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      Introduction


Okay, by now you’ve probably heard how ImmerseOrDie works, so you already know that I get on my treadmill every morning and open a new indie novel, hoping it will keep me distracted from the monotony of my daily walk. You’ve heard that I do my best to stay immersed in the book, but that when my immersion fails, I make notes about what went wrong, and that if it happens three times before my journey is over, I close the book, write up a report about what happened and post it to my website.


But maybe you don’t know that ImmerseOrDie is about more than simply pointing out problems in indie books. It’s also about celebrating the really good ones. Folks may be drawn in to watch the fun as yet another novel hits a patch of ice and slides into the ditch at the side of my treadmill, but there’s another thing I’ve noticed about the people watching.


They are equally delighted by the books that do make it.


So last year, I started a new component of ImmerseOrDie. Each time a book survived my forty-minute quick sniff test, I put it on a secret pile. Those books were then subjected to a second test: a full-length read. To my surprise, a lot of them went the distance on that round, too. Before I knew it I had nine great survivors, with both great production values and a great story.


That’s when I approached the folks at StoryBundle and hit them with my proposal. Why not offer a bundle composed entirely of indie books—but ones that had been ruthlessly curated?


And so was born the ImmerseOrDie bundle, which I’m proud to say was so popular the first time we did it, in 2015, that we did again this year, and we’ll probably do it again next year as well.


What’s so exciting about these StoryBundles is that they don’t just help readers find great new authors to fall in love with. They also give those authors a kind of exposure they’ve never had. For many of them, the three weeks they participate in the bundle brings them more readers (and more income) than any entire year they’ve experienced before.


And I find it very exciting to be part of that.


But we can do more. The lesson of the bundles is that when authors mingle their audiences, everybody wins. When each of us announces a group project in our newsletters and social media streams, fans who come for one author are suddenly exposed to the work of all the others as well.


Unfortunately, bundles only work for people who can pay a bit of money to buy the collection. It can be as little as just a couple of bucks to get all of them, but you do have to actually buy them, and some people don’t want to risk money on a pile of books from nine authors they’ve never heard of, just to get a book from one who they do know.


Worse, some people may not be willing to tackle an entire novel by a writer they don’t know.


So we hit on the idea of creating an anthology. The one you’re holding in your hands right now, as a matter of fact. And then we set out to do two things that don’t happen very often with indie anthologies. First, we set up a grueling selection process to ensure that only great stories got in. And then we figured out a way to give the whole thing away for free.


To deliver on the first point, we decided to stack the deck, and began by inviting only authors whose books had previously survived the ImmerseOrDie treadmill. Then we figured that strong authors are probably a decent judge of other authors, so we asked each of the survivors to nominate one more author who they thought “had game.” This gave us a total of thirty-four authors in our pool, and to them we extended a simple invitation: hit us with your best short story. Not your newest. Not the one you’ve been having trouble placing elsewhere. Your best.


Some of those authors don’t do short stories, some didn’t have time, and one or two might have been intimidated by the process. But in the end, we received twenty-five submissions.


Then we gave each of the stories to a panel of three secret judges and told them to be ruthless.


By the time the screams had died away and all the blood rinsed from the upholstery, we were left with fifteen survivors. Just like ImmerseOrDie, but a higher-speed version, played with individual short stories rather than novels or entire collections. And every bit as grueling.


Then we ran the entire collection through two complete rounds of editing with professional editors, and now, at last, we place our polished words into your hot and eager hands.


We hope you like it. And if you do, please point all your friends at it. Why wouldn’t you? You’ll get all that cred for turning them on to some exciting new authors, and they get a great book absolutely free. Everybody wins: readers and authors alike.


And that’s what ImmerseOrDie is all about.


So we’ve done our part. All that’s left is for you to do yours. Happy reading.


 
Jefferson Smith 
 January 2016, Saskatoon
 




             
       
For every reader who has ever dared the swamps of indie publishing,
 



 
And for the indie authors who sweat bullets over every misplaced comma,
 



 
We dedicate this collection to all of you.
 



 
May we find each other all the sooner.
 




             
      The First Man in the World


Misha Burnett



 
Editor’s Note: Science fiction likes to forecast the future of some science or technology and then explore the implications for humanity. But it does its job best when those implications are brought into focus for just one person. Or in this case, two.
 



They killed him for the journey, reduced his body to a handful of genetic material crystallized at 40 degrees Kelvin and his mind to an optical storage rack that took up more space than his DNA and the multiple redundancy freezer unit to keep it frozen for the long years it would take to travel.


His last memory was seeing the bulk of the ship on the horizon.


His first memory was being inside the ship, looking down at a world the color of the filthy dust that collects in air conditioning filters.


He was thirty-eight years old.


He was newborn.


He was one hundred and eighty-four years old.


It was all a matter of perspective.


He was—and numerous court cases back on Earth had verified that he had every right to the name, despite the fact that the body that had held it originally was phosphorus-rich fertilizer by this point—Tomas Kent.


Tomas Kent woke up naked and alone in a metal coffin, skin wet and raw, eyes burning from their first touch of air, and thought, I’ve got a world to build.


The world was dead, sterile, but it had potential. Long range spectrography had confirmed the presence of liquid water and a carbon dioxide atmosphere. The rest was details.


He woke up the ship, booting up systems that had been dormant since they had left Earth. They had been designed to last, and they had. The computer analyzed the world that hung below them, and together they began to plot an act of creation.


Algae was first, bullets of engineered green glop, fired from orbit in shells of ablative resin that, in burning away, would also leave a residue of biodegradable dust to drift slowly to the surface of the sea and provide an additional source of food. The glop would survive on nothing more than sunlight, seawater, and carbon dioxide, but the organics in the burned resin would help.


World building is a game of inches. Any marginal advantage is worth the effort.


Back on Earth Tomas had named his new world Avalon.


It took forty years for Avalon’s seas to turn green.


Tomas talked to the computer, and the computer talked back to him, in a voice that was carefully devoid of personality or gender, of anything but meaning. Tomas had grown up with voice-activated equipment—he felt no temptation to personalize it.


Experiments with artificial intelligence had shown that machines were best left as mindless servants for long-term projects. Given too much time to think they became unpredictable, went off in strange directions that their designers could not have foreseen. Jobs that required the flexibility of a human mind required a human body as well.


Tomas would grow lonely, and bored, but the technicians back on Earth were betting that he would stay sane. The odds weren’t nearly as good for a mind reduced to digital storage.


He read books, or had the computer read them to him. There were vast libraries of digitized storage. Movies, too, and games.


He had work to do—maintenance on the vast seeder ship. It was designed to be self-repairing, but he could fine tune the systems, keep the parts that fixed the other parts in working order. He spent three years in the system’s asteroid belt, picking up raw materials.


He worked out plans to introduce higher forms of life, ran simulations on those plans, and changed the plans based on the simulations.


The computer could synthesize a lover for him and he spent endless hours customizing her, specifying the exact shade of her eyes and the texture of her hair. After a while he found his preferences drifting into areas that disturbed him. Some time after that he stopped being disturbed.


In the oceans of Avalon the patches of green thrived and spread, and Tomas grew old.


To grow an adult human being without the tedious years of childhood required doing some violence to the endocrine system. At forty years of age, or seventy-eight, or two hundred and twenty-four, depending on your frame of reference, Tomas’s body ached, and trembled, and could no longer digest solid food. He did some final checks on the ship and told the computer that it was time for him to die again.


His last memory was looking out the window at the sun rising over still green seas.


His first memory was a blue world.


Tomas was four hundred and sixty-three years old.


Or newborn. Or seventy-eight. Take your pick.


The computer had monitored both the ship and the infant world for two centuries, launching regular salvos in its war against the inorganic; more varieties of algae, lichens aggressive enough to suck the nutrients out of the bare rock, slime molds to live on the ground that the lichen had prepared.


It had also recorded incoming messages.


Not from Earth. From Camelot.


Camelot had been launched a few years after Tomas’s ship, at a far lower velocity. It held human beings, thousands of them in a cold sleep that would seem identical to death to anyone without very specialized training. Camelot’s captain, like Tomas, had died and been brought back to life to tend the machinery and then died again. While she had been alive she had sent a message, long and chatty and rambling, but the gist of it was, “We’re fine, we’re coming. See you in a thousand years.”


Tomas looked down on a world that had both seas and soil. A plowed field, ripe for gardening.


He had work to do before his guests arrived.


The next generation of plants were too delicate to simply drop from orbit. Tomas began growing a fleet of drones: gliders with a single flexible wing, an envelope for the payload, and a microprocessor. They could get from the ship’s orbit to the ground mostly intact, and once there the plastic polymer would degrade into a growth medium for the seeds.


He launched thousands of them, aiming their idiot brains for places where the sea met the land, and watched greenbelts slowly appear.


He recorded messages for the computer to encode into lasers aimed at where the Camelot would be when the light reached it. His messages rambled, too, full of the details of his day-to-day life. He’d lost the art of conversation. He included video with his messages, panoramas of Avalon taken from orbit or transmitted from the tiny eyes of the drones.


“I’m getting ready for you,” his messages said, “See you in five hundred years.”


The captain’s name was Sari Vumanipali. Tomas thought that was a pretty name.


For forty years Tomas planted. The computer had mapped the continents—five of them. Three clustered in a rough triangle, one sat by itself surrounded by the open sea, and one straddled the southern pole under a thick cap of ice.


Tomas concentrated his efforts on the more isolated continent, which he named Davidson after his mother’s father. It sat nearly on the equator and would make fine farmland once he was done with it.


Sari’s passengers would like it there, he thought.


Lichen attacked the bare rock, then fungi settled what the lichen left behind. The fungi contained bacteria to decompose them when they died, leaving behind rich soil for the plague of ferns that came next.


Towards the end of this life Tomas sent down the first of the animals, a dozen species of worms to work the soil, and stingerless bees to spread pollen. He and the computer worked out what was to be done next and he selected seeds to be thawed and grown, and sent down to the surface, along with growing tribes of insects. Most of the tiny larvae would die on the journey, so he told the computer to send them in the tens of thousands.


The next time Tomas was born Davidson was a green jewel in the Avalonian sea. It had been six hundred and thirty-five years since he had been born on Earth. His work was more than halfway done.


There were more messages from Sari. The Camelot was crawling through the sky, and she had been busy keeping everything working. In interstellar space she had no access to raw materials and had to reuse and repair everything on the ship. Nothing critical had failed, but some of the minor problems had required ingenious solutions.


Tomas was looking forward to meeting her in person.


It was time to go down to the surface. The atmosphere was breathable and Davidson was fully forested, although the other continents were still mostly rocky desert. Tomas could only do so much. The grandchildren of Sari’s passengers would begin the work of planting forests there; the grandchildren of the grandchildren would walk under the trees.


The majority of Tomas’s ship stayed in orbit. The computer set the landing craft down off the shore of Davidson and Thomas piloted it onto the beach in a large natural harbor. Davidson City, he thought. The capital of a new world.


Tomas had brought two robots with him, dumb things that could respond to simple voice commands. He spent the first week instructing them to carry him while he learned how to walk. His mind remembered walking, and he knew perfectly well how it was done, but these muscles and nerves had never done it. During that week he stayed closed to the landing craft, eating and sleeping inside it, and probing the interior of the continent with the craft’s instruments.


Within a month he had the first structure, built from stone and timber. He transferred equipment from the landing craft, then went back up for more. Gene sequencers crafted fish eggs for him to place gently into the tide pools on the beach. First small fish, to eat the algae, then bigger fish to eat the small fish. He set the machines to keep producing pre-fertilized eggs, and every few days took the buckets to the shore.


Meanwhile he was mapping the land with seismic probes. Inside a year he had located veins of iron and copper. He set up automated mines and built more robots.


He sent Sari pictures and video files of the construction. He brought a small fusion reactor down from his ship and used its power to construct and start a large one—one big enough to power a city. He cleared large sections of forest and made fields, seeded them with a grass that would grow and rot and enrich the soil. His own patch of garden was tiny in comparison, but it replaced the synthetics that he had eaten since he left Earth.


He sent Sari a video of the first meal he cooked from Avalonian crops, and another of the first bread he baked.


He built stone walls around the fallow croplands. It was time to introduce vertebrates to the land.


Birds, he thought. Let’s start with birds.


Gulls and sandpipers to begin, then robins and sparrows and swallows and doves. He raised the birds in cages, feeding them with native vegetation and insects until they could fly, then let them go.


Sari sent him a raft of massive files that turned out to be edited movies. She’d taken films from the Camelot’s library and edited herself into them, reacting to the events on-screen as if she were watching the movie with him. It was a thoughtful, touching gift. Nearly the whole library was represented.


She must have spent years on the project.


During the day he bred and raised animals—squirrels and hedgehogs, foxes and feral cats. At night he watched movies with Sari’s digitized reflection, and sent his own comments back.


By the time that this body began to ache and reject food, there were herds of sheep and horses running free across the green hills of Davidson’s interior.


Camelot was two hundred and seventy years away. Tomas began making plans for their arrival.


He put cameras on some of the robots and set them up to broadcast the feeds to the ship for collection and rebroadcast to Camelot. He wanted Sari to be able to see her destination.


When it was time to die he walked slowly into the forest, lay down at the base of a tree, and took his pills. He made note of landmarks, so that he could find these bones and bury them later. A hundred and fifty years later, he had decided. Davidson could get by without him that long.


His last memory was the sun through the trees, and the wind on his face.


His first memory was looking out a window, trying to find his gravesite from orbit. The control room felt like a steel coffin in the heart of a cage above the world. It was nearly nine hundred years since he had first been born, on a city back on Earth. Sometimes he wondered if that city existed anymore.


He had been alive on Earth for thirty-eight years. He had lived a hundred and twenty years above and on Avalon.


And now he was a newborn again, but he felt very old. As old as the world.


He checked for messages from Sari first. While the computer was sorting through them he checked the ship. It was going to need some work.


The feeds from the robots were all still active, as were the images from orbit. The herds of sheep had grown too large and overgrazed a section of the interior back into desert. He hadn’t wanted to introduce any large predators, but he might have to. He told the computer to begin a simulation of how a pack of wolves would impact Davidson.


Life was spreading to the other continents as well, seeds drifting on the ocean tides and winds, or carried by gulls. That was good, and to be expected.


None of the transmissions from the Camelot were marked urgent, so he began to play them in order. Sari had been alive for forty of the hundred and fifty years that Tomas had been dead. He would have plenty of material to occupy him.


He fired reseeding packages into the desert region and hoped for the best. Then he went down to work his mines.


Adjusting to the gravity was easier this time. Camelot, he knew, created its own gravity by spinning on its long axis, and Sari had adjusted the spin to match Avalon’s gravity. She would be able to walk as soon as she touched down.


Tomas wanted to walk with her, under the trees that he had grown in this alien soil.


Tomas narrated his own work to send back to her.


He spent five years slagging rocks and separating the molten stone into ingots of pure elements. Sari kept him company, talking about her troubles with the Camelot. The enormous vessel had its own ecology, organic components to produce food and air for her, and on the long voyage they had mutated. It hadn’t been a thousand years ship time—time dilatation had helped. Although the acceleration was low, Camelot had spent much of the voyage close to the speed of light.


Still, it had been a very long time—millions of bacterial generations. Sterilizing and regrowing the organics to keep her alive had become an ongoing job.


Nor was the machinery immune to the ravages of time. Everything had to be rebuilt, or re-manufactured, using only the raw materials inside the ship’s skin. She had kept busy, but her tone was cheerful. It was a challenge. No one had ever done anything like this before.


The buildings that he had constructed were mostly intact, although they were overgrown. He hadn’t wanted to program the robots to cut down plants. He did that himself, shaping paths through the compound and cutting back the brush. The machinery he had mothballed before his last death was still in good repair.


The wolves, he had decided, were necessary. Without them the sheep would breed faster than the pastures could grow. He put off introducing them for as long as he could. First he cleared space for the city, assuming a thousand inhabitants who would want to begin raising families right away, and built a wall around the cleared ground. It was made from stone blocks cut from the ground with a laser, twelve feet high and pierced regularly by steel gates. He never found the bones from his last body. He assumed that the growing tree had buried them and grown fat on their minerals.


He raised three breeding pairs of wolves to young adulthood, then set them free. He couldn’t really teach them to hunt, but then, the sheep didn’t know how to be hunted, either. Predator and prey could learn together.


The years passed comfortably.


He set up a water treatment plant and a pumping station, laid out networks of pipes for water and sewage, and buried cables for electricity. He set up towers for data transmission. He set down roads and named them after characters from the movies that he and Sari enjoyed. He taught the robots to build simple houses out of stone.


He documented it all for Sari, telling a robot to follow and record him on long rambling walks through the city grounds while he talked about what he’d done, and what he had left to do.


When he felt his body growing old he welcomed it. He told the computer not to bring him back to life until the Camelot entered the Avalon system.


His last memory was lying on damp grass and looking up at the stars.


His first memory was watching a blue-white star that wasn’t a star through the window of his ship.


Camelot was ten light-hours away and decelerating, its drive spraying a fan of high energy ions before it like a headlamp.


Sari’s recordings were rushed. She was waking up the passengers, a delicate procedure. They took time to convalesce, the newly arisen frozen sleepers. She would have to nursemaid the first dozen until they were well enough to awaken and care for the others.


Tomas was a thousand years old. Tomas was two hundred years old.


Tomas was a teenager, and there was company coming.


He checked the ship only long enough to ensure that no critical systems were in danger of failing, and then he headed for Davidson City. He started instructing his robots on the trip down.


The mild Davidson winter was just ending, and the fields were wet with the last of the melting snow. Tomas started the gene sequencers making seeds. Corn and wheat and vegetables. Despite the wolves the sheep still thrived, covering the hills. Rabbits and squirrels had become a problem, though. Hawks, Tomas thought, I should have introduced hawks before now.


Suddenly there were a million things to do.


In the months left before Camelot’s arrival he worked himself into a happy exhaustion every day. Sari’s updates grew more frequent, and the time lag shrunk until they could converse. She had her hands full with the ship and the passengers, who had been silent and still for so long but now suddenly needed managing.


He had his hands full with the land, bringing in the harvest and building silos to store it through the winter.


Still, they had time to talk in the evenings, if only a few words.


“I can’t wait to see you.”


“Me, too. Soon.”


Camelot became the brightest star in the night sky.


And then, quite suddenly, it was there.


One morning Tomas awoke to the knowledge that Camelot was breaking for orbit around Avalon, geosynchronous above Davidson City. Sari’s last message was, “I’m bringing the first boat down now.”


The boat, like Tomas’s landing craft, came to rest in the harbor. It dwarfed the ship that had brought him here from Earth. Once it sat floating gently in the glass-smooth sea it launched its own boats: water boats, inflated bladders of polycarbonate fibers with whining outboard motors.


Sari was piloting the first one to land.


She stepped unsteadily onto the beach and looked around, breathing in the cool, rich air, so ripe with life after so long inside steel corridors. The passengers behind her waited, subdued and still.


Tomas stood. Smiled. Spread his arms to indicate the shore, the continent, the entire world, green and growing all around them.


“Welcome home,” he said.


 
***
 



On a world called Avalon, in a place called Founder’s Park, at the center of Davidson City, there are two statues. The park is a long quadrangle, with a reflecting pool down the center, and trees arching over it on both sides. The statues are of a man and a woman, one at each end of the park, looking towards each other. The man holds a plow in his hands, of a kind that only historians would recognize. The woman grasps an equally ancient brass spyglass.


There are plaques giving their names at the base of each of the statues, but they are old and worn, in a dialect not read much anymore. Residents just call the statues the captain and the plowman.


No one is quite sure why they were placed so far apart.


 
About The Author



Misha Burnett draws his stylistic inspiration from the New Wave Science Fiction of the 1960s and 1970s—writers like Phillip Dick, Samuel Delany, and George Alec Effinger. He navigates the internal landscape of his characters, believing that the strangest new worlds are those behind our eyes.


 
For more information, visit https://mishaburnett.wordpress.com/.
 




             
      Three Demon Gambit


J.S. Morin



 
Editor’s Note: The “deal with the devil” story has a rich tradition in both fantasy and science fiction. Rich enough that tvtropes.com has an entire page devoted to its usual forms. So imagine my delight at finding a story that puts a new (and humorous) twist on that crowded tradition.
 



Jaraim’s knife bit into ancient wood, following the chalky lines of the glyph. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and as he finished each cut, he gasped from having held his breath as he carved. It had taken him three days of surreptitious work, stealing hours when Faulyr was absent from their shared room. It was nearly finished.


From the top post of the bunk beds, a crow squawked. Jaraim jumped, the knife dropping from his fingers. He aimed a glare at the creature, staring into the black pits of its eyes. “Shut up, Kalab. This is going to work. I can’t trust chalked warding circles anymore.”


Jaraim regarded himself from Kalab’s perspective, through the mental bond shared between master and familiar. He looked haggard, pale, with dark circles beneath bloodshot eyes. Kalab was worried about his health. “I’ll be fine. I’ll sleep better once I settle this business. Just…don’t scare me like that when he gets here.”


Jaraim finished his carving, then wiped away the remnants of chalk with a rag. The circle was perfect, and safe from smudges, sneezes, and other hazards of chalk-drawn circles. Waving away the cloud of dust he had added to an already dusty room, Jaraim dug through desk drawers until he found a tallow candle. It was octagonal and violet, with glyphs stamped into each of its sides. As far as Jaraim knew, the glyphs were merely decorative, something to lure more coins from ignorant students. Jaraim was not one of those; he knew he was paying for the appearance of the arcane. Sometimes things needed to appear as they ought to be, and not what they really were.


Setting the candle at the center of the circle of glyphs, Jaraim steadied himself with a deep breath, and with a spark of elemental fire, lit the wick. The tallow gave off a foul odor, some additive in the color burning sour and sulfurous. Jaraim waved away the smoke before beginning his chant.


Dossic was an elder tongue, little used in modern magic except by those who dabbled in demonology. Jaraim had learned it in secret—just enough to practice the summoners’ arts. The words were heavy, guttural, each carrying a taint of vulgarity. As he droned on, a pale blue glow formed in the glyphs, growing brighter with each repetition.


Jaraim lost track of time, eyes focused on the candle flame. When the wick flared and the flame burst like a squeezed grape, his guest arrived. The creature in the middle of the circle was no taller than one of Jaraim’s shoes measured toe to heel. Its skin was the color of lava and glistened with oil. From its head sprouted a pair of tiny horns, and from its fingers even tinier claws, all ending in needlelike points. Its body was cherubic, with short, pudgy limbs and no defined muscle. Its name was Alkax, and it was a telik—a lesser magma demon.


“Greetings, Apprentice Jaraim,” said Alkax in a reedy voice that lilted with sarcasm. The demon took in its surroundings, focusing on the circle of glyphs carved into Jaraim’s writing desk. Alkax gave a lazy kick in Jaraim’s direction and a flash of arcane energy repelled him at the circle’s border. “I’m moving up in the world. It’s almost as if you’re afraid of me. You haven’t got a reason to be afraid of me, have you, Apprentice Jaraim?”


Despite the barrier protecting him, hearing Alkax speak his name always caused a shiver in Jaraim’s soul. Names held power, and the demon had wheedled Jaraim’s given name from him when he was still too reckless and inexperienced to know better. Alkax had been the first demon he had ever summoned. He would also be the last, Jaraim had sworn—but not today.


“I require your assistance,” said Jaraim. He forced himself to meet the demon’s gaze, looking into the black depths that were not so different from Kalab’s, now that he thought of it.


Alkax smiled, showing off a mouthful of serrated fangs, lit from within by a furnace glow. “Since when don’t you? If you spent half the time studying that you spend pestering me, you’d be the top of your class on your own. I already gave you all the answers you’ll need for your final test.”


“I’ve discovered that there will be secret questions at the end, to see who among the students has studied best on their own. It will set the rankings in the event of multiple perfect scores. I stole the questions; I just need the answers from you.”


Alkax cackled. “I like you, human. Never satisfied. Never shy about doing what needs doing. Never…afraid to bargain.” The demon’s smile grew impossibly wide for its face.


“What’s it going to cost me?” Jaraim asked. He kept the fear from his voice. It made no difference what the demon asked; he would agree.


“Well, since you already owe me a year of servitude, let’s just add a month. Thirteen is a nice number.”


“Deal. My service still starts after I earn my medallion,” said Jaraim. What that service would entail, Jaraim tried not to contemplate. Possession? Enslavement in the nether realm? His imagination had provided nightmares of every description.


Jaraim relaxed as he read the questions from a scribbled list that he kept out of the demon’s field of vision. They were a ruse, as was the added portion of the testing. The only answer he wanted was to the last question: “How does one bind a narvish?”


“Oh, now that one ought to separate the censer sniffers from the scholars,” said Alkax with a giggle. “Nice boy like you shouldn’t know such naughty words. I think I’ll save you from yourself.”


Jaraim knew better than to think the demon had his best interests in mind. It was valuable knowledge, and Alkax would not part with it readily. “So then, our contract is void. And since this was an extension of our original deal, and not a separate one, I am free of obligation to you.” Jaraim sat back and crossed his arms, letting a smirk settle across his lips.


Alkax lunged for him. Blue radiance flared at the tip of each of the demon’s claws as Alkax tried to scratch his way through the barrier to no avail. “Trickster! You can’t worm your way out of a bargain so easily. You belong to me.” The demon spoke three words; Jaraim felt sullied by hearing them, but forced himself to echo the chant. “There. Our bargain is complete. I will return in three days’ time to collect you, whether you summon me or not.”


Jaraim barked a righteous word and forced Alkax back to his own world. The tiny magma demon vanished in a twist of sooty smoke, and the glow faded from the glyphs that bound him to the mortal world. An eerie quiet remained in the room, with Jaraim slumping back in his chair, exhausted. Three days, and it would all be over.


Kalab squawked. There were footsteps in the hall outside.


Jaraim scrambled to clutter his desk, covering the circle of glyphs in books and notes, draping his traveling cloak over the chalk and knife; there was no time to put things away. By the time Faulyr entered, it looked as if Jaraim had been hard at study.


“What’s the matter?” Faulyr asked. Jaraim’s roommate favored him with a look of concern.


“You startled me. That’s all. I’ve hardly slept, and I was lost in the pages. I didn’t hear you sneak in.”


“I hardly sneaked,” Faulyr replied. “You worry too much; you’ll rank as top student, I just know it. Get some sleep.” He gave Jaraim a friendly punch in the shoulder.


“Got to be the best,” Jaraim muttered as he climbed into the top bunk. It’s the only way I’ll survive this mess I’ve made.


 
***
 



The next evening, Jaraim cleared his desk and uncovered his summoning circle. A quick inspection revealed that all the glyphs were still intact; no surprise, but it was a sensible precaution when dealing with demons. Feeling at his belt, Jaraim drew out an iron dagger. It was new, but poorly formed—an apprentice piece, not even cleaned of charcoal from the forge. For two coppers, it was a bargain, considering what Jaraim had in mind for it.


Jaraim took a deep, steadying breath, but his gathering thoughts were scattered by a flapping of wings and a squawk as Kalab landed at the edge of the glyphs. Its black eyes stared up at Jaraim, and it spread its wings to block his view of the circle.


“Shoo! Get off there,” said Jaraim. “The circle held Alkax, and he’s much stronger than Okaada. You worry like those dusty old masters.”


The crow spread its wings and tried to block the summoning circle, but Jaraim brushed his familiar aside. “If you want to help, keep quiet and don’t distract me.”


Keeping the dagger in plain sight seemed indiscreet. The later Okaada realized her peril, the better. Jaraim placed the weapon in the top drawer and removed a plain wooden bowl, aligning it in the center of the summoning circle. Biting his lip in concentration, he measured out three thimbles of vinegar and six of water. He added a pinch of natron and waited as the mixture frothed.


The summoning chant was different than the one that summoned Alkax. Jaraim wanted Okaada specifically, not just any narvish. Though still foul, the words of Okaada’s summons were less harsh. They twisted the tongue into unfamiliar shapes, using sounds Jaraim’s language had no use for. There was no counting the repetitions as the glyph’s glow grew brighter and more insistent. Okaada was resisting him; there could be no other reason for the summoning to take so long. Jaraim fought through the pain as the ancient syllables cramped his tongue.


The mixture in the wooden bowl frothed anew, and with more fervor. It boiled up and over the sides of the bowl, then steamed away as Okaada plopped down in the bowl, ripped unwillingly from her demonic abode. Her body was nearly spherical, with stubby limbs jutting from a bulbous mass that served as both torso and head. Jaraim could see the hints of organs through her translucent blue skin, and fought to keep his dinner inside him; he had never grown accustomed to her appearance.


“What a pleasant surprise,” Okaada cooed, her voice sweet and innocent as a young girl’s. That voice was the only reason Jaraim had come to think of the demon as female. “What service may I render, mighty one? Or have you finally decided to pay me?”


You wouldn’t have resisted coming if you believed that. Even through the protection of the summoning circle, Jaraim could feel the subtle insistence behind the demon’s words. Okaada could charm a eunuch, but not Jaraim…not with the glyphs protecting him.


He reached into his pocket and produced a pair of garnets the size of his thumbnail and rolled them across the desk. The gems came to rest just shy of the summoning circle, and Okaada lurched for them reflexively. The demon squashed against the cylindrical barrier the circle provided, causing it to flare a pale blue. “Mine!” Okaada shrieked.


“You can’t have them,” said Jaraim. Despite his disgust, he could not keep his eyes from the demon. “Zenisha should have been mine by now, but she sees Faulyr most nights, and barely looks at me.”


Okaada pulled away from the barrier and threw herself at it again, causing a brighter flare but no better result. Growling, she turned her milky eyes toward Jaraim. “Manless wretch! She’d be swollen with your children by now if you’d listened to me.”


“No charms. That was the deal. You’re supposed to be a master of manipulating emotions. You could have given better advice if you wanted to.”


“You have a soggy mind and a tongue like an axe handle,” said Okaada. “Let me possess you, and I’ll have her begging to serve you, charms or no charms. You lack the gall to carry out my plans yourself.”


“No. We’re done.”


“Cheat! Liar! You cannot break our deal,” said Okaada. She snarled, but the effect would have been more intimidating if the demon had teeth. The wet, mushy gums she bared provoked nausea, not fear.


“I’ll make you a deal,” said Jaraim. “Tell me the binding chant for a kiiluut, and I’ll give you your payment and call it even.”


A sly smile oozed onto Okaada’s face, her demeanor shifting in an instant. “So, looking to settle another deal without paying, is that it?”


“What do you care? You’ll have yours.”


“Why that girl doesn’t love you, I can’t imagine,” Okaada cooed, her voice sending an unwelcome shiver of pleasure through Jaraim. “You’re perfectly devious. Very well, the binding for the gems.”


There was no risk to Okaada. The binding for a kiiluut would have no effect on her, and she would be cheated of the gems if she refused. She recited the chant and Jaraim echoed her until he had it memorized. Though he tried his best to keep it from showing, the words sent small tremors through his bones and teeth as he spoke them.


“Excellent!” said Okaada. “Spoken like a true demon. Now…my payment, and I should like to be returned to my own realm.”


Jaraim held the garnets in his palm and offered them to Okaada, careful not to let his hand cross the barrier. Okaada’s fingers drew sparks from the protective circle as she clawed for them. “My father would kill me if he knew I’d borrowed them, let alone bartered them away.” He snatched the gems away from the demon.


Jaraim recited the chant that Alkax had given him. The telik might drive a spiteful bargain, but he had never led Jaraim astray. Okaada froze, a vile curse choked off mid-word with a squeak. The binding held her tighter than a giant’s fist, as still as if she had been encased in stone. The narvish twitched and spasmed, fighting the binding. Jaraim felt every movement as if it was his own hand holding her fast.


Keeping the chant at a steady pace, he retrieved the dagger and aimed it for what looked as much like a heart as anything inside the demon. Jaraim put his other hand on the hilt and closed his eyes. Okaada’s struggles grew frantic. With a single thrust, Jaraim plunged the dagger into the immobile demon. The summoning circle did nothing to prevent his hand from crossing. The iron hissed as it slid through the demon’s flesh, and Jaraim opened his eyes to see smoke pouring from the wound.


In seconds, the demon sloughed away and dissipated, her remains vanishing into the nether regions from which Jaraim had summoned her. Only an odor lingered to prove she had ever been in the room.


“See, Kalab?” said Jaraim, favoring his familiar with a wan smile. “Nothing to it.” He slumped back in his chair and let out a shuddering breath.


The bird remained silent, but flapped down to perch on the edge of a bucket by the door. Jaraim sighed. Kalab was right: the room would need a cleaning to be rid of the smell.


 
***
 



One night later, Jaraim found himself back at his desk, which was all clean and smelling faintly of lye. There was no trace of Okaada’s odor, nor any evidence that she had been in the room at all. There was only slightly more evidence that Faulyr had been there. Jaraim had fallen into an exhausted sleep before Faulyr had come home and had not awakened all night, his dreams plagued by the chant Okaada had taught him. He had awakened covered in sweat long after sunrise, and Faulyr’s blanket had been rumpled sometime in between.


The two roommates had crossed paths in the dining hall just an hour ago, Faulyr looking as if he had been made heir to the king, Jaraim feeling fortunate to keep his feet shuffling beneath him. What had made Faulyr so chipper was also the reason behind his nightly absences: his visits to the girls’ wing to be with Zenisha. I’ll have my pick of postings once I’m named First Initiate, and I’ll find a better woman than Zenisha, Jaraim thought.


The bucket sat beside Jaraim’s desk, half filled with water. He had refilled it three times in washing up after Okaada’s demise, and refreshed it once more afterward. From beneath his mattress, he removed a stoppered vial. Pulling the cork, he took a sniff, inhaling the scent of incense and holy oils. Jaraim poured the contents into the bucket.


“Not even going to try this time?” Jaraim asked. Kalab stood on the window ledge, looking out over the city below. The familiar swiveled its head around and stared at him for a moment, then flew off. “Iogi doesn’t much like you, either.”


Jaraim rummaged in his chest of clothes until he found his laboratory gloves. While most of his wardrobe was finely made and new, the gloves were scarred, ugly things made purely for function. The leather was worn smooth along the palms and fingertips, and there was a layer of grime that resisted any attempts at cleaning. Jaraim tucked them into his belt before settling in to perform his summoning. He poured a small sack of coal ash into the summoning circle and stuck two bone needles into the pile so that they stood upright, ends dipped in pitch. A flick of Jaraim’s magic lit them.


The spell to summon Iogi had always struck Jaraim as whimsical. There was a lilting singsong to it, even if the words themselves were pestilent. The kiiluut wasted no time in appearing. Upon completion of the second repetition, Iogi appeared. Or rather, Iogi’s essence arrived, and inhabited the ingredients left on the table. The coal ash writhed and formed itself into bones. The flames detached themselves from the needles and rose into newly-formed eye sockets of ash. Out of that amalgam emerged a skeletal gargoyle, bereft of flesh and sinew, with fire for eyes. Shadowy vapors wafted from its bones like steam from a stew.


“Good to see you, master,” said Iogi with a bow. The demon had no mouth, nor even a lower jaw. Sound merely emanated from his vicinity. “How do you fare this evening?”


“I have a problem, Iogi,” said Jaraim. “Alkax. Time has come to be rid of him.” Iogi needed no sugared words, no preamble.


“Of course. Alkax was clever, a good tool for your studies. But he is no threat,” said Iogi. “I have given you adequate tools to defend yourself from him, have I not?”


“Perhaps,” said Jaraim. “But I prefer overwhelming force. I want him unable to resist as I destroy him.”


“Wise. You want the chant to bind him, I assume.”


Jaraim smiled. Iogi was devious; he had taught Jaraim all he knew about handling demons. “Yes, Iogi, that’s exactly what I want.”


Iogi gave him words that rang with power. There was something grand about the chant, as if it was meant for a wizard of great power. Or so Jaraim imagined. At least there was no unpleasant effect merely from speaking them.


“Your enunciation is excellent as always, master,” said Iogi. The demon paced in the confines of the circle, his fiery eyes scanning the room. Jaraim pulled out his gloves and put them on slowly. “Ah, I see.”


“Sorry Iogi, I’m retiring from demonology. There’s no future in it, at least none that I want a part of. I’m getting out while I still have my soul.”


“But you don’t,” said Iogi. “That soul inside you belongs to me. That was our deal.”


“I’m breaking it. I’m sure one of your kind can understand.”


“All too well…” Iogi’s voice sounded wistful.


Jaraim began the binding chant and Iogi stiffened. Unlike Okaada, he offered no resistance. When Jaraim picked him up, Iogi’s wings crumbled against his body like gossamer. The demon weighed next to nothing, even less than the sack of ash that had spawned him.


“I have so much more I can teach you,” Iogi said, his disembodied voice unencumbered by the binding. “And it’s not as if you will be free of our bargain if you destroy me. The debt will merely pass on to another.”


Jaraim wanted to question him, to object, to deny the claim, but there was no way without ceasing the binding chant. He was committed. There was no turning back. Jaraim dunked Iogi in the bucket of holy water. Just before he hit the water’s surface, Iogi gave up his passive mien. The kiiluut thrashed and flailed in spite of the binding spell. Without the binding, Jaraim would have had no hope of containing him. The water bubbled and steamed. The bucket shook. Then all went quiet.


The water in the bucket was grey with ash. It was all there was of Iogi in this world, when Jaraim thought about it. Even then, he would dump the bucket in the forest, far from the school’s well. It never hurt to be cautious.


A squawk at the window startled Jaraim, causing him to drop the bucket just as he picked it up. The water sloshed up the sides, but did not spill over. “Back, huh? After making me face Iogi alone?”


Kalab extended his wings halfway, and ducked his head. The familiar hobbled along the window ledge, stiff-legged. Jaraim laughed. It was a fair approximation of Iogi’s pacing. “You’re right, I guess he does look a little like a dead bird. Did, I suppose…there’s no Iogi to worry about anymore. It’s just Alkax left now.”


 
***
 



One night later, Jaraim felt the excitement welling within him. “This is it, Kalab. Last demon I ever summon.” The crow cocked its head and stared at Jaraim. “No, I mean it. They’ve been nothing but trouble. I hardly sleep anymore. I lost any chance I might have had with Zenisha. Faulyr probably hates me for besting him in class; even cheating I’ve barely come out ahead. What good will that do me out on my own? First Initiate with an education full of holes.”


Kalab nodded, bobbing his whole body in the motion, and hopped from the desk, gliding down to alight on the edge of the dry, empty bucket. There was no trace of Iogi left within.


Jaraim went through the arrangements for summoning Alkax once more. He was faced with the prospect of the demon finding his own way into the world if Jaraim did not summon him first. It was difficult for demons to find passage to the mortal realm, but for the collection of a debt such as Jaraim’s, Alkax would find a way.


The summoning circle was pristine, the glyphs each intact. Removing evidence of them from the desk surface would be a task for another day. For now, deep, clean cuts were preferable. Jaraim lit the candle and began his chant, a giddy excitement rising inside him. It’s almost over.


Alkax appeared as the candle flame popped. “My, my, I hadn’t expected you to have the heart to call me to the mortal realm. Eager to begin your service?” A blackened tongue ran across the demon’s lips.


Jaraim reached inside his tunic and pulled out his medallion. The silver was freshly polished, the diamond at it center sparkling, marking his rank. “They named me First Initiate just this morning,” said Jaraim. “You kept your end of the bargain.”


“I must admit, I had picked you for a whiner and a wheedler. A sniveler, perhaps. I might even see fit to take it easy on you during your indentureship.” Alkax giggled hysterically.


“Have your fun at my expense once I’m yours,” Jaraim scolded him. “First, a toast.” He reached to the floor beside his chair, outside the demon’s sight, and lifted a goblet. “To bargaining with forces you don’t understand.”


The giggling stopped instantly. “What’s in that?” Alkax hunkered down and backed away from Jaraim until the barrier of the summoning circle stopped him.


“Unfermented wine. Your favorite.” Jaraim swirled the goblet under his nose and breathed deeply. There was no acidic tang, just the heavy scent of grape.


“Stupid human. You can’t trick me into drinking that,” said Alkax with a sneer.


Jaraim smirked. “Who said anything about tricking you? I’m going to force it down your throat. You weakling demons should know better than to bargain with humans.”


“I’d like to see you—” Alkax said, but got no further. Jaraim began his chant and the demon’s mouth froze mid-sentence.


After pulling on his laboratory gloves, still chanting, Jaraim reached the goblet toward the immobile demon. The bulbous, pudgy magma demon flared red hot, the only act it could manage while held in thrall. Jaraim had only to worry about singeing his gloves. Just as he was about to grab the demon by the neck to tilt its head back, Alkax stepped back.


With one claw of his foot, the demon scratched one of Jaraim’s glyphs, and the azure glow of the summoning circle winked out. “I don’t think I’ll be drinking any of that virgin wine, Jaraim Tenhold, son of Machius Tenhold of Norvern Keep. Your magic can’t bind me.”


He learned my name!


“H—How?” was all Jaraim could manage to utter.


“Your friend Faulyr sold it to me in return for a binding charm for some sorceress whelp he fancied,” said Alkax. With a brief flash, a pair of iron manacles appeared in the demon’s hands, barbed and covered in green, burning glyphs. “Time to see your new home.”


“No…” Jaraim backed away, unable to take his eyes from the demon. Alkax lunged for him. Jaraim threw up his hands in a feeble attempt to fend the tiny demon off. Despite their difference in size, Jaraim held no illusion that he could fight the creature with his bare hands. He closed his eyes.


Jaraim heard a squawk and a furious rustle of feathers, followed by a string of curses in a demonic tongue he was thankful not to comprehend. Opening his eyes, he saw that Kalab had interposed himself between Jaraim and Alkax, and was struggling to fend off the demon.


“Kalab, no!” Jaraim worked a quick spell, and the crow grew to the size of a hunting dog. Still, it would never be able to harm the inhuman creature. He fended Alkax away with beak and talons, but it was only a matter of time.


Kalab turned toward Jaraim and squawked again. The message was clear: Run while I hold him off.


“I’m sorry,” Jaraim shouted as he fled for the door.


Jaraim skidded on slippered feet as he bolted into the hallway. Behind him he heard a terrible shriek that could only have come from a giant crow. He put his head down and ran. There was only one hope.


The masters did not sleep in the dormitories, and none of the other students would be of any help. Below, in the basement of the school, there was a door. It was older than the building itself; the school had been built over it. The elder students were told of it, warned that it was only for use in dire emergencies. No one knew where it went, but if an experiment went badly enough, it was a sure escape.


Jaraim tore through the halls, bounded down stairways three steps at a time. He could hear the scrabbling claws as Alkax pursued. He did not spare the breath to scream or cry. Most of his fellow students would wake with no knowledge of what had befallen Jaraim. Except Faulyr. He would know. Would he cover his tracks, or expose Jaraim as a summoner who had met his end by his own vile art?


Jaraim reached the basement level with the sound of Alkax’s pursuit fading behind him. His longer legs and panic-stricken energy gave him an edge in speed over the chubby demon, but that only bought him a moment’s lead. It ought to have been enough.


When Jaraim rounded the final turn, he stopped short.


“I thought you might be down here tonight,” said Faulyr, leaning casually against the ancient door.


“You…you,” Jaraim said, short of breath and short of words as well.


“You have three options,” said Faulyr. “If you want, I’ll let you right through this door. You can send yourself off to who-knows-where, whether that’s any better than where Alkax wants to take you or not. Or…you can apologize for cheating me out of First Initiate, confess, and renounce your claim before the whole assembly. I can use the binding chant on Alkax if you tell it to me.”


“The third option?” Jaraim asked. Third options left lingering were usually the ones the speaker meant you to take.


“We fight one another right here, and even if you win, that demon will drag you off in servitude.”


Jaraim did not even bother with a response to that option. Alkax was growing closer by the second. He told Faulyr the chant.


Hearing the profane words spoken aloud by Faulyr made Jaraim’s teeth ache. He backed away, cringing. Alkax fared far worse. The pudgy little demon squealed, his mouth contorted to reveal rows of needle-sharp teeth. His steps faltered and Alkax fell to his hands and feet, his belly too round for his knees to touch the floor.


Faulyr continued the chant, and Jaraim watched in admiration as the rightful First Initiate took control of the demon’s body. Alkax drew slowly to his feet, but not of his own volition; he was a puppet, fighting his strings. The demon’s movements slowed, his body twitching and spasming under the strain of fighting the binding chant.


Sweat beaded on Faulyr’s face. The outstretched hand that pantomimed a crushing grip on Alkax began to quiver with fatigue. He took a quick glance over his shoulder at the shimmering light from the door. Jaraim smirked at the realization that Faulyr was considering jumping through if he lost control.


“Help me, or he’ll have us both!”


Faulyr instantly resumed his chant. Even in that brief interruption, Alkax had advanced a step and set his claws grasping at the air toward his captor. The demon’s attention had diverted away from Jaraim entirely.


Jaraim circled around, careful to keep out of the demon’s reach should Faulyr falter. Though he favored his roommate with a malicious grin, he offered his reassurance. “Keep him under control. We’ll get him from both sides. Can’t say I’m not enjoying seeing you sweat, though.”


“Hurry!”


Jaraim took a long breath and steadied his nerves. Alkax was aligned directly between the two student wizards, hanging mid-leap after his latest brief advance toward Faulyr as the chant was interrupted. The two treacherous creatures were devoting all their power toward each other’s destruction—instead of Jaraim’s, for once.


Jaraim began a chant of his own, using syllables of the Elementalists’ Codex and keeping his voice low. Commanding the four aspects of nature had never been his strongest talent, but he knew enough. Iogi had tutored him on all manner of practical magic. He might not have been Faulyr’s equal in history or magical theory, but if Faulyr were as well-versed in demonology as Jaraim, he wouldn’t have needed aid to destroy a bound demon.


As Jaraim finished his spell, a gale blew through the basement corridor, more focused and determined than any mundane wind. It caught both traitors in its grasp and hurtled them toward the open door. Faulyr, fool that he was, continued the chant as a scream even as he left first his feet, then the world. Alkax broke free of the binding almost instantly, but it was too late for the demon. Though he managed to twist in mid-air and spit a vile curse, he was swept through to who-knows-where, just as Faulyr had been.


With a flourish of his fingers, Jaraim diverted the last of his gust to catch the door and blow it shut. It slammed with booming finality. His heart pounded in his chest and a giddy laugh escaped him. Slumping against the wall, he found his limbs trembling. Soon there would be questions, demands for answers, a formal inquiry. He didn’t have much time to compose himself, but for the moment, he savored the taste of freedom.


 
***
 



The following evening, Jaraim sat alone in his room, his desk gone. The masters let Jaraim have Faulyr’s, since his unfortunate roommate would no longer require it. There was an emptiness deeper than just the dust-free spot where the desk had been. The masters had ordered it carted away and burned. Jaraim had lost two friends last night—one true and one false. The only tears he shed were for brave, loyal Kalab.


In a contemplative mood, he wandered down to the basement level, spotting Zenisha in the halls. She saw Jaraim and sought him out. “Tell me it isn’t true,” she said, sniffling. Her eyes were red and swollen.


Jaraim hung his head. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid it is. It’s not your fault. If I had known, I’d have stopped him. Please believe me; I’d never condone using love charms.” With no one to gainsay him, Jaraim could spread whatever tales he liked about Faulyr. For all he knew, Faulyr had used the charm that Alkax bartered for his name.


Zenisha broke down crying and hurried away. Much as he wished to comfort her, Jaraim knew she did not need him right then. Someday, perhaps, he could be that kind of comfort to her. Not today.


When Jaraim reached the door in the basement level, he found it open. Master Orryn stood before it, lost in thought as he gazed into the iridescent light that poured from it. “Where do you think he ended up?” Jaraim asked.


Master Orryn sighed. “One of the great mysteries. Alas, First Initiate, for all that you may ever learn, you will never find the answers to every question.”


Jaraim hid his smirk from Master Orryn. “Poor Faulyr. He should have known better than to trifle with forces he didn’t understand.”
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