Chapter 3

He only had a week.  He was certain that he’d be summoned back in the morning so Kiyo could be there when Gorgen attended breakfast, so he was counting on that to organize his time.  He’d have about seven days, give or take a few hours depending on exactly when Ellia woke up, and that wasn’t enough time to advance to the next phase of the project.  That was, however, enough time to finish the first phase, which was to write down everything he knew about magic, and once that was done, start speculating in his journal on exactly how he could use it in the real world.

He wrote down every theory that he could conceive that might be plausible, but the one thing all of them shared was Ellia.  Ellia was his connection to the world of Avalon, a world of magic, and only through that connection could he bring magic into the real world.  Since magic didn’t exist here, there was no scenario in which he could invoke its power by himself.  Ellia had to be involved, either passively or actively, which brought him back again and again to the singular problem that confounded him…how did he access Ellia’s power from the real world?  His current best theory was to draw a spell circle using a magically conductive material, his own blood, and try to invoke its power, which he thought would access the bond between him and Ellia and cause the magic to fuel the spell to flow from her and into him.  It solved the two biggest problems he could see, bypassing the real world’s physical laws and connecting him to his source of magical power.  So, his project now until he got summoned was to write down possible theories to explore to make that happen, as well as theorize as to exactly how to use his blood to pull it off.  Since he didn’t want to die of anemia, his first practical experiments were going to be in diluting his blood, but that also led to the questions of how much to dilute and with what should it be diluted that wouldn’t somehow interfere with the magic.

But that lent itself to a different problem, and that was surveillance.  Anything he did was going to be seen by about ten different intelligence agencies and the New Agers, and if he started experimenting with his own blood, that was going to set off all kinds of alarm bells.  The biggest problem he had in this project was that he couldn’t actively experiment or they may figure out what he was doing, and if they did, they’d probably do just about anything to stop him.  They’d wait for him to get summoned, invade his property and set up a tiger trap for him, since something as simple as digging a huge hole at his spawn point would permanently trap him.  As long as it was open to the sky, he’d reappear in the bottom of the hole and be trapped in it.  and they didn’t have to do anything, they could leave him down there to die of dehydration and shock, meaning he’d be effectively removed from the real world.  He’d be dead virtually the entire time he was here.

He’d taken steps as far as that was concerned.  The bottom of the sand pit, his “spawn point,” was actually a three inch thick slab of steel that was forty feet by forty feet, which served as both a ground for the lightning bolt that returned him to the real world and a formidable barrier preventing anyone from digging a hole under his return point.  For the rest of the yard, about two feet under the grass, his property had a network of metal pipes from the old sprinkler system, but he’d installed high grade steel bars with them to prevent anyone from being able to dig a hole for him.  That further protected his property from any wide-scale excavation, since anyone trying was going to hit those pipes and bars once they got two feet down.

Just about everyone knew the metal plate was there.  It was brought in on a flatbed truck in pieces, laid down, then welded together to form the base.  He’d had it installed after he lost his third computer and TV to a power surge when he returned, and since then, it had done the job. All four lightning rods on the property connected to that slab by heavy industrial power cables, one on each corner, and at the center of the bottom of the plate there was a steel rod that sank 100 feet down into the ground to serve as a massive ground for the lightning, drawing it into the slab and then dissipating it from both the slab and the grounding rod.


It had cost him a lot of money to have that installed, but it worked.  He hadn’t lost a piece of electronics to a power surge since then, mainly because of the additional precautions built into the cottage that further isolated it from power surges.  Anything inside the house was going to survive the power surge, as would the cameras he had set up since they were specifically designed and built to isolate them from power spikes.  The wall surrounding his property was itself a massive lightning rod, which shunted any stray electricity to ground and protected the cameras and lights installed atop it.


There was no simple answer to the experiment problem.  He’d just have to figure things out in theory and then gamble everything on a do-or-die practical experiment that would reveal what he was doing.  If it worked, he’d have the protection of his magic from the backlash.  If it didn’t, then he’d probably spend the next thousand years in the real world sitting in the bottom of a steel-walled pit for the hours it would take him to die after returning and being unable to get any water, sugar, or nutrition.

His initial concept, creating a spell that allowed him to take his familiar form, was far too ambitious.  He realized that he shouldn’t start with magic that complicated, that his first step should be proof of concept, to prove to himself that he could use magic here at all.  So, his objective now was to conceive of the simplest spell he felt he could design that he thought would work in the real world, and once he had it, to work out exactly how he was going to power it.


And this was where the magical training Kiyo received from Ellia came into play.  He knew the common runes of magic, like the one that Ellia used quite a bit to chill her drinks.  She liked to drink cold water and juice, so she chilled them using magic.  Kiyo had seen that spell so many times that she could draw it from memory, and that spell would also serve Ken well as his proof of concept experiment.  So, his experiment was going to be drawing a magic circle on a table using a compound that contained his own blood, a magical material, then try to invoke Ellia’s power into it in order to chill a glass of water set inside the circle.


It was a simple experiment that he could probably do right now, and would only take ten minutes to set up, but he wasn’t ready to actually try it yet.  He wanted to study the problem more, try to come up with an even easier experiment, and think about how he was going to hide what he was doing.  And to do that, what he needed was a room or structure that was shielded so no radio signals could go through it, which would prevent any wifi or remote camera from working inside.  Obviously, he couldn’t do something like that without tipping his hand what he was doing, so he instead spent a couple of days researching “soft” ways to produce the same effect, and that was signal jamming.

That kind of concept delved into the realm of the military, but there was enough information on it available on the internet to get an idea of how to do it.  There were devices available known as wifi scramblers, which disrupted radio signals in the frequency blocks used for wifi and bluetooth, but they were illegal in the United States.  However, there was software available that turned a wifi router into a jammer.  The problem was, however, that the people watching him were no doubt both using spy-like cameras set up within his property and also using conventional using cameras with either hardline connections or ran on frequencies that had nothing to do with wifi.

Simply put, he had no real way to stop the surveillance, at least the way things were now.  That meant that his first experiment had to be done somewhere away from home, somewhere that the only way they could spy on him was in person or using drones or satellites, someplace where they had no preset surveillance gear, someplace that would create a highly controlled environment with limited access points, and somewhere that conventional short-range radio signals could not easily reach.

And in Los Angeles, that meant a boat.  Underground would be the better answer, but he was legally not allowed to enter any enclosed space, so trying to go down into the sewers would be breaking the law and would give them a legal means to get at him.  A boat, however, would allow him to stay within the bounds of the law and still satisfy all requirements for the security of the experiment.  He was not allowed to use or ride in any kind of vehicle except for those that were manually propelled. That was the exact wording of the law, allowing him to use a bicycle, but that definition also applied to boats.  A rowboat or sea kayak was a manually propelled vehicle, and since it was used in the ocean, it meant that there was no infrastructure anywhere near him, but that still wasn’t exactly what he needed.  That sent him to his text file of the law, then a call to his lawyer to ask a simple but important question: would he be legally allowed to use a sailboat?  There were sailboats so small they were meant for one person, and if they could be rowed in addition to sailed, then that would fall under the definition of a manually propelled vehicle.  What Mattered most, he’d seen a kind of tiny sailboat that had a below deck area for sleeping out of the rain, and if he wanted to experiment with magic, doing it in that tiny below deck space, out of sight of drones or satellites, would be perfect.  And what was more perfect, when he was done he could just destroy his supplies, sink the boat, and drown himself so he reset back to his spawn point when he was summoned and returned home.  Doing his experiment on a boat was the perfect solution. 

The next day, the day before he expected to be summoned, his lawyer returned an answer to him; it would be legal.  And that cemented his plans, at least when he was ready to carry them out.  When he reached the experiment stage of the project, he now knew how he was going to do it.


So, that decided, he returned to the problem of exactly how to cast a spell, which was debating how to draw the circle, what material to use to draw the circle, and speculating on if the circle would trigger his connection to Ellia or if he would need to actively invoke her power himself…somehow.  He spent the rest of the day and the next morning contemplating that, until he decided that he’d have to somehow actively call Ellia’s magic into the world.  Magicians on the other side had to actively channel the magic, so it would be the same for him.  That may seem a silly question, but given he was working in completely uncharted territory here, he could make no assumptions, not even over the most basic rules of how magic would operate.


So, that decided, he prepared to be summoned by taking off his clothes and sitting in the sand pit and spent his time meditating, trying to find the bond that connected him to Ellia within himself.  If he could find that connection, it would be his first step to actively accessing it.  Ellia used magic by channeling it from the ambient magic that saturated her world, but he would use it by channeling it through the bond, from Ellia and her world and into this world.  It would be focused by the circle, told what to do, and that would hopefully make the spell activate.


He was so lost in his meditation that he was honestly surprised when he felt that stirring in him that told him that Ellia was about to summon him.  And he fixated on that sensation, trying to understand it, something he’d never really done before…and that brought to him an important piece of the puzzle.  He could feel the magic, and could feel that it was flowing into this world through him.  It came through him and then formed the circle around him, radiating out from him to affect the material world, and in that moment he realized that this magic was affecting the real world without a magic circle changing the laws of physics. That told him that some magic would work within the bounds of his world’s physics, but anything big, major, that was going to take a circle.  The magic inside him was affecting the real world in only one way, by drawing magical lines and runes around him so stronger magic could be invoked within the magic circle that was being formed, the physical laws of the area within altered by the magic to allow it to function.

That was important information, and he made an active attempt to memorize it before he ceased to exist.


Drawing magical lines.

Drawing magical lines….


He raised a hand, still in a nearly meditative state, and focused on that one concept, the one way he could sense magic intruding into the real world, and that was drawing magical lines.  He closed his fingers except for his index finger and he moved it through the air, trying to draw a magical line while connected to Ellia and her magic, as her magic flowed through him…and he was nearly shocked as a ghostly line of light trailed behind his finger.  It faded almost immediately after his finger moved away from it, didn’t stay like the lines of the circle that was filling in around him, but it was there.  It was a conscious use of the magic flowing through him, diverting the tiniest bit of it away from the spell to obey his will instead of Ellia’s will.

It proved an important part of his theory…he could actively control the magic!  Ellia supplied it to him, but he could control it!  If he could somehow get her to actively invest magic into him without casting a spell, he could access that magical energy on this side!  It was Ellia’s will smothering his own that was preventing him from hijacking her magic, but if she granted him magic without her will giving it purpose, then his will could take control of it!

He tried to move his finger fast enough to join the ghostly light to itself by drawing a tight circle, but he was not successful, and as the circle completed around him, the ghostly radiance at the tip of his finger faded.  This was the moment where the circle was complete but before the runes drew in, and that pause between the two affected his ability to draw the line.  That too was important information, but the exact reason why it worked like that wasn’t apparent to him.


He put his hands down and focused the entirety of his mind on what he’d just learned, feverishly trying to commit it to memory before he no longer had a brain.  If he lost this, he may never discover it again, so he had to remember this.  He had to remember.  He had to remember!  Remember that he could control the magic, remember that the key was going to be getting Ellia to grant him magic without using a spell, almost like how she could actively feed magic to Kiyo to replenish her magical reserves, in effect recharging her battery, if she used too much of her stored magic.

That was it!  That was the key!  Ellia had to charge his battery!  Not Kiyo’s battery, his battery!  She had to use her magic the exact same way, but without Kiyo being summoned!  If he could find a way to let her know he needed magic while on this side, she could invest her magic into him and allow him to use magic over here!


That was the solution!  That was the answer!  Now he just had to remember that, remember it and figure out how to form a magical circle that would allow him to use that magic, then figure out how to get Ellia to grant him the power to cast the spell!


He was out of time.  The runes were formed, and the circle flared with light as the first stage of the spell activated.  In a flood of magical energy surging into him, while he was in mid-thought trying to remember all of it, Kenneth Oliver Drake ceased to exist.


Blinking her eyes, Kiyo’s vision settled to reveal to her not Ellia’s bedroom, but the parlor downstairs off the dining room.  She yawned widely and stretched, something of an automatic reflex for her after being summoned, and saw that Ellia was in the parlor with her parents and with Gorgen von Brallis, who was sitting on the guest sofa.  Ellia hadn’t summoned her immediately on waking up, which Kiyo saw as a good thing.  It meant that she wasn’t quite so frightened over the attack, hadn’t summoned her immediately for moral support and protection.  “Mraaawwwww, good morning,” she declared languidly.  “Master Gorgen,” she said as she looked at him.

“Kiyo,” he returned.  “Uncle Harren told me that you were quite the busy little familiar yesterday.”


“I do apologize for searching your office and townhouse, Master Gorgen,” she apologized with an impish smile.  “But I did have a good reason to suspect you.”


“You did at that, so I take no offense,” he told her with a nod.  “If only my men showed half the intelligence you do, I’d have the smartest unit in the army.”


“Mistress Semvi, what did your divinations reveal?” she asked, turning to look at her.


“The man was a mercenary, a professional soldier, who lived in Isenford,” she answered.  Isenford was the second largest town in Ivalice, on the border with the Everwood.  “My divinations didn’t reveal why he attacked us, but I did get his name and some of his history.  He’s Ivalician, and he bought the knife in Isenford from a smith that was willing to sell him an unmarked weapon.  Gorgen may be able to use that to discover the truth.”


“This means someone hired him to do this, so that should be our next step.  Finding his employer,” Gorgen declared.  “I’ve got my best man on it already, but now we’ll be joining in that hunt.  Once we know who hired him, we can find out why.”

“With my Mistress’ blessing, I’d like to help, Master Gorgen,” Kiyo told him.


“I’ve already secured that blessing,” he answered.


“Yup.  You’ll be at cousin Gorgen’s service when he needs you, Kiyo,” Ellia told her. 


“You’ll be invaluable,” he smiled down at her.  “But I won’t need you today.  I’m waiting for Ildres to track down some information for me before we take the next step.  When we know more, know what to do next, you will most certainly be there to help.  Your familiar powers are tailor made for sneaking around and finding things out, and I’d be a fool for not taking full advantage of that.”


“I’ll do my best, Master Gorgen,” she smiled.

“Now then, since Ellia has already summoned you, you’ll be spending the morning with me, Kiyo,” Semvi declared.  “I have more questions, and would like to attempt a couple more experiments.”


“With Mistress Ellia’s permission, I’m at your service, Mistress Semvi.”


“Experiments in what, Aunt Semvi?” Gorgen asked.


“There’s more to the familiars than we knew, Gorgen,” she answered, looking at him.  “They’re more than just magical constructs.  And Kiyo is about the only familiar smart enough and experienced enough to be able to articulate things in ways I can understand as I investigate.”

“Really?  How are they different?”


“For one, they don’t just disappear when you dismiss them,” Semvi answered.  “Their consciousness goes somewhere when they’re dismissed.  Exactly where that is, or even what it is, I don’t know.  That’s one of the things I’ve been trying to find out.”


“Huh.  I’d never considered that possibility,” he mused.  “Then again, I can’t really talk to my familiar about anything that matters.  It can talk, but it’s like trying to talk to a toddler, it has very limited intelligence.  It can’t even perform simple tasks without my supervision.  Very much unlike Kiyo here,” he said, motioning towards her.  “A special familiar for a special young lady,” he smiled at Ellia.


“Aww, thanks cousin Gorgen,” Ellia said with a tiny bit of embarrassment.

“What I seek to learn is exactly where our familiars go when they are dismissed,” Semvi told him.  “My current theory is that they disperse into the aether surrounding our world and enter a state of hibernation.  Without a formed body, they don’t have senses, so they can’t see, hear, understand, but they still exist.  In a way, they must, since they retain all of their memories.  If they didn’t still exist, they would return as blank slates every time they’re summoned.”


“That makes sense,” Gorgen nodded.

“On the night of the attack, when Ellia summoned Kiyo to protect her, Kiyo already knew something was wrong,” Semvi said.  “Kiyo has also related that while dismissed, she maintains a kind of awareness, an altered state of being where she exists in a state without senses or sentience, but remains aware of her own existence.  Like an unthinking state of deep sleep, where the mind is dormant but some small piece of it remains aware of the fact that it’s asleep.  That part of them, I think, is what listens for the call when we summon them, so I believe they have some very limited ability to be aware of the state of their masters.  I’m trying to learn exactly how Kiyo learned that we were in danger while she was dismissed, and also learn more about the state in which familiars exist while dismissed, if it is in fact a place or just a perception of something beyond Kiyo’s ability to understand.  She calls that place the nothing, and I think there is more to it than the name suggests.”


“That’s far beyond my limited brain, Aunt Semvi,” he chuckled.  “I’ll leave such weighty matters to those with the intelligence to unravel the mystery.”

Lewina stepped into the parlor.  “Lord Harren, Lady Semvi, breakfast is served,” she announced.


Harren stood up.  “Excellent.”


Kiyo hovered beside Ellia’s chair and listened as they discussed the attack and theorized who may be behind it as they ate breakfast, listening and learning, mainly learning Gorgen’s suspicions.  He still felt that the attack was to abduct Ellia, but he listened as Harren and Semvi offered possible alternate theories.  His willingness to listen marked him as an intelligent man and a good investigator, willing to keep an open mind even when he felt he was right.  Such men were very observant and clever, able to piece together seemingly unrelated clues and discern the truth.  That meant that Gorgen would be a very competent partner as they hunted down whoever had attacked her mistress’ family.  And to be honest, she was starting to like him.  He was smart, observant, warm, compassionate, and seemed to have honest affection for his relatives.

After breakfast, Ellia went to her lessons and she was very nearly kidnapped by Semvi, dragged down into the cellar room holding their ritual circle.  There, Semvi asked her a whole lot of questions about just about everything, having had an entire evening and night to think about it, writing all of Kiyo’s answers as she tried to answer them, describe things that she didn’t understand, as best as she could.  Semvi focused on the nothing and her impression of it, much as yesterday, asking the same questions but phrased differently, meant to try to jog Kiyo’s memory by making her think about it in different ways.


Then came the experiments.  Kiyo was set in the center of the circle as Semvi cast divination magic, the runes on the inside of the circle telling Kiyo what she was doing in a general sense, since the runes of divination within the circle revealed the spell’s basic function.  That was true for nearly any magic, its basic function was there in the runes that invoked the magic if one knew the runes.  What those spells revealed, Semvi didn’t say, just moving from one to the next quickly and writing any results down in her book, almost ignoring her.  She then cast a conventional spell, a glowing magic circle appearing in front of her hand as she turned and held up her palm, which created a illusory image of the name that Kiyo had dreamed during yesterday’s experiments.  She then drew that image into her book, exactly copying down how the letters were drawn, as if the calligraphy might be a clue that could help her later.  She cast a few more spells of divination, and Kiyo remained quiet and allowed her to do her work without interruption.  She would explain everything after she was done, so Kiyo just needed to be patient.


“Kiyo, tell Ellie I want her to come down here,” she commanded.  “She will leave her lesson if necessary.”


“Yes, Mistress Semvi,” she answered.  Mistress, your mother wants you to come to the ritual magic chamber immediately.  You have permission to leave your lesson.


Okay.  Do I tell my tutor I’m coming back?


Let me ask.  “Mistress Ellia wants to know if she’s going back to her lesson.”


“If it’s about to end, no.  If it just started, she can tell her tutor she’ll be back in about fifteen minutes.”


“Yes ma’am.”  Your mother says it will take about fifteen minutes.  So if your lesson is nearly over, you won’t be going back.


Okay.  Be down in a moment.

“She’s on her way, Mistress.”


“Very good.”


“Have you learned anything of importance?”

“Nothing of great importance.  I’ve been trying to divine more information about the nothing using you as an anchor, since you return to it when you’re dismissed.  I’ve had no success.  But, the spells do return a curious incongruity.  They can’t find the nothing, but they look, which hints that it very well may be a real place.  I would expect the spells to simply fail, but they do not.  I did this with my own familiar yesterday, now with you, and this evening I’ll do it with Harren’s familiar, so I can see if I get the same result.  If I do, then it suggests that it’s common among all familiars.  Three is definitely a pattern.”


“Ah.  Very clever, Mistress Semvi,” she complemented.


Ellia arrived, opening the door and coming in, then closing it behind her.  “What did you need, Mom?” she asked.


“We’re going to repeat yesterday’s experiment, but this time do it within the circle as I use divination,” she said.  “Ellia, I want you to dismiss Kiyo for one minute, and only one minute, then summon her back.  During that time, I want you to actively try to access Kiyo’s senses using your bond.  I want you to try to look through Kiyo’s eyes and see into the nothing, Ellia,” she said.  “I want this to be quick because there’s no telling how doing such a thing may affect you, so you must be careful.  If you see or sense anything that seems frightening or dangerous, daughter, I want you to stop immediately.”


“Okay, we can do that,” she said as she stepped into the circle, then reached down and took Kiyo’s hands.  “It’s just for one minute, Kiyo.  Only one minute.”


“It’ll be okay, Mistress,” she said, smiling up at her.  “I won’t have time to feel abandoned if you’re just going to summon me right back.”


“Okay then, my best girl,” she said comfortingly.  “Are you ready?”


“I’m ready.”


“Ready, Mom?”


“In just a moment.  Let me begin the spell.  I’ll tell you when to begin.”


“Got it,” she said, squeezing Kiyo’s hands.  “This may work.  Maybe I’ll be able to see what you can’t.”


“I hope so.  Something…something tells me that we’re on the right track.”


“What do you mean?”


“An impression I had when I was summoned.  It had something to do with you, Mistress.  I don’t know exactly what, or why, or what I was dreaming about before you summoned me, but something tells me…that this is the right thing to do.”


“Exactly what was this impression?” Semvi asked quickly.  “What did it feel like, Kiyo?  What did it tell you?”


“I…I don’t know, exactly.  I can’t put it into words.  It was like a fleeting feeling, and it faded as soon as it came to me.  I don’t remember.  I just have this feeling that this experiment is a step in the right direction, that’s all.”

Semvi gave her a penetrating look, then went back to casting her spell of ritual magic.  “Alright, Ellia.  Begin.”

“Here we go,” she smiled down at her.  “One minute.”


“I’m ready,” Kiyo replied.  Ellia severed the bond, and Kiyo had that fleeting moment of near panic when it felt like she was being sent away for good, as if a piece of her very soul was pulled out of her.  Her vision grayed and then turned black, the sounds dwindled away, and Kiyo ceased to exist.


Stepping forward and kneeling down in the echo of the thunderclap, Ken put his hand on the sandy ground and tried to recover from the disorientation of the return, but almost immediately, he felt something different.  He could feel Ellia, sense her, hovering right on the edge of his awareness, much like the experiments they conducted yesterday in Kiyo’s time.  He tried to draw the memory of what was going on out of the chaotic swirl in his mind, but couldn’t get anything.  He didn’t control those memories, and only time would allow him to sort them out and see them for himself.


He waited until he felt strong enough to stand, then staggered towards the house.  The clock inside the window showed him that he’d only been gone for two days, which further confirmed that Kiyo had been dismissed early as part of another experiment.  He opened the door and went straight for the fridge, aware that he needed sugar despite the fact he wasn’t going to be here long, but forwent eating or taking any vitamins until he was certain of things.  He stumbled over to his recliner and sat down, leaning back and closing his eyes, waiting for the first memories to split from the jumble and become sensical to him.  But still there was that sensation that Ellia was hovering right on the edge of his consciousness, and it was much stronger this time.  Before, Ellia was simply trying to be aware of Kiyo, but this was more active, like she was…reaching out to him.  Actively trying to reach out to him.

Was she trying to connect to Kiyo while she was dismissed?  It wouldn’t work, Kiyo wasn’t there, but he was.  And he was feeling her attempt.  He closed his eyes and tried to reach for Ellia in the exact same way she was reaching for Kiyo, and within seconds of that attempt, he felt a distinct jarring behind his eyes.


He, he knew this sensation!  This was how it felt when Ellia was actively tapping Kiyo’s senses, looking through her eyes!


Was she really doing it?  Was she trying to see through Kiyo’s eyes while she was dismissed?  If so, that was bloody genius!  That had to be Semvi’s doing!  The sensation was there, but it didn’t feel exactly the same, which wasn’t a surprise since Ellia was trying to reach out to someone that didn’t currently exist.


But there was more.  Ellia’s attempts were stirring Kiyo inside him, rousing her from her deep sleep, her suspended state when she was dormant and Ken was active.  The call of her mistress was inciting Kiyo to respond, and that awakening caused all of Kiyo’s memories to just snap into place like a puzzle being assembled.  He saw what was going on in her memories, that this was indeed an experiment, that Semvi had told Ellia to try to use her link with Kiyo to see through her eyes, and that she was only being dismissed for one minute.


That was a little over 21 minutes in the real world, and over half of it had already elapsed!

He jerked to his feet, moving quickly.  He had to assume that Ellia was indeed managing to see something, since he could feel her awareness fluttering around the edges of his consciousness.  There was a good chance that she was able to catch images of what he could see, but he also knew that the time difference would make any attempt to make sense of it chaos to her.  His entire 21 minutes of activity was being compressed into one minute for her, so she would see everything as if it was a video at the highest setting of fast forward, where 21 seconds of activity was crammed into one second.  That meant that for him to pass anything of value on to her, he had to stare at it for at least a full minute, give her time to comprehend what she was seeing.  So he went straight for a dry marker hanging from a whiteboard he used to make notes for himself and rushed to the bathroom, and faced the mirror.  He stared at it for a solid minute, keeping his eyes as still as possible to prevent what she was seeing as being jittery or jumpy, then he wrote on the mirror.  On the left, he put his name, written in Ivali, the three words taking up the entire left side of the mirror, encroaching on his reflection.




Kenneth





Oliver





Drake

He stared at that for over a minute, then erased some of the writing on the left with his hand and wrote on the other side of the mirror.  He had little room, so he had to be as concise as possible, so he carefully chose the words he wrote down.





Ken




Here Ken.





Kiyo
 



There Kiyo.





SAME




2 share 1 soul.


He stared at that for a good two minutes, then he erased the words on the mirror with a hand towel, and then wrote over the mirror:





I know of Kiyo





Kiyo does NOT




know of me

He stared at that then erased it and wrote again.




Don’t tell her yet




It may scare her




Be careful I care for her

He then turned and rushed into the storeroom that would be a bedroom for anyone else, then rummaged around until he found the artist’s notebook he kept there.  He opened it and ran back to the bathroom, erased the words and replaced it with his name and Kiyo’s, then held a drawing of Kiyo he’d made up to the mirror and kept it as steady as possible.  He stared at it for over a minute, then put his finger on her name written on the mirror and lowered the notebook, seeing both his face and the drawing in the mirror. He held as still as possible for well over a minute, then quickly cleaned the dry marker off the mirror and then lowered the picture.  He picked up the marker and wrote again:





Me and Kiyo separate




I see her memories




she can’t see mine

After staring at that long enough, he realized that Ellia was trying to talk to him, trying to talk through the bond the way she could with Kiyo!  He could sense her mind reaching out to him, could sense her trying to say something, but it was completely unintelligible.  He realized that he’d better tell her he could hear her and explain why he wasn’t answering, as well as explain why he thought he couldn’t:





can’t understand you




time 20x faster here




time difference interfering


After staring at that long enough to for Ellia to understand it, he erased it and wrote a final message;





I know what Kiyo knows




tell her, tells me




summon Kiyo back now

He stared at that long enough for the Ellia to comprehend it, then literally ran out of the bathroom on bare feet, set the notebook on the table by the door, closed and locked it, and rushed back to the sand pit.  If she saw that, if she comprehended it, then she may summon Kiyo back immediately, and he didn’t want to destroy the house.


He waited anxiously for her to summon him back, but she didn’t.  He knelt down and waited, counting the minutes, until he was certain that the one minute had expired on the other side, but she still had not started summoning him back.  Was she surprised?  Did trying to tap Kiyo’s senses cause some kind of disorientation, maybe even knock her out?  Had she seen anything at all?  Why wasn’t she summoning him?

It was almost agony!  He may have made contact, but now something was wrong, the time to summon him back had come and gone!


He waited nearly a half an hour in a state of what could be called near panic, desperately trying to reach out to her, almost terrified that her attempt to tap his senses had gone horribly wrong, may have even hurt her somehow.  But then, finally, mercifully, he felt the stirring within him that told him that she began the spell to summon him.


And when the spell finally completed its first phase, for the first time, Ken Drake was honestly relieved when he ceased to exist.


Blinking, Kiyo felt her senses settle back to normal and she looked up, expecting to see the smiling face of her mistress, but instead she found that Ellia was sitting on the floor in a very unladylike posture, slumped over slightly with a hand to her head.  She immediately knelt beside her mistress and put a small hand on her other cheek.  “Mistress!  Mistress, are you okay?” she asked quickly.  “What happened?”  She looked towards Semvi, whose expression was one of near shock, and she had a hand on her stomach.  “Mistress Semvi, what’s wrong?  What happened?”


“We saw…the nothing,” she said in a low, nearly emotionless voice.  “It is not what we thought it was.”

“Mistress?  Are you okay?” she asked in concern, then was vastly relieved when she raised her head and gave her a smile.


“Just dizzy, Kiyo.  Seeing into the nothing…I don’t think we were meant to see what’s in there.  It nearly made me sick.”


“What did you see?  Did you see me sleeping?  Did I have bedhead or something?”


Despite it all, Ellia giggled.  “Everything moved so fast, I could barely comprehend anything.  All that motion, the jittering, the bouncing, it nearly made me throw up.”


“Motion sickness?” she asked, to which Ellia nodded.


“So, if you were seeing through my eyes, then that means that I wasn’t sleeping,” she reasoned.  “What was I doing?”


“I’m…not sure.  Time works differently in the nothing, Kiyo, it goes much faster than here.  Everything went so fast, so fast, I couldn’t really make sense of anything.  It was like I was a turtle being carried through a forest by a quickling.  And I don’t want to try that again anytime soon,” she added, flopping down onto her back on the stone floor.  “Sioma’s mercy, I’m still dizzy!”


“Okay, so if I wasn’t asleep, then why don’t I remember anything?”


“That we know,” Semvi told her.  “And it’s a simple thing, Kiyo.  You don’t remember anything from the nothing because the body that holds those memories is still there.  When Ellia summons you, the animating force that inhabits that magical construct that serves as your body is your soul.  Your physical body, the one within the nothing, is sleeping, awaiting your soul to return, much as you sleep when dismissed, awaiting being summoned again.  Your bond with Ellia means that the memories you form here stay with you, are invested into that magical construct body every time Ellia summons you.  And since you can’t remember what happens in the nothing, that time is like a hole in your memory, and all you can remember of it is a sense of awareness without thought.  The nothing.”

Kiyo was quiet a long moment.  “That…makes sense,” she finally said.  “It sounds like my memories of the nothing are tied to my body, but the memories I have from here are tied to my soul, through my bond with Ellia.”


“Precisely that,” Semvi nodded, stepping over and kneeling down beside her, putting a gentle hand on her shoulder.  “You are a living thing, Kiyo, not just a magical construct.  And I am very sorry for treating you like one.”


“That’s okay, Mistress Semvi.  You didn’t know.  I’m sure that if you did, you wouldn’t have done it.  You’re a kind person.”


She smiled.  “Thank you for that.  And to warn you, Kiyo, the real you, the one within the nothing, can see into your memories because you both share that same soul.  The you that lives in the nothing acts differently than you do because that you has access to all of your memories, where you do not.  You and the other you are two distinctly separate people, with different personalities, because of that.  The you in the nothing is aware of you, but since you have no access to the memories held in your physical body, you are not aware of the other you, nor your other life within the nothing.”


“Well, that sounds a bit creepy, but it does make sense.  So, you’re saying that there’s another me that knows everything I know?”


“Yes,” Semvi said resolutely.  “The other you asked us not to tell you, but we felt that it would be very unfair to you to hide that from you.  The other you wanted to protect you from the shock of learning this truth, because the other you cares very much for you.  The other you accepts that the two of you are separate people, and wants you to be happy.  To be your own person, live your own life, not to feel that you are just an extension of the other you.  You are you, Kiyo.  But we felt you were mature enough, strong enough to know the truth.”


“Thank you for that, Mistress Semvi,” she said.  “I can understand why that other me would say something like that.  It sounds a bit far-fetched.  But that’s okay.  What you just told me, it explains a whole lot.  I’m not afraid of it.  In a way, I’m more relieved than anything else.  When I go back to the nothing, I’ll go knowing that I’m not just going to cease to exist. That I’m going to open my eyes as the other me and remember, that I’m still there, I still exist, even if I can’t remember it here.  That’s very comforting, to know that I have…proof of my own existence.”

Semvi patted her shoulder and smiled.  “And that’s why we told you, Kiyo.  We were sure you’d understand.”


“So, what’s that other me like?”


“That…we don’t really know.  The other you relayed what you just heard by writing it down, then staring at it long enough on that side for Ellia to make sense of what she could see.  The difference in time prevented Ellia from communicating with the other you mind to mind, through the bond, but she was able to see through the other you’s eyes.  Things go so fast there, it makes it very hard for Ellia to make anything out.”


“Sioma’s truth,” Ellia said from the floor.  “Things were moving so fast I could barely see anything, and all that fast motion made me dizzy.  Nearly sick.”

“How could that be possible?” Kiyo asked.  “How can time not, well, be time?”


“There are spells that can affect the flow of time, so it’s not an immutable constant,” Semvi said.  “The nothing must be a radically different place from here, so radical that even time is very different.”


“So, you couldn’t talk to the other me through the bond?”


“I tried, but got no answer.  He wrote a message saying that the time difference was interfering.  He could sense me trying, but he couldn’t understand me.”


“He?  I’m a boy in the nothing?”


Ellia sat up again and blushed.  “Yes,” she admitted.


“How can that even be possible?  I’m a girl!”


“You’re a girl because Ellia gave you a girl’s body when you were first summoned,” Semvi told her evenly.  “You learned how to be a girl from her.  Remember, Kiyo, you began as a blank slate, with no personality at all.  Everything you’ve learned, everything you are, you learned from Ellia.  You are a girl, Kiyo, because Ellia raised you as a girl, taught you how to be a girl.  But when you go back to the nothing, you’re a boy.”


“Well.  That’s…embarrassing!” she blurted, then gasped.  “That means the boy me has seen Ellia naked!  That’s INTOLERABLE!” she screamed.  “I’ll never open my eyes when you’re undressed again!”

Ellia blushed deeply, then she couldn’t help but laugh.  “Thank you for defending my modesty,” she grinned, ruffling Kiyo’s bluish-white hair.  “But I’m okay.  You are not the boy I saw in the nothing, Kiyo, and I won’t treat you like you are.  You are Kiyo, my familiar, my friend, my best girl, and that will never, ever change.”


“Are you sure?  I mean, that other me knows everything, Ellia!”


“It’s too late to change that now,” she said easily.  “And if I acted like it mattered, then that would change how I treat you.  And I won’t do that.  You deserve the dignity and respect of being treated for who you are.  You are not the boy I saw in the nothing, Kiyo.  There’s a connection between you, I can’t deny that, but you are different people.  You are Kiyo, and I will always treat you like you are.  The other you made sure to tell me to do just that, because he didn’t want you to feel hurt.”

“Boy…was he the name?  Kenneth Oliver Drake?”


“Yes, that is who he is,” Semvi told her.  “Though you can’t access your body’s memories, we think there’s a scant moment just as you’re being summoned when you and him are both awake and aware at the same time, and in that instant, information can pass between you,” she explained.  “Since he is aware of you, we think he’s been trying to reach out to both you and Ellia, to let us know he is there.  And so he managed to pass on his name to you.”


“Well, it worked,” Kiyo said, still trying to tame her outrage over the idea of this Ken person—this boy version of her—seeing her Mistress without her clothes on.  “And that’s all he could pass along?”


“Yes,” Semvi nodded.  “There was little time, and besides, Ellia had to break the connection because she got so dizzy she couldn’t concentrate anymore.  We can communicate with him again, but only after Ellia has a chance to rest and recover. We’ll attempt to make contact with him again the day after tomorrow, to give Ellia two full days to recover,” she announced.  “But for today, Kiyo, I want you to help me get Ellia back to her room and sit with her while she recovers.  She’ll be much more likely to rest if you’re there to keep her in the bed,” she said flintily.  “Besides, I’m sure you two would like to talk more about what we’ve learned, without me here to eavesdrop.”

“No worries there, Mom, I don’t think I could get up right now if I tried.”


“And Kiyo will make sure that doesn’t change,” she said as he came over and knelt down.  Kiyo moved to her other side, and the two of them lifted Ellia up off the floor.  She wobbled dangerously, so Semvi draped Ellia’s arm over her shoulder and took firm hold of her.  “Kiyo, get the door.”


“Yes ma’am,” she replied, rushing towards the door.


Semvi all but carried Ellia up two flights of stairs, from the cellar to the second floor, then brought her into her room and put her in bed.  “Alright, daughter, stay there until you feel completely recovered,” she ordered.  “And I mean completely.  Try to sleep if you can.”

“No, that means Kiyo would be dismissed.  I have to stay awake.  And at least I got out of the rest of my lessons,” Ellia grinned up at her mother.


“And you should ask yourself if it was worth it before you try again,” she countered, which made Ellia laugh.


“I may say yes after I see how long it takes for the vertigo to fade,” she said cheekily.


“At least you still have your sense of humor,” Semvi noted.  “Keep her in bed, Kiyo.  I’ll come back and check on you in a little while.”  She walked out and closed the door, and Kiyo found herself being pulled down into Ellia’s embrace.  She snuggled against her a little bit, then an irrational worry that the boy her might be a pervert and like remembering things like this.  That nearly made her pull away, but Ellia’s grip on her was firm.

“Stop it,” she said.


“Stop what?”


“Acting differently,” she said.  “You aren’t him.”


“It’s just—it’s like I’m violating your trust.”


“He asked me not to tell you because he was afraid it would scare you.  And I think this is exactly what he was warning us about,” she told her firmly.  “You can’t live your life always worried about him.  Just be you.  He wants you to be you, Kiyo.  He cares about you, of that I have no doubt, so honor his wishes.  And mine, who speaks as your mistress,” she added with false haughtiness.

“Well, if you’re going to make it a command and all,” she said, snuggling back down and pushing her head up under Ellia’s chin.  “Now tell me, Mistress, tell me everything.”


Kiyo listened as Ellia recounted her bizarre delve into the nothing, from the blurred speed of everything she could see, which induced her lingering vertigo, to seeing the face of him in the mirror.  She then told her about how he wrote on the mirror, writing in Ivali, exactly what he wrote, and what they took from those few words he managed to convey.  Then they started speculating on what it all meant.  “The words he used in the writing, it’s clear he’s been waiting for this,” Ellia said.  “He knew exactly what to say and how to say it to get his point across.  That tells me that the other you is just as smart as you are, best girl,” she added, patting her on the back.

“What did he look like?”


“Not much older than me,” she answered.  “And he was kinda cute.”


“Don’t even think about it, he’s in the nothing,” she said, which made Ellia laugh.  “Could you see much of the nothing outside of him?”


“Very little I could make out.  But it’s an actual place, so I don’t think we should call it the nothing.  The one impression I got was that the other you was in a courtyard of some kind surrounded by walls, with a small house.  I could make out grass at one point, and I could see the wall behind him in the mirror when he was writing messages.  The wall was white, very smooth, so I think it was painted, and it had this silvery metal bar mounted on it where some kind of cloth was hanging.  But I couldn’t really make out anything else.  So the nothing, that other world, it’s similar enough to ours to have grass, houses, walls, mirrors, and white paint.  Or maybe it’s just another part of our world that we don’t know about, there’s no way to really tell.”

“Doesn’t magical theory say there are other dimensions?”


“Yes, but there’s been no proof of them,” she answered.  “But the one thing I’m so glad to know is that you’re real, Kiyo, a real living being.  Not just a magical construct.  That means a lot to me,” she said, squeezing her.


“I’m glad too, it means I won’t just disappear someday,” she answered.


“It does make me a little worried, though.  I mean, are the elves right about familiars?  Did I make you a slave?  Did the other you agree to be my familiar when I first cast the summoning spell, or did I force him?”


“I’m not sure, but the fact that he seemed to care about me says that he’s willing.  If he wasn’t, then he wouldn’t care what happens to me, would he?”


“That’s a point,” she acceded.  “So maybe when I first summoned you, my spell found the other you, and he agreed to do it.  I wonder why I chose him.  Or even how.”

“Maybe it’s as simple as there was always a connection between us, and the summoning spell just made it formal.”

“I like that idea,” she said, patting her on the back.  “I really like the idea that we’ve been connected since we were born, and the spell brought us together. Because I couldn’t imagine what my life would be like without you, Kiyo.  You mean so much to me.”


“Aww, I love you too, Mistress,” she returned.  “I wonder.”


“What?”


“Am I unique?  Are all of the familiars like me?  Are all of them people from the nothing?”


“I’d think that they are,” she replied.  “And I’m not sure how magicians are going to react to that.  I think we’d better keep quiet until we learn more.  We can’t really say anything until we know what we’re talking about.”

“That may be smart.  I wonder what the other me is like,” Kiyo mused.


“I can’t really say, but the one thing I’m glad about is that he really cares about you, Kiyo,” Ellia told her.  “He’s like your older brother looking out for you from afar.”


“One that can see my memories,” she said, blushing a little.  “I mean, he knows like everything, Ellia.  That’s so embarrassing!  Doesn’t it bother you knowing that he’s seen you naked?”


“Who’s he going to tell?” she countered.


Kiyo spluttered, then laughed helplessly.  “Okay, I guess that’s a good point,” she said with an added giggle.


“I look at it like this.  He’s a part of you.  I trust you, and I love you.  That means that I’ll trust him, because I trust you.”


“I hope so.”


“I know so,” Ellia told her.


“Still, if he ever thinks dirty about you, I’m gonna make him punch himself in the nose.”


Ellia burst out laughing.  “My hero,” she told her, patting her on the back again.  “I wonder what it’s like over there.  In the nothing.  Think about it, best girl, an entire other world!  Can you imagine what might be there?”

“Once you figure out a way to see through his eyes without nearly throwing up, you’ll get your chance to find out,” Kiyo told her.  “He can show you that world, Mistress, and it sounds like he wants to.”


“That’s true!  Well, now I have a really good reason to pay attention in my magic lessons!”

“Well, maybe you can now,” she said.  “If the bond works with him the same way it does with me, then you can cast spells through him the same way you can through me.  Couldn’t you cast a simple illusion spell through him that’s nothing but writing?  And once you cast the spell, you can try to look through his eyes and see his reply.  You can communicate through writing until you figure out a way to talk to each other.”


Ellia gasped.  “That’s brilliant!” she erupted, trying to sit up, groaning, then flopping back down.  “That would work, Kiyo, that would work!  You’re a genius!  But can we wait until I can sit up without wanting to barf?”


Kiyo laughed brightly.  “I guess so,” she said in a teasing voice.

“But we need to tell Mom!  MOOOOM!” she screamed.


Seconds later, Semvi rushed into the room.  “What’s the Matter, Ellie?”


“Kiyo had a brilliant idea!” she gushed, then related it to her.


Semvi’s eyes widened, then she tapped her chin.  “That…that just might work,” she said.  “We already know that magic works in the nothing, since you wouldn’t be able to summon Kiyo in the first place if it didn’t.  And Kiyo touched on an important truth that we didn’t consider, daughter.  The bond is still there,” she said.  “You seeing through his eyes proves that the bond is still active, just in an altered state, and that means that everything that we can do with our familiar, we should be able to do with their other selves in the nothing.  We may have to learn how to make it work with the bond altered, since we won’t be doing it through our familiar when it’s here, but in theory it should work.  That means that there’s a very good chance that he can use the bond to talk to you.  You wouldn’t be able to understand him, it would go so fast that it would sound like a babbling quickling, but if we can find some way to bridge the difference in time, then you could communicate with each other.  Or I could speak to my own familiar, find out what he’s really like,” she mused.  “I seriously doubt that the real person behind the familiar is as…well, dumb as my familiar, to use a rather offensive term.  But I won’t start experimenting like that until we know more.  Ken, Kiyo’s alter ego in the nothing, comes across as knowing an awful lot about how this works.  We need to talk to him, learn more about how this works on his side, so we can come to understand how things are different and come up with a solution to the communication problem.  And we should limit our efforts only to Kiyo for now, until we know more.  There’s every possibility that the assumptions we’re making here might cause our familiars real harm on the other side if we start experimenting with wild abandon, so we need to be careful.”

“Mistress Ellia thinks we should keep this quiet until we know more,” Kiyo told her.


“That would be wise.  We can tell Harren and Gorgen, but no one else.  If we tell others about this without understanding the full truth, we may create a panic or cause harm to our familiars in some way.  Now that we know that they’re actual living beings, not just magical constructs, we must consider their well being, must not do them undue harm.  We learn everything we can, then we reveal our findings.  So, Ellia, that means you don’t talk about this to your friends.  Not yet.”

“I understand, Mom, and I agree with you,” she answered.


“Good.  I’ll leave you to rest, daughter, and be back in a little while to check on you.”


“Okay, Mom,” she returned, and Semvi let herself out.


The two of them talked a little while longer, but Ellia was clearly tired, drained from her experience, and Kiyo took notice of it.  “Maybe you should sleep, Mistress,” she ventured, sitting on her feet by Ellia’s pillow, looking down at her.

“No, I’m okay.  I don’t want you to have to go back,” she said.


“It’s okay.  I think, for the first time, I’m not afraid of it like I was, because I know that I won’t just disappear,” she said.  “I won’t cease to exist.  I’ll just…go to sleep for a little while.  But I will still be,” she declared.


“I can understand that.  All your life, Mom has told you that you’re not real, so you must have been afraid that someday, you’d just…poof,” she reasoned.  “But you won’t just disappear, my best girl  We know that now.  You’ll just go to sleep, and hopefully have wonderful dreams while that other you gets his turn to be awake for a while.  He’ll take good care of you until you can come back to me,” she said, reaching up and cupping Kiyo’s cheek with her hand.  “I think I will take a short nap.  I’ll summon you back as soon as I wake up, I promise.”

Kiyo smiled down at her lovingly, putting her hand over Ellia’s.  “I’ll be listening for your call, Mistress.  Nothing makes me happier than being right here, with you.”

She smiled gently, then closed her eyes.  Kiyo guided her hand down to rest on her chest, then stroked her hair away from her face.  She really was so lucky.  Ellia wasn’t just her mistress, she was her best friend, her confidante, her…family.  She still felt a little, well, weird, about the idea that there was another her that lived in another world, and that other her was actually a him, and that he could see her memories and knew everything about her…everything that she knew about Ellia.  Including knowing what she looked like without her clothes on.


But the idea of it, it was a comfort in one very important way.  She was alive.  When she was dismissed, Kiyo would simply go to sleep, not cease to exist, and the other her, the one that lived in the nothing to which she went, would wake up, and he would live for both of them.  Just as she was living for both of them right now.


It was such a relief, a comfort, to know, to know, that she was really alive.  That she wouldn’t be dismissed and cease to exist for ever and ever.  That idea had terrified her since the moment she could comprehend it, was the reason why she was so afraid of being dismissed…because she was terrified that she may never come back.  May never be, ever again, and be trapped in an eternity of knowing that she did not exist.


But now she knew.  She knew the truth.  She knew she was alive, she knew she had a soul, and she knew that she wouldn’t cease to exist and never return.  And that was a comfort that lifted her spirits in ways she didn’t think possible.

As Ellia’s breathing changed, as the toll of looking into the nothing finally caught up with her and she started falling asleep, and for the first time in her entire life, she was not afraid of being dismissed.  Instead of clutching to her Mistress seeking comfort against the coming banishment to the nothing, to be nothing, she tousled Ellia’s beautiful hair and simply waited for the moment to come.


She wondered what it would be like, feel like, to be able to see his memories the way he could see hers.  To know what it was like in the nothing.  To know what he was like.  Was he like her?  Did they share similar personalities?  What was his life like?  What was the world of the nothing like?  It was all a mystery, an enticing mystery.  And what was most mysterious was that she could be another person, have another entire life, and not remember any of it.

It was time.  The bond dissolved gently, the magic flowing from Ellia to her that kept her in this world stopped, and she felt herself tumble away and into the darkness.  But this time, for the first time, she was not afraid.  The nothing was not a prison of oblivion robbing her of everything even as it tormented her with the awareness that she was reduced to nothingness.  It was now, to her, an infinitely large bedroom where she would sleep peacefully until Ellia called her back to her side.  And while she slept, the other side of her, the one made the nothing his home, would wake up, and he would continue living…for both of them.  And maybe someday, if she was lucky, she’d be able to see his memories, see his life, the way he could see hers.  With calm, nearly serene acceptance, as if she were a human climbing into a warm, comfy bed after a long day’s work and already planning for the day to come, Kiyo ceased to exist.

And she was not afraid.


Stepping forward and kneeling down, Ken took a breath and tried to contain his exultation as the last echoes of the thunderclap that heralded his return bounced off the walls.  He could remember enough to know that it had worked!  Ellia had seen his message, she knew that he existed!  He didn’t know the extent of what they’d learned, what they planned, but that much came with him when he came back home.

Once he felt strong enough to walk he stood up and walked towards the house, looking at the clock in the window beside the TV as was his habit.  It was 8:37am, two days after being summoned, so he was only there for a couple of hours in their time.  He performed his usual post-return ritual of pumping himself full of vitamins, sugar, and carbs, then flopped down in his recovery recliner as he waited for the sugar to hit his system, giving him a chance to try to pick up some of Kiyo’s memories while he sat there, and he was very eager to unravel her memories and see what they’d learned, and what they may have planned.  Ellia was smart, but Semvi was every bit as intelligent as her daughter on top of having much more experience, so she would be the one whose ideas he was most eager to learn.

Usually he slept after coming back to give his mind time to absorb Kiyo’s memories, but he was too excited to do that.  So, he sat in the chair for a while, and once he felt recovered, he put on some clothes and went out to his outside table, bringing along his wireless keyboard and mouse.  He surfed some websites to catch up on current events as the memories from Kiyo were slowly starting to filter down into his mind, and he stopped abruptly and nearly teared up when her final moment before being dismissed touched him.  He wasn’t sure what happened before that, but she had shown a great change, in both how she saw being dismissed and…curiosity towards him.

They’d told her!  They must have told her everything!


Putting his fingers to his head, he picked up some more pieces.  Yes, they told her.  And she’d taken it surprisingly well.  She hadn’t freaked out about it, had accepted the idea of it with surprising maturity.  No, it was a validation of her existence, it proved to her that she was a living being, not just a magical construct, which had taken a great weight off of her.  Half the reason she feared being dismissed so much was the idea that she’d cease to exist forever, which grew from the time she spent suspended within him when she was dismissed.  She feared that awareness of being nothing to become eternal, which, in a way, would be one version of true hell.  He’d often felt sorry for her because of that, because she didn’t know the truth…but now she did.  And instead of being afraid of the idea of being only one half of a whole, she had embraced it because it meant to her that she wouldn’t just vanish someday.  She was a living being, and when she was dismissed, she didn’t cease to exist.  She simply went to sleep, because her memories, her existence, was tied to Avalon, where Ken’s existence was tied to Earth.

She’d called it living for both of us…and he could understand that sentiment.  When Kiyo was on Avalon, she was her own person, but he could see her memories when he returned…in a way, live through her by seeing what she and Ellia had been up to while his personality was suspended.  Kiyo’s life was a part of his own, a part of him, and he had long lamented that she didn’t get to enjoy the same experience.  Ken honestly loved Kiyo, saw her as someone he would want to befriend if they could exist at the same time in the same place.  She was the other half of him, and instead of hating her or wishing she was gone, he embraced her and protected her right to exist.  He didn’t blame her for the problems being a familiar brought to his life.  She was a part of him, a treasured part of him, one that he loved like a little sister.  And though they had never met, and never would, knowing her through her memories made her as real to him as anyone walking along the streets outside his compound.

Another piece of the puzzle fell into place, which directly impacted his own project, and moved it forward by leaps and bounds in a matter of moments.  Kiyo had made mention to Ellia of one of the aspects of the bond between magician and familiar that he had honestly overlooked, and that was the fact that a magician could cast spells through their familiar.  It allowed a magician to use magic from a remote location, a safe location, and provide additional support to their familiars if they were fighting.  There was a range to this power based on the strength of the magician; the further away the familiar was, the more energy it took to do it.  Someone like Ellia could cast spells through Kiyo at vast distances, like halfway across the country, where Semvi might be able to manage casting a spell through her familiar when it was on the other side of the city.  So while there was a range to the ability, that range was actually quite large.  With Ken being here and Ellia in another world, that range was…murky.  There was no physical range since Kiyo wasn’t there, so it came down to if Ellia could breach the border between worlds and cast spells through Ken.

And if any magician could do it, it would be Ellia.  She was still learning magic, but she was, quite simply, one of the most powerful magicians in Ivalice.  Maybe in all of Avalon.  If it came down to raw power to pull off something like that, Ellia would be the one capable of it.


But for him, and his project, it snapped into place one of the most important pieces of the puzzle; the fact that the bond would allow magic to flow between them.  It was through that bond that Ellia supplied Kiyo the magical energy to stay in Avalon, but it was also the means by which she actively recharged Kiyo’s magical reserves.  That confirmed his theory that he could have Ellia empower him to use magic in the real world, by channeling magic to him actively.  And now that he’d made contact with her, he had a way to explain what he was doing and secure her cooperation.  It may not work, but at least now he could find out.

But that did lend itself to a curious question, one he’d considered in the past.  Before, when he first began considering being able to use magic in the real world, his initial impression was that he would be able to use his familiar powers here, since they were dependent on his soul.  It was the affinity of a familiar’s soul that determined what powers they had, and that didn’t change whether he was Ken or Kiyo.  The reason why he couldn’t use them here was because he was cut off from the magical energy that powered them...Ellia.  His theory was that the passive link between them was cut when he was on Earth, but this new information hinted that an active link may be able to be established.  It meant that he wouldn’t be able to use his familiar powers all the time, but he may be able to have Ellia empower his familiar powers for short periods of time, investing him with magical energy, which would give him a “charged battery” of sorts that he would then deplete by using his powers.  Once the battery was empty, no more using powers until Ellia recharged it.  He also felt he could use that magical reserve to cast magic spells, exploiting a small but important difference between him and Kiyo.

Kiyo couldn’t cast magical spells because the magic inside her was part of the magical spells that kept her in Avalon and powered her familiar abilities.  She couldn’t use it to cast spells because it was already being used for another reason, in effect it already was a spell, and she lacked the ability to draw “raw” magic from the ambient aether that infused Avalon to power spells.  But the difference between them was that Kiyo’s body was a magical construct, specifically designed to operate in that way, where Ken had a physical body that had no such restriction.  Ken’s body was a product of magic, created by it, and he had already proved that he could channel magic when he hijacked a fraction of Ellia’s summoning spell to draw lines of light with his finger.  That was what the spell was designed to do, draw the circle that invoked the spell, but the fact that he redirected that energy to draw the line somewhere else meant that he could actively channel magic.  All he lacked was a connection to the magic, and that was what Ellia could supply him.  He could channel magic, shape it, he just couldn’t draw it forth because there was no magic on Earth.  He needed to be supplied that magic from Avalon, where the magic existed.  And for him, the connection to that magical reservoir was Ellia von Claress.

And that was how he and Kiyo were different.  Since her body was a magical construct, Ellia couldn’t channel the raw magic to her to allow her to cast spells on her own.  It was built, designed to operate in a very specific way, which didn’t allow her to “branch out,” but Ken’s body did not have that limitation.

So, he now had a viable means to move forward with his experiments.  He just needed to complete his study and research into magic and devise experiments in order to try to use it.  The biggest difference was, instead of using his own blood as a means to draw the circle, now he felt he could draw it using magic, exactly the way magicians in Avalon did.

And what then, if his experiments were successful, if he could use magic in the real world?  Simple.  Use that newfound power to fight for his basic human rights, use it to protect himself against government agencies and the New Agers, and use it to build a new life for himself, one where he didn’t have to live in a tent.

And one of the biggest ways he might be able to bring that about was to remove the most potent argument the government had to keep the laws in effect, which was the damage they did when they returned.   If he could find a way to communicate with Ellia, then teach other familiars how to do the same, then their magicians could hold off on summoning them until they were in a safe place by asking first before they summoned.  And it wouldn’t be like it would be some gigantic burden for magicians in Avalon because of the time difference.  Giving their familiar one minute to get to a safe place would give them 20 minutes to get to a place where they could be summoned without causing mass collateral damage when they returned.  Sure, there would be emergencies were they wouldn’t have time to ask first, so that had to be taken into account, but it would greatly reduce the danger of a familiar blowing out a train track or causing a road to be closed for days until they returned.


Take that argument away, and many of the ridiculous restrictive laws in place against familiars would have no basis.  It would be an entirely different fight to get them repealed, since that was the venue of politicians who had their own motives, but it was an important first step.  When the laws had no reason, became punishment for punishment’s sake, then they’d have a much better chance to have them removed.

He closed his eyes and leaned his chin on his hand as Kiyo’s memories started to fall into place more and more.  He came to learn Semvi’s plans to experiment, and was relieved that she wanted to be careful and take things slowly.  He got a much better understanding of what they learned from his messages, and was glad to find that they picked up on both what he was writing and the actual meaning behind it.  And he was honestly touched that Ellia seemed to accept the idea that Ken was part of Kiyo and deserved her trust.  He had honest affection for Ellia through Kiyo, he knew who she really was, and she was a delightful, kind, funny, smart, compassionate, gentle girl whose smile could light up a room.  There was a reason, after all, she had so many friends among her peers.  He would love to get to know her himself, and if they could find someway to talk, then he just might be able to do it.

Ellia was likely going to be asleep for a couple of hours, which was a couple of days in the real world, so that meant that he’d best settle in as he waited for her to wake up.  He’d spend that time doing more work on his project, but right now, he needed to go in and throw away the perishables and buy replacements, but only enough for today and tomorrow.  He fully expected to be summoned the day after, so no need to shop for that day.  He put on his shoes and picked up a grocery bag, then headed out.  His usual tailers fell into place behind him as he locked the gate and started for the store, keeping his mind on his surroundings now that he was outside the safety of the wall but still going over the memories from Kiyo that he’d absorbed.  He did his shopping as he thought about it, then went back and cleaned up the kitchen as the final memories fell into place.

He didn’t learn anything that was going to change his mind or plans in what he’d learned, but those memories did endear him to Ellia and her family more and more.  From Semvi’s reversal, apologizing to Kiyo for treating her like a thing, to Gorgen’s honest concern for his cousin, to Ellia’s gentle hand in soothing Kiyo’s fears.  The truth had already changed the dynamic in the house, since this had truly piqued Semvi’s curiosity, and that was one determined woman when she was trying to solve a mystery.  Since her specialty in magic was divination, she was almost compulsively motivated to discover hidden truths, and now she had a big, enticing mystery to investigate and solve.

There wasn’t much more he could do about that, more or less stuck in a holding pattern waiting for Ellia to wake up, so he went back to his own project, continuing to write down everything he knew about magic.  He settled at his outdoor table after setting up the beach umbrella to keep the sun off of him, then got back to work writing down the last remaining topics in his magical dissertation.  That took him the majority of the day, only taking breaks to cook, at least until midafternoon.  That was when someone buzzed his door, and he switched over to the security system to check the camera.  It was Captain Woods.

That was…weird.  Why was she here, at his house, something she had never done before?  And why was she here so soon after he made it clear he’d have nothing to do with her or the government until they met his demands?  Was she here to negotiate over those demands?  Doubtful.  No doubt her bosses wanted something, wanted to know something, and they sent her here despite the ultimatum to try to get it out of him.  He unlocked the door by remote, since he knew she wouldn’t go away until he answered her, and the door unlocking caused her to open it and step inside.  She walked over to him as she looked around curiously, then came to stand by the table.  “And what did your bosses want that they’d send you here right after I made my position clear?” he asked without preamble.


“They were going to be content to just let it sit for a while, but that changed with your brief return a few days ago,” she answered.  “You tried to make contact with the other side.  They want to know if you succeeded.”


He looked up at her.  The mirror…they must have planted cameras inside the house.  He suspected they were there, but he’d never been able to find them.  Well, now he had confirmation.  That meant that he’d have to go through the house again, this time much more carefully…and maybe with a magnifying glass.  Cameras nowadays could be as small as a tiny button.


“Sad to say, no,” he lied.  “I had this weird feeling I’ve never had before, it almost felt like it does when my magician looks through my eyes, so I tried to send a message by writing on the mirror.  But no dice.”


“Hmm, other familiars have reported similar sensations,” she supplied.  “We’ve been trying to establish contact with the other side since all this started, I was hoping you’d managed it.”


“Why?”


“To tell them to stop blowing our stuff up,” she replied.  “In reality, we probably wouldn’t care all that much if not for having to rebuild stuff blown to hell and back by the lightning bolt.  Making contact could start a dialogue that could put an end to it.  Besides, can you imagine what we might be able to do if we could somehow bring magic into the real world?” she continued, getting very animated.  “Just imagine if we could somehow cast healing spells and curing spells, it would revolutionize medicine!  Magic could be a powerful asset to the country, if only we could find a way to use it.”


“Why Captain, I’ve never heard you say that before,” he noted lightly, looking up at her.  “And here I thought you hated magic and the familiars.”


“I hate the mess familiars cause when they come back, and the fact that their return puts others in real danger.  I’ve never been against magic itself,” she retorted.  “I mean, half my job is trying to find a way to use magic here.  That’s why I spend so much time talking to the familiars.  It’s why I’ve been riding your ass so hard, Drake, you probably know more about magic than anyone, but you won’t tell us anything.  You fucking ass,” she accused.


He had to laugh, earnestly and richly.  “I tell you what.  I’ll convert some of what I’m writing down into English so you can at least compare it to what the other familiars have told you, the things I’m certain you already know.  That way you have more sources to analyze.  In return, you promise to not try to throw up roadblocks whenever I want to rent a boat and go sailing.  I’ve found that I need a relaxing hobby, a feeling like I’m getting away from all this fuckin’ insanity, and I think a nice quiet day out on the water every once in a while would do it.  Out there, there’s no New Agers or trailers shadowing my every step, so I’ll get a chance to just kick back and relax for a while.  I don’t want any heartburn over it.”


“And what brought on this sudden gesture of goodwill?”


“You not being an ass to me,” he replied easily.  “And it’s not a gesture of goodwill.  It’s an agreement.  You don’t get the file until I’ve gone on my first sailing trip, which proves that you’ll keep your word and not try to stop it or bug the hell out of me while I’m out there relaxing.”


She was quiet a moment.  “Alright, deal.”


“Good enough.  I’ll have to retype it manually, so I’ll work on it after I go on my first sailing excursion.” 

“Oho, so your code isn’t just in English.  That’s clever,” she noted.


“I’m not converting it because it will give you a way to try to decode it,” he corrected her lightly.  “And yes, the code deciphers to Ivali, not English, I’ll give you that much of a hint.  Since only very dedicated people on this side outside the familiars speak Ivali, it’s an extra layer of security if some yahoo teenage hacker cracks my cloud server.  Even if he finds a way to break the code, he can’t read what he gets out of it.”


“Smart,” she said with a slight smile.  “But everyone in Salem Seven speaks Ivali, so it won’t protect you from us.”


“That’s what the code is for,” he said mildly.  “Because I’m positive you’ve already converted the Khmer to an Ivali language pack to see if I did make it that easy and got back nothing but gibberish.”


She laughed.  “The analysts absolutely hate you, Drake,” she admitted.


“I’m a lot older than I look, Captain,” he replied dryly, which made her laugh.


“You certainly don’t look like you’re forty years old,” she replied with smile.


“Forty one, but who’s counting,” he corrected.  “Like it matters to someone like me.”

She was quiet a moment.  “What does it really feel like?” she asked.  “Knowing how long you’re going to live.”


“Jarring,” he replied.  “At first it seemed cool, and then my brother died in that car crash, and I realized that I was going to outlive everyone I know.  That eventually, I’d be alone.  That was when I started distancing myself from my parents.  I’m glad I did,” he said quietly.


“There was nothing you could have done about that, Drake.  Your dad had a psychotic break.  How long was he on those anti-psychotics?”


“A while, but I still felt like I could have done something.  If I’d have been here instead of on Avalon, I could have stopped him from at least killing Mom,” he said, then he sighed.  “But that was eighteen years ago,” he said in a more measured voice.  “I’ll never forget it, or them, but every year that goes by…it’s like it doesn’t seem as real.  Eventually it’ll just be a distant memory, and in a way, that scares me to death.”


“That’s a common statement from a lot of familiars,” she said.  “That as the years go by, they feel more and more detached.  From family.  From society.  From everything.”


“Don’t let that happen,” he told her, looking up at her.  “The moment they think that they’re no longer part of this world, they’re going to turn into monsters.  Someone who sees others as just ephemeral things has no respect for their lives.  In a way, that’s how a lot of people on the other side see familiars.  As non-living things, so they don’t have any regard for them.  Remember how they’re treated over there, and don’t let that treatment infect them over here.”


“You’ve just repeated almost word for word what a lot of our psychologists say,” she told him.

“I’m glad you understand that.  I’m lucky in that my magician actually likes the familiar me, which is why I’m summoned so much.  I’m her friend as much her familiar.  Not all magicians are like mine.  Actually, very few of them are.”


“Kiyo,” she said, looking at him.  “She named you Kiyo.”


“She did,” he affirmed.  “You may be able to find other familiars who have heard that name.  My magician’s mother and father both have summoned their familiars in my presence, so they may have heard my name.”


“That’s an odd name.”


“I’m a girl on the other side,” he revealed dryly, which made her snap a look at him.  “My familiar form over there is a girl, a fox beastkin adult woman, but she’s the size of a child and has a childlike face.  I’m a small girl over there because my magician was only twelve when I was first summoned, so she had very different ideas about what a familiar should be than other magicians.  She wanted something small and cutesy to be her familiar, and she’s always loved the way beastkin have animal ears and a tail, and well, there ya go.”


She gave him a peering look, turning her head slightly sideways.  “I cannot envision you as a girl,” she declared.  “And I’m surprised you’ve been so forthcoming today.”


“I have no doubt you’ve seen the drawing in my notebook.  You just didn’t know it was the other me,” he said dryly.  “Since I held it up to the mirror, well, that kinda popped the cork on that secret.”


“Why does the familiar you wear Asian clothes?”


“Because my magician saw them worn by an emissary from the Ku Empire, and she thought they were gorgeous,” he answered.  “So she dressed me in them as part of my form as a familiar.”


“They are gorgeous,” she agreed.  “Your magician has good taste.”


“I’m sure she’d appreciate that,” he said, looking up at her.  “I have to admit, they’re far more comfortable than they look.  You’d think all that cloth would restrict my range of motion, but it doesn’t.  Not at all.  The flared sleeves took me a while to get used to, but outside of that, it wasn’t hard at all.  I’m just glad she didn’t put those weird wooden sandals on my feet and gave me proper slippers,” he noted.


She chuckled.  “The ones with the bar on the bottom?” she asked, and he nodded.  “I’d fall over with ever step.  I never wear heels, so I’d be hopeless wearing something like that.”


“Not even back in high school?”


“I was too much a jock to be caught dead in heels in high school,” she snorted.


“I can believe that,” he noted lightly, then his eyes widened slightly as he felt the first stirrings.  Ellia was awake, and she was summoning Kiyo.  He quickly saved his file and stood up, grabbing his keyboard and mouse.  “I’m being summoned,” he announced to her.


“That was fast,” she noted.


“Yeah, she must have woke up early.  She was taking a nap,” he answered, turning and hurrying towards his little cottage.  He opened the door and set the keyboard and mouse on a stand by the door, closed it, then activated the cottage’s security system.  That caused the door to lock automatically.  “She was only asleep like half an hour over there.  Someone must have woken her up, and her first act after waking up is to summon me.”

“Why?  Why this break in your routine?”


He looked at her.  “Robbers broke into my magician’s house a couple of days ago their time, and my magician had to defend herself.  Remember, she’s just a child, so it was a little traumatic for her,” he answered as he walked past her, pulling off his tee shirt.  “She’s never had to actually use her magic in a real fight before, so she’s been a little freaked out since then.  She’s kept me summoned almost all the time because she feels safe with Kiyo there with her.”


“Ouch.  I hope she’s okay.”


“I think she will be after she has a little time to calm down,” he answered as he boldly removed his shorts, leaving him nude before her.  “And thank you for your concern,” he added as he moved to the sand pit, got in the center, then turned to face her and knelt down.  “You may want to back up.”


“I’ve seen enough summonings to know where not to stand,” she assured him in a light tone, sitting in the chair he vacated.  “Long as I’m outside the circle, I’m safe.  Besides, think I’d like to see the other you.  I’ve never witnessed your summoning in person.”


She’d probably seen plenty of video from it, but that didn’t mean she’d actually seen Kiyo.  Cameras couldn’t easily focus on the ghostly magical form familiars took of their other selves just before being pulled through the portal, due to shimmering and pulsating magical light of the circle that surrounded them wreaking havoc with most cameras’ automatic focusing systems, where the human eye could easily focus through it.  Unless it was a high speed camera, the familiar was gone before the camera could manage to focus in on the ghostly form of the familiar within the magical light.  So Ken was fairly sure that she’d seen still images of a wavery, blurry form within the circle that made it hard to make out any real details.  That was why she didn’t know that he was a girl on the other side, or had really seen a clear image of Kiyo’s clothing.

The spell began.  Magical lines began appearing in the sand around him, the circle starting to draw in.  “I’ll put away your umbrella for you,” she offered.


“Thank you,” he answered.


She sat and watched in silent interest as the circle formed, the pentagram within it, then the runes inscribed along the inside edge.  When they completed, he took a deep breath and closed his eyes, preparing for the moment that he ceased to exist, and Kiyo took his place.  He was a little concerned that Ellia was summoning him back so quickly, but truth be told, he was glad to go back.  Ellia needed Kiyo, and she mattered more right now.  The runes completed and flared with bright light, which he could see through his eyelids, and Ken Drake ceased to exist.

Captain Angela Woods, commander of the Salem Seven, stood up and stepped towards the circle of magical light as the body of Ken Drake dissolved into pure light, then rose up from the sand and began to change.  It grew, lengthened, expanding to a figure that was nearly eight feet tall, and the proportions changed from male to female.  The light flared and then dimmed, leaving behind the nude figure of Kiyo, patterned after one of the people known as beastkin in Avalon, human-like people who had the ears and tails of an animal.  The light then covered the body and expanded, then transformed into the Eastern clothing that the familiar wore.

It felt…good to see this in person, and not to have to lie about how much she knew about it, her, and him.  The truth was, they’d figured out everything she’d told her long ago, had even known the name of the familiar he became on the other side.  Now they could discuss those matters without revealing to him just how much they actually knew.  The wavering figure within the circle truly was just an adorable girl with a child-like face but a very adult body, with that ridiculously bushy, long tail snaking out from behind her.


This was the magic moment, that moment when the familiar was fully formed but before they pulled into Avalon, drawn out because of the time difference between their two worlds.  The summoning of a familiar took just a few seconds on the other side, but over here, it was a process that took about three minutes on the average.  The slowness of it was something of a boon for researchers, since they got to see the process the magic followed at a pace that allowed them to easily analyze every millisecond of it.  The figure opened its eyes, twin pools of brilliant bluish-white light, which immediately caught Angela’s attention.  That wasn’t normal.  Familiars were usually unmoving within the magic moment.  The familiar’s head tilted down, and Angela realized that she was looking right at her.  Was she cognizant?  Could she see?  Was she aware?  Before she could explore any of those questions, the circle above Kiyo completed, flared with light, and the magical image of the familiar was pulled up into the portal formed by the circle.  The two circles then dissolved away, leaving the wall-enclosed courtyard that was Ken Drake’s property eerily silent.

Angela looked up where the circle had been for a moment, then turned and walked towards the outdoor table.  She promised to put away his sun umbrella, and she would do just that.  It cost her nothing, and besides, for the first time, he was showing signs of being cooperative.  He had been Salem Seven’s primary mission since the unit was formed, because Ken Drake knew more about magic than any other familiar.  He was, by far, the familiar with the most time on the other side, which meant he had the most time to learn about magic and the world of Avalon than anyone else.  He knew so much about magic that he was able to write comprehensive dissertations about it…which she fully intended to get him to give to them in a readable form.


If they could learn about magic, learn how it worked, maybe they could bring it into the real world.  That was one of the objectives of Salem Seven, as well as dozens and dozens of other government organizations all over the world.  They all saw magic as a powerful asset, able to do things far beyond technology, and the first government to crack that code and successfully use magic would have a major advantage over everyone else.  The country may even rise to superpower status if they could somehow monopolize magic for themselves.


In Avalon, magicians were the most powerful and formidable people alive, which was why every kingdom on the continent was ruled by a magician and their nobility were almost all magicians.  In the real world, whichever country managed to tap the power of magic first was going to rule over all others, either literally or virtually.


That was Captain Woods’ mission, to make sure the United States was that first country. 
