, which would last until Sunday, providing the officer with all the contact numbers and his itinerary.

"I have to do this for her. She wanted so much to go to Europe. I’m going to England. I will scatter her ashes off the shore south of Stonehenge. I will be back the following Sunday," Michael told him.

"We will call you if we come up with anything, but I would like you to come to the station the Monday after you return. We may have some more questions for you by then."

"I will be there. How about around noon? I’ll probably be jet lagged when I get back, so I don’t want to schedule anything early."

"That’s fine, Michael, we’ll have lunch. I’ll see you then." The detective hung up the phone.

Michael looked at the clock again, 9:17am. It’s not even 9:30 yet, he thought. What am I going to do without her? Is time destined to drag on endlessly now that she’s gone? I’ll go insane inside of a week at this rate. Pondering the situation, Michael decided to go down to the bookstore and get a book on Latin. 

"If I’m suddenly speaking Latin, I might as well know what I’m saying."

Michael grabbed his keys, cell phone, and Karin’s debit card out of her purse. After retrieving the card, he took out her necklace, a plain gold chain with a sapphire pendant. He had given it to her for their first anniversary. He removed the pendant and put it in her purse. Then he slipped her wedding ring onto the chain and put it around his neck. Michael stepped out the apartment door, locking it behind him. He continued down the hall and out the front door of the building. Turning right, he walked up the street, headed for the local bookstore six blocks away. 

At the end of the block, Michael turned right and crossed the street at the next light. He had walked two blocks when he looked up to see the very street where they had been attacked. Michael started shaking so badly that he was forced to stop and lean against the wall of a nearby building for support. Tilting his head back, Michael closed his eyes and then opened them suddenly, as the scene of that night started to replay in his head.

A cool wind blew through his mind, and he heard himself utter another unfamiliar phrase.

"Memor preteritus." 

Michael saw, with a startling clarity, the attack viewed from outside himself. There was the man with the gun. There were he and Karin. Only now, Michael could see a fourth figure. In a darkened doorway behind the hooded man was a tall figure wearing what looked like a hooded robe of some sort. Michael could not see a face, and the hands were tucked into the opposite sleeves, crossed in front of the figure. The robed figure was definitely looking in the direction of the attack. As the scene continued to play, Karin was shot and fell. He was rising and speaking those words again. He saw a shimmering wave, like heat rising from asphalt in the desert, flowing from his outstretched hand to engulf the fleeing attacker. The man screamed in anguish and then started to blacken. In the next instant, he was nothing more than a pile of ash. He saw the ash drift away, and then Michael saw the robed figure nod its head once and vanish. 

"What the hell!?" The present came back with a slamming force that would have knocked Michael from his feet if he had not already been leaning against a wall. As it was, it expelled the breath from his lungs. He bent over, putting his hands on his thighs, trying to draw the air back into his lungs.

When he could breathe again, which seemed like an hour, but must have been only a few seconds, Michael grabbed his cell phone from his pocket and dialed Detective Stocks’ number.

"Stocks," answered the voice on the other end of the line.

"Detective Stocks, I just saw...uh, remembered something. There was another person here when Karin was killed."

"What did he look like?"

"I couldn’t see his face, but he was dressed in a black hooded robe. I couldn’t even see his hands. They were covered by his sleeves."

"A black hooded robe you say? That’s an odd choice to wear out on the streets. Are you sure about this? I mean no offense, Michael, but you were hit on the head pretty hard. Maybe you just imagined this robed guy."

"I am absolutely certain, Detective. As weird as it sounds, the guy was watching the whole thing happen. It wasn’t like he was cowering in the doorway from fear, but more like he was observing what was going on."

"Can you remember which direction he headed after the attack?"

Michael paused. I can’t tell him the guy vanished. There is enough weirdness surrounding me right now. He will think I’ve cracked. 

"No. I think I was knocked unconscious before I could see where he headed."

"Ok, Michael. I've got it. If you remember anything else, just call me." Stocks hung up, but not before Michael detected the note of skepticism in his voice. 

"He really thinks I’ve lost it now." Shaking from the after effects of the vision, Michael crossed the street and started walking on the other side, wanting to avoid the spot where Karin had been shot. He got to the bookstore about ten minutes later and had to wait. The sign said they opened at 10:30, and it was only 10:15. So Michael leaned up against the store window and thought about the dark figure. What was he doing there? Was he the attacker’s partner? Then Michael groaned as he realized another truth. There is a witness to what I did, he thought to himself. And, partner or not, the guy saw me kill the shooter. But no, if the guy had talked to the police, I would be in jail right now. Then again, what could he tell them? That I burned the guy with my hand, without touching him, until he disappeared? They would laugh him right out of the station.

Michael heard the door lock being turned and saw the clerk inside flip the sign to open. He moved to the door and stepped inside.

"Good morning. Can I help you find something?" the clerk asked.

"Yea, I’m looking for a book to help me learn Latin."

"That would be in our education section under languages; third row, about halfway down on the left. Not sure if we have one on Latin, but you are welcome to look."

"Thanks." Michael walked to the third row and turned down the aisle, looking to his left. Sure enough, about halfway down the aisle, he found the language section and started skimming the titles. I sure hope they have a Latin for Idiots book. I suck at foreign languages. Toward the beginning of the section, Michael saw a book titled The Beginner’s Guide to Latin. He picked it up and started thumbing through it. Well, if I can’t learn the language, maybe at least the book will help put me to sleep. He also found a Latin to English dictionary. That I definitely need. As he was thumbing through the dictionary, the clerk came up to him.

"Did you find one?" 

"Yes," Michael replied, "and a translation dictionary as well. Would you happen to have any books on telepathy or telekinesis?"

"Yes, over in the New Age section. Follow me. I’ll show you." They walked further down the row to the back of the store, and the clerk turned left and headed to the corner.

"Here you go. Anything we have on those subjects would be here."

Michael heard the bell above the door ring. The clerk glanced to the front of the store.

"You need help finding anything else?" The clerk asked.

"Nah, this should be everything that I need."

"Ok, I’ll be at the checkout counter whenever you’re ready."

Michael watched the clerk move to intercept the new customer. Turning back to the books, he started reading the titles and found one called The Brain and Psychic Phenomenon. He picked it up and skimmed the back cover. 

"This one looks interesting." He took all three books in his left hand and started up the aisle to the front of the store. As he came to the science fiction section, Michael saw a life sized, cardboard cutout of a man in a black, hooded robe, his arm outstretched, with fire shooting from his hand. The face was hidden in the shadows of its hood. Michael stopped and gaped at it. With the memory of his vision fresh in his mind, he was only capable of staring. Michael shook his head, trying to clear away the vision, and then laughed at himself. 

"You may be right, Stocks. I may be losing my mind or I may have just dreamed it." It seemed silly to him now, after seeing this fantasy figure shooting fire. Michael chuckled again.

"I’m headed for a white rubber room if I don’t get a hold of myself." He walked to the counter and put the books down. The clerk scanned them and told him his total was $43.38. Michael swiped Karin’s debit card and entered her pin number. The clerk put the books and the receipt in a bag and handed it to him.

"Have a nice day," said the clerk.

"Thanks, you too," Michael replied. He walked out of the store and made his way home.

Arriving at his apartment, Michael tossed his keys on the counter. Seeing the box of Karin’s belongings, he put the bag of books down, grabbed the box, and headed to the bedroom. He opened the door, went straight to her dresser, and opened the bottom drawer. Michael quickly placed the box in the drawer, closed it, and rushed out of the room, closing the door once again. Michael then returned to the counter and grabbed the bag from the bookstore. He took out the receipt and stuffed it into a small basket with a pile of other receipts. Pulling the books out, he wadded up the bag and tossed it across the room at the trashcan. The bag went in. 

"Two points. The crowd goes wild," Michael muttered and then moved to the couch with his books. He placed the books beside each other, face up on the coffee table, and sat on the edge of the couch looking at them.

Michael picked up the translation dictionary and thumbed through it, looking for the word alcedonia. He was pretty sure he knew what it meant, but wanted to see the actual translation. 

"Here it is, alcedonia, it means calm or tranquility. Yup, kinda what I figured." Michael leaned back on the couch and closed his eyes, realizing that his headache had returned, in full force. 

"I need to get some aspirin." Sitting there contemplating getting up and going to the kitchen for the pills, the voice returned to his mind whispering expello meus poena. Michael, without thinking, repeated the phrase.

"Expello meus poena." 

Michael sat bolt upright. The pain of his headache was gone instantly. 

"Now that’s useful!" Michael started flipping through the translation dictionary again.

"Expello, expello... Ah, here it is. Expello means to banish. Meus, meus. Meus means my. Poena must mean headache." Fanning through the book, Michael found the word poena.

"It means pain. I guess headache is too literal. So, a crack on the head later, and I can speak Latin, and with that Latin, I can perform, what, magic? That is, unless this is all a dream, and I’m going to wake up in the hospital with a fractured skull. God, I wish this was all a dream. That would mean I would still have Karin, but this is not a dream. The pain in my heart is too real for it to be a dream. That’s one pain I don’t want to go away." 

Seeing an empty water glass on the coffee table, Michael thought to himself, what the hell. I’ll give it a try. He started leafing through the book again. Getting up, he went to the counter and grabbed a pen and a notepad, and then returned to the couch. Flipping open the cover of the notepad, Michael wrote down all the Latin words he could remember, putting their meanings beside them. 

"I need to know how to say fill my glass with water." Writing down the words as he looked them up, he got the phrase he wanted. Michael reached out and picked up the glass, looking at it, he held his notebook up and spoke the phrase out loud.

"Repleo meus vas per unda," Michael said, and he watched the glass intently. Nothing happened. 

"Maybe I pronounced something wrong." He referred back to the dictionary, checking the pronunciation of each word. 

"No, according to this, I said it right. Repleo meus vas per unda." Michael tried again, a little louder this time. Still nothing happened. He sat the glass down and frowned. 

"What am I doing wrong?" He tried again and again, for the next hour, trying different stresses and inflections to the words, with no results. Michael finally got so angry that he stood up and screamed.

"Screw this! Repleo meus vas per unda!" To his utter shock, he felt the cool wind again and saw the cup fill, from the bottom up, with liquid. His hand shaking, Michael reached out to the glass and picked it up. He stood there, staring at the glass, which was now filled with a clear liquid. Michael dipped a finger in the liquid. It was kind of hot. He stuck his finger in his mouth. It tasted like regular water except that it was warm.

Running to the kitchen sink, Michael poured the water out. He sat the glass beside the sink.

"Repleo meus vas per unda," he said the words again, trying to visualize cold water filling the cup. The glass started to fill again, and he could see beads of sweat forming on the outside of the glass, running down to the counter. Michael stuck his finger in the glass again and was shocked to find the water icy cold. Tasting it again, it was water. Michael laughed out loud and made a fist. 

"YES!" He started dancing around the kitchen. Michael returned to the glass and chugged down the water. 

"Oh! I shouldn’t have done that." Cringing, Michael grabbed his head.

"AH! Brain freeze."
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Chapter Five
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Mieka appeared in the scrying room in a corner behind Martin. She smiled to herself and stepped up quietly beside him.

"Good evening, Martin," she said rather loudly, having the satisfaction of seeing him jump and spin to face her.

"Good...Good evening, Mistress Mieka," Martin replied in embarrassment. He made a deep bow to try to cover the flush of his face.

"Merric has filled me in on the situation. Have you anything new to report?" Mieka asked him.

"No, Mistress. He was taken to their healers and is still unconscious."

"Very well, Martin, you are relieved. I will watch until Merric returns. If Mathis should happen to return first, please send him down here."

"Yes, Mistress, I will see to it." Martin turned to the wall and said, "Patefacio obduco via." The wall shimmered and a small portion of it disappeared to reveal a flight of stairs leading up. Martin mounted the stairs and, as he passed beyond Mieka’s view, the opening shimmered and once more became a blank, unbroken wall.

"Well, let’s just see what is transpiring with our new, golden boy." Mieka stretched her hand out over the basin and said, "Ostendo." 

The liquid darkened, and then the scene of the man in the bed appeared on its surface. Mieka pondered what Merric told her as she observed people bustling about the unconscious man. If he is as powerful as Merric suspects, then he could be a great ally when properly trained. Mieka smiled. It’s going to be refreshing training someone who is a clean slate. He would have no preconceived notions of what he is or is not capable of accomplishing. Yes, this has the potential to be fun indeed.
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Merric glanced around the oak grove. It was exactly how he remembered it. Even though it had been over sixty years since he was last here, it looked the same. This place was as ageless as the one who dwelled here. The majestic, old oak trees towering overhead were over four hundred and fifty feet tall. The mighty giants stood head and shoulders above the rest of the trees. It was very cool here. Even though there was no breeze, the leaves rustled and stirred as Merric admired them.

"I bid greetings to the mighty Oakrin. I have come seeking Lord Micah," Merric said softly. In the rustle of the leaves, he could hear their reply. 

"Peace to thee, green friend. Long has it been since we felt thy presence, but we of the Oakrin remember thee, Merric."

Feeling himself relax and grow refreshed, Merric bowed his head and basked in the tranquility and the permanence flowing from these leviathans. 

"Thank you for the gift of your peace. It is much needed in these times."

"Lord Micah awaits you. May your roots grow strong and your leaves reach the clouds."

Merric thought again how odd it was for one such as Micah to live in a place like this, but then the warrior always seeks peace when he grows weary of fighting. Turning to the south, Merric saw the small cobbled walkway leading off to Micah’s dwelling. He followed it for about five hundred feet until Micah’s residence came into view. 

It was a large house made from carved stone fit together so well that mortar was unnecessary. The forest was so dense here that even the sunlight could not penetrate it. Merric saw no living creature, not even an insect, and the forest was deathly still. It was as if all of nature held its breath, fearful of disturbing the man sitting on the porch reading with his feet propped up on the railing.

"Greetings, Old One, I have been expecting you." The man on the porch rose to his feet placing the book on a small table beside his chair. He walked off the porch and down the three steps to the cobblestone path and stood waiting.

"Greetings, Micah. It has been a long time. And who are you calling old? I’m a spring chicken compared to you." Merric saw Micah bow, a very courtly gesture performed with fluid grace.

"I stand corrected by the Headmaster," Micah replied as he rose from his bow, a faint smile on his lips. He was dressed in black pants tucked into black, knee length boots, and a billowing, long sleeved, silver shirt. The shirt was adorned with flared cuffs and a raised collar. Micah's eyes were gray and his dark brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail that flowed down to the middle of his back. He was nearly a head shorter than Merric. If Merric had to guess, he would estimate the man's age to be thirty five years old; but looks, with this one, were highly deceiving. 

"I wondered when you would come calling again. I trust all is well at Kantwell?"

"Yes, all is well at the school. We are finally starting to get an influx of new students. Since the Purging, students have been few," Merric admitted

"Yes, the Purging. What has it been now, five, six years?" Micah asked.

"Aye, five years. Yet we have endured and are starting to grow again."

"You know there was nothing I could have done to change the outcome," Micah said gently.

"I know my friend, I know, but I still wish you had been by my side. Maybe we could have saved a few more," Merric said, his shoulders sagging.

"You know better, Merric. When we are called, we are called. Nothing can change that, no matter how much we wish it otherwise," Micah replied.

"Damn it, Micah, I do not share the fatalistic view of you and your damned Avari. Nothing is fixed, and I will fight until I can fight no more," said Merric vehemently.

"You just admitted to the very same ideals as me and the Avari. We will fight until we fall, but we know the time will come when it will not be enough. He will call us home. If we stood with you five years ago, what do you think would have happened? Most of the Avari would have perished, just as the magi did. Then we would not have the resources that we now need. It would take decades to train up another generation of Avari. Your magi gave as good as they got. Both sides of magic were weakened, but the Avari still stand strong. Now, Mortow has only himself, Maklin, Mael, and Megan; whereas you have already said you have a new line of students."

"Magicians are no match for wizards, and who’s to say Mortow hasn’t drawn students to himself as well? There are always those willing to listen to lies and to have someone else think for them. No, we cannot count on him to be sitting idly by, waiting for us to regroup."

"He has not been idle, but he only has one new recruit, a sniveling little magician." Micah grimaced with distaste. 

"The ogres and trolls, as well as some of the Weres, have flocked to his standard. The strength of the Avari will be needed to combat these, not the magi," Micah explained.

"How can you know this, Micah?" asked Merric.

"I have my ways, old friend. I have my ways. I know, like you, Mortow has been searching for any he could train. He bears a deep hatred for you, since you very nearly killed him in your last meeting."

"Would that I had, but he was able to escape. Mieka was in trouble. She was pressed by too many for her to handle. She was not yet a wizard, and I had to divert my power to aid her, else I would have lost her as well." 

Coming back as if from a great distance Merric continued.

"I need your help Micah. We have located a sorcerer on the other world." 

Micah frowned. 

"I know you detest the other world, but he seems to be very strong. Six doors opened for him when his woman was killed. He burned the attacker to dust without ever having trained in magic. That loss must have been contrived by Mortow, which means the enemy already knows about him. I need you to go to this sorcerer and see him safely brought to us at the school. If Mortow gets a hold of him before us, he could have a very powerful force to use against us."

"An innate sixth key; newly born with the ability to use his powers." Micah raised his hand and placed his first two fingers on his lips, rubbing them back and forth as he pondered.

"As much as I hate Earth, I see that I must go, as you suggest. And who better to greet this new sorcerer than one from his own world? Yes, it might bring me some comfort to see home again. Don’t worry; I’ll bring him back, even if it’s
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