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Anger is like a full hot horse, 

being allowed his way.

Henry VIII, Act 1, Scene 1

She screamed, “I have had it with you!”

His thoughts screamed, too.

“You brag about your work. It’s the best -like no one has ever seen- but you can’t complete the easiest tasks and you blame everyone else.”

He took a step back. She didn’t look like Aunt Catoriana, but the contempt, the shoes...

Still screaming, she advanced, finger waving, 

She picked up some pages. “This is what Insalaco said?”

Despite the screaming thoughts, he said, “Word for word.”

She threw the pages at his chest. “You weren’t even there!”

He looked toward the door. 

“Who do you think you-”

Black tendrils appeared to his right and left. Part of him recognized them as a — vital part of him. 

The woman froze, eyes shifting right and left, as the tendrils extended slowly like paired reptiles. 

“Wha-”

The vapors struck like serpents, lopping around the prey in a fluid motion. 

He could feel her attempted scream through his new appendages, which lifted her above eye level. 

Fingers clawing, legs kicking. 

She almost kicked a chair, so he calmly moved to his right.

An unfamiliar voice, using his mouth, said, “Yes. Struggle.”

At the edge of his perception, a thought, but not his. 

The tendrils obeyed.

Neck popped. 

Color drained from her face.

He felt nothing, but he’d known her for over a year. 

Shouldn’t he feel-

The tendrils released, and she hit the floor like a wet sack of flour. 

But best of all, his thoughts returned to normal volume after so very long. 

“Better?” said the other voice, still using his voice.

He almost answered, but that’s crazy.

‘No,’ said the other. ‘Not crazy at all.’

The other had a thought. A tendril obeyed, extending 10 meters across the room, grabbing a hunk of bread from her lunch, and wedging deep in her throat. 

‘Tell someone she’s choking.’
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Part 1

I
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At the end of shift, Toby slipped the workforce report into his pouch, adjusted his guard tunic, and headed for the long stairs. 

He took the stairs two at a time and dodged fellow Guards as they descended.

The warm Prime, hanging from its chain, bumped against his chest. 
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THINGS WERE GETTING back to normal: only a few new virus cases and the warmer weather was a welcome break from the horrors of last winter, though the blizzard lashing the Western Kingdom would be here in days. 

Two more reports are due tomorrow, one for Captain Fratus on the ammo supply and Madame Strunk on ‘A Tale of Two Cities.’ Toby had read it before, in high school, back in South Carolina, though technically not every word or chapter. 

He exited the long stair out of the Guard station and walked out into the main corridor of Dúnbarnaugh Castle. As usual, a frigid north wind roared out of the mountain pass and across the alpine glaciers. 

More people in the corridors, though nothing like the packed days before the virus.

“Messenger,” said an elderly man Toby recognized from the dining hall. 

“Evening, um, James,” said Toby. 

James beamed and his companion, a woman James had just started dating, seemed impressed. 

Toby came to an intersection of corridors left to the dining hall and right to his apartment. 

His bout with the virus left him with less appetite, but Uncle would say something if he didn’t eat. 

***
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THE DINING HALL WAS empty as the last service was winding down. 

“Messenger,” said Great Uncle Insalaco.

“What is good tonight?

He pointed toward a dark liquid. “Just came in today. Our friends to the West call it milky doc. I can fry some, baking takes longer, or this stew is ready now.”

“Stew it is.”

Uncle served up two bowls, first with something like rice grown in the swamps to the south, then a generous serving of the fish stew, finished with a dollop of one of Insalaco’s fabulous sauces, poured to look like a leaf. 

Insalaco led the way back through the kitchen, out the back door, and a few meters up the rough cobblestone service hallway to Insalaco’s backroom, his quiet place. 

Toby talked, but Insalaco said, “Let’s eat. This is the first food I’ve had since dawn.”

Both dug into their bowls. The fish was light, with spices like Thyme and Marjoram, except those plants didn’t grow in this part of the multiverse. 

“Appetite seems better,” Insalaco said.

“Getting there. Yours?”

“I wasn’t as sick as you or shot. Twice.”

Toby merely nodded. 

“What are the doctors saying?”

“They think the worst is finally over.”

“What did they say about you?”

“Oh. GGRG, Sergeant.”

“You nearly died.”

“I’m good.”

“Try again.”

“I...” 

The memory. So vivid. 

Gun.

Sgt. Hogan stepping between-

Impact.

Impact

Darkness.

“Toby?”

He blinked. “I’m good.”

“No, you aren’t.” 

Toby tried to focus on his food.

Insalaco nodded. “I’d been in the Guard about a year, and the city was especially low on food. Then there was food, at an enormous price.”

“The infamous Mr. Doyle?”

“Aye. We went to Doyle’s Crossroads to investigate. We were patrolling the Barrier just north of the crossroads when we heard a wagon. The sun was going down fast, and a man was driving the oxen hard for the Barrier.” 

Insalaco took a second. 

“It was the first time I’d seen the One. That boiling mass of black, five meters tall.”

“And that handsome, smiling face.” 

Insalaco nodded. “So bizarre. The One grabbed the man and lifted him like a toy. Then the One pushed the wagon toward the Barrier. The oxen didn’t know what to do, and pushing from behind only confused the beasts. The One came up, grabbed reins, and led the animals right up to the Barrier, and then moved back a hundred meters.”

“What did you do?”

“We stood there. The man screamed for help, but what could we do? I was closest to the Barrier, and the One said, ‘Go ahead, Insalaco. I already have my dinner.’ Then he laughed like it was the funniest thing he’d ever said.”

Toby gave a slight nod: the One’s hearing was legendary. He learned everyone’s name and sometimes called the unwary by name to cross the Barrier.

Insalaco stared into the candle, then said, “My sergeant ordered me to get the cart. I’d never touched the Barrier before. It felt like water, but I didn’t get wet.”

Toby nodded. 

“I kept my eyes locked on the One, but it didn’t move closer. I grabbed the reins. He smiled and said, ‘Your lucky day, Insalaco.’”

“I pulled the cart through, and then the One let the man go free. He sprinted toward us. We were all screaming, ‘Run.’ He was meters from the Barrier.”

“And the One shot him,” Toby said.

“The man glowed, and what landed on our side of the Barrier was...”

“Horrible,” Toby said. 

Insalaco still shuttered. “That event has haunted me for years, but I refused to admit it because I am a Guard. We are always Great, Great, Really Great. All the time, no matter what, right, Corporal?”

Toby sat taller. “GGRG, sir.”

“That’s crap, and it took me years to see it. They say what does not kill you makes you stronger, except scars don’t make you faster, stronger, or better. I was angry for years, and it cost me the love of me life and the children we’d planned.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“Because I don’t talk about it, and I should have talked to her.”

Toby didn’t know what to say.

“Someone tried to kill you just the other day. You are angry. Choosing not to deal with the anger and pain is like drinking poison and expecting your enemy to die.”

***
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AFTER TOBY PUT THE finishing touches on his reports, he saw his Tester, Keeper, and their three children heading toward Grandpa’s office, also known as Teacher’s Room. 

“Morning,” Toby said. 

“Oh,” Raymond said. “Um, morning.”

“Everything okay?”

Raymond glanced at Keeper Samantha, who shook her head. 

“We’re fine,” Raymond said. “You?”

“What’s going on?”

Raymond looked at Samantha, who scowled but nodded. 

“We might move to the Keeper’s school.”

“Oh,” Toby said. He knew the Head Mistress was still frail from her near-death experience with the virus. “When needed, I can call Samantha, and you can shift both of you here.”

Neither of them would look him in the eye. 

“What?” Toby said.

“They require us to live in the castle.”

“But...”

“We haven’t decided.”

“But if you have to live here...”

“We’d retire as Tester and Keeper.”

“Oh.” Toby tried to let that sink in. “What does Teacher say?”

“He’d go with us.”

“And he’d have to retire, too?”

“Yes.”

Mind blank, Toby’s feet kept walking. “I thought you were going to become Teacher someday.”

Raymond nodded. “Thought about it.”

“What changed?”

“What hasn’t changed? We knew our jobs were dangerous, but now every jackass in the Realm has a rifle firing 600 rounds a minute. It’s just a matter of time for us.”

“You don’t know that.” 

“No, but we have small children, and the danger has never been greater.”

And a rough-looking man, with an AK slung over his shoulder, walked around the corner, and sneered at Toby’s Guard uniform.

***
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THE SCHEDULE SHOWED toby with Teacher until 10, a four-hour shift at the West Gate, then class with Madame Strunk, and he was presenting the workforce report at the Council meeting this evening.

“Morning, Teacher.”

Sklavos didn’t look up. His ruined face, the constant reminder of his encounter with the One, hovered over a scroll, dead gray eyes dancing from line to line, then back up to the top. 

“You can extend the shield.”

“Yes, Teacher.” He’d gone to Inis Fada when someone opened fire. Everyone (at first) thought it was an attempted coup against King Jon. Instinctively, Toby extended his green screen around himself and the King.

Teacher pointed at the scroll. “I read this long ago, as did my teacher and his before him. We thought the author was poetic or metaphorical. ‘The Messenger encircles the Realm with his verdant vallation’.”

Teacher put a glass beaker on his desk. “Encircle this.”

When in danger, the green screen instantly appeared but producing it now... 

“Today,” Teacher said.

Focusing on the beaker, a bead of sweat rolled down Toby’s face. 

This migraine might be a whopper. 

The screen extended from his right hand and enclosed the beaker.

“Now, leave just your fingertips and the beaker inside the screen.”

Toby cut his eyes at Teacher. 

“Focus.”

Deep breath. 

Toby willed the screen to just his thumb, around the beaker, and to his first finger.

“Good,” Teacher said.

The extreme compliment was so unexpected, Toby’s concentration lapsed for only a millisecond. 

The screen disconnected from his hand, but like a miniature version of the once great Barrier, it didn’t disappear.

“That happened before?” Teacher said.

Toby’s attention locked on the small green sphere. “No.”

Then, precisely like the old Barrier, the sphere got smaller, followed by a crack like a gunshot. 

Toby examined the smoldering depression on Teacher’s desk. 

“Sorry.”

Teacher poured water into the defect, resulting in a cloud of steam, then said, “Sarah has made a wormhole. Have you?”

“Not sure I can.”

“Choose to think otherwise. I’m assuming Samantha has you practicing blue and red beams regularly.”

“Twice a month.”

“And the other beam?”

So much for keeping that secret. “I shift out to Sturt Mead.”

“Good. You need to name it.”

“Why?”

“Because ‘other’ can mean anything. I understand wanting to keep it secret, but Vaiden will find out.”

Toby tried not reacting.

“How long?”

“Almost at once. Someone saw me practicing with Samantha up on the rooftop garden. Then after the attack in Coldtown, he put two and two together.”

Teacher nodded. “I wondered about that. And Vaiden has said nothing publicly?”

“He agreed with keeping it quiet.”

“Vaiden? Council Leader Vaiden. Likes purple?”

Toby smiled. 

***
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IT WAS HAPPENING AGAIN. 

Like someone took his thoughts and broadcast them back into his brain so loud he winced. 

You know what works, said the other voice. 

A woman stumbled; torn, filthy clothes; her hair hung in dense mats. 

But his gaze focused on her shoes.

She staggered to her feet, walked to a back alley, and fell asleep.

Do you want to sleep again?
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II
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Vaiden gaveled the Council Meeting to order. Since the last election, the Council was back up to full strength, which meant Toby’s brief stint on the Council was, thankfully, no longer needed.

In the center of the bench sat Vaiden, his ornate chair now back from storage. Madame Strunk sat on the Council Leader’s immediate right. Madame Belangia sat far to the left. 

“Welcome,” Vaiden said, “and especially welcome to our four new councilors. But, before we begin, I’d like a moment of silence for the four councilors and the hundreds of friends and family we lost.”

After, Vaiden introduced the newest councilors, including “Insalaco Aeronson, dining hall manager, and former Command Sergeant Major of the Castle Guard.”

“Since our Messenger is here, I recommend we let him give his report first.”

Toby stood up, just as Madame Belangia said, “I object.”

Vaiden turned. “So soon?”

“He’s last on the agenda.”

“And I see no reason to make him sit here.”

Wow. The old Vaiden would have made him sit, not called on him, and made him come back later. 

“I move we let the Messenger speak,” said Insalaco.

“Second,” said Madame Strunk.

“All in favor?”

All but one hand went up.

“Opposed?”

Madame Belangia abstained. 

At least some things were back to normal. 

Toby cleared his throat. “You asked for a report on the workforce numbers for the Guard, food services, and sanitation.”

“We need to move into executive session,” said Belangia.

“None of this is sensitive information,” said Vaiden. 

“I have information vital to our survival.”

“Again?”

The two locked glares. 

“Second,” said the new councilor from the south. 

And the vote was four to three: Madame Belangia didn’t abstain. 

Vaiden said. “I need a moment with the Messenger.”

***
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TOBY FOLLOWED VAIDEN back to his private office, the same office Toby occupied for a short time. 

“Feel weird?” Vaiden said.

“A little.”

“You’ll be back.”

“I don’t-”

“King Karl contacted me. He and Golec want you and Sarah to keep working together on amulet functions.”

“Yes, sir.”

Vaiden held Toby’s gaze. “I recommend you tell them about the new beam.”

“Sir?”

“I understand, but how many people already know about it?”

“Samantha.”

“But not her husband?”

“She agreed to keep it secret.”

“Teacher?”

He nodded. “And Insalaco.”

“And maybe a few more when you blasted that murderer in the North Tower.”

Toby shrugged. “Just so I’m clear, why tell them?”

“By hearing it from us when we don’t have to say anything, we are treating them as friends, and maybe they’ll act like friends.”

This makes good sense; therefore, not the real reason: Vaiden gets the credit if this goes well. If not, they give Toby all the blame, but there was probably more going on. 

Probably the new trade deal. 

“I’m counting on you to make this work,” Vaiden said.

“The Council does not want to discuss it?”

Vaiden held Toby’s gaze for three seconds too long. He picked up a slip of paper and his quill. As he was scratching out something, he said, “This is an administrative matter.”

***
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TOBY CALLED INSALACO and Madame Strunk over to the side after the Council meeting ended at 2 am. 

“This can’t wait?” Insalaco said, stifling a yawn. “I have to be at work in three hours.

“I need just a moment.”

They agreed, and he shifted them to Insalaco’s inner sanctum behind the dining hall. 

“Is that table new?” said Madame Strunk.

“Aye, from a woodcarver in the Western Kingdom.”

She ran her hand over the wood. “I’d like his name.”

“If I could?” Toby said. He told them about the incident with the green screen and the beaker. “And Vaiden wants me to share everything with everyone in Lisanair.”

“Did he tell you not to talk to us?” Insalaco said.

“I asked about Council approval, and he said he didn’t need it.”

“He said this was administrative?” asked Madame.

Toby nodded.

“Then, by not saying this is a secret, he knew you would come to us.”

“You have,” Insalaco said to Madame, “more experience with Vaiden’s tactics. Should we do something?”

“Honestly, this is tame for Vaiden. He said recommended?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Then you have a choice.” She shrugged. “Do what you think is right.”

***
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TOBY WENT TO TEACHER’S room. 

Teacher gathered a few books into a satchel and said, “Ready.”

Toby closed his eyes, concentrated on the Prime, specifically the green diamond, then visualized his landing spot, just outside Counselor Golec’s room, Lisanair Castle. After that, he ‘looked ahead’ to avoid some person, package, or random broom.

Seeing nothing, he said, “Don’t hold your breath,” 

Toby activated the amulet, followed by that instant of ‘squeezed through a keyhole.’

Toby didn’t barf anymore.

Well, not in a while.

Lisanair Castle, about 200km north and west of Dúnbarnaugh, was built into the native rock of the mountain at the north end of the U-shaped Lisanair Valley. 

A typical blizzard blasted from the north, but the mountain took the worst of the wind. 

By tomorrow night, those gale-force winds will blast further south through a particular mountain pass. And best of all, Toby will be up on the curtain wall, also known as frostbite patrol.

Toby made a mental note: buy more socks.

Toby knocked on Golec’s door.

“Right on time,” Golec said, his bushy eyebrows looking grayer, and he seemed a little more stooped over. 

Ushered in, Toby always marveled at how much Golec’s room was an exact copy of Teacher’s room back in Dúnbarnaugh. Except Golec’s organizational choices smacked of OCD, and Teacher preferred a hoarding style.

However, in their rooms, both men knew the location of every paper, parchment, scroll, and book.

Sarah was already here. 

Did his stomach have to do that flip? 

Every time?

And then came Crown Prince Eoin, from one of the best families in Lisanair, and everyone expected nothing but great things. Of course, dating the wealthy Eoin made more sense than dating someone scraping by on a Guard’s salary, so of course, she ‘recommended’ they see other people - as if Toby had some say in the matter. 

Of course, the golden boy had to attend all State events like today. Of course, the happy couple had to walk around holding hands. 

Oh, and who could forget that time golden boy picked a fight, wasn’t winning, so he tried to carve out Toby’s heart all in the name of self-defense?

“Good morning,” Sarah said. She smiled and looped her hair behind her left ear.

Toby had a script of safe topics, so she’d have no reason to yell at him - again. “How’s your mom?” 

“She still gets short of breath, and she’s working 12-hour days at City Hall.”

“She still seeing Siarl?”

She said, “Yes,” and the room felt several degrees colder. 

Toby looked around, and before he thought, he said, “Where’s Eoin?”

“Visiting family near Dunhil.” She then looked away, and her left hand went to her hip: her body language for ‘change the subject.’

Toby looked at Golec and said, “We have three fresh developments.”

“Excellent,” said Golec said. “We tried combining two and three jewels at a time, but mostly nothing happened, except once. Sarah?”

She reached inside the top of her tunic, pulled the chain, and produced the Emissary Amulet.
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“I TRIED ACTIVATING the red, blue, and purple at the same time. I felt something, but then I blacked out.”

“We found her in the back room. She does not know how she got there.”

“You hurt?” Toby said. 

“Just frustrated.”

“Did you try a different order?” Toby said. 

Sarah didn’t speak. 

Golec said, “I told her not to try anything for a while. What do you have to report?”

“First, Madame Strunk was kidnapped-”

“Oh, no,” Sarah said.

“She’s fine now. We found her. I shifted in, but the kidnapper shot me.”

“Toby!” Sarah said.

“What?”

“Why didn’t you call?”

A thousand reasons jumped to his brain, all of which included him saying, ‘You dumped me!’

Toby looked at Golec. “The green screen stopped the pistol rounds but still cracked several ribs. The shooter yanked the Prime away and put the gun to my head. Madame Strunk called the Prime, fired a blue beam, then stopped him with a red.”

Golec looked at Teacher, who said, “I didn’t believe it, either.”

“Women can become Messenger.”

“I don’t know, but the Amulet didn’t give her the Mark.”

Golec looked at Toby. “Do you know how the Prime gave you that mark?”

Toby’s hand instinctively rubbed the Mark of the Messenger burned into his chest. 
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“NO. DO YOU?”

“Sorry.”

Toby pulled the Prime from inside his tunic, opened the chain around his neck, and said to Sarah, “Want to try?”

She looked at Golec, who nodded. 

Teacher was wearing his ‘are you insane’ face. 

“Vaiden recommended this,” Toby said. “I don’t think he’s wrong.”

“Unless this blows up and you get all the blame.”

“Then,” Golec said, “let’s not blow up anything.”

“Hold that thought,” Toby said.

Golec set some gourds on a table across the room. 

Toby handed her the Prime. “Probably works like your green beam, but focus on the blue diamond.”

She slipped off the Emissary Amulet and turned toward her target. 

Nothing. 

“It was a good try,” Golec said.

“Wait.” She gathered her focus. Then grunted. 

She stopped. “It always hurt?”

“Every time. Yours does not?”

She shook her head and stared at her target.

A blue beam came from her right eye and slammed a gourd into the wall. 

“So that’s what it looks like,” Toby said. 

“Red beam?” Golec said. 

She looked at Toby, who said, “You’ll need to generate ten times the effort.” 

She closed her eyes, then focused on the next gourd.

Nothing. 

After several tries, the agony written on her face, still nothing. 

“For most of us, it only works when lives are in imminent danger.”

She handed Toby the Emissary Amulet. “Yellow then blue.”

He focused, and on the third try, a green beam cracked the gourd. 

“So,” Teacher said, “men can become Emissary.”

“Don’t know,” Golec said. He looked at Toby. “You said three things?”

Toby nodded and placed a gourd on a table. He activated his green screen, isolated the screen to his hand, and enveloped the gourd. Lifting his hand lifted the gourd, and then he cut off the screen. The gourd dropped back on the table. “If I don’t end the screen, it seems to shrink.”

“What happens to the gourd?”

“IT won’t be a gourd anymore.”

“I tried extending the screen,” Sarah said, then she shrugged.

“I found if I imagine the screen coming from my fingertips.”

With effort, she extended her blue screen several centimeters.

“And one more,” Toby said. “We need to go someplace far from people.”

“I know the place,” Sarah said as she tossed Teacher and Toby heavy cloaks. 

***
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SNOW WAS A METER DEEP. 

They were in a small canyon with an overhang on the north side. 

Wait. Something was familiar. 

When Toby first met the good people of the Western Kingdom and discovered Vaiden’s long-dead son wasn’t exactly dead, “Are we near the Western Outpost?”

She pointed southwest. “About a kilometer over there.”

He looked at Golec. “I experimented with activating three stones at the same time. Several combinations did nothing. Green, blue, and red, in that order, was more productive.” He pointed to a wall about 200m away. “Shield your eyes.”

He activated the three stones and blew a hole four meters across and three meters deep. 

Toby handed Sarah the Prime. “Green, blue, red.”

She blew an identical hole in the gray clay. 

Golec said, “Vaiden knows about this?”

“And wanted me
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