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ABOUT THE MEMORY OF WATER

When a skeptical doctor teams up with an honest-to-god wizard on a quest for an ancient and powerful manuscript, enemies lurk around every dangerous corner.

Dr. Radford Michael Jones has dedicated his life to the treatment of the goblyns, fae, dragons, sirens and even more races which humans call the Errata.

Frustrated in his attempts to treat the newest race to emerge, Jones consults Magorian, whom the Errata call the first and only wizard of the millennium, his skepticism at full throttle.

Benjamin Magorian III has no time for the Errata, who did not spend a lifetime learning magic as he has done. He has even less time for Dr. Jones, who doesn’t respect his work. Yet his powers are needed.

Magorian and Jones’ combined talents embroil them in a deadly search for an ancient manuscript, the Book of Morcant, which may hold the dark answers both of them so desperately need.

But the two new friends are not the only ones who seek the secrets of the last great wizard to walk upon the world…

The Memory of Water is part of the magical contemporary fantasy series, Magorian & Jones, by Taylen Carver.

The Magorian & Jones series:
1.0: The Memory of Water
2.0: The Triumph of Felix
3.0: The Shield of Agrona
3.5: The Wizard Must Be Stopped
4.0: The Rivers Ran Red
5.0: The Divine and Deadly

Also (only available at Stories Rule Press):
Series Special Bundle
Taylen Carver’s Super-Bundle

Contemporary Fantasy Novel
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One man’s “magic” is another man’s engineering.—Robert Heinlein

 

And yet, unless my senses deceive me, the old centuries had, and have, powers of their own which mere “modernity” cannot kill.—Bram Stoker, Dracula

 

Choose warily your wish.—Benjamin Magorian III


 

RIGHT NOW


 

Toledo, Spain.

Drust tripped, grunted and sprawled upon the footpath. At the same time, something brushed past my face. I lurched to one side, my arm up, and spun to see what it was.

A water leaper drove up into the sky with rapid beat of his wings.

At the same time, four—no, eight…no, make that eleven—dark figures dropped over the side of the wall lining the road. The long drop didn’t seem to bother them, but I could feel the impact of their landing.

Goblyns and dwarves, I guessed.

They came up to us, forming a loose semi-circle around us, as Ketill helped Drust back onto his feet.

Magorian took a long step forward and to the side. It put him in front of all of us. I saw his hand reach back into his jeans pocket. He was reaching for his cards.

I was feeling a high degree of anxiety myself.

“Move out of the way,” Magorian said, his voice flat.

“We are not interested in you,” the goblyn facing Magorian said, with rich Russian accent. “Give us the professor and we will let you go.”

He was one of two goblyns. Three dwarves were amongst them. Plus a hobgoblin, not yet in the air, three salamanders and a dragon, still in human form. And, astonishingly, an angel. He had his wings up, so he could take flight at the first hint of trouble. But he held a field hockey stick in his hands, too. He stood out like a beacon among them, glowing in the night air.

How many of the winged races were already above us, hovering and ready to dive?

“You’re talking about Dr. Jones?” Magorian asked them, sounding merely curious. His left hand cut and recut the deck, held behind his hip.

“The goblyn. That one there in the hood.”

“Which one? There are two with hoods,” Magorian pointed out.

“Wotch yoo got behind you?” the dragon demanded suspiciously.

Magorian brought his arm around in front of him and held up the deck.

“Cards!” They all laughed.

Magorian snapped his right arm down, so fast I couldn’t see what he did. But suddenly, the goblyn standing in front of us had a card half-buried in his cheek. The edge of the card had sliced through his hide. He howled, as Magorian made the same whipping motion with his arm three more times. This time, I saw him pluck the cards from the deck in his left hand.

One of the dwarves staggered backward, his hands to his face. The angel snapped his head back. The hockey stick dropped and he leapt into the air, his wings beating downward as he strove for height.

The dragon hissed as a card buried itself in his neck and blood spurted. He wheeled away, his hand to his neck.

Then Magorian threw the deck with his left hand at those still ranged in front of us. They’d be cued by the injuries of the others and they ducked, staggered and flapped out of the way of the falling confetti.

“Down to the river!” Magorian shouted.

We ran.

I had the yawara stick out, now, and tapped an arm, a knee and a conveniently upraised elbow as I passed by. We all ran for the gates while the bus driver stood with his mouth open, his broom held up, forgotten.

Magorian snatched the broom from his hands as he passed. “Thanks!” he shouted over his shoulder.

We clattered down the first flight of stairs, taking them two and three at a time.

Water blasted in my face and I reared back, my feet slipping on the steps. I fell hard. A weight landed on my chest, driving my breath from me. It was a water leaper.  The leaper was lifted and tossed aside.  Ketill pulled me back onto my feet, whirled and leapt for the bottom of the steps.

I staggered after them, my breath coming in hard gasps.

A rock whizzed past my ear and exploded into fragments on the concrete. I leapt over it and kept going. More rocks zipped past us. I heard Drust cry out as one struck his head. He was the target, the one they wanted.

Only the winged races couldn’t carry more than one or two rocks and not large ones, either. As far as I knew, none of them except angels could carry the weight of another man, so we wouldn’t have boulders dropped on us.

Yet even pebbles thrown with enough force and from a high enough elevation could do damage. I’d just seen a piece of cardstock tear open a goblyn’s cheek. I wasn’t discounting anything, now.

I began to dodge and change directions, so that those tossing rocks at us from above couldn’t anticipate my movements.

Fire belched past me from behind, a rolling ball of it, making the night light up, and the air to sizzle. The stink of sulfur was strong.

“Fire!” I shouted, to warn the others.

Magorian instantly wheeled back and sprinted toward me. He still had the broom in his hand, but he’d broken the head off it and held it in his left hand. The handle was a four-foot-long, useless stick.

Magorian rocketed past me.

I spun, alarmed. I’ve seen dragons belching their fumes and fire before. They were unstoppable.

The dragon had inverted to his other form. The bulk of the horned red dragon crouched at the bottom of the steps, his back hunching as he prepared to bellow another ball of flame. His eye wheeled yellow and red and angry.

Magorian threw the broom head in a powerful overarm throw that a first-class cricket bowler would have been proud of. The badly balanced broom head spun, moving fast, and hit the dragon on the snout.

He coughed back his mouthful of fire and brimstone and reared, his stubby wings flapping to keep him balanced. Then he hunched and bellowed flame.

Magorian leapt over the flame, using the broomstick as leverage. The splintered end of the stick burned as he arced in the air and came down on top of the dragon. He swung the burning broomstick around, grasped it with both hands. The rounded end of the stick drove into the top of the dragon’s head, between the stumpy, pointed horns.

The dragon sprawled, its eyes closed, the flames extinguishing, except for those climbing up a sapling, ten yards away, lighting up the night.

Magorian whirled back to face me. “Protect Drust!” he said breathlessly and sprinted past me again. As he ran toward the stairs that led down to the next level of the observation deck, he bent and scooped up one of the rocks the winged ones had been tossing at us.

They would rearm themselves soon, if they hadn’t already.

I ran for the stairs and followed Magorian down them. I could hear the thud of heavy feet behind me, giving chase.

“He killed Leonard!” someone cried.

“Get him!”

They thought I had killed their dragon friend.

I sprinted, and wondered how I had come to this.  I was supposed to be a doctor who healed people.  Two weeks ago, I had been.  Two years before that, I had been a family man.  How times had changed…!


 

BOOK ONE


 

CHAPTER ONE

Cornwall, Britain.  Two Years Ago.

A group of Errata crouched at the far end of the beach, out of speaking distance of the humans soaking up the sun, including my family, which was closest. I measured the Errata as I flapped the blanket and spread it across the sand under the postage stamp-sized piece of shade the cliff provided. Soon, even that would be gone, for the sun was swinging around to the midday peak. As I laid out the blanket to maximize the shade, I watched the Errata from the corner of my eye.

They ignored us, their heads together in a tight little group, which was normal. But I would still monitor them. I, more than anyone else in the world, knew what they were capable of.

Ffraid had volunteered to fight with the umbrella. As she is at least twice as smart as me, I didn’t argue when she grabbed the dusty thing out of the boot and tucked it under her arm like a Sergeant Major’s swagger stick.

The children jumped about, both because of the hot sand and because of the beckoning water.

“I want to go in!” Gwen said impatiently. “It’s my birthday.”

“It’s your father’s birthday, too, Gwendolyn,” Ffraid reminded her. “Stop nagging him.”

“It was an observation of my state of mind,” Gwen shot back. She had turned nine today, and I was already wondering how we would keep her adequately occupied with normal schooling, or if we should find an advanced program for her.

“Da, want to swim,” Owen lisped. He had the sweetest nature of the three of them, but even he was impatient.

“Very well,” I told them, and held up a finger. “The rule, please?”

“Only up to my knees,” Heulwen parroted. Gwen nodded. Owen just looked grave. The waves were tiny, but they were his first.

“Go, go!” Ffraid told them and shooed them toward the water. “Gwen, hold Owen’s hand, please!”

Gwen took Owen’s pudgy hand and the three ran toward the water with shrieks and little leaps.

“It’s far too hot for such energy,” I said, lowering myself to the tartan blanket.

Ffraid dropped onto the blanket beside me and glared up at the umbrella, daring it to close upon us.

I mentally urged it to behave itself. The consequences of defying my wife weren’t worth it.

Ffraid shaded her eyes against the glare of the sun on the water and looked at me, her eyes narrowed a little. “Are they dangerous, Michael?” She had switched to Welsh, which was unlikely to be understood by anyone around us. The closest humans was the family of three to my right, ten yards away.

I glanced at the Errata, away to the left, close by the curving end of the bay, where the beach narrowed to a short point of salt and brown seaweed encrusted rocks, before turning into the next bay. “They’re enjoying a day on the beach, too,” I said. “There’s humans among them,” I added, spotting the ghostly flesh of the arms of a typical Englishman without his pullover.

Ffraid studied them, making it look casual. She wasn’t the only human on the narrow beach sending them furtive glances. “Aren’t those…the ones with the dragonfly wings…what do you call them?”

“Water leapers,” I said. “Don’t call them dragonflies to their faces.”

“I won’t,” she murmured, turning her gaze back to the children. They were still shrieking, splashing each other and kicking up spray. Her mouth softened into a near-smile.

Then she glanced at me and lowered her hand. “Would it help if we found another beach?”

I jumped, guilt touching me. “No…no, we’re here now.”

“Godrevy is a humans-only beach,” she said. Her expression was nonjudgmental. “It’s not far from here.”

Her perfectly reasonable tone made me squirm. It always did. I shook my head. “That would be…” I hunched my shoulders. “Rude,” I finished.

“You mean, they’d notice us leaving,” Ffraid interpreted.

That made me even more uncomfortable. “Let’s change the subject.”

“Very well.” She crossed her legs, displaying shapely thighs and far too much midriff between the open front of her shirt. With her hair loose, she looked like a twenty-year-old. Anyone seeing her now in cheesecloth and a bikini would be taken aback to know she was Dame Ffraid Hyledd-Jones OBE, Oxford Professor, theoretical physicist and mother of three. My three.

I glanced at the three in the water. “We should put sunscreen lotion on them. They’ll burn far too quickly, today.”

“Skin burns more quickly when it’s overcast,” Ffraid replied, reaching for the big bag that held lunch, among other things. “And you’re changing the subject.”

“You agreed we should.”

“I agreed we should stop talking about moving to another beach. I did not agree we should stop talking about the subject which came next.”

“You didn’t say anything.”

“But you know what I was about to say.”

I did. But to admit it would draw us even closer to the bloody subject.

“You’re watching them even now,” Ffraid added softly, making me jump once more. Because, damn it all, I had been studying them over her shoulder. “Dr. Jones, you need to take the day off. It is your birthday.”

“Yes,” I said, making my tone firm.

“Yes?” She said it flatly, confirming that she had heard me correctly.

“Yes, I’m still thinking about the offer.”

“It would be honorable work, Michael.”

“But it is in Spain,” I objected. “I would be uprooting—”

She held up her hand. “You must go where the work takes you.”

“And your work is here.”

“I can think about dark matter anywhere. That’s what ‘theoretical’ means.”

I knew—just as she did—that it wasn’t nearly as simple as that. But for some reason, Ffraid was pressing me to take the United Nations contract to run the refugee camp that was being formed in Toledo. I’d be working with the Errata there and directing the management of the camp.

“You were the first doctor to deal with a phasing Errata—”

“It is called entering an active phase,” I corrected her stiffly. “It appalls me that everyone uses such slang—especially you. It would be like me talking about hyperspace.”

Ffraid didn’t apologize. She didn’t flinch at my mention of science fiction jargon, as she normally did. Her jaw flexed. That should have warned me, but it didn’t. “You keep telling me no one knows very much about the Errata, or the Tutu virus, or how it all works. Only, if there was a list of international experts on the Errata, you would be on it, Michael. You must continue your work. You must learn everything you can about the virus.”

There was a strange note in her voice I had never heard before. “I think I’ve missed something,” I said, puzzled. “I thought we were talking about me.”

Ffraid’s gaze flittered away from mine and my surprise increased. She was never unable to look me directly in the eye.

“Ffraid?” I coaxed, keeping my voice down.

She closed her eyes and drew in a breath. I watched her gather her usual super-human courage together. Her gaze came back to me once more. “You don’t understand—how could you? You are always hip-deep among them, immersed in the facts as they are discovered, right on the very edge of the event-horizon.”

I understood the analogy, even though the physics of black holes were completely beyond me. “And I share everything with you. You know as much as I do about them—”

“Except for what we will become!” Ffraid cried softly, her voice husky with impending tears.

Dismayed, I struggled to find something to say. “But you didn’t get the virus,” I said slowly.

“The children did!” Ffraid closed her hand into a knuckle-bleaching fist. “And I could have caught it and been asymptomatic. So might you! How can we know? It goes dormant and hidden, until it shifts to active and then…” She stared at our three children playing in the wavelets, her eyes glittering.

“Not everyone goes through the active phase.” It was a pathetic attempt to calm her. I felt stupid even saying it, but I always felt helpless when she cried. I could count on one hand the times Ffraid had cried, and they had all left me feeling this abysmal sense of uselessness. If my incredibly smart, Nobel laureate wife could not find answers, how on earth was I supposed to?

Yet when she cried, I wanted to fix things for her. So I gave her the equivalent of a there-there pat on the head.

Ffraid rightfully tossed it straight back at me. “You don’t know that! No one knows anything, you said. You know a thimbleful more than most, but you don’t know. You can’t tell me we won’t end up like them!” She shot her hand out to point at the dozen Errata sitting on bare sand, their backs to all the humans.

It was only then I thought to wonder how long she had been building up to this. And a secondary thought made me glance to the right, to the humans quietly enjoying their day while pretending the Errata were not there at all. How many other mothers, parents, brothers, sisters, children, lived with this quiet dread? This waiting?

I made myself look at Ffraid. “There are no guarantees,” I made myself say. “None. There are no patterns we’ve discerned. Not yet.” I gave her a scientific principal she would understand. “There isn’t a large enough data set to even begin to guess.”

She nodded, and her tears spilled. “But you do know that the virus doesn’t shift along DNA patterns. If I shift…if I phase, then I might become a…a water leaper. And Gwen might become…” She choked and put her face in her hands. “An orc!” Her voice was muffled and filled with dread.

I was smart enough to not correct her terminology, this time. Orc was the epithet everyone used for the goblyns. I also didn’t tell her I thought there was a goblyn among the Errata sitting behind her, staying low and out of sight. She was upset enough already.

I picked up her hand. “Ffraid, listen. It doesn’t matter. None of it matters. I don’t care if you…if you phase. I don’t care if we all phase, and I don’t care what we become. It doesn’t matter. Do you understand?”

Ffraid shook her head, trying to hide her blotchy face with one hand. Denial.

I tugged her hand. “Look behind you,” I said, lowering my voice, even though we were still using Welsh. “Really look at them. There are three water leapers. There is at least one dwarf and I even think there is an angel. And if they’re this close to the water, the avanc who owns this section of the sea likely has his mate here, too. But do you see, Ffraid? There are all kinds among them and they’re together.”

Ffraid gave a great sniff, then lifted a corner of the cheesecloth shirt and wiped her face. When it was quite dry but still red, she looked at me. “Don’t you wonder what will happen to you? Aren’t you afraid?”

I drew in a breath. Let it out. “When I let myself think of it, yes, I’m afraid,” I said truthfully. “But there is nothing we can do, except deal with whatever happens, when it happens.”

“And look for answers in the meantime,” she whispered.

I frowned.

Ffraid gave me a stiff smile. “They found Gordy in his bed, yesterday. Sleeping pills.”

My jaw slackened. I stared at her, my heart thudding, as it all shifted and came together. While I pulled my wits back together, Ffraid turned toward the water, lifted her chin and her voice. “Gwen! Heulwen! Owen! Come back here!” She used English, as the children were not comfortable with Welsh.

Gordon Howard was—had been—the dean of physics and Ffraid’s doctoral advisor. He’d walked her up the aisle, for Ffraid was without family just as I nearly was. He was a scotch drinker and spent all his spare time in a pocket handkerchief-sized garden at the back of his cottage in Godstow, coaxing peonies and lillies along.

And he was the third professor in her department who had chosen to end matters now, who could not face waiting and wondering…

The children took not a bit of notice of Ffraid’s call, so she added, “Right this moment!” Her tone was more convincing than the words. We all knew that tone.

The three stepped reluctantly out of the water and trudged up the beach, dripping and breathing hard, their eyes shining. Even Owen was dancing about with joy.

Ffraid took Owen’s arm, tugged him closer to her. She pulled out the very large bottle of sunscreen lotion and uncapped it.

I beckoned Gwen toward me. “Turn around, let me reach your back.”

The squealing screams were distant and soft. I’d heard them so many times before that at first, I didn’t register the significance of them. I was too busy plucking Gwen’s wet, black locks from her back.

“Michael…!” Ffraid said softly. Her urgent tone did snag my attention. I looked up.

Ffraid looked at the Errata, then back at me.

The Errata were clustered in a tight group. I saw a pale foot kick out from among their legs, the flesh white from too much time spent inside. An arm flailed. The low grunting sounded again and this time I consciously registered it.

I got to my feet. “You three, stay with your mother,” I told Gwen, Heulwen and Owen.

“Is that…is one of them phasing?” Ffraid asked in Welsh.

“Yes, I think so. I should help.”

She nodded. “Yes, you must.”

I was already sorting through what supplies and instruments I had in my kit in the car, as I walked over to the thick glob of Errata. “Let me through, please. I’m a doctor. I can help.”

The man on the sand was writhing, his contortions kicking up clouds of fine white sand. He looked human, but he wouldn’t for much longer.

Everyone around him hovered with their hands out, as if they were reaching to help. Only, they had no idea what to do to help him.

I yanked on the nearest shoulder to make way for myself. A white wing snapped out in surprise and I ducked away from the thick upper edge. The angel looked over her shoulder.

“I’m a doctor,” I told her. “I can help.”

She looked troubled. “You know ‘ow to fix…us?” Her eyes were crystalline and beautiful, as all angels were. The expression in them was troubled.

I ducked the direct answer, which wouldn’t reassure her. “I’ve had a great deal of experience. Let me through.”

She brought her wings back in and folded them against her back. “‘e just started to…to scream ‘n to squirm.” Her accent was east London and thick. She tapped the arm of the water leaper next to her and they both shuffled out of the way.

“He is moving into active phase,” I told them. “Although I’ve never seen it come on so fast. There is usually a few days of fever…”

“‘e was sick last week,” one of the other leapers said. “Moanin’ and groanin’. Then ‘e got better.”

“Hmm…” I said diplomatically. No one “got better” when they moved into active phase. They sickened, changed, or died. I knelt in the sand next to the writhing man. “The shift was delayed,” I murmured, studying his facial features. I absorbed the details, cataloguing them. I looked up at the leaper standing over me. “My car is in the carpark at the top of the cliff. The white Mercedes. There is a Gladstone bag in the back of the boot. You can open the boot from the dashboard. We left the windows down because of the heat.”

The leaper nodded. Then she threw herself up into the air. Her gossamer wings spread with a soft snap and worked hard with the characteristic fluttering sound water leapers made when they flew. She lifted up in the air.

Farther along the beach, I heard gasps and cries of alarm as the humans saw her take flight.

I ignored them and instead studied my patient. He was kicking, thrusting and making harsh tearing sounds at the back of the throat. His eyes were screwed shut.

I frowned. If he had passed through the fever stage and avoided developing meningitis as so many of them did, then he should not be in such severe pain now.

I examined the way he was holding his eyes so tightly closed and the truth occurred to me—only it was too late.

He screamed, a very human sound, and the last he would make as a human, then threw his head back and howled. It was a guttural, deep sound, for his vocal chords were shifting.

Along the beach, I heard echoing gasps and horror-filled murmurs.

The Errata around me shifted on their feet, alarmed.

“Please, please, ‘elp him,” the angel murmured. Agony twisted her voice.

She would not personally remember the pain of her own phase-shift. None of them did.

“It will pass,” I assured her. “But we must get him out of the sun—”

The soon-to-be goblyn howled again, cutting me off. He straightened, rigid with pain.

The ground beneath us vibrated and began to shake, almost exactly like an earthquake.

Even the Errata moved away, their eyes widening. I looked between them for the black face and black tusks of the goblyn I knew was lurking behind them. I saw his red-rimmed eyes. “Control his power!” I told the goblyn sharply. “He cannot—not yet!”

The goblyn crouched down on the other side of my patient. He put his hand, with the thickly ridged, black epidermis on the back, on the shoulder of his new brother. “‘ugh…’ugh!” He shook.

“He can’t hear you,” I told the goblyn.

“I can’t stop ‘im,” the goblyn replied. “Not in the sun, not out ‘ere.”

“If we get him inside, then?”

“Maybe…” the goblyn said. “If it’s dark, like.”

I put my hand out as the ground beneath me seemed to shrug and try to toss me aside.

A bone-deep cracking sounded.

Then the world paused, for one last shining moment. Even Hugh grew still.

We looked at each other.

“What was that?” one of them breathed, as if they were too afraid to speak any louder.

A man screamed, behind us.

“The cliff!! The cliff!”

I leapt to my feet and whirled at the same time, my heart racing. I saw something that my brain refused to process properly, not until many long black days later.

A massive portion of the cliff had cracked and was falling away from the land behind it. It was as if a giant had cleaved an axe into the land above, and now the severed section was falling away.

It fell with horrible slowness. It fell far too fast for me, with my pitiful human reactions, to respond.

“Ffraid!” My shout tore at my throat. I threw out my hand, as if that would shove my wife and my children far away from the shade at the foot of the cliff. Ffraid had Owen on her hip as she slogged through the sand, with Heulwen’s hand in hers, while screaming at Gwen to run.

The goblyn leapt into a hard, driving sprint across the sand, as if it was a smooth running track beneath his thick feet. As he could control the earth, it possibly was hard track beneath each heavy foot. He raced toward them, a powerful, squat figure in jeans and teeshirt, moving with inhuman speed.

Even he was not fast enough. The cliff dropped like a broad shiv, driving into the soft beach beneath. The top half of cliff-face crumbled at the jarring impact with the land and spewed across the narrow beach and into the wavelets where my children had been playing only a few moments ago.

Then everything grew still once more. Very still.


 

CHAPTER TWO

LaMancha Reconstruction Syndrome Refugree Camp, Toledo, Spain. Two Weeks Ago.

The dream woke me somewhere between two and three. I couldn’t make the green numbers come together in sharp focus when I blinked at the clock. From long experience, I knew I wouldn’t sleep again tonight, so I dressed in yesterday’s clothes, which saved me from having to put on a light. I walked through the camp, which was mercifully quiet once more because all the protesters were sleeping—or doing what passed for sleep, for them. The goblyns and their kind, of course, would be awake and silently watching.

I ducked under the flap of the clinic tent and walked into chaos.

The waiting room at the front was a narrow area marked off by blankets pegged to rope, which hid the interior of the clinic from non-medical gazes. The noise, though, was distinctive and familiar. When I pushed aside the blanket and moved through to the general ward area, the view matched what I had heard.

At the far end of the tent was a plastic-walled room, brightly lit, with a “temporary” wooden floor which had been in service for the entire two years I had been here. The rest of the tent had started with mowed wild grass for carpet. Now it was all bare dirt.

Forming a circle around the edge of the surgery room were banks of monitors, equipment, trays of instruments, chests of drugs and three laptop computers, one of them a heavy-duty monster which NASA claimed could be run over by a two ton truck and keep ticking—but then urged us to not try it at home.

In the center of that scratched, dented and mangled collection of secondhand and scrounged equipment and the supplies they held was a fully adjustable hospital bed, the only one in the clinic. Everyone else got to sleep on narrow camp beds I had come to believe were World War II surplus.

The man lying on the bed was the source of the groaning and incoherent shouting. He would have been thrashing, too, except he was strapped down upon the mattress with sheepskin-lined straps. Even with the straps, he was still managing to squirm and kick. They were to stop him hurting himself, or throwing himself off the bed, or wrenching the IV from his arm, or any of the other three tubes which were supporting his bodily functions because he could not.

Around the bed, three medical aides, all of them Errata, stood back with their eyes very large, watching the agony-driven patient. They were new to this. Aides were always new to this. We went through medical aides the way I had consumed energy drinks as a student. Most of them resigned after witnessing a patient move through their active phase change. From the look on these three’s faces, we’d lose them all after tonight, too. It was hard to blame them. A phase change scraped against the soul like a grater.

Suzuki was bent over the patient, trying to pry one of his eye lids back so she could check the sclera, calm despite the noise, the unhelpful help, and the rolling head under her long fingers.

I stepped into the room. “Prognosis, doctor?”

Suzuki straightened and tilted her head at me. “You’ve been gone barely two hours, Michael.” Her large green eyes tilted up at the corners. I always found it amusing that even her epicanthic folds had tilted upward, too. They were reduced to almost nothing, but they were still recognizably there.

“Don’t get tetchy,” I told her.

“The dream again?” She didn’t wait for my answer, as the patient gave a great shout and his body grew taut against the straps. I could see every tendon drawn tight like violin strings, all over his body.

I rolled up my sleeves. “I’ll help you with the lumbar puncture.”

Suzuki glanced behind her at the cowering aides, as if she had just remembered they were there. “Go and get some sleep.” She clearly agreed with me that they would be unnerved by the tapping of spinal fluid, too.

The aides didn’t ask anything stupid such as, “Are you sure?” They left, herding each other out of the room, as eager to escape as I was to see them go. They were nothing more than a tripping hazard now.

We got to work. It normally took four people to manage the patient while the spine was tapped, but Suzuki was strong enough for three. As we finished the procedure and cleaned up the patient, I looked at her. I didn’t have to drop my chin to do that as I once had. “There was a time when you couldn’t reach over the bed. There’s that, at least.”

Suzuki’s nose wrinkled. She had a finely-drawn nose, now, with not a hint of upturn at the end. It offset the very long ears, with their pointed ends. “Even then, I could still dump you upon the floor and not raise my pulse while I did it.”

I laughed, because that was exactly what she had done to me the first time we met. I had stood eighteen inches higher than her and outweighed her by three stone, even then.

Now she was within a hair’s breadth of being taller than me. All the fae were tall, willowy and elegant.

Suzuki picked up with the dish with the syringe holding the sample and turned it toward the light. “Milky as hell,” she said. “We could save ourselves the expense of running the test.”

The patient was quiet for the moment, breathing hard, his eyes closed. For the life of me, I could not remember his name at that moment, but it had been a very long night. “Save the money,” I told her. “Look at the angle of his neck. It’s curving.”

She turned on her heel. “Well, bugger me,” she breathed. “I missed that.” Then she sighed. “Poor sod. He has a rough few days ahead.”

“More than rough,” I assured her. “This will be a bad one, Kája.”

She tilted her head in that graceful curve once more. “Are you doing that observation thing again?”

“Gut feeling,” I assured her. “Also, long practice.” We both smiled grimly at that.

Suzuki watched the patient, as if she was reluctant to leave. Schroeder. His name came back to me, finally. I could feel energy returning as I shrugged off sleep. “Go and rest,” I repeated to her. “I have this.”

Suzuki nodded and left, which told me exactly how—well, not tired, for she never got tired—but how depleted she had grown from dealing with this one. The active phase was draining on everyone.

I got to work. It didn’t bother me, working alone. It wasn’t the first time I had whiled away the dark hours. There was always something else to do in the clinic, if one didn’t mind getting their hands dirty with duties that most London doctors would rightfully consider the province of orderlies and aides and cleaning staff. We didn’t run to such luxuries here. The few medical aides we’d ever managed to hold onto for more than a fortnight were assigned where they were most needed; in the surgery or, if they proved to have the aptitude, on nursing duties.

I had learned how to clean bed pans, wash linens and sterilize instruments. I once made enough vegetarian stew to feed the entire ward, when our cook left her post without notice.

I was peripherally aware of the sun rising beyond the tent, bringing in light and heat, for it was June and Toledo was torrid. Not long after sunrise, the protestors returned to their rope lines and began to chant. It was soft at first. I knew when the TV vans arrived, because the chanting and screaming grew louder.

I absorbed the changing status of the camp subconsciously, for shortly before dawn, Schroeder grew agitated, forcing me to strap him down once more. He had already acquired the extra strength most of the Errata assumed, so it was trying work.

Suzuki slipped into the room as I got the last strap adjusted and helped me run through the set of scans and tests we had chiseled into routine by sheer repetition.

I read his temperature, my heart dropping. I didn’t say anything, because the four non-emergency patients lying on the camp beds beyond the plastic walls were now awake.

Her big green eyes shifted to the monitor panel, then to me. Her expression was grave. But her shoulders gave a tiny lift that I easily interpreted. There’s nothing to be done about it.

“Paracetamol.” I reached for the bottle on the trolley. At the very least, we could reduce a little of his pain.

“He might become a siren,” Suzuki warned. Those who changed into sirens reacted badly to paracetamol.

“He’s a goblyn,” I assured her.

“And you know that, how?”

“He reacted to the sunrise.” I injected a triple dose of paracetamol into his IV. Most human drugs had little effect on the Errata, even in doses that would knock an oxen off its feet.

Schroeder was still squirming, although his vocal chords were shifting, so he no longer screamed.

“Let’s turn him onto his side,” I said. “He’s trying to bring his knees up.”

We got the straps undone once more and helped the semi-comatose man onto his side. His knees curled up and he hunched in on himself—all except his head, which rolled back, for his neck was stiffening.

As he moved, the man’s skeletal structure gave out pops and groans. It was changing, too. I had speculated that the extreme fever the Errata suffered was the disease’s way of “baking” the changes into their DNA and making it express itself fully. World authorities had come to agree that substantially altered gene expression was the mechanism for the shift, which made sense to me.

Sometimes I itched to have the time to contribute to the research myself. But I was too damned busy actually caring for the people the researchers merely speculated about.

As we got Schroeder into the position he was naturally trying to bring himself into, he began to convulse. That was also par for the course. We held him down, while he jerked and shuddered, then swung into clean-up procedure once more.

Before we had finished, he seized again.

Suzuki stepped back and looked down at her white tunic, which was stained with urine now. She gave a soft hiss and stalked out of the room to find a fresh tunic.

I kept on with the work of cleaning the man up once more. There was no one else to do it.

When Suzuki returned, she wore faded surgery gear, which was too short for her long legs and too wide around her hips. She had used a surgical stapler on the tough cotton to fold the excess material in around her waist, because the drawstring was gone.

Her expression was grim as we ran through another check of vitals. As I signed the sheet listing the grim facts, she said, “We’ll lose this one, Michael.”

I shook my head. “There’s hope, yet. I might be wrong about him being a goblyn. If he’s becoming a dragon, then he can cope with even this fever.”

“You’ve never yet been wrong about what they will become,” she pointed out, her tone reasonable. She resettled one of Schroeder’s arms, which had flailed about.

“There’s still things we can do.”

“There is,” she said firmly.

I lowered the board. “There isn’t a scrap of proof that sucking up his exhaled air makes any difference at all.”

“You know it does, Michael.” She maintained the reasonable tone, because we’d had this discussion before.

“Inhaling bad humors is medieval,” I shot back. My anger was building and I tried to squash it, for this was Suzuki and she deserved far more from me than my intolerance.

“So what? It works.”

“For you it works. That isn’t science. It’s…”

“Magic is just science you don’t understand.”

“If it was a scientific concept, even one I couldn’t understand, then I should be able to replicate your results, but I cannot. Ergo—”

“You are not fae.” Suzuki’s tone was flat. Pragmatic. “I am. It is a variable you always refuse to acknowledge—”

“Because there is no proof!” I had showered her with anger after all. Well done, bastard.

Suzuki didn’t react. We’d been here before, too.

I shook my head once more. “We both know what is happening here.” I fought to keep my tone reasonable. For the sake of the Errata on the camp beds, I didn’t state what was happening aloud, but Suzuki’s tiny nod told me she knew it, too. Schroeder was dying and there was nothing modern medicine could do to help him. We couldn’t even ease his pain and make him comfortable.

As doctors, our helplessness was maddening.

When that happened, I got angry. Suzuki just grew thoughtful.

She straightened out the new, fresh sheet beneath Schroeder, watching his labored panting. “There is one thing we might try.”

“Something new?” I asked and hated the hopeful, childish upnote in my voice.

Suzuki’s gaze met mine. “You won’t like it.”

“I have liked very little for too many years. Tell me. I can stand it.”

Suzuki was back to watching Schroeder. “There is a man I’ve heard of, here in Toledo. He has…skills.”

“Skills like yours?” I asked sharply. I still wasn’t certain that the fae’s ability to draw out “bad air” from patients, heal minor complaints and ease major ones wasn’t merely a large-scale placebo effect. The lack of science to back up their abilities was a yawning black hole I didn’t like.

That black hole of information hovered over all the Errata. Despite years of watching them, I was no closer to properly understanding their nature than I had been when the first Tutu victim had turned. All I had were precepts. Don’t give sirens paracetamol. Don’t give dragons or salamanders aspirin. It was pathetic.

“Not skills like mine,” Suzuki replied. “Magorian is human. He has a way with herbs and—”

“He’s a wiccan?” Horror burst through me.

“He’s a healer,” Suzuki shot back. Her voice rose. “You are being obtuse, Michael.”

That tone, those words…I had heard them almost daily, once. It was a reminder of Suzuki when she had been human and I had been terrified of her yet fascinated by such fierceness emerging from such a tiny body all at once.

I felt nothing, now. “If I wanted a wiccan, I’d call my bloody aunt Suzy and tell her to bring her soothe stones.”

“You don’t have an aunt Suzy.”

“Now you’re precise.”

“I’m always precise. You don’t give up on patients, Michael. You are relentless. Except you will not use all the tools you have within reach and that is…it is irritating. And it is a crime. These people are dying and hurting!”

“If science isn’t serving, I should have a bash at just anything?”

Suzuki looked at me as though she was suppressing the need to box my ears. Then she drew herself up—and when she did that, she was taller than me. She raised her hands, palms up, looking eerily like paintings of Jesus ministering to the weak and needy.

The air in the room shifted. A breeze whirled, fanning my face. The air, already heated by the morning sun, grew cooler as it played over my flesh.

Schroeder gave a soft sound and his mouth opened. A sigh.

On the monitor, his body temperature dropped a degree. Then another. Then three more.

“Magic isn’t a sideshow,” Suzuki said. “It is as real as you and me. As real as that monitor.”

“And if he is becoming a dragon, you’re endangering him, “ I pointed out coldly. “Science is real, too. Facts. Data. They’re undeniable.”

The breeze halted and I felt a touch of regret. “Besides, you can’t keep that up forever,” I pointed out.

“I cannot?” Suzuki asked coldly. “How would you know?”

I didn’t know. That was the problem.

Schroeder’s body temperature ticked up another degree.

Suzuki tilted her head, as if to say “So?”

I wanted to say no. Only, I couldn’t, because Suzuki is the most prosaic and practical person I’ve ever met.

I met her when I was sixteen.

The year I turned fourteen, I was put into the foster care system and shuffled to a family in Caernarvon. It was the first time I had travelled to northern Wales. It was my first time out of Carmarthen. It was a great many firsts, none of them pleasant, including the foster parents I had been assigned to. Any of them. I had four sets of parents in two years. The first time one of them got drunk and belligerent, I slid through the attic window, shinnied down the ivy and began walking. I walked in the direction I thought the train station lay.

The police caught up with me barely two miles later. I was tall for sixteen, and when I couldn’t produce ID, they took me to the station to process me.

I first tried to talk myself out of the situation. I’d learned how to make adults relax and laugh and lower their guard. A wide-eyed look, a precocious babble and the right words making the right suggestion at the right time. It came easily to me.

But these were my first cops and I underestimated their stoicism. They were not impressed by a single word. That left only one recourse, in my estimation.

I kicked, punched, slapped, scratched and bit. I surprised them enough that they had to work to try to contain me. That was when Suzuki sailed into the room, a cutter on calm waters.

Back then, she had been only four foot, eleven and a half inches. “That half inch is very important to me,” she told me, days later. “It stops me from being an official midget.”

She was a medical doctor, who had been treating a banged-up prisoner in the station’s inadequate infirmary, next door, and had been roused by the ruckus.

Her lack of height and weight had not stopped her from stepping into the cauldron of violence and reaching for me, with a simple wooden ruler in her fist. She tapped the ruler against me.

I found myself on my back, my head ringing and my legs numb and useless from the hips down, while the police officers gawped and got their breath back.

I don’t know what Suzuki told the police, but I was released and she drove me back to the falling down cottage I was supposed to call home. She didn’t speak. Neither did I, not until she stopped the car beside the moss-covered stone wall.

“But…you’re a doctor. You’re not supposed to be able to…to do that.”

“Know many doctors, then, child?” Her stare really was inscrutable. Her eyes were narrow almonds, with dark irises filling the space.

“Actually, I do. One at least.” I reined in the impulse to tell her about Dr. Garbo, in Carmarthen and what he had done for my mother.

“Useless, then?” she asked.

“Well, he helps people.”

“So do I.”

“When you’re not knocking them off their feet.”

“I didn’t knock you off your feet, boy. Your legs did that for me.”

My knees were still unsteady. “Teach me how you do that,” I said, my tone urgent. “Please.”

She considered me. “So you can maybe take care of the people you ran away from tonight?”

I saw her point. I shook my head. “No, not for that.”

“You can see why I might think so. Tell me why, then, and I’ll consider it.”

There were a dozen facile answers I could have given her. I dug deeper, knowing she would see through all of them. What emerged surprised even me. “If I could do what you can do…even just knowing I could do it if I wanted to, even if I don’t…then I would feel…safe.”

She sighed. “The things we do to children.” Then she put the car in gear. “Segontiwm Football Club Pitch. The pavilion at the back. Tomorrow at four.”

“Then you’ll teach me?”

“It is time for you to get out of the car.”

I opened the door and hung on to it. “How do I get there?”

“Use your feet,” she replied. “But...if you run away again, if you ever use what I teach you against anyone who isn’t actively trying to kill you, then the lessons stop. You won’t ever see me again.”

Suzuki taught me her unique blend of two different Japanese defense systems and a smattering of other defense principals for two years. But she gave me far more than a sense of control over my life. It was Suzuki who made me decide to be a doctor. Suzuki and Dr. Garbo, who had spotted my mother’s distress when no one else had noticed she was even in need.

Suzuki didn’t laugh at me when I told her my new ambition, even though she knew—as I was to come to understand—that the odds against me reaching such vaunted heights, considering the basecamp I squatted in, were astronomical.

My grades were bad and I had to make up the ground. I took extra-curricular classes in between casual work at the local chemist. Suzuki helped me catch up with other subjects and I paid for ad hoc examinations with the pittance I earned at the chemist store.

I also managed to charm my high school headmaster into giving me a second chance at two of the subjects I’d failed at. I think it was the first time I ever used that ability to soothe people into an agreeable state of mind for what I considered to be
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