
So, how does one go about learning how to use magic from scratch?

The answer was organization.  Over the years of being a familiar, Ken had certainly learned just how important organization could be.  It brought order to a life riddled with chaos.  It gave him a foundation that always told him what to do if things started going wrong, because organization required planning, and planning was the antidote to chaos.  So, the solution to his problem of how to go about learning how to use magic was to organize.


Step one was to take absolutely everything he knew about magic and record it in a way that would allow him to access it and organize it into subjects and groups that would allow him to advance his goal.  Because of the restrictions placed on him and the unique problems that came with being a familiar, the easiest answer, a computer, wasn’t quite so easy.  It was certainly the obvious answer, but his condition meant that he had to take steps to both ensure his data was accessible but also prevent it from being accessed by others.  He had no doubt that the government and groups tied to the Church of the New Age were stalking his every step on the internet, and since the internet was the only way he could ensure he always had access to his research, it also made it vulnerable to being stolen or accessed by others.


It was his only option because of who he was.  Any laptop, thumb drive, or desktop he used may be stolen while he was offworld or destroyed when he returned by the power surge caused by the lightning bolt (he’d lost several tablets and TVs to the surge over the years), so his research couldn’t be reliably stored on a local device.  That meant that he had to use a cloud service to hold his information, and that introduced the problem of information security.  He didn’t want his research getting out, he didn’t want anyone to even know what he was doing, so that meant that he was going to have to do a lot of preparation before he was ready to begin.

And the first step was encryption.  There was a way to encrypt all his data locally on his tablet and store it on a cloud server, and in addition, there was a way he could further encrypt all his work in a way that not even computer hackers could crack, and that was language.


Thanks to Kiyo’s long interaction with Ellia and the memories that he could access from her, Ken Drake spoke three languages native to the world of Avalon; Ivali, Common, and Elvish.  Ivali was the local language of Ivalice, spoken within the kingdom.  Common was the “common trade tongue” used by the kingdoms of Avalon to allow them to speak to each other, which made it the common language used in all politics and trade.  Not every peasant spoke Common, but every merchant, trader, noble, diplomat, and person who traveled outside of their home kingdom on a regular basis like a mercenary did speak it.  Elvish was a somewhat rare and unusual language for a human to know, given the elves weren’t all that friendly to humanity, but Ivalice abutted the Everwood, the kingdom of the elves, so all of their nobles spoke Elvish as a matter of custom in order to be able to communicate with their elven neighbors if necessary.  It was considered required knowledge in order to be a properly educated noble in Ivalician society.


Elvish would be his language of choice for this project.  He’d bet that the government had a database that would allow them to translate Common and Ivali, but Elvish was another story entirely.  Most other magicians wouldn’t be using Elvish around their familiars, so the familiars would have no chance to absorb the language from their masters through the mental bond between them.  What was more, elven magicians did not summon familiars because of their religious convictions, as they saw it as a form of slavery.  The enslavement of any creature or being of any kind, even a magically created being like a familiar, was strictly forbidden by their religion.  Because elves didn’t employ familiars and no other familiar would have sufficient exposure to the Elvish language to pick it up, Ken could say with a high degree of confidence that he might be the only familiar in the entire world that spoke fluent Elvish.  And because of that, it made Elvish the perfect language for him to use for his project.


He couldn’t fully use Elvish over here because that would require him to write a language pack extension that would allow a computer to map a keyboard and program the letters used, and that would be something that someone else could pick up.  But what he could do was use a standard keyboard layout plus use letters from other languages accessible from the ASCII unicode symbol system to cover the 32 letters in the Elvish alphabet, then assign letters to represent Elvish letters and simply type everything in his ghetto Elvish.  Since he didn’t want to make this easy, he decided not to use any language that had Latin, Greek, or Cyrillic letters (of which English was part, English used a Latin derived letter format).  That sent him to Google looking for the least used language he could find that used letter shapes that were not easily recognizable, but also was supported as a language pack by Windows, Android, and Apple.  He selected Khmer, a language used in Cambodia, which was a supported language on all three and had a written alphabet that looked nothing like anything from the West.  Plus, it had a whopping 74 letters in its alphabet, so that would allow him to represent Elvish numbers as well as letters using Khmer.  Those extra letters would be needed, because while Elvish numerology was base 10, it had extra numbers representing the numerals 10, 100, 1,000, 10,000, 100,000, and 1,000,000.  Those numbers in Elvish were written as single numerals, and they were used with other numerals to express values beyond 9.  If the letter X represented the Elvish numeral 10 and the letter Y represented the numeral 100, then the number 321 would be written in Elvish as 3Y2X1, not 321.  In Elvish, the number written as 321 would be seen as “3, 2, 1” rather than “321.”  He’d have to memorize this conversion layout, storing it anywhere would give hackers access to it and maybe give them a clue what language he was using.

So, his first step was to transcribe the Elvish alphabet and numeral system into Khmer, and he was exceedingly careful not to pair letters from the two languages that may be phonetically similar, which would further conceal what language he was using and also make everything he wrote look like indecipherable gibberish.  He literally took the Elven alphabet and assigned Khmer letters to represent them randomly, without writing down any Elvish letters, then repeated the process with the numerals, until every Elvish letter and number had a corresponding Khmer letter  He spent the rest of the morning fully memorizing this conversion table, and once he was certain he had it fully committed to memory, he burned the piece of paper he used to make it and crushed the ashes into powder just for good measure.

Not that it mattered, since he was sure that cameras caught every second of it and there were right now pictures of what he wrote being printed out in dark underground rooms scattered across the entire globe, but at least it denied them the original physical copy.  That was why he didn’t write down any Elvish characters, only letting them see one half of the conversion table.  Without the other half, what they had was worthless.


With that complete, he further reinforced his new writing system by using it.  He sat at the picnic table set in front of the window holding his TV and typed on a remote bluetooth keyboard paired to the desktop inside the cottage, one he set to allow him to toggle the keyboard between English and Khmer.  He learned how to type all 48 Khmer letters that represented Elvish letters or numbers on the keyboard, then practiced to learn how to type without having to stop and think about what he was doing.  His desktop was connected to his TV, so the TV served as his monitor as he mastered typing in Khmer on a standard QWERTY keyboard.  He practiced it the entire rest of the day, working at it until he could type what he wanted with very little searching, and getting adjusted to reading Khmer as Elvish, until he could look at a line of Khmer and recognize it as Elvish without having to waste time translating it in his head.

But one day did not make one master of a new skill.  The next day he was right back at it, practicing non-stop through the morning, practicing until he didn’t even have to think about how to type Khmer letters, practicing until he could look at Khmer script on the monitor and see it as Elvish, read it with minimal trouble.  It was midafternoon before he decided that he was sufficiently proficient to advance to the next step, and that was going to require him to input something that someone would recognize as dealing with magic.  That was the runes.  There were 2,183 unique runes used in magic in Ellia’s world, each one representing a thought, concept, idea, or process that, when stringed together, formed a set of instructions that magic followed in order to produce a consistent effect.  These runes were pictoforms, meaning they looked more like Chinese or Japanese than anything else, but they were also not part of any known language, so nobody could type them out using a keyboard…usually.  But, thanks to the government constantly interrogating familiars who came back to learn everything they could about the other world and magic, and that information being leaked or stolen by hackers, those runes existed on the internet as images, pictures.  What he needed, however, was something more, which was out there if one knew where to look.  Not long ago, the runes had been converted into a datapack that could be downloaded and installed that allowed someone to use custom ASCII unicodes to type out and display all 2,183 magical runes.  Hackers had converted the runes of Avalon’s magic into numerical codes that could be typed out on a keyboard.  Ken was going to need that, so he hunted it down on the internet and installed it on his desktop.  He didn’t need it for the runes, however, he wanted it for the codes.  He was going to represent the runes in his research using those codes, which would be written in Khmer, with a separate resource file that would let him cross-reference the code to see the rune it represented.

What he wasn’t going to need was a reference to depict the 77 runes that made up the circle that summoned him to Avalon.  He could draw all of them from memory with exacting precision.  He had gone out of his way to memorize the circle that summoned him exactly, studying pictures of it taken from his security cameras over the years, until he could draw it from memory with absolute precision.  Ken could, at that moment, draw the magic circle that summoned him, every curve, every line, every rune, exactly the way it appeared when it was the real deal, and it was perfectly proportional.  He could even adjust it to scale, where what he drew on a piece of paper was perfectly proportional to the real circle that appeared around him when he was being summoned.  The reason why he went out of his way to learn it was for exactly what he was doing now.  He knew that someday he was going to start studying the magic that bound him to Ellia formally, so he’d begun preparing for this day long ago.

Early on the third day of his new project, he felt ready to begin in earnest.  He began by starting with the most basic of basics, and that was what magic was.  In Ellia’s world, magic was a force that existed alongside physics, was a part of it, that allowed the expenditure of magical energy in order to produce effects not possible or outside the bounds of normal physical law.  Magic existed within her world, not in some other place, infusing it like the Force from the Star Wars movies, and every object and every little thing, the very space they occupied, had magic within it.  What magicians did was draw in this ambient magic and concentrate it (if what they were trying to do required more magic than they held naturally), then release it in a controlled manner that produced an effect that exceeded what was physically possible without magic.  But what mattered more, especially to him, was that magic in her world was subject to physical law, since physics there worked much differently than they did in the real world, obeying the physical laws that existed in her world.  A lightning bolt created by magic in her world was subject to the same physical forces and influences that a bolt of natural lightning was that was generated by a thundercloud, including the ability to shunt it to ground if it struck a grounded object.  Magic defied physics by generating the bolt and directing it in ways that physics usually wouldn’t allow, allowing the caster to aim it at a specific target, but physics took command of the magic when the conditions arose that favored physics over magic.  In that case, what the magic did was create the electrical charge and then provide it a path to its target, but that magical process could be distorted or disrupted by natural physics.

Why it mattered so much for Ken was very simple:  the physics of the real world were not compatible with magic.  Physics there existed in a state of coexistence with magic, but here, they did not.  Magic didn’t exist in this world, and what that meant was that any magic that reached into this world was fully subject to this world’s physical laws.  That would usually mean that summoning a familiar should be impossible, but magic got around that by changing the rules within the boundaries of a magic circle.  Within a completed circle, it was the physical laws of Avalon that held sway, not the physics of the real world, as the circle served as a conduit to allow a tiny piece of Avalon to intrude into the real world and change the usual rules.  What that meant was, for him to use magic in this world, any magic that left the circle had to be used in a way that made it compatible with real world physics.  That meant no creating matter out of magical energy, no changing elements into other elements, no instantly freezing things (which went against the law of thermodynamics), and the law of conservation of energy had to be observed, even by the magical energy being used.  There were many more examples, but those were the big ones.  Once that magic left the circle, it became part of real world physics.  And while magic could bend those rules to produce magical effects—theoretically—they could not break them.


The proof of this observation was the bolt of lightning that brought a familiar back to Earth.  The bolt was within the magic circle that appeared in the instant of their return, which allowed their bodies to be reconstructed from the magical energy poured into the real world, but the electricity of the bolt remained after the circle was gone, and that electricity behaved just like good old fashioned non-magical electricity.  It was also why the electricity could surge into the house and fry his electronics, it was why it melted the sand in the pit and turned it to glass, and it was why the vast majority of the bolt was shunted to ground when it hit the sand.  The circle allowed the bolt to strike in a way that bent the normal laws of electromagnetism prevalent on Earth, keeping it within the circle, but once the circle was gone, the entirely natural electricity that remained behaved like the natural electricity it was.


So, the key to using magic on Earth outside of a magic circle, Ken had already realized, was making sure that the magic he tried to use was compatible with the physics of the real world. That was going to heavily restrict what he could do compared to Avalon, but it would still give him a lot of tools and options.  What it meant, though, was that the magic he tried to use here would not be the same as the magic on Avalon.  It had to be tailored to work with this world’s physics.  The spell to light a candle on Avalon would work entirely differently than it would on Earth, because the spell would be working with an entirely different set of physical laws.  His objective would be to learn the differences between the two sets of physical laws and come up with a way to tailor magical energy to work with the physics of the real world outside of the circle.  The magic would have to originate inside the circle, within the area of altered physics, and then manage to work once it left the circle to perform its task.  The target of the spell could be outside the circle, but the energy of the spell would originate from inside it, since it had to come into this world through his connection to Ellia, and he’d need a magic circle to enable that, and that energy had to exist in the physical world in some way, so it couldn’t just be pure magic.  That meant that any magic he used would have to be done using a magic circle large enough for him to stand inside of its center, no matter how small or large that spell was meant to be.

It also meant that the need to adapt magic to real world physics would only apply outside the circle, at least for some applications.  So long as he did the circle right and used the right runes, he could reproduce virtually any spell from Avalon so long as it remained completely within the confines of the circle, and stayed there so long as magic was required to bend or break physical law.  A spell meant to be permanent would remain permanent if it left the circle, so long as magic wasn’t required to sustain it.  So, a spell that mended a broken vase would produce a fully whole vase, and the vase would stay whole if it left the circle.  But a spell that created a permanent magical light would end the instant it left the circle, because it relied on magic to remain operational even if the spell itself was permanent.  There would be some spells that just outright would not work on Earth even if they remained within the magic circle, ones that relied so heavily on the physical laws of Avalon to the point where their very existence was a paradox in the real world.  To create an effect that drastic, the boundary between Avalon’s physical laws and real world physical laws might become volatile, even explosive, and it may blow up the entire city.  For that reason, he wasn’t about to try anything too dramatic in his experiments.

It was possible.  He’d have to start small, experiment, learn, and then apply that to larger testing, at least in that regard.  But as to his original objective, gaining access to Kiyo’s familiar powers in the real world, that he felt was more than doable.  And it wouldn’t be hard, because he heavily suspected that he already had those powers.  They were a part of him, since a familiar’s powers were unique to the familiar and determined by the magical resonance of their souls…and his soul was the same whether he was Ken or Kiyo.  What he didn’t have was a way to power them, for that he needed magic, and that was where the magic circle would come in.  What he needed to do was design a magic circle that allowed him to access his bond with Ellia, allowed him to tap into her magic, because it was her magic that powered his familiar abilities in Avalon.  Ellia was his battery, to use a term, and what he needed to do was find a way to close the circuit between him and Ellia and gain access to her magic.  He’d only have access to her magic within a magic circle, at least at first, but learning how that worked might allow him to figure out how to bring those powers out of the circle and into the real world.


That was the first objective of this project, to devise a magic circle that would allow him to use his familiar powers in the real world.  If he could do it, it would prove unequivocally that it was possible to use Avalon’s magic in the real world, and allow him to expand into trying to use conventional magic spells in the real world.


It came back to three things; figuring out which runes he needed for the circle and in what order they needed to be set, drawing the circle itself using a magically compatible material—his own blood—and then finding some way to activate the circle.  And for that, he needed more information.  He needed Kiyo to study magic in the other world so he could absorb her knowledge through her memories.  He knew generally what each of the 2,183 runes did, but he didn’t know enough in order to design a spell outside of what Kiyo already knew.  To open the connection to Ellia, he had to know much more about how those runes worked.  Ellia’s education in ritual magic wasn’t as comprehensive as her education in conventional magic, which was why he didn’t already know what he needed to know to do it.  Ritual magic was very advanced, and Ellia was still a magician in training.


He was fairly sure he knew which runes he needed.  He did know what they all were and what they did, so he had a pretty good idea how to do it.  He could experiment while he waited for Kiyo to learn what he needed to know, which would either confirm or disprove his theory.  So, while he didn’t know exactly what to do next, he knew enough to try an experiment to see if he was right.


But that would come later.  He had to finish this first phase of his project, and that was to put in writing everything he had learned about magic.  This was something that he knew a whole lot of people were already doing, from governments to shadowy organizations to New Agers to hackers, but the vast majority of them didn’t have access to the same information that he did.  Kiyo may be the only familiar in Avalon whose Mistress had actively taught her magic, allowed her to read books on magical theory, going back to a time a few months ago Avalon time where Ellia was curious to see if Kiyo could cast magical spells the same way a magician could. That experiment was a failure, but the training she gave Kiyo to try was something that Ken had learned, and that knowledge was helping him now.  Because of Ellia’s training of Kiyo, Ken had a firm grasp on magical theory, knew how it worked, and even knew how to cast spells…he just couldn’t make them happen because he had no connection to magic.  That was the same reason that Kiyo couldn’t cast spells either.  Kiyo couldn’t cast spells because she lacked the ability to access the ambient magic that infused the world of Avalon, so she had no way to power the spells.  She couldn’t use the magic she got from Ellia to do it, because that magic was already shaped to serve a purpose…empowering Kiyo’s familiar powers and keeping her in Avalon.  It couldn’t be used to power magical spells.  In modern terms, magical spells required AC to power them, but the magic Kiyo got from Ellia was DC.  They were incompatible.


It was slow going at first, since he was writing in Elvish using his invented Khmer alphabet, but as the days passed, he got faster and faster and faster.  He typed and typed and typed, recording everything he knew about magic from Kiyo’s memories, which was considerable given all the books she’d read and the time Ellia actively trained her in magic.  After a week, he didn’t even have to think about what he was typing anymore, and could read the Khmer script on the screen as easily as if he were reading the two Earth languages he spoke fluently, English and Spanish.  It was all text, there were no pictures or illustrations to hint at what the text described, all meticulously organized into sections, chapters, and cross-referenced using a code system he developed spontaneously using the leftover Khmer letters he hadn’t assigned to Elvish letters or numerals.  The rest he assigned to symbols or concepts like common fractions, mathematical operations (add, subtract, multiply, divide), parentheses, hyphens, or the degree symbol for temperature, using no outside symbols for his text, keeping all of it Khmer, commas, and periods.  That gave anyone that hacked his cloud storage and downloaded the file absolutely no hints as to what information the file contained.  It had no numbers, no symbols, no punctuation outside of commas and periods, just Khmer script.  Lines and lines, pages and pages of Khmer script.

By the seventh day, when he knew that Ellia would soon be waking up and would summon him, he had finished the first phase of his project.  He saved it to his desktop and three separate cloud storage servers, then started organizing in his mind how he was going to write the next major section, and that was how magic would have to change to adapt to the physics of the real world.  But he wasn’t going to start recording that, because now he was in the window of uncertainty.  Ellia would be waking up any moment and summoning him, so he had to suspend all planned activity and simply sit around on his property and wait.  He put everything he owned in the house except for the tent, air mattress, blanket, pillow, and a pair of shorts—he’d be in no condition to set up the tent when he got back—and reverted to “wait mode,” which was sitting in the sand pit wearing nothing and watching TV through the window, which was set on a timer so it stayed on six hours at a time.

He ended up waiting a lot longer than he expected.  Nearly a full day later, he finally felt the faint stirring that told him that Ellia was in the first stages of the spell that would summon him.  He did the math in his head, and realized that nearly ten hours had passed in her world, which meant she either just completely zonked out and slept a long time or she was delayed summoning Kiyo after waking up for some reason.  He switched from a sitting position to a kneeling position just as the magical lines slowly began to appear around him, points of light that appeared and began slowly drawing in the circle and pentagram that formed the foundation of the magic circle, creating glowing lines of pure magical energy on the sand around him.


He only had a moment.  He took a deep cleansing breath as he prepared to cease to exist, but instead of just waiting quietly, he focused his attention within, on the entity sleeping within him, within the nothing.  She was just starting to stir, the touch of Ellia’s magic reaching her, starting to awaken her.  He closed his eyes and focused on Kiyo, then cast his thought into the nothing as he got closer and closer to it.  Kiyo.  I need to learn more about ritual magic, so I need you to read books on it, ask questions if you can.  And keep an eye on things, your family is in danger.   Protect them.

The circle completed, his body dissolved into pure magic, and Ken Drake ceased to exist.


Something felt…different.


Kiyo had no idea what it was, or why she felt that way, but something definitely did.


Well, for one, being summoned early in the morning was definitely different.  Ellia summoned her the instant she woke up, just as she promised, and Semvi didn’t complain about it one bit.  Ellia was still upset over last night—and had every reason to be—and wouldn’t let Kiyo more than arm’s length away from her after she summoned her.  Kiyo accompanied her as she got dressed, time that Ellia spent staying unusually quiet.  She didn’t want to talk about what happened last night, and it weighing on her kept her from her usual habit of chatting about anything and everything that was on her mind.  It worried Kiyo a little bit, but something deep inside told her that this wasn’t an unusual reaction.  Ellia just needed a little time to process what happened, and then she’d get back to normal.


But there was something else different as well.  It was…a feeling.  A sensation.  When Ellia summoned her, she had a feeling, similar to the feeling she had when Ellia summoned her last night.  But this feeling wasn’t an awareness that something was wrong, it was a feeling that something was right.  She also had a curiously unusual interest in reading more about ritual magic, something she could do after she talked to Master Harren before he went to work.  He always went to work not long after eating breakfast, and she needed to talk to him about last night and warn him about her suspicions.


Though she usually wasn’t summoned in the mornings, she knew enough of the morning routine from Ellia that she knew what was going on.   The family had a fairly regular routine from which they rarely strayed, and one of those routines was that Master Harren would spend a short amount of time after breakfast but before work preparing for the day ahead.  He was currently working on a project to install one of the newest technological innovations, piped water, drawn from a reservoir outside the city (but not the river, the river’s water was very muddy) and piped in underground.  The technology was invented by the Rukkian Empire, and they had been sending out experts to teach others how to do it for a fee…a fee the King had gladly paid.  The pipes were cast by a copper foundry and joined together by magic, and they allowed water to be piped in to most any building in the capital.  The building owner had to pay to have their building connected to the service pipes, as well as having to pay to have the pipes installed in their buildings, but it was worth it.  Piped water meant no trips to the well for the inhabitants as well as the ability to bathe and wash clothing and dishes much more easily and use flushed water privies without having to manually fill the privy tanks, which was far more convenient and sanitary.


It was no surprise the Rukkians had invented indoor plumbing, the Empire was Avalon’s leader in technical innovation.  Their cities were a good century ahead of everyone else.


Their house was one of the few that had something similar to piped water in their hot spring bath in the basement, but that was made by magic by opening a borehole to a hot spring source deep underground and allowing water pressure to push the water up into the house.  So, for their house, the “pipe” was just a magically dug borehole that served the same purpose, with the borehole yielding to a stone pipe shaped by magic that brought the water up through the foundation and into the bathing room to feed the bathing pool, including having a valve at the top to shut off the flow of water when it wasn’t needed.  So their house had a private well of a sort, but one dedicated to the bathing chamber.  It had never been expanded to supply water to the kitchen or the privies.  Master Harren was of a mind to correct that oversight, to expand piped water to the kitchen and privy,  but not connecting to the city’s water supply and instead keeping the house on its private hot spring well.  If anything, it would supply hot water to the kitchen and laundry room, and they could use an enchanted pipe to cool the water that fed the two privies in the manor house, since flushing a privy using hot spring water would foment foul odors.  Plus, it would allow Master Harren to supply both hot and cold water to the kitchen by using enchanted pipes that would cool the hot spring water as it flowed through them, a reverse of using enchanted pipes to heat the water that was part of the city’s new water system to provide hot water for washing and bathing.


Master Harren was himself a trained magician, and had learned the magical process to fuse the pipes together so they didn’t leak, so he could install the piping into the house himself.  He was also well versed in the art of enchantment, which was the infusion of permanent magic into objects, and was a somewhat specialized branch of magical study, so he could install the cooling pipes to turn some of the water cold instead of hot.


The reason why Harren and Semvi didn’t use their magic to defend themselves last night was simple; magic took time to use, and it couldn’t be hidden.  It wasn’t instantaneous and the assassins were already in the room and within reach of them.  Had either of them attempted to cast a spell, the magic circle would have given them away, and the assassins would have killed them before they got their spells off.  Even a trained, skilled magician could be taken unawares, and once they were put into a position similar to the one the Mistress’ parents faced last night, there was little they could do. 


The city already had a very extensive sewer system, so every house that connected to the new water system already had somewhere for their waste water to go.  The King, in his wisdom, had mandated that the sewer system be expanded and upgraded to handle the waste water from the water system before the water system was installed.


Kiyo rarely attended family meals for one simple reason; she didn’t eat.  She didn’t eat or drink, didn’t even technically need to breathe but did so mainly so she could speak, which were very stark ways that Kiyo was very different from living beings.  But today she did attend breakfast, hovering just behind Ellia’s chair and reading a book about magic as the family tried to restore some normality to their lives after last night’s scare.  But those events were very prominent at the table, from their subdued conversation to the absence of Denwald, who usually cooked and served their breakfast but was resting in his apartment.  Healing took a lot out of the recipient, so he would need a day or two of bedrest before he was ready to resume his duties in the house.  Lewina was serving them breakfast, which was not her usual duty.  She had also cooked, but given she was trained by Denwald, Kiyo supposed that the food tasted no different from normal.  The book she was reading was one of Ellia’s books on magic, specifically a book on magical runes and their meanings.  She had an odd compulsion to read more about them.


After breakfast, Kiyo managed to separate herself from Ellia, Semvi doting on her much more than usual, and entered Harren’s study as he organized his papers and prepared for the day ahead.  “Master Harren,” Kiyo called in a soft but serious voice as she padded up to his desk, then pulled her feet off the floor and rose up to eye level with him when he turned to regard her.


“What is it, Kiyo?”


“I wanted to talk to you before you go to work,” she said.  “About last night.”


“I dare say we’ll have a great deal to discuss about that when I get home,” he said seriously.


“This is too important to wait,” she replied.  “Master Harren, I don’t think those men were robbers, or bandits.  I think they were sent here on purpose.  I think they were here to either kill you or intimidate you.”


“Why do you think that?”


“Did you get a good look at their weapons?” she asked, to which he shook his head.  “Master Harren, they were far too high quality to be in the hands of common thieves.  Maybe if one of them had a weapon of that quality, I wouldn’t have thought much about it, but all four of them had them.  They were the weapons of a professional, Master Harren,” she said gravely.  “They weren’t professional robbers.  They were professional killers.  Master Harren, you need to be very careful at work,” she suggested.  “Someone is either trying to get you out of the way or scare you into doing what you want them to do.”


“I couldn’t imagine why anyone would bother,” he said mildly, but there was an edge of concern in his voice.  “Nobody would have reason to even care about the work I do.  It’s not like someone would bribe me to either speed up or slow down my project.  I’ve had not a single encounter like that, in all my years of building public works.  And I’ve never seen anyone else do such things.  There’s little reason for anyone to try to bribe us, Kiyo.  What we do is quite boring as far as the rest of the kingdom is concerned.”


“Then maybe it’s about your demesne?”


“I own a small farming hamlet,” he nearly scoffed.  “There’s little of value there.  My salary in public works far outstrips my revenue from Brookington.  Why would someone try to kill me over a small village and a couple dozen small farms?”


“To someone with nothing, what you have is a treasure,” she replied evenly.  “But if you’ve never had anyone try to bribe you, or you haven’t been witness to someone else taking a bribe, then that has to be it.  Hmmm,” she hummed, tapping her chin.  “That means there’s something going on here that we can’t see.  Someone knows something that we don’t, and they’re acting on that information.  That puts us at a disadvantage.  Until we do find out, Master Harren, I would ask you to please, please be careful.  Maybe keep your familiar summoned for a while as extra protection.”


“I’m not as strong as Ellia, Kiyo, I can’t keep my familiar summoned anywhere near as long as she can,” he said ruefully.  “I’d keel over from exhaustion after an hour.  Ellia is quite an impressive magician, in both her skill at her age and her potential,” he said with pride.  “And I must say, this is a side of you I’ve never seen.  When did you learn so much about things that Ellia wouldn’t find important?”


“I read a lot, Master Harren, and my Mistress taught me the value of observation and reason when she taught me how to play Knight’s Cross,” she answered calmly, her ridiculously poofy tail swaying behind her rhythmically. 


Harren regarded her.  “Semvi is right.  You are like no other familiar I’ve ever seen,” he mused.  “You are far more intelligent than any other familiar I’ve encountered, Kiyo.  My familiar can’t even perform a simple task unless I guide it step by step.  Semvi’s familiar can speak, but it’s clear that it can barely string together coherent sentences.  And here you are, able to read, reason, plan, and even act on your own without Ellia’s guidance or direction.  You are quite an exceptional familiar, Kiyo, and Ellia is lucky to have you.”


“I appreciate the compliment, Master Harren,” she smiled cutely.  “If Mistress Semvi relents to allow me to stay while Ellia does her lessons, I can start looking into this.  Someone has attacked the parents of my Mistress, has attacked the Mistress indirectly, and I will find them,” she said ominously.


“I’ll tell Semvi to allow you to stay while Ellia is in her lessons,” he told her.  “Just be careful.  The rest of the city doesn’t know the truth of you, and if they see how different you are from other familiars, it may attract a lot of unwanted attention.  So be careful.”


“Thank you, Master Harren, and I assure you I will.  I promise you, nobody is going to see me.  And if they do, they’ll have no idea what I’m really doing. After all, nobody expects familiars to be smart,” she said with a sly smile.


“Exploit your advantage, Kiyo,” he told her, which made her laugh and nod.


After speaking with Harren, Kiyo decided that the first place to start to unravel this mystery was with the demesne.  Brookington was a small fief about a day south of the capital, with the Baron’s lands encompassing about a square league of flat cultivated farmland that had a small river flowing through it that provided the source of the land’s irrigation.  Brookington hamlet stood at the center of his domain and served as the central hub for the peasants that lived on and worked his land.  The village supported the surrounding farmland, with an inn and a general store run by a local merchant.  The taxes Master Harren levied on the fief were quite modest as nobles went, mainly just enough to pay for the maintenance of the roads, because his salary as a member of the King’s government was far more than the revenue his lands could supply even if he taxed them harshly.  That made Brookington a prosperous little demesne where the peasants made fairly good lives for themselves.


At heart, Baron Harren von Claress was a kind and compassionate man, and he wasn’t greedy.  Since his job working for the King paid more than enough to keep the family in the lifestyle they enjoyed, he saw no reason to squeeze the peasants of his demesne for every copper coplet, silver link, electrum mark, gold noble, or platinum crown he could get out of them.  Because of his even-handed treatment, the peasants subject to him were very loyal to him.  They saw him as a kind and fair lord that cared about them, which was a fairly rare thing in Ivalice.


He could afford to be that way because, quite simply, the von Claress family was very, very wealthy.  The reason for that was Semvi.  She had entered marriage to Harren as the youngest child of a Count, but when her other siblings passed away before her father, she ended up inheriting the estate’s assets.  Ivalice law didn’t allow her to inherit the title and the title’s lands, because she was married and technically no longer part of the line of succession, but she did inherit all the money that her family had amassed.  The title and lands went to one of her cousins, who became the new Count von Sellege, but Semvi had inherited a very large sum of money from the passing of her father.


So, the first question to ask was, who stood to gain if the Baron and his family were all murdered?  Baron von Claress had no living siblings, but he did have three nephews and a niece by his deceased sister, who carried the name von Brallis.  The von Brallis family was also a Barony, who owned a demesne on the eastern edge of the kingdom, far from the capital.  If Harren and Ellia were to die, Edwil von Brallis, his two younger brothers Gorgen and Levius, and his younger sister Frensine would be in line to inherit Harren’s title and lands.


The Barony of Brookington would be a step down for Edwil, however.  The demesne he was in line to inherit was larger and far more lucrative than Brookington, and given that Brookington had little monetary value, there was no real reason to want to take it.  The rules of the kingdom was that demesnes couldn’t be merged without Royal approval, so to take Brookington, Edwil would have to renounce his claim on his inheritance and assume the Barony of Brookington.  That would mean a large reduction in his wealth and his status, since Brookington was a small and nearly insignificant demesne.


However, his two male and one female siblings would also be in the line of succession, so one of them would stand to inherit if Edwil turned it down…and that made much more sense.  The younger von Brallis brothers were facing the prospect of being from noble families with no demesne of their own, given both of them were boys, and “second sons” such as them had limited prospects.  They wouldn’t even be technically considered nobility since they wouldn’t have a title.  Their only chances of gaining a demesne was to convince the King to award them a vacated title and demesne or convince their parents or older brothers to divide the demesne to give them a piece of it…which almost never happened.  The vast majority of second sons ended up either in the military as officers or as merchants.  It would be far more likely for one of them to try to off the von Claress family, which would give Gorgen the best chance to inherit the title and demesne.


When it came to nobility, the girls actually had a much better chance of attaining or keeping a noble rank than the boys.  Only the first born son would inherit a title and demesne, but a girl was almost always married to an heir of a demesne, which kept them within the titled nobility.  The wife of a noble held the same rank as her husband, even though she was not technically in the line of succession for the demesne but did keep her title (but not the lands of the demesne) if her husband died.  That was how Semvi ended up married to Harren, and such arranged marriages were the norm among the noble rank.  It was just their good luck that Semvi and Harren had fallen in love and were quite happy together.  It also demonstrated how that worked, since Semvi’s father was a Count but she was a Baroness.


A daughter could inherit a demesne, if there were no male heirs, but the title and the demesne became the property of her husband once she married.  So, a female heir could theoretically lose her lands to her husband’s family instead of her own if he had a male child when they married, either legitimate or illegitimate, who would then become the heir to the demesne on his father’s death.  That was why there were some very few female titled nobles who refused to marry, so they could keep control over the demesne.  They could pass their title and lands to any children they had, but those children would be considered bastards and would not be held in high regard in Ivalician society.  They would have their title and their lands, but they would be social pariahs.

So, where she needed to start her investigation was with one Gorgen von Brallis, second son of Baron Chale von Brallis.  What she knew of him was that he was an officer in the Royal Army, a common profession for a second son, and coincidence of coincidences, he was stationed at the barracks here in the capital.  He’d come to dinner twice over the year that Kiyo had been Ellia’s familiar, so he knew the von Claress family and knew where they lived.  Harren was his uncle, after all, so it wasn’t unusual at all for him to visit him socially.  Kiyo had never met him personally, since she was often not allowed to be summoned during social engagements to eliminate the chance she may cause mischief—a fair precaution, to be honest, Kiyo loved a little harmless chaos from time to time—but she knew enough of him from hearing Ellia’s parents talk to know that they held him in fairly high regard.  He was a good officer and an amiable, intelligent, capable young man.


And intelligent men in situations like Gorgen’s were entirely capable of hatching schemes like the one Kiyo was envisioning.


She made a special note to determine if the weapons the assassins bore were common weapons that soldiers may carry while off duty.  She wasn’t familiar enough with military weaponry to know that.


She knew where to start.  She just had to wait until she could start hunting.  That would come when Ellia started her daily lessons, which usually began not long after breakfast.  Ellia spent most of her day taking a variety of lessons, from academic to magical to musical, learning everything that a young lady of noble rank was expected to know in order to support and assist her husband in his noble endeavors.  Ladies of station were the managers of the house, so they had to know how to keep books and manage servants, as well as deal with merchants.  They were expected to be adept at several musical instruments and singing, so they could be effective entertainers during social engagements.  And those nobles who had the potential were fully expected to be trained in the magical arts, which were seen as an erudite pursuit on top of providing the household with magical resources.  Any noble that had any magical potential at all trained it, which was most of them.


Then again, few people in the world were so poorly attuned to magic that they couldn’t use it at all.  Most people had just enough potential to cast minor cantrips and other weak spells, at least among commoners.  Those from noble families were, as a whole, stronger in magic than commoners, mainly due to the fact that magical potential was a hereditary trait and many nobles became so because of their magical prowess.  But one of the biggest differences was that the vast majority of commoners had no magical training, so they couldn’t use magic even if they had the potential to do so.


Magicians like Ellia were rare, because she was very strong in both the ways that magicians were evaluated.  She was able to channel far more magic than the standard magician, and she had the ability to hold more magic than them as well.  Those were the two aspects of a magician that mattered, how much magic a magician could hold and how quickly they could either gather it or release it.  Ellia was far above average in both aspects, and combined with her natural intelligence and imagination, it made her highly rated in all three of the pillars that determined overall magical capability.  A magician like Ellia could draw in a great deal of magic quickly, hold far more than most other magicians, then unleash that power in a torrent that few other magicians could match.  Her ability to hold large quantities of magic was why she could keep Kiyo summoned for so long, because that magical potential was the reserve from which she empowered Kiyo that allowed her to remain in the world.  And when her reserves ran low, she could replenish them by drawing in the ambient magic that infused the world until she got tired.  It was real work for a magician to both channel magic, the term for either drawing in or expending magic, or retain magical energy for future use beyond their natural state.  Every magician had a “natural” magical reserve level that they could retain without tiring themselves out, what was called their resting potential, and in Ellia’s case, that reserve was very high.  There was an upper limit of magic that a magician could hold, called their active potential, which was the limit of magic they could hold while actively trying to fill themselves with magical energy.  Exceeding the resting potential meant that the magician had to expend their own energy to do it, had to work to hold the magic in the same way a laborer might have to carry a heavy package, so it would tire a magician out if they did it too long.  That was why they only drew in magic beyond their resting potential when they needed to cast a spell that required more magic than their resting potential could supply.  Magicians didn’t walk around holding as much magic as possible all the time, it would exhaust them to do it.


That was one of the two aspects of magical potential that mattered to magicians.  The other was channeling, which was how much magic a magician could actively use at a time.  The more magic a magician could channel, the faster they could cast spells, and the faster they could draw in magic to replenish their passive or active potential.  There was a passive aspect to it that affected how quickly they regenerated magical energy without actively trying, and the stronger a magician’s potential in channeling, the faster and stronger their passive regeneration was.  For Ellia, her ability to channel was the stronger of her two magical aspects, which allowed her to regenerate her magic back to her resting potential much faster than other magicians.  It also allowed her to cast spells much faster than most other magicians, since she could invest the magic required to empower a spell in a much shorter time.


Those two aspects combined were why Ellia could keep Kiyo summoned for as long as she wanted.  Without having to actively draw in ambient magic, Ellia’s channeling potential was so high that she could keep Kiyo summoned literally indefinitely, the magic she expended to keep Kiyo summoned didn’t exceed her natural magical regeneration where she passively absorbed ambient magic to return to her resting potential, though it did significantly slow down her regeneration back to her resting potential.  But what mattered was that while Kiyo was summoned, her natural magic regeneration was a net positive, where with the great majority of other magicians, it would be negative.  And her resting and active potentials were high enough that she could easily use other magic while keeping Kiyo summoned without exhausting herself quickly, something that neither of her parents could easily do.  When they had their familiars out, they had to actively channel ambient magic to regenerate their magical reserves, which meant that they were expending their own energy and would tire out if they did it too long.  Ellia did not have that happen, her channeling and her potential both were so high that she regenerated her magical reserves even with Kiyo actively summoned, and her potential was high enough to allow her to cast a whole lot of spells before the drain of keeping Kiyo summoned expended her reserves and forced her to actively channel to gather magical energy.  She certainly could exhaust herself using magic, but that took a lot longer for her than it did for her parents.


That magical talent was why Ellia had three magical tutors and spent more than half her day studying magic instead of more mundane subjects.  Ellia had the potential to be one of the kingdom’s best magicians, and would certainly qualify to be a Court Magician if she cared to pursue a career in the magical arts.


It didn’t take long for Ellia to be whisked away to her first lesson, violin practice, but Kiyo didn’t get the chance to go start investigating.  Semvi took command of her and brought her to the parlor, sat her down, and they had a long talk.  Semvi grilled her about a lot of things that she couldn’t really answer, digging for more information about what happened when she was dismissed.  She was fixated on the fact that Kiyo was aware of her state when she wasn’t actively summoned, a mystery that Semvi very much intended to solve.  She wanted to know what Kiyo felt, what she experienced when she wasn’t actively summoned, but those weren’t answers she could easily give.  It was hard to put into words what it felt like to not exist, and to know that you did not exist, to be aware but unable to think, yet still be aware of the fact that you can’t think.  Being dismissed was being in the nothing, where the nothing made you nothing along with it, and that was a hard thing to describe in words.


What intrigued her, however, was how she described what happened last night, when she was summoned already knowing that something was wrong.  That wasn’t just an awareness of herself and her non-existence, that was an awareness of what was going on in the real world.  Kiyo proposed that maybe something about Ellia’s mental state had passed it to her while she was casting the spell, but Semvi seemed to discount that.


After violin practice, Semvi was ready to start experimenting.  She brought Ellia to the parlor and sat her down beside Kiyo, sitting on the sofa across from them with a book in her lap.  It was one of her journals, so she was going to be writing in it.   Semvi was a very organized woman, and she had long had a habit of writing down almost everything.  “I want to try something, Ellie,” she began.  “I’m investigating Kiyo’s ability to remain aware when she’s not summoned, and also how she was aware of what was going on in the real world last night, when she wasn’t summoned.  She told me that she was summoned already knowing that something was wrong, which is even more unusual than her claim that she remains aware when she’s dismissed.  Both of those claims hints that there might be something much more going on than we think.  So, what I’d like to do is attempt a brief experiment.  You’re going to dismiss Kiyo for a few minutes, we’re going to do something we normally would not do, and we’ll see if Kiyo knows what we were doing while she was dismissed.  Kiyo will also actively try to learn more about where she is while she’s not summoned, if she’s going to some actual place or if she just perceives it as a place.  Is that alright with you?”


“Kiyo really hates being dismissed, but if I’m just going to summon her back in a few minutes…I guess that would be okay with me.  Is it okay with you, Kiyo?”


“I guess, if that’s what you want, Mistress,” she replied demurely.


“What I want is for you to be honest with me,” Ellia chided her.


“I’m not going to like it, but then again, I never do anyway,” she answered.  “And I know you’re not doing it just to do it.  So I guess it’ll be alright.”


“How is being dismissed different?” Semvi asked curiously.


“When Mistress Ellia falls asleep, the bond dissolves passively,” Kiyo replied, looking at her.  “But when she dismisses me, she cuts the bond between us actively.  It feels much different.  It’s far more frightening to be dismissed than for her to fall asleep, because of how it feels when the bond is broken.  It’s like…like…like I’m being rejected.  It doesn’t hurt or feel different physically, but the way it feels in here is much harder on me,” she said, patting her upper chest with her hand.  “It’s like the Mistress is rejecting me, forsaking me.  Throwing me away.  The way it feels…it feels permanent, Mistress Semvi, even though I know it’s not,” she groped to explain.  “Like she’s sending me away and never wants to see me again.  And as a familiar, that hurts me, deep inside, because I literally exist to serve my Mistress.  It would be like your mother telling you that she doesn’t love you anymore and she wants you to go away forever.”


“Huh,” Semvi said, writing quickly in her journal.  “And it feels that way even though you know that’s not how Ellia feels about you at all?”


She nodded.  “It’s not a rational thing, Mistress Semvi.  I know the Mistress doesn’t think of me that way at all, but it’s how it feels.  I think she has to do it that way to sever the bond so I can be dismissed, so I don’t think it’s something that the Mistress can actively control or change.  It may be the only real way a familiar can be dismissed.”


“Now you know why I never dismiss her, Mom.  Even though I try to be as gentle as I can, it never fails to make her scared and upset, and I won’t do that to her on purpose.”


“That is very good information,” she said, scribbling in her journal crisply, then she was silent for a moment as she finished.  “Alright, let’s go ahead and start.  Kiyo, I want you to do your best to see where you are when you’re dismissed.  I know you said you can’t see or hear or even think, but the fact that you’re aware means that there’s some spark of you active, and you can use that to try to see more.  So, Kiyo, do your best to see.  Don’t be afraid of the nothing.  Try to reach out into it, try to understand what it is.  While she’s doing that, daughter, we’re going to do something unusual, and we’ll see if Kiyo was aware of what we were doing while she was dismissed.  Also, daughter, while Kiyo is dismissed, I want you to try to sense her,” she added.  “Think about her, try to reach out to her even though she’s dismissed.  There’s a chance you did something similar to that when you summoned her last night, and that may have reached her before she was summoned.  If Kiyo is aware of what we were doing, we’ll conduct further experiments to see if its you reaching out to her, or her reaching out to you, that allowed her to be aware of the real world while dismissed.  We’ll set a timer of five minutes, Kiyo.  Ellia will summon you back in five minutes, and we’ll gather the results of the experiment.  Alright?”


“Alright,” she nodded, taking the hand Ellia reached out to her.  She closed her eyes for a moment in preparation, then stood on the couch and turned to face Ellia.  “I’m ready, Mistress.”


“It’s just for five minutes,” she smiled reassuringly.


“I know,” she said, putting on a brave smile.


“Alright,” Semvi said, reaching for a small hourglass sitting on the tea table between the two sofas.  “Let’s begin.”  She turned the small hourglass over and set it back on the table.


“See you in five minutes,” Ellia said with a gentle smile, and then Kiyo felt the bond between them sever, actively cut off by Ellia.  That never failed to induce a near panic in her that Ellia was sending her away for good, but she closed her eyes and pushed that down, pushed it away, and focused on what Semvi told her to do.  Reach out into the nothing, try to understand it, try to be while part of the nothing.  She focused her every thought on that as the magic the kept her in the world was used up, and her body evaporated like smoke and she tumbled down into the nothingness and ceased to exist.


Something was very different.


Taking his reflexive step forward and kneeling down as the echoes of the thunderclap bounced back off the walls, Ken was assaulted by the chaotic swirl of memories that were Kiyo’s as his body got over the initial shock of being magically reconstituted, waiting for his nerves to settle down enough for him to be able to move.  What was different was that he could feel something, feel someone on the edges of his awareness, something he had never felt before.  Kiyo wasn’t sleeping, or hibernating as Ken called it, she was trying to remain active, but it wasn’t Kiyo’s familiar presence that he was feeling.  He wasn’t sure why, afraid that something terrible had happened and she’d been attacked and destroyed by another invader, and there was no way for him to figure it out until the right memory drifted through his mind.  He had no control of Kiyo’s memories, they came to him in a random, chaotic swirl, and he just had to wait and see enough of them for him to start piecing together what was going on.  He couldn’t actively access them until he absorbed them, and that took time.  He knelt there long after he would have staggered into the cottage for sugar trying to understand what was going on, until a memory fragment of the experiment Semvi was doing drifted through his consciousness.


It was an experiment.  They were testing to see if Kiyo remained aware when she wasn’t summoned, and also testing her ability to be aware of where she was when she was dismissed.


Well, he could answer all of those questions, but unfortunately there was no way for him to communicate with Ellia and Semvi.  He and Kiyo were entirely separate people, they just happened to share the same soul.  But that did explain why he was feeling Kiyo on the edges of his awareness.  She wasn’t settling into hibernation like usual, she was trying to stay awake, stay active, to be aware of and try to understand the nothing, as Semvi put it.  So, instead of snuggling down for a long sleep, she was trying to stay awake and peer into the darkness beyond her bed.


Wait.  This presence he was feeling...was it Ellia?  It wasn’t Kiyo, and one of her memories was that Ellia was actively trying to keep in contact with Kiyo while she was dismissed.  Well, Kiyo wasn’t there when she was dismissed, Ken was.  Was this Ellia reaching out to him through Kiyo?

It…it could be.  There was something familiar about this presence, even if he couldn’t entirely identify it.  It stood to reason that this was Ellia, trying to reach out to Kiyo, but getting him instead because Kiyo was suspended in the nothing.


But, this was also an opportunity.  If Ellia was trying to reach out to Kiyo, then he might be able to make contact with her through the bond that sealed him to her.


He had some time.  Kiyo was being dismissed for five minutes over there, which was about 106 minutes over here due to the time difference.  That didn’t give him any time to recover before Kiyo was summoned again, but it would give him time to try to communicate with Ellia.  And the first step would be trying to reach into and through the nothing, using it as a bridge.


He did need to get some sugar into his system before he passed out, however.  He stumbled into the cottage and downed a prepared bottle of sports drink heavily laden with sugar, fully saturated, which made it taste rather vile but also did the job.  After that, he went back outside and sat cross-legged in the sand just beside the still hot lump of glass formed by the lightning bolt that heralded his earlier return.  He wasn’t entirely sure how he was going to go about this, or what he was going to say, but he knew that it was time to make contact.  Getting into contact with Ellia would advance his own goals, on top of hopefully bringing Kiyo some peace of mind about what happened to her when she was dismissed.


He took a deep breath and began practicing the meditation that he learned not long after he became a familiar to help him deal with the uncertainty and trauma of having his life ripped to shreds, one of the many programs and treatments he sought to deal with the mental stress that being a familiar brings into their lives.  The constant uncertainty, the negative reaction from others, the oppression from the government, there was a reason most familiars had mental issues.  He didn’t use it very often, but it would be useful for this.  Meditation let him get into deeper connection with his inner mind, and that was where Kiyo lurked.


He wasn’t sure how long he tried to touch Ellia through meditation, but it wasn’t long enough.  He felt the stirring in him that told him that on her side, the five minutes were up and she was summoning Kiyo.  He changed tacks and remained in his meditative state, preparing to try to contact Kiyo.  There was a split second at the end of the summoning where Kiyo was just waking up but was still on this side of the portal, an instant where Ken was being suspended and Kiyo was taking his place, and he suspected that it was in that instant that the two of them could make contact.  They would be passing each other while walking in opposite directions on a sidewalk, to use a metaphor, and he wanted to try to say something to her as they passed.  It had worked before, when Kiyo was summoned last night, and he’d done it by focusing his entire being on a single thought.  It had resonated within him and transferred over to Kiyo when she took control.

He felt the thrumming of magic inside him, and without opening his eyes, it told him exactly where he was in the process.  He was so intimately familiar with that feeling that he knew exactly how much time he had left just by the rhythm of the pulsating magic inside him, as if Ellia’s heartbeat was reverberating into the real world as a magical surge and ebb of magical energy.  He focused on that feeling, timed it, and just as it reached the terminus, he fixated his entire being into one thought, one concept, one image.


It wasn’t a thought.  It wasn’t a feeling.  It was an image, an image of Ivali writing.  Translated, it read Kenneth Oliver Drake.  Ken used the closest Ivali equivalents to English that would produce the same phonetic sounds when read aloud, which would convey the sound and meaning of his name.

His name.  If he could impart to Ellia his name, then that was a major step towards making contact with her, because of how magic worked over there.  Knowing the true name of a person, entity, or thing gave a magician a great deal of power over it, and if Ellia was clever, she could use his name to make contact with him.


And Ellia was a clever, clever girl.


He cast that image into the nothing as he spiraled down into it, and ceased to exist.


“Did you see anything?” Semvi’s voice touched Kiyo’s fox ears as she shook off the lingering effects of being summoned, a brief moment where her senses didn’t work normally  She was standing in front of the sofa where Semvi was sitting, Ellia standing beside her.


“I…” she began, putting a hand to her head.  “I don’t remember seeing anything.  But there’s…something.  Words.  Writing.  There are written words lingering in my mind, like I saw them just before I was brought back to Mistress Ellia.  But they’re—they don’t make sense.”

“Write them down, before you forget,” Semvi prompted, offering her book and quill.  Kiyo took them, set the book on the sofa beside Semvi, and wrote the words down that were drifting through her mind.  Kenneth Oliver Drake.

“What does that mean?” Semvi asked as she looked down from beside the book, reading the words.


“I don’t know,” Kiyo replied.  “I’ve never seen words like that before.  They don’t mean anything.”


“Not to me either,” Semvi agreed.  “They’re just…random letters.  Are you sure this is what you saw, Kiyo?”

“Positive, Mistress Semvi,” she replied confidently.  “The words I saw were Ivali.”


“What about you, Ellia?  Ellia?” Semvi asked, looking at her daughter.  But Ellia didn’t answer, she stood silent, almost seeming to be transfixed, her eyes locked on the words written in the book.

“Mistress?” Kiyo called, turning and patting her arm.


Ellia blinked, then looked at them almost owlishly, then looked back to the book.  “What’s the matter, daughter?”


“This is a name,” she said in a low whisper, then she looked up quickly.  “And I’ve—I know this name!  I don’t know where, or how, or why, but I do!”


“Where did you see it?”


“I don’t know, but I know I know this name!” she replied.  “Maybe it was in a story I haven’t read for a long time, or a name I heard in passing long ago, but I know this is a name!”


“It’s no name that I’ve heard,” Semvi declared.


“Me either,” Kiyo added.


“I’m positive that it is,” Ellia declared.  “I just know it.”

“Can you picture the face that goes with the name?” Semvi asked.


Ellia closed her eyes and was quiet a long moment.  “No,” she finally answered.  “But I know this name.  I just don’t remember where I heard it, or read it.”


“Well, there is one thing we can do.  Divine the name,” Semvi said, standing up.


“Are you sure, Mom?  I know that divination magic is your specialty, but can you even divine something you’ve never seen?”


“I haven’t, but Kiyo has,” she replied.  “That will be enough.  We’ll need the circle for this.”


The three of them went down to the cellar, into a room they rarely used.  It was a bare room, devoid of decoration or furniture, with candle sconces on the walls and a magic circle inlaid into the floor, one more than large enough for Kiyo to sit in the center and be well away from the lines of the pentagram.  She had Kiyo do just that, sitting her in the center as she lit the candles using magic, then had Ellia stand in one corner of the room to observe.  “Kiyo, I want you to think about what you saw,” Semvi told her as she stepped up to the edge of the circle.  “Not the name, but the image.  What you saw, not what you read.”


“Okay, Mistress Semvi.”


“How will that help, Mom?  I’m still learning about divination.”


“The spell will conjure the image as Kiyo remembers it,” she explained.  “What this spell does is look back in time from a fixed point to allow us to see images of the past, going back up to one full day.  It requires a focus point, so Kiyo will focus on the image she saw, and with luck, we’ll see who wrote those words.  If not, at least we’ll see an image of the location where the book holding those words was resting.  Seeing that location may give us a clue as to who this person is.”


“Oh.  Ohhh, Mom, that’s so clever!” Ellia said, clapping her hands.


“Alright, Kiyo, close your eyes and focus on the image you saw,” Semvi ordered, raising her hands.  When she did so, the circle started to glow with magical light, and runes written in pure magic started to appear along the inside edge of the circle.  “Try to empty your mind of everything else.  See only the image.”


“Yes ma’am,” Kiyo said, doing as she was instructed.  She focused all her attention on the memory inside her, of the words she’d seen written in Ivali.  She felt it when Semvi’s spell activated, feeling a rush of magic brush over her mind like phantom fingers, but she kept her eyes closed and focused on the task she was given.  But when Semvi gave a grunt of annoyance, she felt the fingers fade away.

“Nothing,” she complained.  “The spell returns nothing.”


“What does that mean, Mom?”


“I’m not sure,” she replied.  “The spell should have showed us an image of the location where those words were written.  It may have been too long ago for the spell to see it,” she speculated.  “It can only see back so far.  What Kiyo saw may have been too old for the spell to find it.”  She put her hands on her hips, her face furrowed in thought.  “There’s something else I can try.  Kiyo, stay where you are.  Ellia, join her, and the two of you hold hands.  I’m going to cast a spell that will allow us to see your memory, but since you’re a familiar, it won’t work on you directly.  Kiyo, picture what you saw once again.  Ellia, use your bond with Kiyo to see what she sees, which will allow you to see what she remembers.  The spell will touch that image, and allow us to see it with our eyes.  It will also tell me what kind of memory it is and how long ago it was made, which may be important. This may be an even older memory that came back to Kiyo, so we need to rule out that possibility.”

“Yes, Mistress Semvi,” Kiyo said, standing up.  Ellia joined her, took her hands, and smiled down at her.


“Close your eyes and remember,” Ellia told her, then she closed her eyes herself.


She obeyed, and again focused her mind’s eye on the memory of what she saw.  She didn’t feel anything this time, but clearly something worked, because Semvi gave a sudden gasp.  Kiyo opened her eyes and saw the image, but it didn’t show the writing.  What it showed was something…bizarre.  The words, hanging in midair, and only the words.  No book, no writing slate, no nothing.  Just the words.


“What is it, Mom?  Is this what Kiyo saw?”


“Yes, and now I see why the first spell failed,” she answered.  “Kiyo, what you saw wasn’t anything physical.  This is not something you saw.  This is something you imagined, something from a dream.  This spell can determine the source of a memory, and this is from a dream.”


“This was from a dream?”


“Precisely so,” she answered.


“But why would I dream something like this?”


“That is a good question, one I cannot answer.  But beyond that, Kiyo, this does prove one very, very important thing.  You don’t simply cease to exist while you are dismissed,” she declared.  “This is clear evidence that some part of you is still aware, which imagined this image.  This came from a dream you had while dismissed.”

“Could it just be from some time before?” Ellia asked.


“Daughter, Kiyo does not sleep,” Semvi reminded her.  “She is a magical construct, not a living thing.  She doesn’t need sleep, or food, or water, or even air.  This is clearly from a dream, and this memory was made during the time she was dismissed, the spell is clear.  I think she sleeps in that place, a profoundly deep sleep, and since she sleeps, it means she dreams.  Or, maybe, she perceives what she experiences in that altered state as a dream,” she said in a speculative voice.  “I think this time, with her actively trying to remain aware, she was able to remember this fragment of memory from her dream.  She falls asleep when dismissed, going to a place beyond the physical, and there, she dreams as she awaits your call, Ellia.  That is why she’s aware, because some part of her is still active, the part of her that dreams, but since she can’t sense where she is, she perceives it as…nothing.  This is fascinating,” she breathed.  “I have to conduct some experiments with my own familiar, see if it too remains aware when it’s dismissed.”

“But what does that mean, Mom?”


“It means, dear, that there is far more going on with the familiars that even magical sages understand,” she answered.  “When she’s dismissed, she still exists.  The part of her that makes her what she is, the magical force that animates the body you create for her when you summon her, probably disperses into the aether of the world, becoming nothing but pure magic.  It’s a state that she can’t entirely understand because she has no ability to sense her surroundings, because she no longer has a physical body.  Since she has no senses, she exists in a state of complete isolation, to her it would be a place of infinite darkness, infinite silence, infinite nothingness.  That is why it frightens her.  It would frighten me too if I was placed in such a state,” she said candidly.  “The spell that summons a familiar creates something far more permanent than we thought.  Actually, that explains why familiars remember the past, and why they develop personality.  Their memories, their being, is still there, suspended in the nothing, and it returns to its master when summoned back to the world.  You may not be truly alive, Kiyo, but you are far more than just a magical construct,” she said to the small beastkin-looking familiar.  “Who you are, what you are, is suspended in an altered state when you are dismissed, where you wait to be summoned again.  The spell that creates a familiar creates something permanent.  We already knew this, but this proves that this permanent magical force continues to exist even when dismissed, existing in an altered state, a state of sleep, suspension, hibernation, because it is cut off from the magic supplied by its mistress.  Most sages believe that a familiar’s memories and behavior are part of the magician, who imparts them to the familiar when it is summoned.  But this proves that the magician creates a magical force that takes on qualities of an intelligent being, including the ability to learn, which is separate from the magician and doesn’t vanish when the familiar is dismissed.  But there is just enough magic remaining, probably supplied by the bond between magician and familiar, to maintain the familiar’s state of being so they don’t cease to exist completely.  That magic is just the barest trickle, just enough to maintain the integrity of the familiar in its dismissed state, something so small that we don’t even notice it.  If they did cease to exist completely, why, they’d be nothing but blank slates every time they were summoned.  They wouldn’t be able to learn, remember, or develop.”

“Well, that does make me feel better,” Ellia smiled down at Kiyo.  “Now we know you just go to sleep when you go back.  That means that you’re always there, even when you’re not here with me.”


 “That does also explain why Kiyo was aware something was wrong when you summoned her last night.  The bond between you is still there, even when Kiyo is not summoned, and she must have picked up your worry and fear through that bond while you were summoning her, daughter.  She became aware of it before the summoning process was complete.  That further proves that Kiyo exists even when not summoned.”

“The only thing left to explain is the name.  Why did Kiyo dream it, and why does it mean something to me?”


“That…I don’t know,” Semvi answered.  “But most likely Kiyo dreamed it because it means something to you.  You two are linked by your bond, daughter, don’t forget.  That gives each of you a connection to the other.  Some part of Kiyo must have touched on that name because it has meaning to you.  So the question we need to answer, daughter, is why that name has meaning to you.”


“I don’t know,” Ellia answered.  “I just…recognize it.”


“Then you should reflect on that and see if you can remember where you heard it,” Semvi said.  “But you can do that later.  You are already late for your first magic lesson.  You go ahead and go to your lesson, Ellia.  I’m going to stay here and summon my familiar and have a long talk with it, do a little more research on this.  Kiyo, Harren told me you have an errand to run for him while Ellia is in her lessons, so you may stay active.  But you will not interfere with her lessons,” she warned sternly.


“I’ll have to leave the manor to run the errand Master Harren gave me,” Kiyo answered mildly.  “So I won’t be here to distract the Mistress.”

“What did Dad ask you to do?  And why?  He has his own familiar, he doesn’t get to order you around.  That’s my privilege!” Ellia flared.


“He asked me to look into last night’s attack,” she answered steadily.  “He has a couple of suspicions, and since I can turn invisible and sneak around, he asked me to investigate for him.  He thinks I can find out what he wants to know because of what I can do.”


“That is a clever use of your abilities,” Semvi said approvingly.  “You have my blessing as well, Kiyo.  May your hunt bring success.”


“I’ll do my best, Mistress Semvi,” Kiyo told her.


She began her task as soon as they left the cellar.  Ellia went to her magic lesson as Kiyo let herself out of the house using the balcony door in Ellia’s room, using her levitation to slowly drift out and away from the house while also invisible, completely concealing her departure from everyone both within and without the house.  She stayed in the air, drifting over the city like a flying paper lantern because she couldn’t go very fast while levitating, with her destination firmly in sight at all times…the army barracks.  She turned sideways and alighted on the wall once she arrived, using her ability to alter her gravity to choose her own down direction, then knelt by the open window and peeked inside.  It was an office of some sort, with an officer sitting at a desk with his back to the window.  She didn’t recognize him, so she stood up and moved quietly along the wall, checking window after window, looking for someone that matched the description she had of Gorgen von Brallis.

It took her a while, but she eventually found him.  He was outside, drilling a group of soldiers in the training yard behind the main barracks, an area of sandy ground with training dummies and racks holding training weapons.  She drifted over and landed on top of a flagpole on the edge of the practice field, squatting down with her hands on the golden globe affixed to the top of the pole and her tail swishing behind her—though nobody could see her with her being invisible—and simply watched and listened.  He certainly cut a fine figure on the field, a tall, muscular, strikingly handsome young man training his men with graceful ease, displaying both his physical prowess and his skill with his wooden sword, laughing easily at jokes told and instructing his men with an easy, familiar style that made it sound like he knew the men well and was comfortable with them.  Kiyo observed him through the rest of the morning workout, then silently shadowed him when he entered the barracks, inverting herself and padding silently along the ceiling above and behind him while invisible as he chatted amiably with another officer who had been leading the troops in drills.  She didn’t expect him to say anything incriminating, but what she wanted was for him to lead her to where he kept his important papers and documents.  She wasn’t sure if he was important enough to have an office, but he would have a room to himself, or would have a residence somewhere in the city.


It turned out that he did have an office.  He entered it, requiring her to use her wraith form to get outside and to his window—too dangerous to lurk within his office—and she squatted down on all fours just over the top of the open window and watched through it in silence as he sat behind a desk, read a few reports, penned a couple of reports of his own, and met with several soldiers that came into his office over matters relating to the men he commanded.  She chose that vantage point because it allowed her to look over his shoulder at what he was reading writing, but all she saw were routine reports concerning the condition and disposition of his men.

She lurked outside his window for a good two hours, until he was fetched by two friends of his to go eat lunch.  He left the office after closing the window, and Kiyo wasted no time.  She passed through the wall using her wraith form as soon as the door closed, then hovered just over the desk as she quickly and carefully started rifling through it.  She was careful not to change the order of the papers she found in his desk drawers, pulling them out and skimming them one by one, setting them aside face down so they stayed in the same order.  Unfortunately, all of the papers in his desk were concerning his work, just reports and more reports, on top of leave requests and other routine military matters.  There was nothing unusual or untoward in the desk, or in the office in general.


She returned to the manor to ask a quick question of Semvi, asking where Gorgen lived, and that sent her back out.  It turned out that Gorgen lived in a brownstone in the city, not in the barracks, and with him being at the barracks it afforded her the opportunity to rifle through his home looking for any possible clues or evidence.  She found the brownstone about an hour after returning to the manor, and a quick look through the bedroom assured her that she was in the right house.  The wardrobe held spare military officer’s uniforms, which made her confident this was Gorgen’s house.  A quick exploration of the house while being careful not to change or disturb anything, not even so much as putting her feet on a solid surface, allowed her find his study, which held a writing desk set in front of a large window for light and with a magically enchanted lamp sitting on the desk’s corner.


This was where she had to be careful.  Gorgen was a noble, which meant that there was a good chance that he was a trained magician, and anyone with a secret to hide was going to protect it using magic.  Kiyo couldn’t sense or detect magic any more than a mortal could, but she did have some measure of protection from magical traps because many of them only activated when disturbed by a living thing…and familiars didn’t register as living to such magical spells.  That prevented the traps from going off if they were jostled without being actively touched, such as being moved about as a desk drawer was opened or closed, but still defend their secrets from anything living that wasn’t the maker of the trap that touched them.  For that reason, Kiyo didn’t reach out and open the desk drawer.  She instead left the study, went to the kitchen, and procured four matching serving knives.  She returned to the study, slid the knives under the door, passed through it using wraith form—she could only change herself, her clothes, and her swords, not any external objects—and picked them up and returned to the desk.  She carefully used the knife blade to hook into the ring handle of the desk’s narrow document drawer and pull it open.  Within were several documents, which was what she was after.  She used the knife to slide the blade under the first document and carefully lifted it up without touching it, set the handle of the other blade down over the document to create a clamp, repeated the process on the other side of the document, then squeezed them together by gripping the other ends and pulled the document out of the drawer using her pair of makeshift tongs.

She set it on the desk and read it, and found that it was a letter to his brother Edwil, dated just a march ago.  She quickly read through it and found that it was quite mundane, so she turned it face down and fished the next one out of the stack.  It too was a letter, to his sister.  She went through the entire document drawer and found them all to be letters to family or friends, and all of them completely innocent.


That was a dead end.  She went through the laborious process of putting them all back in the drawer without touching them, in their proper order, then opened one of the other drawers.  She found more documents, these within a thin wooden construction set into the drawer that held papers set into the narrow slots along the top.  She had to work to get those papers out without touching them, but found they were all innocuous, dealing with his position as an army officer.  It took her nearly an hour to go through the desk, but found nothing incriminating.


She put everything back the way it was, returned the knives to the kitchen exactly where she had found them, then hovered in midair with her legs crossed and put her elbow on her knee and her chin on her hand, thinking.  If Gorgen had anything incriminating, then he was being careful enough to hide it even within the sanctity of his own house.  So, if he had something to hide, where would he hide it?


Something occurred to her.  How did she know how to do this?  How did she know how to be so careful?  Was this something from Mistress Ellia that had bled into her through the bond?


A matter to consider later.  Right now, she had to either confirm or discount Gorgen as a suspect.

She thought about it, but was jarred out of her reverie by the distant sound of the door opening.  She quickly turned invisible and rose up, and not a moment later, a thin, reedy woman of middling age entered the kitchen.  She was wearing a simple servant’s dress, and she wasted no time bending to the task of cooking, setting a woven basket on the counter and taking out vegetables she must have bought at the market.  It must be fairly late, she must have been here searching the house far longer than she thought.

So, Gorgen had a servant.  She must cook and clean for him…and that meant that if he had anything to hide, it would be somewhere a servant who often rifled through the entire house doing her chores would not easily find it.  That disqualified any easily accessible area, which meant that anything he kept hidden would be somewhere both not easy to access and in a place where Gorgen would feel very secure about leaving it.


His personal bedchamber?  No, she no doubt had access to that room, to change his bedding.  His office?  Possible.  She may have orders to not enter that room.  Shifting into wraith form, she levitated up through the ceiling, returned to the upper floor, and returned to the office.  She looked around carefully, taking in the desk, the bookshelf to the left of it as one came into the room, which held well over two dozen books on its upper shelves and several knickknacks and mementos on its lower shelves that looked to have to do with his military career.

The bookshelf.  She didn’t check the bookshelf.  She drifted over to it, rose up so she could see its top, then drifted over and looked.   There was a faint handprint on the top, which hinted to her that it had been tipped forward to give someone access to its back.


She was both right and wrong.  The bookshelf did indeed hold a secret, but not a trove of incriminating documents.  It had a false back along the top shelf, which was empty and was high enough for the average person to not be tall enough to easily see it, and after she puzzled out how to open it, she found a wooden back with stacks of platinum crown coins within the void space, drizzled over with wax to stick them together and keep them from jingling about if the bookshelf were tipped, which was damn clever thing to do in her opinion.  Gorgen put his hand on the top when he opened the false back to access his hidden money, which he accessed while standing on the footstool sitting in the corner, she’d wager.

In fact, after looking carefully, she saw that every shelf had the same false back, which presented a uniform depth to all the shelves and concealed the fact that there was a void space between the shelf and the back of the bookshelf.  The three shelves below the top shelf had books filling them, which would make getting to the void spaces much more difficult, especially with the servant in the house who may come to investigate if she heard any sound, and the two lower shelves had too much stuff she’d have to move that would jangle or make noise if she moved them out of the way to get to the hidden cubby behind it.


She couldn’t check the other void spaces with the servant in the house.  She’d have to come back tomorrow and finish her investigation.


She carefully looked over the shelf and made sure that it looked exactly the way it had before she opened the hidden back, and confident she’d left no trace of her presence, she turned a11nd used wraith form one more time to get through the outer wall.  This time she felt it, since it required a lot of her personal magic reserves to use that ability.  Ellia would replenish that magic through their bond, but it would take time since Ellia wasn’t actively feeding her magic.  The magic would replenish over time as magic flowed from Ellia into her.


It was by pure luck that she saw Gorgen von Brallis on the street after she came through the wall.  He was carrying a leather satchel that looked to hold papers, and Kiyo held her position, staying well enough away from the wall that no part of her or her clothing may accidentally brush against it and create a telltale sound that may alert Gorgen to her presence.  A tall, gangly dark-haired man in an officer’s uniform approached from the other direction and stopped him right at the landing of the steps leading to his front door.


“Gorgen,” he greeted.


“Ildres,” he returned.  “What news?”


“None, I fear,” he answered.  “None of my usual contacts know anything about what happened last night.  And the, ah, participants were not members of the local association of shady dealings.  The men were from somewhere else.  The only lead we have are the weapons.  They were not the type carried by the usual rabble.”

Gorgen frowned.  “Are they Ivalician?”


He shrugged.  “There’s no smith’s mark on them.  If they were made by an Ivalician smith, he made them under the table.  So either they were made knowing he was selling them to criminals, or they’re from outside the kingdom.  We could always take them to the guild to be divined.”


“No,” he said strongly.  “I don’t entirely trust them, Ildres.  Not over this.”


“Why not?”


“Ellia,” he answered simply.  “Until I’m certain this wasn’t some plot to take her from my aunt and uncle, I’m not trusting the guild.  And they know about her.”


“Is the that strong?”


“She’s a prodigy, my friend,” he said gravely.  “She could be the strongest magician Ivalice has seen for a generation.  And I have a gnawing feeling that someone knows about her and wants to control that power.”


Kiyo blinked.  He was…he was investigating the attack?  He was trying to protect his cousin, her Mistress?  Could she be wrong about him?


“I do know one magician we can trust that may have the skill to divine the weapon to find out who owned it.  My aunt Semvi,” he said.  “She’s very skilled in divination magic.  Give me one of the blades, and I’ll take it to her tomorrow.  I’m not sure how I’m going to explain this to her, though.  I don’t want to scare her.”


“Master Gorgen von Brallis,” Kiyo called aloud, which made both of them jump in surprise.  She wavered into visibility and landed lightly on the top of the steps, which put her head slightly above theirs.  Gorgen peered at her, then seemed to recognize her, no doubt from hearing about her from Ellia during his visits.

“Master von Brallis, I come bearing an invitation to have breakfast with my Mistress and her family tomorrow morning,” she prompted evenly.  “They would be quite pleased to have you.”


“Who is this, Gorgen?”


“The familiar of a relative, one that is quite dependable,” he replied evasively, turning to face Kiyo.  “Do you have one of the blades, Ildres?”


“Yes.”


“Give it to her,” he ordered calmly.


“Are you sure about this?”


“Positive.  She knows where to take it, and I trust her to deliver it before returning to her Mistress.  That will give my aunt plenty of time to thoroughly examine the blade before I speak to her tomorrow.  Familiar, deliver this blade to Baroness Semvi von Claress, and then return this reply to your mistress.  I am honored to accept the invitation, and will arrive at seven bells tomorrow.”


The gangly man pulled one of the weapons she recognized from last night from behind his back, the long dirk that was used to stab Denwald.  He stepped up and offered it to Kiyo.  She took it in both hands and cradled it to her chest.

“Thank you, Master,” she returned politely.  “By your leave, Master von Brallis?”

He nodded.  “Deliver the parcel, and then return to your mistress with my answer to your message.”


“I will.”  She gave a bob of a bow and lifted her feet up off the ground, rose up over them, then turned and started drifting in the general direction of her Mistress’ manor.  She couldn’t turn invisible because of the blade she was carrying, it wouldn’t vanish with her, so she simply got high enough to where few would even notice her.


She returned to the manor and tracked down Semvi, who was sitting in the parlor reading a book as Lewina poured her a cup of tea.  “Mistress Semvi,” she called as she entered the room.


“What news, Kiyo?”


“Important news,” she said, reaching her and offering the long dirk.  “Master Gorgen von Brallis bade me bring you this and asks you to divine this weapon to learn as much about its owner as you can.  This was used to stab Master Denwald,” she reported.  “Master Gorgen is investigating the attack on you as well.”


“I knew he was a good boy,” she said with a smile as she accepted the weapon.  “He wants me to divine the weapon to learn who owned it?”


“And anything else you can discover,” she replied.  “Master Gorgen doesn’t want to take it to the guild.  He doesn’t trust them.  That’s why he wants you to do it.  You, he trusts.”


“Whyever not?”


“He fears that they might be a suspect.  He said that they may have tried to kidnap my Mistress because of her magical potential.  He said he won’t trust them until he’s convinced they had no hand in it.”


Semvi gave him a surprised look.  “That’s absurd,” she protested.


“Absurd or not, Master Gorgen was quite adamant,” Kiyo answered.  “I think he suspects anyone that knows about Mistress Ellia’s potential.”


“I…suppose it doesn’t hurt to eliminate them as suspects,” she said.  “How did you come across him?”


“I was investigating him as a potential suspect,” she said honestly.  “In fact, he was my prime suspect, right up until I overheard him discussing his investigation into the attack with one of his fellow officers.”


“Why on Avalon would you suspect him?” she demanded.


“I thought it may be an attempt to wipe out the von Claress family and give him the opportunity to inherit Master Harren’s title,” she answered.  “Given Master Edwil von Brallis would decline to become the heir, Master Gorgen would be the logical choice to inherit the title and lands.  He’s stationed here in Ivalice, so it would give him the opportunity to hire lackeys and execute the scheme.  He would had motive, means, and opportunity.  Under that theory, it made him the one most likely to be behind the attack.”


Semvi gave her a surprised look.  “I…that is actually a quite logical conclusion,” she admitted.  “You are a clever girl, Kiyo.”


“Thank you, Mistress, but it turns out I was wrong,” Kiyo said modestly, but she was smiling slightly.  “I heard him discussing his investigation with his friend, and realized I was mistaken.  He’s also trying to find out who attacked you, and from what I heard, I believe him to be sincere.”


“Yes, but you did have a good reason to suspect him, one based in solid reasoning,” she noted, looking down at the dirk.  “Alright, let me start on this.  Lewina, inform Harren that I’m involved in a magical spell when he gets home, so he knows not to interrupt my work.”


“Yes, ma’am,” she answered with a nod as Semvi drained her teacup quickly, and then stood up.  “Should dinner be at the usual hour?”


“I should be done by then, so yes,” she answered.


“Oh yes,” Kiyo called, rising up off the ground now that Semvi was standing, so she didn’t have to look down.  “Mistress Semvi, I sort of invited Master von Brallis to breakfast tomorrow,” she relayed.  “I needed a reason to reveal myself and speak to him, since he wasn’t alone.  And I thought you may want to talk to him about the attack.”


“Yes, that was sound thinking, Kiyo.  Lewina, we will have a guest for breakfast tomorrow, so prepare enough for him as well.”


“Yes ma’am.”


“Kiyo, Ellia isn’t done with her lessons, so don’t distract her.”


“Yes, Mistress.  May I read a book from the main library while I wait?”

“You may,” she answered.  “And well done.”

“Thank you, Mistress.”


The rest of the day was like a bizarre reflection of what was a typical day.  Kiyo read more about the runes used in ritual magic waiting for Ellia to finish her lessons, but the moment she was done, she claimed Kiyo from the library and literally would not let her out of arm’s reach.  She spent the time before dinner sitting on Ellia’s lap as they talked about what Kiyo had been up to during her lessons, she spent dinner hovering just beside Ellia’s chair as the family discussed the events from the day before.  Kiyo used that time to catch Harren up on the results of her endeavor, from her investigation of Gorgen to the realization that he too was investigating the attack.  After dinner, they sat in her room reading, with Kiyo laying across her Mistress’ lap as she used her as a bookrest, and Kiyo continued reading the book on runes she’d taken from the main library downstairs.  Ellia played with the fur on Kiyo’s tail as they read, which Kiyo both enjoyed and understood was Ellia’s way of dealing the scare she got last night.  Ellia was still unsettled, and she was using Kiyo as a security blanket, keeping her as close as possible for both companionship and the sense of security Kiyo gave her as her protector.  She still hadn’t really talked about it, and Kiyo knew that she just had to wait until Ellia was ready to broach the subject.

Eventually she did.  Kiyo turned a page in her book and felt Ellia close her book and set it aside, then she ruffled Kiyo’s hair with one hand and stroked the fur on her tail with the other.  “I’m so glad I have you, Kiyo,” she said in a calm but charged voice.


“I’m glad you have me too, Mistress Ellia,” she replied in a gentle yet playful voice, turning her head and looking up and back at her out of the corner of her eye.  “Do you want to talk about it?”


“I’m just…I don’t know,” she sighed, leaning back on her hands, which allowed Kiyo to rise up to a sitting position, settling herself into sitting on her feet.  “I’ve never seen…blood like that.  Things laying on the floor.  `It was shocking.  I’ve read stories about battles, but seeing what the real results are,” she said with a shudder.  “And now cousin Gorgen thinks they may have been after me?”


“It’s possible,” Kiyo said honestly.  “You are a powerful magician, Mistress.  It’s not a stretch to think that someone that found out about you may want to kidnap you.  That way they can force you while you’re very young to obey them, and then use your powers for themselves for the rest of your life.”


“That’s just as scary,” she said.  “I’d never once thought in all my life that my magic would, would make me a target.”

“Then I think your best course of action is to learn so much about it that you can blast anyone who ever tries that again,” Kiyo told her soberly.  “You are a powerful magician, Mistress.  Learn how to use it.  And while you’re learning, I’ll be right here to make sure nobody gets within my sword’s length of you,” she said, drawing one of the swords sheathed behind her back in a visual display.


“You have no idea how comforting that is,” she said with an earnest smile.


“I am your faithful familiar, Mistress.  I will protect you,” she declared fiercely as she sheathed her sword.  “But until Master Gorgen learns more, we shouldn’t make any assumptions.  I don’t think it was a random robbery, but it’s still possible that the target was your father, or your mother, not you.  I think Master Gorgen does have a good point, but we don’t know yet.  Let’s learn more before jumping to conclusions.”


“I don’t know.  It’s just a lot to think about.  And worry about,” she sighed.


“Worrying isn’t always a bad thing, but only in moderation,” Kiyo told her.  “It’s an awareness that there’s something wrong.  Just don’t let it dominate your thinking.”


Ellia regarded her, then smiled.  “When did you get so wise?”


“You’re the one that taught me, Mistress.  I’m just telling you what you’ve told me.”

“Kiyo, stop it with the Mistress,” she chided.  “It makes me feel weird!”


“I’m—it’s hard not to say it,” she admitted, looking down.  “After last night, it made me realize more than ever before that you are my Mistress, Ellia.  You’re my friend, but you are my Mistress first, first and always.  And I am your familiar.  I’m sorry if it makes you feel weird, but for a little while, I think I’m not going to be able to stop myself.”


“It sounds like last night affected you too,” she said, then she reached over and pulled her into a hug.  “My poor little girl.  I didn’t think about that because you’ve acted so strong since it happened.  I’m sorry.”


“It’s alright, Mistress.  It didn’t freak me out, it just showed me in my heart what matters to me most.  You.  My beautiful, incredible, amazing Mistress.  I love you.”


“I love you too, Kiyo,” she said gently, patting her back.  “You’re the best familiar a magician could ever ask for.  I’m so lucky to have you as mine.”

“I’m the lucky one,” she countered, tucking her cheek against Ellia’s neck.  “Even if you weren’t my Mistress, Ellia, I’d want to be right here.  With you.”

“Aww,” Ellia sounded, patting her back again.


They went silent, enjoying a long, long moment, then Kiyo snuggled down in Ellia’s lap like an oversized puppy, just laying there and allowing Ellia to dote on her, which served to relax and calm Ellia as much as her.  Kiyo pondered what she’d learned that day, considering Gorgen’s theory that the attack may have been aimed at Ellia, and she couldn’t refute his conclusion.  Ellia was powerful, one of the most promising magicians in all of Ivalice, and it was entirely possible that someone out there wanted to control that power.  It just introduced another possibility that they’d have to consider as they tried to find out the truth.  That theory was equally valid as Kiyo’s initial idea that this was some kind of political move to allow someone to take Master Harren’s title and demesne.  It just meant that there were more avenues to investigate to discover the truth.  But at least she wasn’t doing it alone.  Master Gorgen was also seeking the truth, and he seemed an intelligent man from the brief interaction she had with him, as well as observing him training his troops and speaking with the associate he’d asked to search for information for him.  With Master Gorgen and Kiyo hunting for the culprit, she felt confident that they were going to find him.  And when they did…Kiyo very well may not suffer to allow them to live.  They had upset the Mistress, may very well may want her dead, and there was only one answer to that…to protect the Mistress, Kiyo would kill.  She had already killed.  And she would kill again, without hesitation, without remorse.  The only thing that mattered to her was Ellia’s safety, well being, and happiness.  She would do whatever it took to protect it, and protect her.

She would find out.  She would protect her mistress, her friend, her goddess, from anything or anyone that would threaten her or her happiness.  She did her best to try to think rationally with Ellia’s hand stroking her hair, nearly overwhelmed by the simple joy of being doted upon by the center of her life, by her reason for living.

She would protect her Mistress.  She would protect her goddess.  She would move the heavens and the earth, she would drown the land in a sea of blood, all for the feel of the gentle fingers tousling and playing with one of her ears.  This was her heaven, and she would do whatever it took to keep it just the way it was.

Stepping forward and kneeling down as the echoes of the thunderclap reverberated off the walls, Ken felt far more scattered than usual.  He could tell already that a long time had passed since he was summoned.  Weeks.  He’d been gone for weeks.  Ellia had never kept him summoned for that long before, all day.  She summoned him as soon as she woke up and didn’t go to sleep until her usual bedtime, so he estimated she’d kept him summoned for a good fifteen hours, to use real world terms.  That was about 312 hours in the real world, which was almost exactly 13 days.

Two weeks.  He’d been over there for almost two weeks.


He looked around the compound as he waited out the initial shock of return and saw everything as he left it, which ruled out someone invading the place while he was out…which had happened more than once.  It looked to be around noon or so, given the sun was high in the sky, but any further actions involving conscious thought were scattered when Kiyo’s memories started swirling around in his head.  He got up and staggered to the door, having to fight through the chaos to remember the combination, then got his recovery drink and a nutrition bar from the kitchenette area and dropped into the recovery recliner.

Once again, instead of going to sleep as soon as he felt like he could move, he stayed awake, piecing together what had happened.  It took a lot longer than usual because Kiyo had a lot more memories, to the point where he fell asleep in the recliner from sheer exhaustion as he tried to piece it all together.  He awoke to darkness, groggy and a little listless, and realized he’d been inside for too long and he had to get out of the house to keep from destroying it if he got summoned again.  He had no idea what time it was now, how long he’d been out, so he had to err on the side of caution.  He left the cottage and went to his tent, found his air mattress deflated—that happened over time because he bought cheap ones—so he just took his blankets off the mattress, spread them on the floor of the tent, and rolled up into them and went back to sleep almost immediately.


It was daylight when he woke up again.  Bright daylight shined on the tent, both heating it up and illuminating the inside, and he felt much better.  The grogginess and distraction caused by Kiyo’s memories were gone, and he found all of her memories neatly sorted and stored in his mind, allowing him to review them to catch up on what she’d been up to over on the other side.  She’d gone hunting for whoever attacked Ellia’s family, discovered she’d been after the wrong person, and had learned more from her interaction with Gorgen.  Ken could see his angle, and could agree that it was a viable theory.  Ellia’s power was an asset, a powerful asset to anyone that could control it, and taking her while she was so young would give them a chance to condition her to obey.  He rested an arm on his knee as he sat up from his bedding and pondered everything Kiyo had learned, and saw that it was going to take her and Gorgen time to find the culprit.

He was starving.  The nutrition bar had long run out of carbs for his body to break down, so his body was screaming for calories.  He slapped his cheeks and got up, put on some shorts, and went to the cottage.  Despite not being there for two weeks, he kept a supply of non-perishable food, and the best option for him at that moment was some instant ramen noodles with pre-fried and frozen bacon and chopped up vienna sausages added, and washed down with a healthy glass of sports drink spiked with sugar.  That was pure carbs, salt, protein, water, fat, and glucose, everything a recently created body needed to fuel up and rebalance itself, which was chased with two separate multivitamins, vitamin D tablets, iron tablets, and vitamin E capsules to maintain proper vitamin levels.  In the short term his body needed fuel, but to maintain proper health he needed a spike of vitamin intake to hold him over until he’d eaten at least three regular meals and his body could start breaking down food for the vitamins it needed.


He had a lot of experience with this.


After eating, he let the glucose hit his system for some instant energy as he caught up on the news on TV, then began his post-arrival ritual of throwing out any perishable food he’d had, took out the garbage (a ritual any time he threw away anything that could rot since him being summoned may mean trash would have days to linger and ripen in the can), and headed for the market to restock his pantry.  He was keenly aware of the usual pair of New Ager tailers that got out of the van that was all but permanently parked down the street from his house, as well as today’s government tailer, a rather inept younger woman in jogging clothes that came around the corner as soon as he came out of the armored door and slowed to a walk, making a show out of tapping on her phone as she walked.  With his entourage in place, he started the four block trek to the local market, which was a fairly large mom and pop grocery market with which he had an arrangement.  They allowed him to run a tab, so he could get what he needed without having to carry any money.  In this part of Los Angeles, the market was primarily health food and organic selections, specialty food for snobs that pretended to care about what they ate, but they had enough of the food he both wanted and needed that he didn’t have to go anywhere else.  Some of the things they carried they did so almost exclusively for him, like instant ramen packs, Powerade (which tasted much better when spiked with sugar than Gatorade), and vienna sausages.  As usual, the few people he encountered on the sidewalk gave him a wide berth thanks to the pentagram on the front and back of his shirt (custom made so they didn’t have to have cloth pinned to them), and his mind drifted to his project as he walked.  He still had no idea how he was going to activate a circle, so he was trying to come up with some things he could try once he had what he needed to get to that point.

He had an idea for the circle.  He needed his own blood for it, but what he had in mind was that he didn’t need massive amounts of it.  If he mixed his blood into a compound and then used that, he could use a small amount of blood and still meet the requirement that the circle be constructed of or by something magical.  So, what if he drew some of his blood, mixed it into plaster or concrete, and then used it to build a magic circle?  It didn’t need to be large, something that might fit on a small concrete pad, something just large enough for him to stand in the center.  He could pour the concrete with the mold of the circle hollowed out, then fill those sections with the special plaster.  That would create something he’d only have to make once, and it would give him a solid foundation to experiment until he found something that works.  He could just dig out the plaster and put in a different mixture until he got it right.

It just might work.  It all depended on if his blood had to be whole, or just a component.  What concentration would be needed to trigger the magic if it only needed to be a component.

It was just one of the many things he had to consider for this project, and thankfully, Kiyo had come through for him on her side.  She’d read a lot about ritual magic and the runes used, and that information was now filed away in his own memory, significantly expanding his understanding of it and the uses of the runes.  In fact, he now knew enough to be ready to try his first experiment, using a very simple spell that produced a small flame.  It was little more than a cantrip to light a candle, but it would require the use of twelve runes to pull off.  Those were the steps required to tell the magic what to do in order to complete the task the spell was created to perform.


As to his familiar powers, Kiyo had read enough for him to have an idea of how to go about trying that experiment.  Only ten of the 77 runes used to summon him were what enabled his familiar powers, allowing Ellia’s magic to power them, during the process that summoned him to Ellia’s world.  And thanks to Kiyo’s research, he now knew which segment in the circle held that part of the instructions.  The other 67 runes dealt with transforming his body into pure magical energy, taking his familiar form, and then triggering the second phase of the spell, which formed the circle above him that created the portal that pulled him into Ellia’s world.  Now that he knew which runes in the circle dealt purely with his familiar powers, he could construct a circle and attempt to activate them.


To fully transform into his familiar form physically, it was going to take a hell of a lot more research.  He’d need most of the circle that transformed him into the energy form of Kiyo, but then need to learn the exact mechanics of how the return spell that rebuilt his body back to its original state worked.  He’d have to learn how to change the return spell so it built Kiyo’s body, not his body, then add it to the spell.  That he still didn’t know, and it may take Kiyo quite a while to learn enough for him to be able to figure it out on his side.


He continued to consider the matter as he shopped, only getting the perishables he needed for today and tomorrow, and met a familiar but unwelcome face on the sidewalk as he came out of the market.  One Captain Angela Woods, U.S. Army, attached to the government’s Familiar Joint Task Force Seven, known on the internet as Salem Seven, some reference to the Salem Witch Trials and the common misconception that familiars were demons or agents of the devil.  Her unit was a mixture of military and civilian researchers and intelligence specialists who were tasked with trying to learn everything possible about magic, mainly for the sole benefit of the government.  So, like a typical government agency, they wanted to understand something so they could control it, and if they could not control it, then destroy it at the first available opportunity.


“Captain,” he said evenly as he regarded her, then turned and started walking away without another word.  But she was used to that, so she hurried after him and fell into step beside him.  Woods was a career woman, not very tall, very fit, a little flat-chested, and with her brown hair short and mostly hidden under her cap.  She was in her BDUs, her pants bloused above her boots, her captain’s bars on a patch on the front of her BDU jacket.


“Two weeks!” she barked as she turned to look at him as he walked.  “What happened over there?”


“Oh, that’s what this is about, hmm?” he asked lightly.  “And here I thought this was about my new project.”


She had the decency not to flush.  “Oh, we’re gonna talk about that, too,” she told him archly.  “But back to the subject at hand, Drake.  Two weeks!  That is not your usual routine!  What’s going on?”


“You know I’m not going to discuss it,” he answered without looking at her.  “I sometimes wonder why you even bother coming over here to ask me.”


She said nothing.  They’d had discussions like this many times over the last three years she’d been commanding Salem Seven, and she knew that Ken both didn’t trust her and wasn’t about to tell her anything.  And because he was a familiar, there was no real way she could force him to answer questions.  Ken had no doubt that the familiars over in White Sands probably told their government handlers everything they wanted to know, but Ken hadn’t said a damn word to them outside of variations of “get lost” for the entire time Salem Seven had been a thing.  They knew he was an outlier because of how often and how long he was summoned, they knew he knew more about the other side than any other familiar, but they couldn’t make him talk.  Since he was also the most high-profile familiar who also happened to have a lot of money to use in legal fights with the government, Ken and what he knew was the proverbial white whale that Woods and her unit had been chasing since it was formed five years ago.  Ken had mastered the art of skirting a line of defiance with the government that kept him just out of reach even as he scrupulously obeyed their laws and kept them from getting their hooks into him by throwing him in jail.


Simply put, he drove Woods, her commanders, and the government at large absolutely insane.


“Alright, let’s talk about your little project,” she said forcefully.  “What are you about?  And don’t give me some bullshit line over you wanting to learn Khmer.”


“I decided it was smart for me to start writing down some of my experiences and knowledge,” he answered evenly.  “And since I don’t want people like you nosing through it until I’m ready to make it public, I came up with a code that not even your supercomputers can break.  Those files are my diary, my journal, Captain, a record of what I’ve learned, what I’ve seen over on the other side.  Someday, I may release them as a book, a first-person tell-all about Avalon, magic, the people over there, and what it’s really like over there,” he said easily.  “If anything, I could make a ton of money out of it.  Just about half of Hollywood would drown me in money for the movie rights.”

She was almost militantly silent.  That was part of what they’d been trying to get him to tell them for years, and now he was dangling all of it in front of them…just in the form of a code.  He knew exactly how she was going to react to that.  “Legally, we can’t stop you,” she said in a fake surly tone.  In reality, that was exactly what she wanted him to do, all she had to do was find a way to break his code.  He had no doubt that they had cameras on him in his compound that had caught him writing down part of the process of coming up with the code, but they saw nothing but the Khmer.  He’d never written Elvish on anything, so they only had a list of the characters he’d decided to use in his code without a reference on what the order in which he wrote them down meant, or what each of those characters represented.  He had no doubt they’d run about ten million codebreakers on what they’d seen, and he also had no doubt that all of them had come up with zippo.  Simply put, unless they had a Rosetta Stone-style cipher that would let them convert the Khmer to Elvish, they weren’t going to read a damn word in any of those files.


And since he’d simply stop writing if they tried to get it from him, they were going to just let him keep going and rely on their ability to break the code.  They wanted everything he was going to write down, and this was the first time they had a feasible means to get at what he knew without resorting to any black ops-style tactics.

Given who he was, how visible he was, he was probably the only familiar on the planet that couldn’t be made to just disappear.  Not only was there no easy way for them to keep him and keep him hidden, him being abducted would be noticed immediately and a whole lot of government operatives from more than just the United States that tried their best to hide close to him would come out of the woodwork to stop it.  No one would let anyone else kidnap him because it meant that they may learn something from interrogating him.

That was true now.  He’d been abducted 14 times over the last 20 years he’d been a familiar.  He’d been interrogated, tortured, and five times, he’d been murdered.  In every case, it was him being summoned that freed him from his captors, either while alive or dead.  Each of them was done by either a government or terrorist organization like the New Agers, trying to learn more about familiars, magic, and the other side.  Half the reason he remained so annoyingly visible was to make a fifteenth attempt to do that very hard to pull off without being caught.  Cameras, agents, spies, and tailers watched him at all times, and not all of them were from the same group.  Those competing spies kept all the others honest, creating something of a Mexican standoff were no one could nab him because their attempt would be seen by multiple other groups, who would then try to stop the abduction to prevent the nabbers from learning something that gave them an advantage.

Ken had been doing this for twenty years.  He’d learned from his mistakes, learned from experience, to the point where he was now very good at it.  He was just as good at the covert ops spy crap as the professionals who had inadvertently taught him their tricks over the last twenty years.


Ken’s remark about the studios was also true.  While the government and the religious nutbags hated magic and the familiars, a whole lot of popular culture was fascinated by it.  Not only did humanity know that they weren’t the only life in existence, they also knew there was an entirely other universe, proving the multiverse theory.  And if that wasn’t enough, it was a full-out fantasy universe with elves and magic and amazing creatures, the world knew that much from the leaks from the familiars and the government.  For every New Age zealot foaming at the mouth over magic, there were five people who wanted to know more about Avalon, wanted to see movies based on it, wanted to see, even experience real magic.  Some of them, the real crazies, wanted to be familiars so they could go to Avalon and see it with their own eyes.

They had no idea for what they were wishing.  They were caught up in the fantasy of it without understanding the reality of it.  They didn’t understand the immense toll it took on someone’s life, as well as the stark fact that they would outlive everyone they loved, everyone they knew, condemning them to centuries of loneliness and isolation in a world that romanticized who and what they were even as they stayed far away from them on the streets out of fear.

Though, to be fair, if Ken had the choice to be a familiar or not…he would stay a familiar.  He would do it for Kiyo, and he would do it for Ellia.  Though it caused disruption and heartburn in his life, though it had cost him friends, even family, it was worth it because it meant that Kiyo would exist, would be Ellia’s familiar, and Ellia would be happy.  He was very fond of that little girl, and he felt a sense of responsibility towards her as much as Kiyo did.  Maybe it was the bond between them talking, but more than half of his life had been tied up with Ellia, and over those years he had come to know her.  He was very fond of her, she was like the little sister he’d never had, and he felt it was worth the troubles in his life if it meant that she continued to be the girl that she was.

The growing acceptance and curiosity over magic was probably why groups like the New Agers were getting more and more visible, vocal…and even violent.  Their militant arms, like the religious terrorist group the Knights of the Holy Crusade, had started attacking groups that professed curiosity or support for magic, seeing them as seduced by the demons that were walking among them.  In the thirty years since magic had been revealed to the world, human society and culture was adjusting to its presence, even starting to accept it, and that acceptance was inciting virulent and violent reactions from those who opposed the concept of magic.


And here he was, actively trying to learn how to bring magic fully into the world, which would make groups like them go absolutely nuclear.  And in Ken’s opinion, good.  Make them expose just who and what they were, incite them into declaring all-out war on the rest of the world, and then let them get wiped out by the government and the segments of society that don’t agree with them because they went too far.

Ken looked over at Woods as they stopped at the corner, shifting his grip on his grocery bags.  He then gave a slight, cutting little laugh.  “Good luck,” was all he said.

She glowered at him.  “You know, you’re the only familiar in America that acts like a spoiled child,” she told him caustically. 

“I’m rich, I’m allowed to act like a spoiled child.  Besides that, I live in a tent beside a house I’m not legally allowed to sleep in, on property that the city has been trying for over ten years to take away from me purely because of who and what I am.  I wear my own version of the Star of David to identify me to the world as something to fear.  I’m walking now because I’m not even allowed to ride in a car.  I live as an outsider in my own country that has laws that isolates me from everyone else, subject to a government that would be overjoyed if I simply dropped dead and never came back.  So with all due respect, Captain, I’ll stop acting like a spoiled child when the country stops treating me like a radioactive piece of shit.  Want my help?  Change the law.  Let me sleep in my own house, work, travel, walk down the street and feel like a fucking human being again, crack down on the New Ager nutbags like the two that are following me as we speak, and I’ll tell you what you want to know.  Until that happens, you and everyone else can kindly fuck the fuck off.”

“Those laws are there for the protection of the public,” she said immediately.  “If you got summoned while riding a train, the entire line would have to be shut down and your return would blow up the tracks.  People need to know who you are so they know to move away from you if you’re summoned, else they may get caught up in it.  There’s not a single law that punishes you for what you are, Drake, they’re all there to protect the people and property around you from you.”


“So, your answer is that I’m not allowed to be a human being, and you’re just fine with that,” he said simply.  “Well then.  Sel omri, sel imri.  If you give nothing, you receive nothing.  When your bosses are ready to give, then I’ll entertain their proposal.  And until they do, I think I’m done talking to you or anyone else.  Miza ezamin, Captain Woods.  Don’t come back until you make it worth my while.”  The light changed, and he started across the street…and thanks to Woods distracting him, he made the newbie mistake of being the first one off the corner, which left him open to being run over.  But experience took over when he heard the gunning engine from the stopped car in front of him, jumping up and managing to get a foot on the bumper as it squealed its tires and tried to run him over.  He put a foot on the hood, then the roof, then the trunk, then dropped gracefully back to the street without so much as losing anything from his grocery bags as it raced out into the intersection, Ken managing to literally run across the top of it as it went under him.  The sedan then promptly got slammed by a pickup truck, sending glass and pieces of the front of the sedan flying into the intersection as it was pushed out of the way of the truck’s path.  The truck was deflected by the impact into oncoming traffic and was struck head-on by a small SUV, the two vehicles sliding to a stop near the opposite corner, leaving behind an intersection littered with twisted debris, the blaring of a car horn, and shouts of alarm and dismay.

Ken looked to Woods, who seemed shocked, but he said nothing.  He just turned and finished crossing the street, heading back home.


Just another day in the life of Kenneth Oliver Drake.
