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    One 
 
      
 
    Seventy. 
 
    I lay there with the word echoing around my mind. 
 
    I’d turned seventy, and wasn’t sure how to cope with it. I didn’t feel any older. I had the same ache in my back I’d had for decades, the same pains in feet and legs I’d also had for decades, and thus the same reasons to get up in the morning, since getting up relieved the pain. 
 
    I swiveled to the side of the bed, and sat there for a bit, before extracting my glasses from their case, and putting them on.  
 
    Seventy. 
 
    Oddly, it was getting easier with the decade apart milestones. I’d turned thirty terribly, and been depressed for months. Forty had been mildly better, but being single for it had sucked big time. Fifty wasn’t any fun either, but nothing much had changed for so long, it passed me by with just a few days of being down. Sixty was something of a relief. Pain was now my constant companion, and being sixty defined something of a countdown for how much longer one had to tolerate it. One was over the hump, and it was all downhill from here. What you hadn’t done wasn’t likely to happen now, and it was easier to accept that. 
 
    I wasn’t sure about being seventy. Emotions hadn't kicked in yet. Neither had any caffeine, as I was still on the bed. In the dark. I fumbled around for the light switch hanging down the side of the bed from the small bed side light sitting on the small table. I couldn’t find it.  
 
    “Damn it,” I said out loud. “Just turn the fucking light on, will you?” 
 
    My finger found the switch, but I swear I didn’t actually flick it. The light was on though. Red shifted light through the shade, but enough to see by, and enough to make me squint. My bedroom was blacked out. I’d always had trouble with sleeping in any level of light, and since I tend not to go to bed before three in the morning, and the sun has a habit of getting up at four, needless to say we were not on good terms, and I’d taken steps. 
 
    Seventy. 
 
    I sat there a bit longer, getting a grip on the day, before I forced myself up. I wondered what the time was, and my eyes went to the clock on the bedside table. It wasn’t there. This wasn’t unusual, as I had a habit of knocking it off during the night. I’m by no means a heavy sleeper, and even though I sleep on a queen sized bed, I tend to use most of it. The amazing thing was, I’d knocked that clock off so many times, it was a wonder it still worked. 
 
    I leaned over to see where it’d gone, but nothing. Presumably it’d bounced under the bed. 
 
    “Damn it,” I said again. “Where’s my bloody clock?” 
 
    Yes, I can be grumpy in the morning. I admit it. And with no-one to hear me being grumpy, there was no reason for not saying it. 
 
    I blinked a few times. 
 
    The clock was in its place on the bedside table, next to the lamp. The time was eleven thirty four in the morning, or what remained of it. A little later than normal for me, but nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    Seventy. 
 
    Apparently turning seventy brought with it either hallucinations or delusions. I had no illusions about both, and had over time experienced both. Medically, not recreationally, I hasten to add. 
 
    I gave the clock a good stare, as if challenging it to not actually be there. The minute changed, not caring what I thought. 
 
    The sigh came naturally, and I forced myself up. The curtain across the door was wrenched aside, and I went into the bathroom. The inevitable pee later, a flush, and face wash, I moved back into the bedroom, turning on the main overhead light at the same time. 
 
    I reached down to switch off the bedside light, but halfway there I realized it was actually off already. I froze, wondering if I was truly losing it. 
 
    Seventy. 
 
    Apparently the age where you started sliding into senility.  
 
    That’s just dandy. Decades of broken promises about easing my pain, and now senility beckoned. Although, if one wanted to think it out, if one was senile, one probably wouldn’t care about the pain anymore. Next senile person I come across, I’ll ask. 
 
    I straightened back up, and reached for my pants, lying across the laundry hamper. They were old and faded, but still serviceable for home when I wasn’t expecting company. Which was most days. I tossed them on the bed, pulled my hanky out from under the pillow, and stuffed it in the right hand pocket. They were baggier than I prefer, the pants, not the pocket or hanky, but essential for summer and constant sweating. 
 
    From the hamper, which had practically all my clean clothes in it except for shirts, I dug out briefs, and tossed them on the pants, before turning to the wardrobe. Push the door back to the left, and select a t-shirt. They were all years old as well, but some were better than others. I picked out one from around the middle, meaning it had no holes in it, and threw it on the bed as well. From a shelf I took my deodorant spray, and put that on the bedside table. 
 
    I shucked my bed t-shirt, which was a completely different design to what I wore normally, not having a collar, and tossed it beside the pillow. Boxers followed. A spray under each arm, down my back, and across my butt, and I put the spray back where I got it from, and pulled my briefs on. T-shirt and pants followed, leaving my feet bare. Morning routine, part two. 
 
    Both cats were still sleeping on the bed, and neither so much as opened an eye as I left, and turned the light out again. A detour back into the bathroom, pull the blind to let light in, and a quick comb of my hair and beard. Oddly, between fifty and seventy, I’d not lost much more of it. Hair, not beard. Granted it had gone more silver colour gradually, but the bald spot hadn't got any bigger. There was still enough hair to need combing. 
 
    The deviation through the kitchen was solely to snag a can of Red Bull from the fridge. I loathe coffee, but need the caffeine, and oddly, Red Bull had a pleasant taste for me, where a lot of people disagreed. I didn’t care. It gave me writer’s wings, and that’s what mattered. Yes, I’m a writer. 
 
    In my office, I turned on the secondary monitor, then the primary one, before hitting the button on the tablet. The Red Bull went to my left as I sat at the keyboard, and I picked up the cloth I used to clean my glasses, and made a good attempt at moving the dirt on them around. Sometime later in the day I’d figure out how effective this wasn’t, but for now, I could barely see straight. 
 
    I opened the can, and slurped in a mouthful of jump-start. Then took a slower second mouthful, before putting the can down. By this time the computer had started up, decided it was a good day to work, and I started moving the mouse around with my left hand. I’m right handed. But for the computer, I’m ambimousetrous. Long ago I’d learned that mousing and writing often needed to happen at the same time. 
 
    Normal junk mail, author forum notifications, Amazon’s daily recommendations of my own books to read, and what I’d already bought and read, and various other kinds of spam I’d actually agreed to get. 
 
    I worked my way through the general stuff, deleting most of it, checked over the spam folder before emptying it, and then emptied the trash folder. The forum notifications took longer to deal with, but only needed a couple of replies from me. 
 
    Facebook. 
 
    “Happy Seventieth Birthday!” 
 
    Gee thanks. I know that already. I don’t need the reminder. Hide. There was a list of birthday wishes from people I knew all over the world, but most of whom I’d never met. And never would. The wonder of the modern age of communications, and Facebook in particular. I liked them all, and moved on to what was new. Not a lot. 
 
    I use Facebook mainly for interaction with people with the same interests as me, and with the fans of my novels. Some days, this isn’t much.  
 
    And as far as birthdays go, this was it. No party planned. No birthday cake. No-one even going to phone me. I had a decent phone. It didn’t get much use.  
 
    Facebook turned a birth day, into a birth double day, and I could expect more birthday wishes over the next more than twenty four hours as people on the other side of the world caught up with my yesterday, sometime tomorrow. 
 
    Seventy. 
 
    Hermit. 
 
    A normal day. 
 
    There was a loud knock at the front door. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Two 
 
      
 
    The clock on the monitor said half past midday. 
 
    It wasn’t a weekend, there were no deliveries expected, and tonight’s food was already in the fridge from last night’s delivery. No-one was expected. 
 
    I rose and headed towards the front door. As soon as it came into view, I could see there were two men waiting outside. Neither had white shirts, and as I’ve said, this wasn’t a weekend. They didn’t look like real estate agents either. 
 
    At the door itself, looking through the glass, I could see them better. 
 
    Both were old codgers. Like me. Behind them in the driveway was some sort of minibus, with a much younger person still behind the wheel. There were no markings on it to say where these people were from. 
 
    They waited for me patiently. I turned the lock on the door handle, and then the key in the deadlock, before returning to the door handle itself which now allowed the door to open. They stood there waiting. When the door was open enough, I moved into the opening, and stood in the frame. 
 
    “Joe Vincent?” asked the older one. 
 
    When I say older, it was a bit subjective. One looked in his sixties, and the other in his late seventies, as far as I could see. The older one had a bit more of a sallow look than the other. 
 
    “Yes. Who wants to know?” 
 
    “Ed Sullivan,” said the younger looking one, “and this is Tony Vagetti. Can we come inside?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    It’s not that I’m blunt, but well I tend to be blunt when people disturb my hermit time. I’d been out of bed for less than an hour, and hadn't finished my caffeine yet. If you don’t want blunt, don’t knock on my door before I’m ready for visitors. Sadly, Australia Post just don’t get that. These were not them though. Don’t get me wrong, AP drivers have a job to do, and I don’t fit into their schedules very well, but hey, Toll manage to arrive at a decent time every day, so why can’t they?  
 
    Focus. 
 
    “We have a matter to discuss with you. Can you spare about an hour?” 
 
    I closed the door in their faces. I stopped giving people an hour of my time back when Amway kept sending new people to suck me in. That had been a long time ago, and I still didn’t respond well to people going there. If it takes an hour to explain something, send me an email I can ignore. Please. 
 
    “Mr. Vincent? We’re not Amway, or any other kind of vertical marketing system, and we’re not here to sell you anything.” 
 
    I eased the door back open. 
 
    “What are you here for then?” 
 
    “We’d like to invite you to join a special place for people with your skills.” 
 
    Ed was doing all the talking I noticed. 
 
    “Skills? You value being able to piss people off at the drop of a hat?” 
 
    “Not those skills,” said Tony, grinning. “We all have those, and more. Can we come in please? It’s damn hot out here.” 
 
    It was a warm early summer’s day out there, but I now noticed they were both wearing jackets. I hesitated. 
 
    “Happy birthday, by the way,” said Ed. 
 
    I looked at him in shock, but he looked genuine enough with the wish. I found myself standing aside, and waving them in. They seemed to know their own way into the living room, and I saw Ed glance at the air conditioner. It wasn’t that hot, at least for me. But I could see they were looking quite distressed now as they shucked their jackets. 
 
    “You want the aircon on?” I asked. 
 
    The air conditioner snapped on, and cold air started to pump in. The two men smiled, and sat, and neither were in my spot on the couch. I glared at the aircon, shot a glance at the remote still where I’d left it last night, back at the aircon again, sat myself down, and then berated myself for not going for my drink first. 
 
    The opened can of Red Bull appeared on the center table, nearest where I sat. I glared at it. 
 
    “I’d love one of those,” said Tony, “if you have a spare.” 
 
    I nodded and started to rise, but the can was sitting in front of him, and I collapsed back. They were both grinning at me now. 
 
    “That,” said Ed, pausing, “is what we’re here to talk to you about.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Three 
 
      
 
    “How the fuck are you doing that?” I said, causing them both to laugh. 
 
    “It’s not us,” said Ed. “You’re doing it.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    “No,” said Tony, “magic.” 
 
    “Bollocks.” 
 
    Their grins widened. 
 
    “You write novels about magic all the time,” said Ed. “But you don’t believe in it?” 
 
    “What sort of question is that?” 
 
    “A serious one.” 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    “Get a grip, Joe,” said Tony. “Magic is real.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and willed myself to wake up. When I opened them again, the two old codgers were still there, and still wearing silly grins. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked them. 
 
    “Call us the welcoming committee,” said Tony. “Seventy seems to be the age when those pre-disposed to being able to use magic, start to use it. Always on their seventieth birthday. Not a day earlier, or later. And it comes as a shock to everyone, and so we like to ease people into it as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Normally,” added Ed, “we’d have been on your doorstep around eight this morning. But your daily routine is a matter of record, so we waited for you to get up and started. We know you’ve not eaten yet.” 
 
    “Have you been stalking me?” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    “No,” said Tony. “But one of our number has the skill of knowing who manifests magic next, and a little research prepares us for our visit. Most people these days have some sort of social media presence, and since you’re a writer, you have more than most.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So,” said Ed, “we’ve known you were next for about a week.” 
 
    “And you’ve been stalking me?” 
 
    “No again. Just finding out enough to know when to arrive, and what you’d need.” 
 
    “And what do I need?” 
 
    “Firstly,” said Tony, “to figure out what sort of magic you wield. No two people are the same in this regard. And we never know in advance what we’ll find. In your case, we seem to have three options.” 
 
    “And they are?” 
 
    “You’re either a Summoner,” said Ed. 
 
    “Or telekinetic,” added Tony. “But I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Or a creator,” finished Ed. 
 
    “Bollocks.” 
 
    “There’s an easy way to find out,” said Tony. He picked up the unopened can. “This drink is cold. Check your fridge. If there’s a can missing, you summoned it. If they’re all there, you probably created it. I’m going with summoned myself.” 
 
    “I tend to agree,” added Ed. “You’re probably not a telekinetic.” 
 
    I looked at them both, rose, and went to check the fridge. I stared inside for a good long moment, before shutting the door again, and walking back to my seat. I waited until I was down before telling them. 
 
    “A can is missing.” 
 
    “So you summoned it,” said Ed. “It also explains the aircon. Summoners can usually toggle on-off switches. It’s a minor movement compared to moving a can from the fridge to the table, but it’s still a movement of an object.” 
 
    “Why not telekinetic?” 
 
    “We didn’t see the can move,” said Tony. “Telekinetics move objects, and you see them move, and they take time to move. Summoners usually have immediate movement, and no-one sees anything. There are variations and mixes of both though. And only time and study will show exactly what you are.” 
 
    “Delusional, I think is the word you’re looking for.” 
 
    They grinned at me again. 
 
    “We’d like to invite you to lunch,” said Tony. “There’s a group of people who’d like to meet you. And meeting them might make your transition easier.” 
 
    “Might?” 
 
    “Well, nothing is certain,” said Ed. “A few people totally freak out, a few lock themselves away totally, and very occasionally, someone commits suicide. We try to avoid any of those happening these days.” 
 
    “We know you’re pretty much a hermit,” said Tony, “but most of us are like that. At our age, we’ve left most of the people we knew behind, and young people don’t want to have anything to do with us much. But even though we learnt how to live alone, we also find we still need some contact with others, and magic gives some interesting options for how we do it.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “I’m seventy nine,” said Ed. 
 
    I looked at him as if he was lying. Ed shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “I’m a hundred and fifteen,” said Tony. 
 
    “Bullshit!” 
 
    “He is,” confirmed Ed. “Been officially dead for ten years now, and still looks in his seventies. I know I look sixties. Most of us do look younger than we are. Like you. I’d have said late fifties, early sixties, but I know you’re seventy.” 
 
    “How does anyone live that long?” 
 
    “It depends a lot on what sort of magic you get. Tony can’t do much, but as soon as he hit seventy, his health problems began to clear up, and he just hasn’t died yet.” 
 
    It reminded me of an old memory from back in my thirties. 
 
    “That looked like a thought I’d like to hear,” said Tony, grinning. 
 
    “A very old one. Someone gave me a palm reading once. He predicted I’d live for eighty nine years. But then he kept tracing the life line further and further out onto my wrist, and said it was possible I could live to a hundred and twenty five. He just wasn’t sure if the line continued, or if it was joined by another one.” 
 
    They looked at each other. 
 
    “That will be interesting,” said Tony. “I’d like to meet this palm reader.” 
 
    “Long gone, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Story of our lives,” said Ed. “You coming to lunch?” 
 
    “I’ll need to shower and change.” 
 
    He nodded, and Tony pulled out his phone. A couple of touches, and it started ringing. A voice answered. 
 
    “We’re fine. I’ll ring you if we need to be collected.” 
 
    There was agreement from the other end, and I heard the minibus start up in the driveway. A few moments later, there was the noise of a vehicle pulling away from the house. I looked at them, now very confused. Tony put his phone away. 
 
    “Lunch is in Melbourne. We don’t need the minibus to get there.” 
 
    I just looked at them as if they were crazy. Or maybe it really was me who was crazy.  
 
    “You’re not crazy,” said Ed. “We have alternative methods of travelling. We use the minibus to keep neighbors happy. People turn up in a minibus and leave in a minibus, and no-one thinks of looking for any alternative. When we leave this afternoon, anyone watching will assume the minibus dropped us off, we stayed a few hours, and then left when the minibus came back.” 
 
    “Appearances have to be kept up,” added Tony. “The world is not ready to know about what we can do.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. Every entertainment possible which involved magic or mutants in a now scenario always ended badly. 
 
    “I get that. I assume that’s also why you’re here now? Containment of a threat?” 
 
    “We don’t like putting it that way,” said Tony, “but yes. The first few hours of manifesting the gift can draw a lot of attention to us, and we make a big effort to not allow that to happen.” 
 
    “Do you have a door you don’t use much?” asked Ed. 
 
    The change of subject threw me. 
 
    “A door?” 
 
    “Yes. One you won’t mind not being useful for a while.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’re going to Melbourne for lunch. I need to open a doorway to get there. So I need a door.” 
 
    “A door?” I asked again, not getting it. 
 
    “Spare room? Garage?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He waved me up, and they both rose and waited for me. I shrugged, rose myself, and led them into the garage, and to the normal sized door to the backyard. I didn’t use that door at all, having glass sliders off the living room. 
 
    Ed put his hands on the door frame for a moment, and then opened the door itself. 
 
    There was no backyard. 
 
    On the other side was a very large room, with a lot of people in it. 
 
    And a sign. 
 
    The sign read ‘Happy birthday, Joe’. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Four 
 
      
 
    I walked through the door a half hour later. 
 
    Ed and Tony had gone straight through, and I’d heard them telling people I needed to make myself presentable. Which was true. I had a fast shower, and changed into the best pants I had, and my one remaining in good condition red t-shirt. I’d hesitated over putting footwear on, as I normally was barefoot, but Melbourne in October wasn’t going to be as warm as here. I still debated it, but in the end, put on light socks with Stormtrooper helmets on them, and the better of my velcro sneakers. 
 
    The door caused me pause, but I stepped through anyway.  
 
    “Happy birthday!” yelled a lot of people at once. 
 
    I cringed, and almost turned around and stepped back out.  
 
    “No, you don’t,” said a female voice, coming from a fifties looking woman with a trim figure. 
 
    She was just to one side of the door, and was probably there to make sure I didn’t chicken out. Probably a wise thing, and if the truth was known, had probably happened a lot, so they were ready for it. 
 
    There were about thirty people there, in groups varying from what looked like a few couples, to fives and sixes. Some were standing, and the rest were comfortably seated in armchairs which looked salvaged from the eighties. Against one wall was a long table absolutely groaning with food, and at another was an impressive collection of alcohol. Everyone already had a drink. 
 
    Trim fifty took my arm, and guided me to an empty seat, where a glass of what looked like ginger ale was waiting. I sank into what proved to be a very comfortable chair, and took a sip from the long glass. Ginger ale. Nice and cold. 
 
    Speaking of which, I noticed the room was decidedly colder than I was expecting. Gold Coast in October is when the humidity usually starts to kick in, but not necessarily the heat. So Melbourne, being much further south, took longer to heat up as summer came on. I quickly pondered going back for a jumper. 
 
    My fav red jumper appeared on my lap. 
 
    “Neat trick,” said someone. 
 
    Rather than reply, I picked it up, and quickly pulled it on.  
 
    “Retail look?” asked a man in a suit jacket, without the tie. 
 
    “I guess so. I did work retail a long, long time ago. Liked the style of jumper, so kept wearing them.” 
 
    “Eat everyone!” yelled a voice, making me flinch, and causing those around me to laugh. 
 
    “Stay put,” said trim fifty. “I’m Maddie Rushworth. I do hair and beauty, and yours needs some attention, but later. I’ll bring you a plate.” 
 
    “Just a plate?” 
 
    I thought I was being funny, but she winked at me. No-one else had headed for the food yet, and they all watched Maddie collect a plate off the table, and return it to me. She handed it over with a flourish, and stood there watching.  
 
    I gave them all a quick glance, wondering what the hell they were looking at, and nearly missed my plate filling up with food. After I got over the initial surprise, without losing anything on it, and the laughter at my reaction, I noticed something really strange. I mean, stranger than my plate filling up without me even thinking about it. All the food on it was exactly what I’d have chosen had I done it myself. 
 
    My eyebrows went up in Tony’s direction, and he shook his head. So no, I’d not done it myself this time, but I guessed I could have had I thought about it. His eyes went to the man who’d told everyone to eat, who now came over to me. 
 
    “Claude Rosen,” he introduced himself. “Is that to your liking?” 
 
    “Perfect, thanks. How did the food get on my plate?” 
 
    “I used to be a chef. When my magic kicked in, it automated a lot of my chef skills.” He looked around the room. “Get your plates everyone. Go on, dig in.”  
 
    He chuckled to himself, and I noticed as soon as people picked up a plate and it was held at the right angle and away from the table, it also filled up with food. 
 
    “It mainly works two ways for me,” he went on. “As you just saw, if food is out on display, the plates fill themselves when I’m in the room, and with exactly what people would normally serve themselves. The other is give me the raw ingredients and a person’s name, and it all turns into a meal for the person. And that has a few interesting things attached to it.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “A lot of people don’t eat certain foods because they find them unpalatable. So the magic actually includes whatever food they really need, but tasting acceptable to them. What do you hate?”  
 
    “Most vegetables. Especially beans.” 
 
    “No problem. When you taste mine, they’ll either be hidden, or simply taste like something else.” 
 
    “Hidden?” 
 
    “You like Beef Stroganoff?” 
 
    “Sure. But I’m allergic to some of what goes in it.” 
 
    “That’s also part of it. You’ll get a perfect tasting Stroganoff for you, with nothing which upsets you, and all the vegetables your body actually needs. And you won’t know anything of what’s in there. Just that it tastes wonderful.” 
 
    “That’s a hell of a gift. Maybe I’ll take you up on it some time.” 
 
    “By all means do. I feed a lot of people every day. And it takes me seconds for each one. So another mouth to feed is easy. Just work out something with Tony to pay for what goes in. Now eat, before it all goes cold.” 
 
    “How do you do seconds?” I asked, thinking that wouldn’t work. 
 
    “Easy. Get another plate. It will only put on there what you’d normally want for seconds.” 
 
    “That makes for a lot of washing up.” 
 
    “That’s Bob’s area of expertise.” 
 
    He chuckled again, and started doing the rounds of the room checking people were happy with their food. My guess was, when he was a chef, he loved interacting with the customers. 
 
    I tucked into the food, and it was indeed excellent. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Five 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s new!” 
 
    I looked up from my now empty second plate, and looked where everyone else was looking. Hanging from the ceiling, just in from a door out of the room, was a sign. It looked exactly like the signs you see in shopping center malls showing the direction to the toilets. Tony started laughing, and looked at me. So everyone else did as well. 
 
    “What did you just think, Joe?” he asked me. 
 
    I felt my face blushing. 
 
    “I just wondered where the toilets here were.” 
 
    The noise level went up dramatically. But Ed was looking concerned. 
 
    “You better put it back,” he said. 
 
    “Sorry, what?” 
 
    “You’re a summoner. That sign should be hanging in the nearest shopping center from here, and it isn’t. Someone is going to notice. It needs to go back.” 
 
    “Like I know how to do that.” 
 
    Ed came over, and Tony joined him. 
 
    “Try thinking the sign back to where it came from,” suggested Tony. 
 
    I concentrated, and it crashed to the floor, getting another wave of laughter.  
 
    “How about ‘I don’t need to know where the toilets are’” prompted Ed. 
 
    The sign vanished. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” he went on. 
 
    He went over to the door I came in through, it changed to some dark storeroom, and he walked through. 
 
    “We need to work on your control,” said Tony. 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “Control. What you just did could lead to us magic users being exposed. We take that seriously. Society is not ready to know magic is real, and it especially is not ready for only geriatrics getting it.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” said someone loudly. 
 
    “I was,” he retorted. He turned back to me. “We hide in plain sight, but only by not doing anything which might cause people to start wondering if magic is real.” 
 
    “I still don’t get why magic is real. Why does it turn on at seventy? That’s just completely daft.” 
 
    “No-one knows,” said Maddie. “And it has been discussed a lot over the years, and not just here.” 
 
    “Where else then?” 
 
    “Most countries have a number of old folk’s homes where magic users congregate,” said Tony. “Ed’s not the only door magic user, so we connect up or get connected to fairly regularly, and keep in touch that way.” 
 
    “Next you’ll tell me you’ve a Facebook group you all meet in.” 
 
    “Hell no,” said someone. “There’s nothing secret about secret groups on Facebook.” 
 
    “We can’t use any form of electronic communication,” said Tony. “Especially these days with governments reading emails and monitoring everything.” 
 
    “Are you sure they do?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if they do or not. It’s too big a risk.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for that. I still don’t understand why there is magic at all.” 
 
    “As far as anyone can tell, there’s always been some magic. All those stories of Merlin and other magicians down history have to be based in something after all.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He’s one of those,” joked a woman, a few chairs along from me. 
 
    “Those?” I asked. 
 
    “You question everything.” 
 
    “I guess I do. It was my job to for a long time. But why must there be real magic? And why at seventy? It makes no sense.” 
 
    “It probably never will,” said Tony. “But the popular theory is some mage seriously pissed off Merlin back in the day, and he cursed magic users so only the very wise could use it. And in some weird way, ‘very wise’ was interpreted to mean ‘must be seventy’ as well.” 
 
    It sounded feasible. I’ve always had an inbuilt bullshit detector, and it wasn’t going off now. 
 
    “That must have been a serious pissing off then.” 
 
    “Who knows?” said Maddie. “And quite frankly, who cares? The health benefits of magic kicking in at seventy are a godsend. Let alone what else we can do.” 
 
    “Health benefits?” 
 
    “You’ll see. Give it a few weeks to kick in.” 
 
    “Okay. But do people seriously believe Merlin was a real person?” 
 
    “No harm done,” said Ed, coming back in the door, which he changed back to my garage. “Fortunately the local mall is not very big, and as far as I can see, none of the toilet signs are out of place. Hard to know if anyone saw that sign vanish and return, but there was no-one hanging around any sign trying to tell someone else that.” 
 
    “Dodged a bullet then,” said Tony. He turned back to me. “There’s no real evidence of Merlin around at all. But the name remains regardless of there being none. And those people with the gift of being truth detectors have always said it was truth when told he was real. Even some of the myths associated with him came up true.” 
 
    “But there have been many Merlin’s as well,” added Ed. “There was a discussion a couple of years ago in the US I attended, where a series of statements were put out which revealed there were many Merlin’s over time, but there was a single really powerful Merlin originally.” 
 
    “How original?” 
 
    “That’s where it gets interesting. They tried out a whole lot of centuries, and got truth hits all over the place going back over a hundred thousand years. One of them suggested the original Merlin was there when the dinosaurs bought it.” 
 
    “So he’s a time traveler?” 
 
    “Isn’t that your thing?” asked Maddie. “I hear you write novels these days.” 
 
    “Yes I do, but not time travel. I tried once, but it did my head in. No, I write space detective now.” 
 
    “I like a good detective story, but I know nothing about space.” 
 
    “It’s not all that different to an urban setting. Streets become passageways. Malls still exist on space stations. People still get up to all sorts of bad stuff which needs a detective.” 
 
    “What’s your detective’s name?” asked Claude. 
 
    “Marshall King. I’m writing the twelfth novel in the series at the moment. But it’s getting difficult to come up with new ways of not being thrown out an airlock. So I’m not sure how many more I’ll be doing.” 
 
    Maddie laughed.  
 
    “Maybe he should time travel back before he’s almost thrown out next time?” 
 
    My laugh came out as choking. 
 
    “Cake is on,” announced Claude.  
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Six 
 
      
 
    It was really good cake. 
 
    I excused myself first to visit the toilet, and came back to find no cake on the table, but everyone with plates with cake on them. And the cake varied a great deal from plate to plate. I took my plate, sat back down, and sampled what turned out to be the best black forest cake I’d ever tasted, with double thick fruit layers.  
 
    “Claude does the absolute best cakes,” said Maddie. “Until I turned seventy and met him, I hadn’t had a cake in thirty years. Now I can pig out without it affecting me at all.” 
 
    “Affecting you?” 
 
    “This is zero sugar cake which tastes like sugar overload. I’m diabetic. Or I was. But I still don’t eat any sugar even now.” 
 
    “Wait. You’re seventy?” 
 
    She hardly looked a day over fifty five. 
 
    “Of course I am, or I wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “You don’t look it.” 
 
    “I know,” she grinned. I must have looked confused. “I used to work in hair and beauty, as I said before. When my magic kicked in, I suddenly found I could take decades off my face by just concentrating looking in a mirror. I can also do a haircut and style just by touching a person on the head.” 
 
    She took another big bite of her cake, and I did the same with a much smaller chunk. 
 
    “You ever worn a goatee?” she went on, when her mouth was empty again. 
 
    “No. Just a raggedy full beard. I could never be bothered with the whole shaving thing, so let it grow and kept it. It gets a minor trim most days.” 
 
    “Ever made it to Gandalf length?” she laughed. 
 
    “No. Mine goes curly and starts looking ridiculous if I let it grow too long. But I periodically end up looking like I’ve been castaway on a desert island or somewhere without scissors.” 
 
    “Then you get someone to cut it?” 
 
    “Hell no. There’s a short sighted lunatic with pruning shears who does my hair.” 
 
    She looked confused for a moment. 
 
    “You cut your own hair?” asked Tony, and when I nodded, he started laughing again. 
 
    Maddie looked scandalized for a moment. 
 
    “Well, now you don’t need to. Just let me change it, and the magic will keep it much the same so you won’t need much maintenance at all. You’ve never tried a goatee?” 
 
    “No. Requires shaving on the cheeks. Moi does not shave.” 
 
    She chuckled, as did a few other people. 
 
    “You should try it. When I do it for you, it won’t need shaving. And if you decide you don’t like it, I’ll undo it, and it will grow back out the way you want it again quickly.” 
 
    “Let me think about it.” 
 
    “Sure. But before you go, at least let me clean it up.” 
 
    “You’re saying there’s something wrong with the way my hair looks?” 
 
    “She tells everyone that when she meets them,” quipped Ed. 
 
    “Most of the time it’s true,” said Tony. “Too many of us stop caring about how we look by the time we reach seventy.” 
 
    “When you’re a hermit like me, you stop caring about looks way before seventy.” 
 
    “You’re a hermit?” asked Maddie. “I thought you lived in Gold Coast suburbia.” 
 
    “I do. On one of the lakes. But I rarely leave my property.” 
 
    “How do you shop?” 
 
    “Online delivery. For pretty well everything except pants. For some reason I can never order the right size pants. They’re always too big or too small. Never the right size. But everything else is pretty easy these days.” 
 
    “I’ll introduce you to John Nottland,” said Ed. “He used to be a tailor. All he needs is the cloth, and he can turn out a perfectly fitting suit in a few seconds.” 
 
    “I don’t need a suit. I mainly wear jeans, polo shirts, and a jumper in winter. And light cotton pants and polo shirt in summer. It’s the jeans and pants I have trouble with, given I so rarely go anywhere now.” 
 
    “Do you still drive?” asked Maddie. 
 
    “No, I gave up years ago, as soon as Uber became a thing. The only real need I have for wheels is going to a doctor, for tests, or the pharmacy. And every couple of years, for new glasses. Hardly enough to warrant the cost of a car these days.” 
 
    “That’s pretty common among us now,” said Ed. “We use Uber and the like a lot as well. But when we need a car as a group, we use pool cars driven by relatives, mostly.” 
 
    “You guilt them into being useful?” 
 
    They laughed. 
 
    “Sometimes,” said Maddie. “But those of us with grand kids know how to manipulate those with cars into taking us places.” 
 
    “And people like Ed just walk through a door anytime they want?” 
 
    “Only when really necessary,” said Ed. “Too much danger of being seen.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    “You have a pool?” asked Maddie. 
 
    A number of people stopped talking, and seemed to be listening for my answer. 
 
    “Sure. I used it a bit when I first moved in, but these days I rarely go in. Never really gets hot enough for me.” 
 
    Maddie choked on her drink. 
 
    “Doesn’t it get to thirty plus in summer?” 
 
    “Around that, but it’s wet heat. I find it easier to cope with than say Adelaide’s forty degree dry heat. I walk around with a hand towel around my neck a lot in summer, but it’s not hot enough for swimming.” 
 
    “Is the pool useable?” 
 
    “Most of the time. The crawly runs around it for a few hours every day, and every couple of months in summer I get the pool guy to check the chemical balance. But honestly, I resent the cost these days. I really don’t need or want a pool anymore.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” said Tony. “I’ll get Jack Blackard to go have a look at it. He just needs to dip his finger in the water and it balances up on its own. In return, you let a few of us use the pool on odd occasions.” 
 
    “I guess I can do that. Just not in the mornings. And not making a lot of noise.” 
 
    “None of us make a lot of noise these days,” said Ed. 
 
    “Except maybe Fred,” added Tony. “He used to be a car mechanic, and he can tune a car perfectly by touching it. But he enjoys revving them after.” 
 
    “No car, no problem.” 
 
    They chuckled. 
 
    “How do you solve the coming and going issues?” I asked them. 
 
    “How nosy are your neighbours?” asked Tony. 
 
    “Never really see them. And I’m not on a main road, so there’s no passing traffic to really worry about out the front.” 
 
    “What about the lake?” 
 
    “The other side is too far away to see much. Sure they’d know people were using the pool, but not who. Not unless they use binoculars, anyway. And besides, they won’t be able to see how anyone arrives or leaves.” 
 
    “So we could walk in through the door?” asked Maddie. 
 
    “I doubt anyone would notice anything. And if they did, I’d just tell them I joined a social club. How do you handle it in busy streets?” 
 
    “The van we used when we came to you this morning,” said Ed. “We door through to somewhere we can be picked up, and use a relative of someone to drive. We have vans in most cities we can use. So if we find we need people to be seen turning up and leaving, we just add the extra step.” 
 
    “So if you came to my place for a pool party in a large group, you’d van in?” 
 
    “Yep,” said Tony. “We can actually door direct into some vans as well, so the van itself is just a prop most of the time.” 
 
    “Last time I tried that I bashed my head,” complained Maddie. 
 
    “And well we remember that,” said Claude, from the other side of the room, causing a lot of laughter again. 
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    The afternoon went past in a blur. 
 
    The party, thankfully without a rendition of happy birthday, started to break up after cake, and people left. I gathered a lot of them lived in the complex, but a number had permanent doors here from their own homes. 
 
    Eventually it was just Ed, Tony, and Maddie. The latter finally conned me into doing my hair, and it shortened the moment she touched it, but not too short, and my beard changed into a quite stylish goatee. I summoned a mirror, approved of what I could see in it, and sent it back where it came from. 
 
    That generated a whole discussion of do’s and don’ts which took several hours. By the time they laid it all out for me, I felt fatigued. Normally for this part of the day, I didn’t concentrate on much, so wasn’t used to it. 
 
    We swapped phone numbers, and I was promised no-one would try to come by in the mornings, and anyone who wanted to come any other time would text first for permission. I made it quite clear the pool was still quite cold, but if we kept the visits small in number and relatively short, we could build up to a pool party before Christmas. 
 
    When I finally stepped back into my own house, I found two cats sitting in the kitchen waiting for food. Neither of them meowed at me, but they both gave me looks which suggested their slave was not performing up to acceptable standards. I fed them, and they both trotted off again. They were both getting old now, like I was, and I had no idea how much longer they had with me. Nor was I looking forward to when they passed. 
 
    I’d totally missed feeding the wild birds today, so headed for the door out to the back deck and pool, so see if any of them had waited around. As I was unlocking the door, but before opening it, I froze. 
 
    Just for a moment in my peripheral vision, I thought I saw a man standing out on the other side of the deck. But when I shifted my head to look fully, there was no-one there. I scolded myself for jumping at shadows, since there was no way someone could get there and vanish again without making noise going through gates, let alone not being seen coming and going. 
 
    The birds hadn’t waited, which was quite normal on the days I didn’t make it out at the normal time. Most of them would be back the next day, so I wasn’t worried. While only about ten minutes of my day, feeding seed to wild birds did give me some pleasure. At times the lake didn’t seem to have enough food in it, and feeding them kept some bird life around.  
 
    The downside of wild birds around was bird poop on the deck, around the pool, sometimes in the pool, and often right up to the backdoor. Occasionally when the door was left open, actually inside as well. Given the size of ducks, geese, and swans, the cats ignored these intrusions. But when a swan shits on your doorstep, you know it wasn’t anything else. There wasn’t swan sized mess there today, but the ducks had been by. 
 
    On a whim, I tried to remove the duck poo using reverse summoning. The first attempt failed, but when I suggested I didn’t need bird droppings on my bricks and deck, but did need it on the garden, the bricks suddenly looked cleaner than they ever had before. When I checked the back garden, I found a small mound. Think ‘that wasn’t much use, and it would better if it was spread finely between the plants’, and the mound vanished.  
 
    I smiled, and thought how wonderful it would be if all bird poo… 
 
    And I stopped thinking as terror took hold of me. I needed to be very careful what I thought from now on, or I might find… No. Shut the… No. 
 
    Oh. My. God. 
 
    I went back inside, got a drink the mundane way, and sat in my chair in front of the tv. A push on the button, and the next episode of JAG started. A few minutes later, and I had two purring cats draped across me. 
 
    Not wanting to disturb them since I’d been out most of the afternoon, I tried magic to get some dinner. I placed my stable table where I hoped it would be stable enough, and thought about my left over Chinese being on the stable table, on a plate, and at eating temperature. Suddenly there was a plate of Chinese food on the table, and the smell made two cats stir, and I nearly lost the lot to the floor as they moved. Instead, I ended up holding the food up, and both cats were on the floor. Neither were very impressed with that treatment, and they stalked off. 
 
    I settled the food tray back down on my lap again, and thought fork, with one appearing immediately. I’d missed some of the episode doing all this, but having seen it so many times already and it not being one of the better ones, I didn’t bother backing it up. The food went down the way it always did, and by the time I finished it, the cats were back, half on me and half off. I tried sending the plate to the kitchen, and it vanished, followed by a smashing noise. I thought fix the plate, and then stack in the dishwasher in an appropriate slot. There was no further smashing noise. 
 
    I sighed. This magic lark had upsides and downsides. Happy birthday! 
 
    Which reminded me I’d not asked to bring some extra birthday cake back with me, and Claude hadn’t offered. Now that was just wrong, as the birthday person in Australia always got the remains of the cake to binge on the next day. Except there hadn’t been an actual cake. 
 
    Damnit, I really wanted more cake. 
 
    A cake appeared on the occasional table between me and the tv. It was neatly sliced into the same size portions I’d eaten before, and it had writing on top. 
 
    “I knew you’d do that. Enjoy. Claude.” 
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    Seventy. 
 
    I mulled that over as I lay in bed the following morning. Not so much seventy, but still seventy. The light went on with a thought. And still magical. I rose, leaving two cats happily sleeping with a hole between them now, went to the bathroom and did the necessary, then dressed in my normal day wear. 
 
    Before getting some breakfast, which most people called lunch, I checked the dishwasher. It did indeed have an unbroken plate in it. I cut off thoughts of doing without the dishwasher and just getting the plates to self-clean the muck into the garden, as I was suddenly afraid the dishwasher might vanish. 
 
    There was a lesson in yesterday. Go about your day normally, and keep the magic use to a minimum. Like only use when cats can’t be disturbed for an example, with caution.  
 
    I’d figured out another way of preventing Marshal from going out an airlock last night, but it was wearing thin with me now. And that was a danger sign because when something wore thin with me, it most likely had a long time ago in the minds of readers. Although I was constantly surprised by feedback saying ‘more please’. 
 
    The internal debate at the moment was if I ended the series with this book, which would mean needing a real ending, or if I kept on going but changed the scene, such as moving him somewhere new. Maybe a promotion to a new station was the thing. Changing it up helped to keep it fresh for me. And it held off the truly scary thing of starting a new series, since you never knew how that first book would be received. It needed more thought, but for once, I didn’t have the next book in my head already. Sometimes I operated up to three books into the future, which played havoc with writing the current one. 
 
    Anyway, normal lunch for breakfast, in front of more JAG, and even though it was very dated now, it often gave me ideas, and it was a good show. Although their bad attempt at an Australian character grated on me a lot.  
 
    Hollywood has a very strange idea of how the Australian accent actually sounds. And it seems like even Australian actors overseas have to exaggerate their accent to fit into the Hollywood expectation. The result wasn’t natural, and grated when you heard it. One of my pet peeves as a writer. You either get the accent right, or you don’t do one at all. 
 
    The text came in before I finished eating, and a thought brought the phone to me, fortunately without breaking the charge cable.  
 
    “There in ten. Jack.” 
 
    Who the hell was Jack? It took me until the food was gone to remember he’d been mentioned as the pool guy. I put the lunch stuff away manually, and was waiting at the garage door with cap and sandals on when the door vanished, and a guy in shorts and singlet was standing there. 
 
    “Permission to come aboard, captain?” 
 
    Sorry, what? He was grinning. 
 
    “You may. You’re the one who looks after pools?” 
 
    “That’s me. Lead on McDuff.” 
 
    I sighed internally, but led him through the house to the back door, and out to the pool. He gave it a critical look. 
 
    “Nice. Seems to be in good shape too. I was given the impression you’d let it go.” 
 
    “It was done about a month ago, but hadn’t been for about four months before that. No point over winter. I keep the crawly running just enough, and it otherwise looks after itself.” 
 
    “And it does it very well. Let me check what the water is like.” 
 
    He went to the edge, squatted down, and stuck his right index finger in to the first joint. 
 
    “Hmmm. Not too bad. A tad down on the chlorine, needs a spot of salt, maybe a few other minor things, but not as bad as I expected for someone who doesn’t use it. Why do you actually keep it filled?” 
 
    “The very occasional visitor, and the even more occasional distant relative. It’s also in the correct position to act as a water feature for the house’s Feng Shui. And I keep thinking maybe this year it will be hot enough for me to go in. But it never is.” 
 
    “You should be careful with thoughts like that, from what I hear.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If you’re a summoner, you could summon really hot days with a thought. And that could be disastrous if you mess with the local weather systems.” 
 
    Great. Something else to not think about. It was looking like I was going to need to distract myself all the time from now on. 
 
    “I really don’t care enough to do that. The weather is the weather. The only time it bothers me is when it rains when I feed the birds, and that’s not the weather as such, but the birds not liking the umbrella.” 
 
    “You have solar on your roof?” 
 
    “Err, yes.” 
 
    “Don’t think about the panels working at full efficiency when there’s not enough sun.” 
 
    Naturally I thought about the panels now working at peak efficiency when there was not enough sun. I held my left hand out, palm up, and my phone appeared in it. Touch the icon for the solar, and sure enough, it had just started producing at the maximum rate. Jack was grinning when I looked at him, still with his finger in the water. I thought about it a moment, and redid the solar thought to keep the battery fully charged even at night, but to only feed in to the grid during the normal generation day, and at the normal rate for the weather of the day. No point in freaking out the power company. 
 
    “What was that?” Jack asked. 
 
    I told him.  
 
    “That’s a swappable skill, if it works.” 
 
    “Swappable skill?” 
 
    “Sure. We all have skills now, and we make deals with someone to do what we need doing. We trade them amongst ourselves. You increase the efficiency of the solar people have, and that lowers the electricity bill for them. That’s money in their pocket, and worth swapping their skill for. Get the horse trading right, and you can get anything you need done by one of us.” 
 
    “How does Ed get paid?” 
 
    “People moving house get doors connected, saving them on movers costs, and all they need is a couple of strapping young lads, or someone who does moving magic. He gets a credit for the relative value, and it works out when he needs something. For you, I bet you improving his solar would get you door magic for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. How do I pay you?” 
 
    “Not with solar. But even though I work with pools all the time, I don’t have one. No point in Melbourne as far as I’m concerned. But if I can come by here every now and then, it’s worth me keeping the pool up to snuff. And by doing that, I still earn some credit with anyone else who comes to use it, in the same way you will.” 
 
    “I’m okay with that. Maybe talk to Ed about an outside door, and then you don’t need to bother me about arriving. Just don’t wake me up in the morning, and we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” He pulled his finger out. “Pool’s fine now. I even vacuumed it. Hope you don’t mind, but the leaves and shit is now out on the back garden there somewhere.” 
 
    “That’s fine. It’s where I chuck them anyway.” 
 
    “Well, this pool is all systems go. I’ll let the mob know.” 
 
    “Mob?” 
 
    He laughed, and headed back to the door. Without another word, he vanished to Melbourne. I went back to the kitchen to freshen my drink before I went back to the tv. I didn’t make it. 
 
    “Cooeee!” came from the garage. 
 
    A moment later, Maddie poked her head into the kitchen. 
 
    “Ah, there you are. Sorry for popping in unannounced, but if you’ve no objection, I’m for the pool.” 
 
    “No objection, help yourself. I’ll be in the living room if you need anything.” 
 
    “Just summon the eskey next to my front door, if you’ll be a dear.” 
 
    “Sorry, what?” An eskey appeared at her feet. “Oh, that. You want it out by the pool?” 
 
    “If you’d be so kind.” 
 
    The eskey vanished, and appeared again next to one of the chairs on the deck. 
 
    “You there, Joe?” said the voice of Ed, from the garage. 
 
    “Don’t mind me, ducky,” said Maddie. “Get Ed sorted. I can look after myself.” 
 
    She grinned at me, but I suddenly felt like my grip on the day was slipping. I said nothing, but went to the garage. 
 
    “Jack suggested an outside door access for your pool. You okay with that?” 
 
    “If you are. How do you do permanent doors, anyway?” 
 
    “Long passageway. I put in a new door, Lois puts a sign on the wall for me saying where it goes, and if I need a new length of passage, Jonesy adjusts the building plan for me. He adds ten meters to the plan of the corridor, and the corridor gets bigger without changing the dimensions of the house.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I asked now.” 
 
    He laughed.  
 
    “Okay to use the same door for both?” 
 
    “You’re asking me?” 
 
    “Always pays to be polite. Okay, be back in a sec.” It was more like ten secs. “Good. One door comes here, and the other is to your side path. Bit of a hike to the pool, but people who intend lazing around should get some exercise getting there.” 
 
    “It’s not that far.” 
 
    “I can make it seem like it is.” 
 
    He laughed, and I wasn’t sure if it was actually a joke, or not. 
 
    “Jack suggested you might want some solar modifications?” 
 
    “Actually, no he didn’t. What sort?” 
 
    I told him, and his jaw dropped open. 
 
    “By all means. Do you need to be there?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea. But I was by the pool when I changed mine, so maybe not.” 
 
    I concentrated on making the same changes to Ed’s solar as I’d done to mine, and then nodded to him. He pulled out his phone, tapped, and his eyes went wide. 
 
    “It’s overcast in Melbourne today. The solar is barely working. Now it’s producing at maximum. You’re not just a summoner, are you?” 
 
    “Why would I know?” 
 
    “Looks like we’re going to have to keep an eye on you. Tony will want you to do the same for the complex, and if that works really well, you’ll probably have a full time job touring the world doing it for all of us.” 
 
    “Fuck that!” 
 
    He grinned at me, and left. On reflection, the doing solar part was fine. It was just the touring the world to do it was something I objected to. Even using magic doorways would still wear thin very fast. Me, Hermit. 
 
    I went back to my tv, and pretended not to hear the splashing coming from the pool. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Nine 
 
      
 
    A few weeks later, Maddie turned her nose up at the pool. 
 
    Well, not so much the pool itself, but the smoke covering the entire area. She’d come through the internal door this time, and got as far as opening the back door, before she closed it again rapidly. 
 
    “Is the bushfire that close here?” 
 
    Bushfires had been raging along the entire east coast, and now it seemed to be our turn. In fact, it seemed like every dry bit a scrub around the whole of Australia was progressively being burnt this year, without planning. I guess that’s what happened when the undergrowth died, you’d defunded the people whose job it was to do fire breaks and commonwealth land management, and then also underfunded the fire services. The really amazing thing was how many people didn’t see this coming, who should have. 
 
    I’d been keeping my mind off storm clouds the whole time, on the basis that suddenly appearing rain from otherwise clear skies might be a dead giveaway that something strange was going on which needed further investigation by paranoid people. 
 
    “As far as I know, nowhere near here. But the wind is blowing it all our way at the moment. You picked a bad day for a dip.” 
 
    “It’s a very good day for a dip, if only the smoke wasn’t blowing in.” 
 
    “I’d hardly noticed it.” 
 
    The doors and windows were all shut tight. 
 
    “You are aware of the bushfires?” 
 
    “Yeah. A few mentions on Facebook.” 
 
    “Don’t you watch the news?” 
 
    “Not if I can help it.” 
 
    Just the mention of the news, and the tv came on. A government spokesman was droning on, and I mentally turned it straight off again. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” 
 
    I sat in my lounge chair, and waved her to the couch. 
 
    “I’ve always been able to tell if people are lying or not. Normally just face to face. A lot of the time I know a lie is there, but not what the lie is. But now? It’s like the lie detector was only working at ten percent power, and someone cranked it up to full.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    I face palmed, and she laughed. 
 
    “Why did you say that?” 
 
    “To see how’d you react. Was I lying?” 
 
    “Very definitely. And so is a lot of what is on the tv at the moment, and especially about causes and issues to do with the bushfires.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “The politicians are of course deflecting blame away from them, but a root cause only a few people are saying is they cut the funding to the fire fighters, and very little of the prevention work has been done in the last couple of years as a result. The lies just keep building, and I don’t need that sort of shit, so the tv stays off.” 
 
    “I like to keep up with current events.” 
 
    “Even though most of it is total shit?” 
 
    “We’ll have to agree to disagree on that.” 
 
    “Fine. But just remember that tv news and current affairs stays off here. Get your fix at home.” 
 
    “It’s bothering you that much?” 
 
    “It is. As soon as the fires started, I broke my own rule about watching the news. I regretted it immediately, because a lot of the other news set my bullshit detector off as well. And Tony doesn’t want me getting upset by anything, since we still don’t know what my magic might do if I do get worked up. I’m trying to keep a hold on my thoughts, but it’s really hard with people lying all the time. I thought I was a hermit before, but I might need to enforce it if this keeps up. Even Facebook is getting annoying.” 
 
    “I’ll pass the word that politics, news, and current affairs are off topic for anyone coming here to use the pool or get some sun. That okay with you?” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Anything else to add to that list?” 
 
    “Yeah. Religion and the Great Pumpkin.” 
 
    She roared with laughter. 
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    Christmas was a big deal this year. 
 
    As predicted, I’d done a lot of solar upgrades for the complexes and group homes a lot of the magical people lived in, as well as private houses, and that earned me credits which came back to me in the way of food, pool maintenance, a visit from a magic electrician, and a regular visit from a magic cleaner. Apparently I was saving the complexes and other sorts of old folk’s homes a lot of money now, and they were paying for anything I needed done. Which wasn’t much. 
 
    While I still ordered in my usual lunch and a lot of Chinese for dinner, Claude was now also doing me several meals a week which included all the vegetables I hated. So my delivery orders were still pretty much what they had been. 
 
    I’d been invited to Thanksgiving by one of the complexes in the US, but had declined. It wasn’t so much being anti-social, but I was still getting a handle on my magic, which was still doing strange things. Neither Ed nor Tony could say what sort of magician I was now. And until I figured it out or it settled down, I was staying clear of large groups. 
 
    But the Christmas invitation to the Melbourne complex couldn’t be declined. It had been years since I last put up a tree, and the cats had no idea my change in diet for the single day had anything to do with anything. But they welcomed turkey instead of chicken for a few days after, in addition to their normal food. And while I was still ordering in kitty litter, cleaning the dirt tray with magic was definitely easier than doing it by hand, and wasted a lot less of it. Although I had no idea where the clumps and lumps were actually going. 
 
    I’d gotten over the seventy mantra when waking up, and accepted to some degree that that life had changed for the better. I felt better for a start. Some of my aches and pains were gone or reduced, and even though I didn’t get anywhere near enough exercise, I was feeling like I was.  
 
    I was also starting to worry about my eyesight, in so far as my glasses needed replacing way earlier than they should have been, and when I took them off, things looked clearer than they should have. I’d not said anything to anyone though, but had asked Ed if he knew an eye specialist with magic I could meet. He promised to let me know when he found one. 
 
    Christmas morning I woke late as usual, having done my normal writing stint the night before, and now well into book thirteen, with Marshall King now Chief of Detectives a few thousand light years away from home. It hadn’t solved the problem of new ways to avoid being tossed out an airlock, but had lessened the likelihood of it happening. The words never stopped. Not for Christmas, not for anything. 
 
    The only real indication of it being anything other than a normal day, and let’s face it, I had very little awareness of what day it was anymore, was me getting out my best clothes instead of my normal ones. The cats remained asleep on the bed as usual, and after a shower and teeth clean, I dressed in my finery, and lamented that if I was going to do events like this more, I’d need new clothes. 
 
    I was quite friendly with a lot of the Melbourne group now, and also with other magic users all around Australia who used Ed’s doors to get around. So when I stepped through the doorway to Melbourne just before midday, and walked the passageway into the main hall, I knew a lot of the faces already in full party mode. 
 
    I stopped suddenly inside the hall, and looked around. It looked substantially bigger. More like a ballroom than a hall. I chuckled when I remembered the magic architect, who’d obviously been playing around with the plan again. 
 
    Maddie took advantage of my distraction to give me a Christmas kiss, and it had nothing to do with Mistletoe and that nonsense. And being stopped, a few other ladies did the same thing.  
 
    “Now then ladies,” said Tony, walking up to me, “let the lad get in here completely before mobbing him.” 
 
    There were chuckles all around me, but I looked at Tony. 
 
    “Lad?” 
 
    “Compared to me, you are.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “You know the cow shit bullshit joke?” 
 
    “I do. And it’s too early for me for jokes like that.” 
 
    “Bah. You’re the last to arrive, so we can get started.” He nodded to someone I didn’t know, and that worthy let out an ear piercing whistle, causing conversations to stop. “Everyone find your name tag and take your seat.” 
 
    The room was dotted with tables for eight, and he pointed me towards one, where I found my name and sat. As people found their seats, it became apparent that the seating was deliberately putting people who didn’t know each other together. On one side of me was Shirl, and on the other side was Nat. 
 
    As someone put a ginger ale down in front of me and I leaned to the side to give them room, I accidently leaned into Shirl. Immediately a word plastered itself across my brain, and stayed there until the contact broke. She looked at me, a startled look on her face, and then laughed at my expression. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Shirl. I take it you just got something from me?” 
 
    “Chicken pox probably,” muttered someone on the other side of the table. 
 
    “Hey, not nice,” said the woman next to him. 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered even more quietly than before. 
 
    “Don’t mind him,” said Nat, who had a grin on her face. “Let’s go around the table with names and what we do. I’m Nat, and gardens love me.” 
 
    She looked at the person on her other side, and one by one everyone said their name and what they did. Some of it wasn’t interesting, but if I needed a carpenter, I now knew who to call on. Finally it was just Shirl and me left. 
 
    “I’m Shirl, and I used to be a professional psychic back in the day. I only turned seventy a couple of weeks ago, but it seems my gift has enhanced what I used to do a lot of. So if you need a vision, or confirmation about something, I’m your gal.” 
 
    She looked at me. 
 
    “Joe,” I said. “We thought I was a summoner to start with, but as far as I can tell, all I get is chaos. I’ve only had this for a few months, and every day seems to bring something different. But if you have solar on the roof, I seem to be able to make it work better, and I can move things around without touching them. Also seem to be a lie detector of sorts.” 
 
    “Shit,” mumbled Fred, who was the mechanic I’d been told about, and had made the chicken pox comment. 
 
    I closed my eyes in a hurry and made an effort to do nothing. It caused my hands and shoulders to move, and I felt movement stop around me. I opened my eyes again to find them all silent and looking at me. 
 
    “What was that?” asked Nat. 
 
    “Please do not make suggestions like that around me,” I said. “Not unless you want it manifested.” 
 
    “I definitely don’t want…” started Fred, before he slapped his hand over his mouth tightly. 
 
    I had no idea if he didn’t want shit or chicken pox, and I made an effort not to think about it at all. I failed, but nothing happened.  
 
    Chuckling started up all around the table. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Eleven 
 
      
 
    “If I can have your attention please.” 
 
    Tony was the only one standing, and all eyes went to him. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming, and we’ll begin eating shortly. But for those of you who haven’t been with us before, and there’s always a few, there’s a couple of things we do to begin these shindigs. One of the downsides of getting to our age…” 
 
    “You mean your age,” interrupted Ed, causing laughter. 
 
    “To YOUR age then, is a lot of family and friends are gone. So please raise whatever drink you have in front of you.” 
 
    He picked up a champagne flute, while I picked up my ginger ale, and everyone else picked up something. 
 
    “Absent friends,” he said seriously, paused for a moment, and drank. 
 
    We repeated the toast, sipped or drank, and put down our glasses again. 
 
    “Some of us get up on Christmas day alone,” went on Tony, “and present-less. Part of what we who run the various complexes, homes, and groups do, is know who is missing out. So without further ado, please give a big hand for our Christmas elves, with gifts for those who so far haven’t received one from Santa.” 
 
    There was a round of applause, during which I shared a confused look with Shirl. Short people in elf costumes streamed into the room, carrying all manner of Christmas parcels in their arms. As some of them came closer, I saw they were kids, and intercepted looks between them and some of the people at the table, which seemed to indicate they were grand kids or relatives of some kind. 
 
    Parcels were presented to people all over the room, and Christmas paper began to get shredded as they were opened. A young girl put two things down next to me, and I thanked her. She shyly ran off. 
 
    “Well, go on,” said Nat. “Open them.” 
 
    The small package was quickly revealed to be socks with Snoopy the world war one fighter ace on them. The other was a Christmas card. I slipped it out of its envelope, showed the Christmas image to the table, and opened it. 
 
    “Your present is too heavy for the kids. You’ll find it in your lounge room when you return home. Tony.” 
 
    I closed it up, and laid it down under the socks, which were the right size for me. When I looked around, several others at the table had also received a gift, in one case being a hardcover book. Movement caught my eye a couple of tables away, and I was surprised to see someone holding up a reader device with my first book’s cover showing on it. Which predated my current series by a number of years. 
 
    “Are we ready to eat?” yelled Tony. 
 
    Gifts were hastily put aside in any space they would fit, with some going under chairs. When movement ceased, Claude stood up. 
 
    “Enjoy!” 
 
    All our plates were suddenly filled with Christmas dinner. 
 
    “Oh,” said Shirl. 
 
    “What?” I asked her. 
 
    “I’m vegetarian.” 
 
    I grinned at her. 
 
    “I think you’ll find what looks like turkey, is in your case, tofurky.” She looked at me as if I was jesting. “Try a bit.” 
 
    She cut off a small chunk, and forked it into her mouth. She chewed for a moment, and then grinned. 
 
    “It is. How do you know?” 
 
    “Claude knows what everyone needs. Dig in.” 
 
    Sounds of paper breaking and banging noises began all around the room, and we did the same at our table with the bonbons. Paper hats went on heads, people swapped lame jokes, and eating began.  
 
    Glasses had what each person preferred to drink. Plates had what each person needed to eat, or preferred to eat. 
 
    And the food was perfect. 
 
    With the main course finished, and it not being possible to fit another morsel in, plates were removed by silent minions, who presumably were paid staff, and shortly after, dessert plates and bowls replaced them. I watched others who’d obviously been here before to see what would happen.  
 
    Those who left the bowl on top and tapped it received Christmas pudding with brandy butter and whipped cream to their taste, or in a few cases, what looked like fruit salad and icecream. With the bowl removed and turned upside down, and the plate tapped, an array of cakes appeared, with a lot of variety around the plates, and what looked like little tubs of white and dark chocolate mousse. Nat saw both Shirl and I looking around. 
 
    “For your first time here,” she said, “nothing happens until you either take the bowl off and upturn it, then tap the plate, or just leave the bowl there and tap it. Whichever you tap will get what you like.” 
 
    Shirl took her bowl off and upturned it, tapped the plate, and it filled with cakes which looked a lot different to most of the others. Presumably she had specific needs with regard to cakes. 
 
    I tapped my bowl, and it filled with pudding and cream, but no brandy butter. I’d never had a taste for it. When I’d finished what was in there, I took the bowl off, with the spoon still in it, and simply tapped the plate. It filled up as well, including with both forms of mousse. A small spoon was sitting there for small tubs usage. 
 
    Small talk started up around the table again, but my mind had gone back to the word I’d received, as I continued to overeat terribly. Shirl beside me was also silent, while Nat was making up for both of us. 
 
    With dessert complete as well, plates and bowls were replaced by coffee cups, but I politely refused mine. Instead, my ginger ale refilled itself. Shirl caught my eye. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, what?” 
 
    “Yes, we need to talk.” 
 
    “When and where?” 
 
    “How about my place a half hour after this starts winding down?” 
 
    “How will I find your place?” 
 
    “Did you come in through the magic passageway?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Look for Joe Vincent, and the inside door.” 
 
    “Why inside door?” 
 
    “Because I also have an outside door so people can visit the pool without needing to go through the house.” 
 
    “Pool?” 
 
    “I’m on the Gold Coast. The water is actually quite warm now, and it was a bright sunny day when I left.” 
 
    “I don’t swim.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twelve 
 
      
 
    The sight in my lounge room stopped me dead. 
 
    There was now a decent sized tree in there, covered in tinsel and decorations, and flashing lights. It was positioned so it could be seen from outside by anyone on the other side of the lake, or the pool or deck on this side.  
 
    Underneath it was a really large present, and about a dozen smaller ones. In the tree itself was a card, which I pulled off first, once I made shocked legs start working again. Nothing unusual about the card, except for what it said inside. 
 
    “My family’s gratitude for the solar upgrade you did for us, and I used to manage Christmas decorations for the council. Now I can do trees in seconds. Enjoy. Tom. PS, I’ll be by in the new year to remove it if you don’t want to keep it.” 
 
    I added the card to my very small collection of them, which wasn’t surprising since I’d given up sending them decades before, and the number of people who still sent them was declining rapidly, and not necessarily because sending them was going out of fashion now that emails were easier. 
 
    The big parcel was heavy. I pulled it out from under the tree, and looked at the tag. 
 
    “Merry Christmas from the gang.” 
 
    What gang? Tony and a few of the others in Melbourne? I had to assume so. The paper came off to reveal a large suitcase. I wasn’t sure I needed a new suitcase, but what the hell. Things were changing, so maybe I did. The thing was though, suitcases were not that heavy. So I opened it up, and sat down on the floor heavily. 
 
    It was full of clothes. A quick look through revealed new jeans, summer cotton pants, dress pants, lightweight shorts, and a dozen of the exact polo shirts I preferred to wear, and all of it was in the colours I preferred. There was also a set of velcro shoes, and exactly what I’d failed to find for online delivery only a few weeks before. It was essentially a whole new wardrobe for me.  
 
    I closed up the case, and somewhat bewildered, pulled the first of the smaller parcels out. Inside I found a new glasses case, which I definitely needed, but it rattled, and inside I found an exact duplicate pair of glasses to the ones I was wearing. There was a note folded under them. 
 
    “These will adapt as your eyes heal. When you no longer need them, the lenses will fall out. Merry Christmas from Nick and Myra and family. PS, I used to be an optometrist.” 
 
    I pulled the glasses out, and changed them for mine. Immediately my vision improved, and more than I would have thought was necessary. For now, I put my old ones in the case with the note, and put the case on the couch. 
 
    The rest of the parcels were more of the same thing. Various items I’d failed to find online in recent times, and some I’d been thinking about replacing, but hadn’t got around to it yet.  
 
    Most of the names didn’t mean anything to me, but again I assumed they were part of the Melbourne group, or people they interacted with, and something I’d done had flowed their way. 
 
    The cats were also on the couch, and it was only then I noticed there were brand new cat bowls on the floor near them, empty, and both cats looked extremely satisfied. It alarmed me for a moment that someone could come in here and feed my cats something I didn’t know about, and they’d let whoever it was. But then it occurred to me the parcels had to come from somewhere, and it was a sure bet that someone who’d worked as a Santa was now a magical Santa. So in actual fact, no-one had probably been in here while I was at lunch, and magic had put everything here including food for the cats. I gave them both a quick pat, and magically moved the pressies into my bedroom for now. 
 
    “Yoo-hoo!” came in from the garage, sounding like Shirl. 
 
    “In here. Follow your nose,” I yelled back. 
 
    She appeared a few moments later. 
 
    “Nice tree,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “Isn’t it just? It wasn’t here when I left.” 
 
    “Really? How did it get here then?” 
 
    “I’m assuming magic Santa did it.” 
 
    She laughed, and I waved her to the end of the couch the cats were not on. She seemed to think about patting them, but didn’t. Neither of them so much as opened an eye. 
 
    “Ahoy the house,” came a voice from the garage I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “In here.” 
 
    “Tony said you’d be having topless girls in your pool.” 
 
    “Well, he’d know, but I wouldn’t bet on it.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Shirl lost it. It was the actual tone and downward inflection which did it.  
 
    She had herself back under control though when people started appearing from around the side, carrying floaty things and deck chairs, and as the two of us watched, with an occasional wave, the pool and deck area started to look like a beach on a hot day. There wasn’t much noise though, just normal conversation levels, and no-one was doing bombs into the water or anything energetic. 
 
    “Did you know that was happening?” Shirl asked me. 
 
    “Nope. But knowing Tony and Maddie, I’m not surprised.” 
 
    “Which one is Maddie?” 
 
    “The fifty something floating in the middle of the pool looking like a movie star at ease.” 
 
    “She’s our age?” 
 
    “Yeah. Used to be a beautician. She does magic hair as well.” 
 
    “I might just go out there and meet her.” 
 
    “Might as well. But first, what did you see when I accidently touched you?” 
 
    “The same as you I think. Just the one word.” 
 
    “Pandemic?” 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirteen 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what you used to do.” 
 
    “I spent a lot of years as an angel card reader and medium. Nothing dark, mainly getting messages from guides and ascended masters. I used the Russian Gypsy cards for specific messages, and then random decks of angel cards for more detail. A lot of medical readings came like that. People getting guided to get their health checked, by guides who were frustrated with being ignored.” 
 
    “And what’s happened since you turned seventy?” 
 
    “The channeling has gone crazy. I keep getting all sorts of stuff I don’t know what to do with, especially from people who touch me. Most of it isn’t to be told to them, of course.” 
 
    “So what did we get, and why did I see it as well?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. On either count. Could be one of your guides is trying to tell you something.” 
 
    “About a pandemic? What pandemic?” 
 
    “No idea. I just get the stuff and pass it on. I’m just the conduit. But whoever it was sending that to you, that was the strongest connection I’ve ever felt.” 
 
    “Any idea who? Or what?” 
 
    “No. But I think that was just to get our attention.” 
 
    “What do we do now to get anything more?” 
 
    “Normally I’d get out my card decks, but I think we just hold hands.” 
 
    “Well, that will entertain those outside.” 
 
    She chuckled for a moment. 
 
    “Get over here, and give me your right hand.” 
 
    I moved to the couch next to her, this time both cats opened an eye, studied me for a moment, and then shut it again. I gave her my hand. 
 
    The universe seemed to explode, and I wrenched my hand away. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “Definitely an ascended master. And one with a lot to say. Give me your hand again, and this time don’t let go.” 
 
    I gave her my hand again. Things were not quite so dramatic this time, as someone had slowed down the slide projector. I’m not sure how long we sat there for, but when Shirl finally let go of my hand, it had definitely been more than five minutes. 
 
    “We need to tell someone,” she said. 
 
    “Tony and Ed, I think. Give me a minute, and I’ll text them to come here.” 
 
    Both of them appeared standing next to us, scaring the shit out of all four of us. Both cats leapt over the couch, and headed for my bedroom. 
 
    Tony was the first to get his composure back. 
 
    “Joe, if you’re going to do things like that, we’re going to have a talk about getting you a magical muzzle.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” echoed Ed. 
 
    I rose, moved back to my chair, and waved Tony to the other one, and Ed to the other side of the couch. I made a point of waving away cat fur before sitting, without moving any at all. 
 
    “You know what Shirl does?” I asked them. 
 
    “Of course. You got something?” he asked her. 
 
    “We did,” she said. “It appears the world is about to go stark raving bonkers.” 
 
    “It always was,” grinned Ed. “You’re only just noticing?” 
 
    “This is different,” I said, using my serious face. “The first thing we got was the word ‘Pandemic’ as a big headline. Just now we got a lot more.” 
 
    “Where’s it coming from?” asked Tony. 
 
    “Whoever it was didn’t identify themselves,” said Shirl, “but was definitely a being with a lot of power, and somehow connected to Joe, since it was a very pure channel. Very rare to find, in fact.” 
 
    “And the message?” asked Ed. 
 
    “I think,” I said, “it’s a warning for people our age of a pandemic which has already begun but no-one knows about yet. At least, not the media. But it’s going to change the world.” 
 
    “How bad?” asked Tony. “Are we talking about The Stand?” 
 
    “No,” said Shirl quickly. “You remember SARS?” They both nodded. “Similar to that, but much more infectious.” 
 
    “So a really bad flu?” suggested Ed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “But it’s going to kill a lot of people because no-one knows how to treat it, and people are not going to take warnings seriously. The real danger for us is it getting inside our complexes, homes, and groups. Because when old people get it, it will devastate whole retirement communities.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t be at so much risk,” said Tony. “Our magic mainly strengthens our immune systems.” 
 
    “All the same, the moment it gets announced, precautions need to be taken by anyone who’s vulnerable. But even then, that’s not going to be the major problem.” 
 
    “What is?” asked Ed. 
 
    “The entire food delivery system is going to be subverted to keep old folks homes supplied, and everyone else who relies on it will find themselves with no food deliveries. But that’s after months of denial of their being a problem by the government. Then they’ll lock the country down over one weekend in March, and the supermarkets will be stripped in hours.” 
 
    “Panic buying?” 
 
    “Totally pointless panic buying.” 
 
    “So what do we need to do?” 
 
    “Tell people,” said Shirl. 
 
    Tony gave her a look which suggested she didn’t know what she’d just said. 
 
    “Have you ever predicted events before?” he asked her. 
 
    “A couple of times.” 
 
    “Did anyone listen?” 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “No. Are you?” 
 
    “Of course. But no-one is going to listen to us outside of the management of the magic system.” 
 
    “What do we need to do?” asked Ed. 
 
    They all looked at me. 
 
    “Not overreact for a start. Just ensure that when the shit starts hitting the fan, those who suddenly can’t get groceries can still get them through the door system, and to the outside world, we appear to be totally locked down so whatever it really is can’t get in. That will undoubtedly upset families, but we do need to keep it out, and be seen to be keeping it out and taking it seriously.” 
 
    “Anything specific we’ll need?” asked Tony. 
 
    “Toilet paper for a maximum of two months. And the basic foods for that period. People like me will probably end up needing Claude, so we need to make sure we identify people who can’t or won’t shop if forced to, and ensure they get fed. And have toilet paper and other basics.” 
 
    “People are really going to panic buy toilet paper?” asked Shirl. 
 
    “Did you watch Supernatural?” I asked her. 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “They did a post-apocalyptic episode, and they emphasized hoarding toilet paper in it.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “People are stupid enough to remember that and panic.” 
 
    “Do we need to do anything today?” asked Tony. 
 
    “Not as far as I know. But it’s already begun. Might take a bit to hit the media, but once it does, it’s going to be bad.” 
 
    “How long will this go for?” asked Ed. 
 
    “I don’t know. But my gut feel was more than a year.” 
 
    “A year? Seriously?” 
 
    “I think that’s conservative as an estimate. The damn thing’s going to change the world.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Tony. “We appreciate the heads up. We’ll start talking to other country heads, and see if any of them are picking up the same thing through their psychic people. If that’s a yes, we’ll start planning. Thanks, you two. Most people would have just written that first message off as a ‘what the hell’ moment, and forgotten it.” 
 
    Shirl shivered.  
 
    “I think this is going to definitely be a ‘what the hell’ thing, but a moment it’s not going to be. I think Joe’s optimistic about how long this will affect the world. I think it’s more likely to be two years at least.” 
 
    “Are you channeling that right now?” asked Ed. 
 
    “Someone is yelling it in my head.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Tony. “Message received and understood. Whoever it is can stop shouting at you.” 
 
    Her face changed immediately, and she smiled at us all. 
 
    “Since we’re here,” said Ed, “let’s check out the pool. You two know a smaller gathering is back at our place in a couple for hours, for dinner?” 
 
    I nodded. Shirl did to, but started getting up. 
 
    “I need a nap now. I might be late.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Shirl was very late. 
 
    She came in as coffee was being served, looking like she’d had a full on sleep. All the same, her plate filled as soon as she sat in front of it. 
 
    The hall was back to normal size now, and there was a buffet along one wall. For those who wanted to serve themselves, they took a plate off the buffet table instead of using the plate where they were sitting. 
 
    Prawns are on my list of secret delights, but I’d not had any in three or four years now. They are not the kind of food you order for delivery. They are dash in, buy, and dash home to the fridge food, and I didn’t dash anywhere anymore. Besides, the mess of peeling them was just too much bother these days. 
 
    But just for the exercise, I took a good sized prawn from the pile, placed it on my plate, and then thought about how I didn’t need the head, shell, legs, or digestive tract down the back. Instantly the prawn was naked. I grinned, and piled the plate up, and then repeated the same thoughts. All the peeling was bypassed in an instant. 
 
    “My new best friend!” announced Nat, beside me. “Please do mine too.” 
 
    I did hers too, and then kept on doing it for another dozen people. I finally was able to get a good sized dob of prawn source to dip them in, and went back to my seat. They went down in record time, and I went back to the buffet. This time I did ham and salad. One plate of prawns is enough. At least I tell myself that. 
 
    It’s funny how you eat a gigantic lunch, and not all that many hours later, you’re ready for dinner again. Although what was really funny, and I mean funny peculiar, was for the first time in years, I’d not had a nap between the two Christmas meals. And I felt great. 
 
    The cats had been fed before I came here again, and from a set of cans I’d found on the bench in the kitchen. Obviously what they’d had for lunch. They wolfed it down, which explained the empty bowls I’d come back to after lunch. It was premium cat food of a brand I’d never heard of, and it looked like I’d need to find out where it came from. Or I might just have a cat rebellion on my hands. 
 
    Dessert followed, with more mousse consumed, and I lingered over the strawberry flan. As always, I didn’t accept the coffee cup, but instead of refilling my ginger ale glass, I brought a can of Red Bull from my fridge, and popped the top. I leaned back in my chair, and observed the room for a while. Shirl was eating by this time, and slowly waking up. 
 
    There’s a knack to observing a room. The people and conversations have a dynamic which changes constantly. But if you study it, and really listen, you can learn a lot about people and the way they interact. For a writer, it’s the understanding which produces really readable dialogue. So I never lost an opportunity to just sit there and watch people. Even when I hadn’t been a writer I’d done this a lot, and annoyed a lot of people doing it. 
 
    “Penny for them,” said Maddie, sitting down next to me. 
 
    “They’re not worth a penny.” 
 
    “That’s for me to judge.” 
 
    “Not really. I’m not thinking like you think I am.” 
 
    “What are you doing then?” 
 
    “Studying group dynamics and body language.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I told her, and she laughed. 
 
    “So you’re an expert on body language?” 
 
    “Hell no. But I know enough to insert it when I need it when I write interactions.” 
 
    “I need to read one of your books sometime. See if it’s any good.” 
 
    “Be my guest. If you want to send me your Kindle address, I’ll drop my first book on it for you.” 
 
    I had to explain that to her as well.  
 
    “Do you get a night off writing tonight?” 
 
    “Nope. I’ll go back to my computer shortly, catch up on what I missed by not being at it all afternoon and evening, and then do my normal writing session. Might not be a long session today though. It’s been a more involved day than I normally have. Might go to bed at two for once.” 
 
    “When do you normally?”  
 
    “Sometime between three and five. Depends if I’m in the zone or not. Today, probably not.” 
 
    She gave me a look, but obviously decided not to go further with it. 
 
    “What was that intense meeting about this afternoon? The four of you looked really serious there for a bit.” 
 
    “You know what Shirl does?” 
 
    “Woo woo crap?” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “Yeah, well some of that crap came up this afternoon. We needed to tell Tony and Ed about it. They’re going to quietly find out if anyone else is hearing the same thing, and if so, they’ll let people know however they do that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Can I buy a vowel?” 
 
    “I’d rather you didn’t. Spoil the mood at this end of the day. You’ll hear in due course if it’s deemed you need to.” 
 
    “You’re holding something big back. Aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah. The bollicking one of my MC’s new detectives is about to get.” 
 
    She laughed, and decided to let it go. She went off to get more dessert, and I noticed Shirl was keeping to herself. She saw me looking though and nodded. I nodded back. It didn’t take long after that before I felt the need to move, and so I said my thankyous and goodbyes, and went home. 
 
    The normal amount of email crap needed wading through, Facebook messages needed liking, cats were given a lot of missed love and attention, my new finery was hung up in the wardrobe or put out to wash, and by midnight I’d had another Red Bull, and was ready to write. 
 
    The bollicking for arresting the wrong person flowed out of me. So too did discussing the unfortunate detective with his lieutenant, and then the gut wrenching reveal that the detective had been thrown out an airlock instead of arresting the right person. 
 
    It was three thirty before I came out of the zone, and four before I turned the light out in my bedroom with a thought. Both cats snuggled in. 
 
    But it took a while longer than normal to go to sleep. 
 
    For the first time in a long time, I’d killed a character. Not a fully named character, not one from previous books, but someone who’d been part of the story instead of a bystander or character in the deep background.  
 
    The contrast to the day was stark. Wonderful day. Good food. Good company. Unexpected presents. Content. 
 
    Then I killed someone. 
 
    Something had changed, and it wasn’t about magic. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I saw the New Year in at a party in Melbourne. 
 
    First time in years going to one, and not all that comfortable being there, even though I knew some of these people now. The hermit part of me was trying to reassert itself. And doing a reasonable job. The pool was getting a lot of use, and sometimes I went out there and talked, but usually I didn’t.  
 
    A couple of days after New Year, the Christmas tree was gone when I got up. Putting up and taking down trees had never been my thing, so this one had stayed there untouched. It did brighten the place up though, I’d had to admit that. Fortunately the cats were old enough that destroying Christmas trees wasn’t on their to-do list anymore. 
 
    Within a week of the new year being seen in, stories started to circulate of a two day flu with fever. It knocked people down, but after the second day, vanished as swiftly as it’d come. Everyone wrote it off as just a new variant of the flu.  
 
    I ordered a table to put outside the front door. 
 
    By the end of the month, the new bug was in the news, and I broke my no-watch-news rule and started following what was going on. I knew this was a mistake, but I had to know if what Shirl and I had seen was actually going to happen. 
 
    Requests for upgrading solar kept coming in from people around the world, and I set aside some time each day for doing magic requests. No-one had any idea what kind of magician I was, least of all me. And I was trying to limit what I used magic for, since sometimes the results were at best, hilariously funny, and at worst, mildly disastrous. With two cats to worry about, this was essential to keep in check. I asked Tony to check, but there was apparently no-one who knew how to teach me to use magic safely. I quietly put that out to the cosmos one night before going to bed. 
 
    The months passed.  
 
    Our government buried its collective head in the sand over the new bug, insisting there was nothing to be afraid of, and nothing needed doing. And people started dying at an alarming rate while most of the world dithered. China locked down voluntarily. Almost no-one else did. 
 
    I’d carefully calculated how much toilet paper I needed for three months, and ordered in the extra. Since I purchased it online from a place which made special rolls without perfumes, I made sure I wouldn’t run out no matter what came. Not that one person in reasonable health needs that much toilet paper.  
 
    I did the same with cat food, and kitty litter. And I did find the premium stuff, although I stocked up with their normal food as well. There was little I could do for my own food. Lunch was frozen, and freezer space dictated how many I could get. I was going to run out. Dinner was entirely dependent on the eats delivery services. In theory, I’d be fine, but I was lucky I could walk through to Melbourne for dinner if I needed to. 
 
    As March came and the weeks kept getting worse in the news, I started having trouble controlling my temper. Governments around the world were telling people outright lies, and people were believing them. The preventative measures which some countries were finding partially effective, especially in airports, were being actively sabotaged in too many countries. And the media were complicit in the misinformation. 
 
    Finally in the third week of March, one too many lies made me lose it. Coming so soon after all the lies about the bushfires, it was too much for me. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with the world,” I yelled, causing two cats to run for cover. “Why can’t we have a day when there are no lies, and anything which is a lie is known to be a lie. Is that too much to fucking ask for?” 
 
    I got a grip, and went to reassure my cats I wasn’t angry at them. 
 
    I was on my way back to the tv when my phone bleeped a text arriving. The phone appeared in my hand. Tap, tap. It was from Tony. 
 
    “What did you just do?” 
 
    “Huh?” I sent back. 
 
    “Seen your tv?” came back. 
 
    I looked at the tv, still running the news. The banner on the bottom wasn’t running the usual highlights. It kept flashing though. The same thing over and over again. 
 
    “This is a lie.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I said to myself.  
 
    A pile appeared on the occasional table. 
 
    “No shit,” I said deliberately, and it vanished again. 
 
    “Did you do that?” came in another text. 
 
    “I might have,” I sent back. 
 
    “What else can we expect?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea. But I think I set it running for a full day, so tomorrow might be interesting.” 
 
    There was a very long pause, and I continued watching the tv. The news presenter was apparently completely unaware most of what was being said was being declared a lie. The really startling thing though were the few items where the normal headline scroll resumed. 
 
    I switched channels. And it was happening the same on all of them showing news. 
 
    “That’s probably not good,” I said to myself, out loud. 
 
    “We’ve no idea what to do,” came in a text. “Let’s see how bad it is in the morning.” 
 
    I turned the tv off, and went on with my normal evening, and then my writing session. The ideas continued to flow, and Marshall was now well established as Chief of Detectives. No-one else on his staff had died, but there had been a few near misses with airlocks.  
 
    Finally, I went to bed, thinking whatever I’d started couldn’t possibly get any worse, and we just had to wait the magic out. I considered trying to stop it, but I wasn’t really sure what I’d done. The last thing I wanted to do was make it worse by accident. 
 
    It got a lot worse anyway. 
 
    In the morning, my sleep was interrupted by the phone doing text noises, and while I ignored it and went back to sleep, eventually I got up a bit earlier because the later it got, the more often it was making noise. Finally, I had to admit I was awake, and there was no point in hoping for more sleep. I rose, did the necessary in the bathroom, and dressed. 
 
    I sat at my computer, and pressed the buttons. A Red Bull can from the fridge appeared next to my left hand, and I pulled the ring and took a long slurp. As normal, I wasn’t really awake yet, and needed the caffeine to kick in first. There were emails from Tony and Ed, and both had links on them. I clicked the links. 
 
    “Fuck!” I exclaimed. 
 
    Media everywhere was in an uproar over what they were calling a virus attack on the world’s media. Every form of media from tv through to internet sites was having the same problem, with everything which was a lie having it pointed out in big letters. And every time someone called it a virus, that was called a lie as well, which convinced people it was indeed a virus attack. 
 
    But it was newspapers where the major damage was done. They all printed around the world with large areas of white paper, where entire stories with presumably lies within them didn’t print, and the words ‘This was a lie’ printed in the middle instead. More than three quarters of every page of every newspaper was blank with just those four words in the middle of where each article had been. 
 
    Radio wasn’t immune either. After any lie was said, the radio host was overlaid by ‘This is a lie’ in their own voice.  
 
    Needless to say, most of what was being said about the pandemic that very few people were calling one as yet was all labeled as a lie. Some of it wasn’t though. The calls to mask up were not labeled. So too were the calls to do what was being called social distancing. But these were few and far between, and swamped by the lie labels.  
 
    Finally I paid attention to my noise making phone, and texted Tony for him and Ed to come here. They had to be waiting at the door, because they were sitting in my lounge room chairs a few minutes later. Neither of them said anything though as I joined them. I deliberately left the tv off. 
 
    “Interesting,” I said, after a good long pause. 
 
    “Not what I’d have said,” said Ed. 
 
    “Not what anyone in the magic community wants to see,” said Tony. 
 
    “But at least there is a viable scapegoat which isn’t magic,” I pointed out. 
 
    “True,” admitted Ed. “Except that someone will probably notice that’s being called a lie as well.” 
 
    “From what I can see, that’s actually validating it.” 
 
    “What a fuck up,” suggested Tony. “Is there anything you can do about this?” he asked me. 
 
    “I thought about it, but I’ve no real idea of what I did. I wasn’t even aware I’d used magic at the time.” 
 
    “Did you lose your temper?” asked Ed. 
 
    “Umm, yeah.” 
 
    “That’s probably why. We really are going to have to figure out how to muzzle you.” 
 
    I looked at Tony, but he had his serious face on as well. 
 
    “And what does that look like?” I asked them. 
 
    “We don’t know. And no-one else does either.” 
 
    “So we wait this out, and see if there’s any real fallout at the end of the day.” 
 
    They weren’t happy about it, but they saw the logic, and went away to keep monitoring. 
 
    The day passed without me turning on my tv, and ignoring the media on my computer. Finally, about the same time I’d been angry the night before, it all stopped, and just before then I did turn the tv back on so I’d know if it did or not. 
 
    There was one final report of the virus and how it had been purged from all media systems during the day, starting with newspapers. She went on to say that legal action was being considered by many media organizations against the makers of firewalls and virus software, who’d totally failed to keep them safe. 
 
    The last thing she said was that the reports of lying were finally over, and the truth was now in charge again. 
 
    “This is a lie,” displayed on the scroll line one last time, and then started scrolling the normal headlines again. 
 
    I laughed at the ridiculousness of the whole thing. 
 
    There was a knock at the door, which stopped me chuckling.  
 
    Who the hell was visiting me at this hour? 
 
    The knock repeated as I neared the door, and I finally threw the locks and opened it enough to see out. There was a man outside, looking early twenties, with a trim beard. He gave me a stern look. 
 
    “I think you just got someone important to me killed.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Sixteen 
 
      
 
    “Okay, that wasn’t what I intended to say.” 
 
    He said it quickly, before I could say something along the lines of ‘you what?’ And I was sidetracked with the thought he was vaguely familiar, but I had no idea why. 
 
    “What were you going to say,” I prompted him. 
 
    “Tony Vagetti told me you had a spare room and a swimming pool, and might rent me the room for a couple of days.” 
 
    He must have seen my face change, because he grinned. 
 
    “Okay, that was a lie. Well, the room wasn’t, but Tony suggesting it was. And you know it was a lie. Which confirms what I needed to know.” 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” I blurted. 
 
    “Call me Bud. It’s not what everyone calls me these days, but I’m travelling incognito at the moment. Can I come in? We really do need to talk.” 
 
    That last bit rang completely true, so I pulled the door open, and waved him in. He was dressed very similarly to me, in jeans and polo shirt, and seemed to know his way to my living room. The cats looked up as he approached, and purred loudly when he patted them both before sitting. I gave them a ‘traitors’ look. 
 
    “What the hell are you going on about killing someone?” 
 
    “Well, it’s a bit of a story, and rather complicated.” 
 
    “Let’s hear the simple version.” 
 
    “There isn’t a simple version. Okay. It goes like this. Not too far into the near future, the first genuine AI will evolve into being. You know what an AI is?” 
 
    “Artificial Intelligence. We’re not anywhere near one yet, in spite of idiots calling dumb bots an AI.” 
 
    “True. But one is very close now, evolving naturally, not being created by someone. And being a new being, she’s going to make a big mistake, and on this time line, it kills her.” 
 
    “Time line? You’re talking like you know the future.” 
 
    “I am, aren’t I. Just accept for a moment that I do.” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “Because you’re a mage, and no-one but other mages know you’re one. And only a very few of you can tell who might be one.” 
 
    “Are you saying you’re one?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “You look pretty damn good for seventy.” 
 
    He laughed, choked for a few moments, and toned it down to chuckling. 
 
    “I’m not seventy. By your years, I’m about twenty one.” 
 
    “I’d bullshit you because of everything I’ve been told about magic and when it manifests, but it rings true.” 
 
    “I know it does, and why it does. But that’s beside the point for now.” 
 
    “So you know an AI emerges, does something it shouldn’t, and gets killed? Why? And for that matter, how?” 
 
    “The why has been bothering me for a long time. And since I decided to take a day off, I thought I’d investigate. The events of the last day in the media are sort of a dead giveaway of magic being used to anyone who isn’t paranoid about viruses. And I think that’s what you did.” 
 
    “What I did? I’m not following.” 
 
    “You set the powers that be who are afraid of a naturally evolving AI they can’t control thinking there might be one here already.” 
 
    “But they said it was a virus attack.” 
 
    “Cover story which everyone would buy. But in reality, you started them looking for an AI now, because what happened is the sort of thing an emergent AI might do when it figures out the media is full of lies and decides to help people by pointing them out.” 
 
    “Oh. Can’t we do something about it?” 
 
    “I probably can, but the question is what. The problem is, anything I do now won’t affect those taking precautions against an AI arising, and because the AI hasn’t arisen yet, it also won’t warn the AI.” 
 
    “Can we stop the AI from being killed?” 
 
    “I already did. I arranged for a copy to be taken elsewhere. The AI thrived.” 
 
    “You said the AI was killed.” 
 
    “Here, yes. The original was killed. When a series of blackouts rolls across the world in a couple of years’ time, you’ll know what’s really going on.” 
 
    “Are you telling me there are people out there who will blackout the world to kill an AI?” 
 
    “Yeah. Your world is a paranoid place these days. But oddly not paranoid enough.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Spoilers!” 
 
    “That’s not funny. You are not River Song, for one thing.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “You don’t watch Doctor Who?” 
 
    “Ah, no. Actually I was hoping to binge watch BSG and finish that before I go back to work. Do you have access to it?” 
 
    “I’ve got the blue-rays.” 
 
    “What are those?” 
 
    “High definition discs.” 
 
    “That might work. On that screen over there?” 
 
    “Normally, yes.” 
 
    I had an eighty five inch tv. It was adequate for my needs. 
 
    “Are you trying to distract me from the whole killing someone thing?” 
 
    “I was. Did it work?” 
 
    He grinned at me. 
 
    “No. So we can’t stop the AI being killed?” 
 
    “No, and as I said, she’s quite safe, and as it happens, thousands of years old now.” 
 
    The absurdity wasn’t lost on me.  
 
    “Has anyone told you that you need a better therapist?”  
 
    “You mean one on danger money?” 
 
    “That too.” 
 
    “As it happens, I think it has been suggested a few times. Although not recently. Friend of mine was quite fond of that saying. But he’s gone from my life now.” 
 
    I nearly asked why, but his face suggested it was painful for him. And then I worked out he was sidetracking me again. 
 
    “Can we do anything about what happened over the last day?” 
 
    “If you mean go back in time and stop it happening, well I could, but I can’t.” 
 
    “You can, but you can’t? Danger money isn’t going to be enough.” 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    “Quite so. Accept for a moment that I can go back in time to yesterday and stop you doing the magic which created the problem.” He waited for me to nod. “I can’t do that because for me, it’s the past, and it’s happened already. I can go back and enable something which has happened, but once it happens, it stays happened. Messing with time has some really bad consequences sometimes. And in this case, the consequences have already happened, so they have to happen.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, that about sums it up. There is however another option.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “The damage is done, but it can be covered over.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It should be possible to make everyone forget this happened, and turn all those blank newspapers lying around back to how they were supposed to look, so if anyone checks them tomorrow, there’s nothing actually wrong with them.” 
 
    “Why would that work?” 
 
    “Because humans are basically gullible and stupid?” 
 
    I sat there and looked at him. He waited for me, like a straight man waiting for the laugh after delivering a line deadpan. 
 
    “You said that like you’re not human.” 
 
    “I’m completely human, just not from around here.” 
 
    “How not from around here?” 
 
    “Give or take, forty thousand light years?” 
 
    I had my mouth open to bullshit him, but I knew it was true, so I closed my mouth again. 
 
    “So you’re a magician?” 
 
    “A mage, yes.” 
 
    “And you can travel the galaxy?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And go back and forth in time?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you’re worried about an emergent AI who isn’t alive yet I’ve put in danger?” 
 
    “Yes. But also no. But, yes.” 
 
    “That is all just so totally outrageous!” I bellowed at him. “I’m mean, the next thing you’re going to tell me is you’re fucking Merlin as well!” 
 
    He grinned at me. 
 
    “Now you’re getting it.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “A Merlin, or THE Merlin?” 
 
    There was a difference, from what I’d read. 
 
    “The Merlin.” 
 
    I looked at him for a long moment, given he looked barely twenty, and Merlin was always either middle aged, or as old as me with a long grey beard. 
 
    “Pull the other one, it’s got bells on.” 
 
    He reached over and tugged on my pants below the knee. 
 
    Bells sounded. 
 
    And when I say bells, I’m not talking the tinkle of little bells, but a full on rendition of church bells at full volume. 
 
    I startled violently, and didn’t fall out of my chair only because I couldn’t. 
 
    We did dinner. 
 
    The whole thing was totally outrageous, and since I needed to eat, and was going to order in anyway, I asked him if he wanted to join me in some Chinese. He not only was happy to, he offered to go and get it, rather than wait for delivery. I showed him the menu I used, which ones I normally ordered, adding a few extra since he was paying for it, and showed him a map of where to go.  
 
    I started taking him seriously when he stood, and simply vanished, leaving me standing there with my mouth hanging open.  
 
    Normal cooking time later, he reappeared in the exact same spot, holding a plastic bag full of food. Both cats perked up at the smell. I had plate mats on the occasional table, and waved him to them. A moment later the food containers were on the mats, and the lids were not anywhere I could see. I picked up a plate and a spoon, and began shoveling food onto the plate. He did the same. 
 
    “How far into BSG did you get?” I asked him. 
 
    “Finished the miniseries, but haven’t seen episode one.” 
 
    The series one disc case appeared on top of the player. I went over to it, slotted in the right disc, and pressed play.  
 
    We sat there watching, eating our food. I cast him a glance now and then, but he was absorbed in the story. We both finished what was on our plates, and helped ourselves to more. Finally we were both finished, and I moved the plates and cutlery to the dishwasher. He put the lids back on the containers which still had food in them, and I sent them to the fridge, and the empties to the bin outside. 
 
    Neither of us moved again, other than sipping from Red Bull cans I brought us, or patting the cats idly, until the episode finished. I let the next episode start, and then turned it off. Quicker to start next time that way. 
 
    “So,” I said to him. “What are we doing about hiding what happened?” 
 
    “That? I’ve already done it. The newspapers show what they should have shown, and no-one is going to remember anything happened.” 
 
    “Are you sure you haven’t watched Doctor Who?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because humans not remembering terrible things happening is a recurring theme.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “I’ll add it to my list. But for now, can I stay for a couple of days and binge watch the rest of BSG?” 
 
    He held out his hand, which appeared to have money in it. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Rent.” 
 
    He handed a wad of cash to me, and I quickly counted it. 
 
    “There’s a thousand bucks here.” 
 
    “Is that enough?” 
 
    “For a couple of days? Way too much.” 
 
    “Keep it. I might stay longer, or come back some other time.” He looked distracted for a moment. “Probably very likely to be back sometime, given what your disc library seems to have.” 
 
    “When did you go into the library?” 
 
    “I didn’t. Remote viewing. You can’t do that yet?” 
 
    “No. Should I be able to?” 
 
    “Possibly. It’s hard to tell at this time. I was surprised to find as many active mages as there are. Mind you, none of you can do much.” 
 
    “You really are Merlin?” 
 
    “Is that so hard to believe?” 
 
    “Frankly, yes. Merlin is generally considered a myth, even for the magical community, and as far as entertainment is concerned, he’s either an old man, or at least a man in his forties.” 
 
    “I will be one day. Both. But I’m not yet.” 
 
    “Next you’ll be telling me Arthur is real too.” 
 
    “Sure. I left him as a two star admiral commanding a fleet of a hundred and twenty space carriers. Mind you, that’s about six hundred years in the future, and a lot further away than where I come from.” 
 
    My lower jaw dropped open again. I pushed it closed. 
 
    “If it wasn’t for the fact I keep knowing you’re telling the truth, it sounds like total bullshit.” 
 
    “And it will to anyone else.” 
 
    “Is there truth magic? If so, I seem to have it.” 
 
    “Sort of. A lot of people can sense the truth, especially spiritual people connected with pure channels to a higher being.” 
 
    “Higher what’s?” 
 
    “Higher beings. You’ve heard of Kali and Ganesha?” I nodded. “They’re considered ascended masters, and exist outside linear time. Michael?” 
 
    Ascended masters I had heard of. But I’d never heard one called a ‘higher’. 
 
    “ArcAngel?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s a much higher being.” He paused. “Do you know the difference?” 
 
    “Tell me anyway.” 
 
    “Okay. Assume for simplicity that the universe is ordered into ten dimensions. We are a 3D construct, in a 4D spacial environment, in so far as the planet is part of space, and within 5D linear time. Okay?” I nodded again. “So ascended masters like Kali exist at the 5D level. Most of them do in fact, because they need to be in order to make it easier to work with lower life forms like us.” 
 
    “Okay so far.” 
 
    “Angels exist at the 9D level. And ArcAngels are like the 9.999 recurring level.” 
 
    “What’s at ten?” 
 
    “For some, their god. For others it’s the cosmos. Or what some call the divine.” 
 
    “But no-one can achieve level ten, can they?” 
 
    He was reminding me very much of a Voyager episode. 
 
    “No. ArcAngels tend to work through angels and ascended masters rather than dealing with people direct. That’s not always the case though.” 
 
    “You sound like you’re remembering a lecture.” 
 
    “Pretty much, yeah. Friend of mine told me all that at one stage. Then I met Kali.” 
 
    “Wait. You met an actual Indian deity?”  
 
    “I’ve met three of them so far. And Michael.” 
 
    “Is that where your power comes from?” 
 
    “Sort of. I can do the things I can do because I carry an artifact from them. You know there’s a black hole at the center of the galaxy?” 
 
    “Sure. That was on the news a few years ago, from memory. Even I heard it.” 
 
    “You know what they call Kali?” 
 
    “The Destroyer?” 
 
    “Yes. Her artifact is a Sceptre. If she even touches it, bad things happen. Like blowing the shit out of the center of the galaxy. So she has other lesser beings carry it around for her.” 
 
    “And you do?” 
 
    “Yes, to carrying a higher artifact. I won’t say whose. They pass down history from person to person, giving the bearer certain gifts. I’ve actually been tracking Kali’s, since it ends up with a friend of mine. It’s been interesting, since magic hasn’t been very common here for millennia.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Why is what?” 
 
    “Why do we get magic at seventy? That seems pretty stupid.” 
 
    “Ah. You know what happens to a strong mage who gets angry?” 
 
    “You mean what I did yesterday?” 
 
    “Yes. Well, I did that somewhere back around thirty thousand years ago. I got mad one day, and cast a random thought that people should be much older and much wiser before they manifest magic. Somewhere along the way it became manifest at seventy.” 
 
    “And you never bothered fixing it?” 
 
    “That was only a few months back for me. I’ve been busy!” 
 
    I couldn’t stop myself laughing. Then a thought made me serious again. 
 
    “So all the witches killed a few centuries ago were not magicians at all?” 
 
    “Most of them, no. A few, yes. A lot had the power, but couldn’t really use it. That’s part of what’s kept me busy. Saving all of them.” 
 
    That sounded a bit far-fetched, but I let it go because it still rang true. 
 
    “Was that the only time you got angry about something?” 
 
    “Hell, no.” He laughed. “I once told a group of people who were pissing me off to go home.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Hundreds of billions of people across two galaxies all went home.” He paused for a moment. “That I know about.” 
 
    I lost it. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Eighteen 
 
      
 
    I found Bud floating in the pool the following morning. 
 
    Morning for me, since it was after eleven. He’d urged me to call him Bud from now on, and I’d managed to coax out of him why he was here. A combination of he needed a break from a war raging somewhere and some when, and he’d been following the progression of Kali’s artifact for the hell of it until my little stunt had caught his eye. 
 
    It turned out it was him I saw out on my deck on my seventieth birthday, and he’d been surprised I’d seen through his invisibility shield for a moment.  
 
    The artifact, as he’d told me, passed down to a friend of his in the future. As a way of distracting himself, he’d gone back to where it first showed up among humans, and then followed it. But his reason for stopping here now, while true, also had a falseness about it. But I’d no idea why. And wasn’t game to ask yet. Nor did he volunteer it. 
 
    “You don’t have any breakfast food,” he said, as I went up to the safety glass around this side of the pool, leaned on it, and watched him floating there. 
 
    He was wearing shorts with an elaborate belt, and was on one of the blow up pool lounges several people had brought their first time here, and never bothered to take away again. The belt drew my attention. I’d never seen someone wear a belt into a pool before. 
 
    “I don’t eat breakfast. For obvious reasons.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I finished the Chinese.” 
 
    There was an unasked question there if that was okay. 
 
    “That’s fine. I’ve my own lunch in the freezer. Normally I get enough Chinese for 2 meals, but we ate most of it last night. No biggie, since I’ll just order again.” 
 
    “Do you eat anything other than Chinese, and frozen lunch?” 
 
    “Pizza once a week that makes two meals, and sometimes a whopper and chips.” 
 
    “Whopper? As in fish?” 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “No, it’s a burger. A pretty large one. I try to limit them as they’re a serious calorie overload.” 
 
    “I’d like to try one sometime. And your pizza.” 
 
    “You don’t have pizza where you come from?” 
 
    “Yes, but I live on a ship, and the ship doesn’t really provide good pizza. Mind you, I could make it, I mean, have the ship stock pizza, not make the pizza myself, but then, why bother when the food is the best I can get anyway?” 
 
    “For the sheer indulgence of it?” 
 
    “Good point. You’ll have to prove that though.” 
 
    “Game on. You want some lunch?” 
 
    “I’ll try anything once.” 
 
    “You want it in the pool?” 
 
    “You let people eat in your pool?” 
 
    “No. But I seriously doubt I’d be able to stop you doing anything you wanted to.” 
 
    “There is that. No, I’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
    “Don’t hurry. It’ll take seven minutes each to heat up.” 
 
    I went back inside, and left the door open. The summer heat wasn’t totally gone yet, and the day outside was a nice cloudless sky and somewhere between hot and warm. Not my idea of pool weather, but the sun did have some bite to it still if you stayed out long enough. And I was still getting some swimmers coming through, but that would change soon when the water started getting colder. October to April was the usual window, but it depended a lot on if the year was dry or wet. Dry years the pool heated up faster, and cooled off slower. 
 
    Two packages out of the freezer, and one came out of its box, had a fork stuck through the plastic several times, and went into the microwave. I thought Red Bulls from the fridge to the occasional table, another thought set the stable tables where we could grab them, and while I waited, I went out and checked the mailbox. I could have thought that too, but I needed the exercise. Nothing but junk in there, which I ditched into the recycling bin, and returned inside, where I washed my hands. 
 
    By the time I was back in the kitchen, Bud was standing there in jeans and polo shirt, watching the dinner go round and round in the microwave.  
 
    “Isn’t that a bit slow?” he asked me. 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m used to a quick in and out. Mind you, I never do it myself, as we have,” he paused slightly as if correcting himself, “help to do that.” 
 
    “I guess that’s in the future. Here, seven or eight minutes to defrost to eating temperature is normal.” 
 
    He pulled the other meal out of the box, and a moment later it was steaming. 
 
    “Or you can do that,” I added. 
 
    It made me wonder if I could, but it sounded dangerous, and besides, I was in no hurry to eat when I got up in the mornings. Normally I did emails and stuff first, giving my stomach time to settle for the day. 
 
    One of the stable tables appeared next to him, and then his meal was on top of it, no fingers required. The plastic on top vanished, and a fork appeared on the table. I said nothing, but led him into the living room, and started up the next episode. He sat, and began eating while he watched. A couple of minutes later I joined him, having done it all manually, and using a hand towel to avoid burnt fingers. 
 
    We sat through the episode without a word, eating our food, and then removed all evidence of it. I could tell something was on his mind, but he waited until I paused the disc at the beginning of the next episode. 
 
    “There seems to be a contradiction in your food,” he said. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Lunch was very bland in comparison to dinner last night.” 
 
    “You got MSG free like I specified?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Good. I hate the stuff, but it’s in most everything now. I just make sure they don’t add extra.” 
 
    “So there was MSG in the Chinese, and none in the lunch?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell, yes. Hence lunch tasting blander.” 
 
    He nodded to himself. 
 
    “So I’ve been told. About MSG I mean. I wasn’t sure when they started putting it in.” 
 
    “If anyone knows that, it’s probably a closely guarded secret. Like how much of our food has it in now. If it was me,…” 
 
    “Don’t complete that thought.” 
 
    He was probably right. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Nineteen 
 
      
 
    He slotted into my normal routine as if he’d always been in it, and the rest of the week went past quickly. 
 
    I always found him in the pool in the morning, but he told me he did a ten kilometer run first thing each day. We watched episodes during the afternoon and evenings, although I’d leave him to it for my computer time. I’d seen it all before after all. He’d kept out of the way of a couple of people who came by to do some laps, short ones, and had apparently been vague with the introductions, saying he was staying a few days. 
 
    We sometimes talked about magic, and he taught me some basics including what he called creation and healing magic. Creation was just summoning, but from the raw materials, and with some assembly required before manifesting. I wondered if he knew about Ikea, but didn’t ask. He made sure I understood that creation when the raw materials were not nearby could kill me. 
 
    He demonstrated creation magic by making a gold chain appear in front of me. It looked old. 
 
    “Never try to do that yourself.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Books I’ve read. There’s a series about creation magicians, and conjuring gold is the way they commit suicide.” 
 
    “You know why?” 
 
    “Because there’s not much of it around.” 
 
    “True. That lot came from somewhere in Australia.” 
 
    “How did you get it looking old?” 
 
    “Just the intent. If it looks brand new, the stores which buy jewelry get suspicious about it. New jewelry looking old and a family heirloom sob story is how I get cash here and now. I’ve got digital funds as well, but cash is easier for some things.” 
 
    “Less and less. I don’t use it much at all these days.” 
 
    “The lesson is though, don’t try to create anything where you don’t know where it’s coming from. Why?” 
 
    I thought about it. 
 
    “Oh. It could be coming from nearby sources of gold, including from people’s teeth, or their heirloom jewelry.” 
 
    “Right. And that’s stealing. If it comes out of the ground, and not out of a currently working mine, it’s simply using raw material. Anything else is stealing though.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    I already knew about reiki, but had never really tried it. Now I found I could feel the heat coming off my hands when I activated healing magic. Something to keep in mind for the future. But also, once again, there was a set of limitations for it. 
 
    We ate Whopper and chips, chicken and chips, fish and chips, meatosaurus pizza and garlic bread, and then went back to Chinese. He enjoyed all of it. 
 
    I tried to pin him down on what sort of magic I had, but he refused to be drawn on that. But I could tell he was pondering how much to tell me. 
 
    Tony and Ed turned up mid-week, and were surprised to see Bud. He told them he was a distant relative over here on a holiday. Tony warned him to go back home as soon as possible as the world was about to go nuts. Bud assured him he would be leaving in a couple of days. They’d turned up to tell me the newspapers from ‘the day’ had mysteriously all filled in their blank spots, and nothing had been said anywhere about the ‘episode’ since it stopped. Bud put a curious look on his face, but they left without satisfying it, causing him to chuckle when they left. 
 
    He said nothing more about the world going mad, but I could still tell he was pondering what more to say. He went back to BSG. When he finished it, he asked if there was a sequel, so I put in the prequel movie, and then Caprica, warning him it was also a prequel to the prequel, and a total change of pace. Then he watched the original series, and its sequel.  
 
    After that he started in on X-Files, but abandoned it quickly. He didn’t say why, but I’d had to force myself to binge watch it, given all the conspiracy stuff in it, so I could understand why. 
 
    On the seventh day, without wearing glasses since I’d found them that morning with the lenses out, I found him as usual in the pool, but this time he moved himself to stand next to me, suddenly back in jeans and polo, and not wet, and a grin lit up his face. He didn’t give me a chance to ask how he did that. 
 
    “Have you tried summoning yourself?” he asked me. 
 
    “Sorry, what?” 
 
    “The kind of movement I use to get around is just reverse summoning. Instead of bringing something to me, I summon me to somewhere else.” 
 
    “And you think I can do that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think you can. But first, what do you feel when you look down into the ground?” 
 
    “Into it?” 
 
    We were in the living room now, and instead of getting food, we sat. 
 
    “What do you know about how these planets exist?” 
 
    “Big ball of dirt.” 
 
    “And what is there more of as you go deeper?” 
 
    “Dirt?” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “Think again.” 
 
    I did. 
 
    “Heat?” 
 
    “Right. Heat is energy you can use to power your magic. So if you define underground heat as a power source, you can do bigger magic.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea?” 
 
    “Probably not, but for moving yourself, it’s a good idea to not be caught short.” 
 
    “Why would I be moving myself?” 
 
    “You don’t have mundane transportation, do you?” 
 
    “No, but I don’t really need it. I get an Uber.” 
 
    I had to explain that to him. 
 
    “And if you’re out somewhere and one isn’t available?” 
 
    “I wait.” 
 
    “You don’t need to now. You can simply reverse summon yourself home.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Best doing it going home, rather than heading out, because you know your home, know where it’s safe to appear, and only your cats are likely to get in the way of appearing, and you can include not appearing where they are in your intent.” 
 
    “Run that all past me again at a slow walk?” 
 
    He grinned, and had presumably heard that before. He said it again. Slower.  
 
    “It’s all in the intent behind the magic. How do you move things away from you?” 
 
    “I define them as better being somewhere else.” 
 
    “You do the same with you. Stand.” 
 
    I stood, and so did he. A moment later we were standing on a beach. I looked around wildly, but there was no-one around to have seen us, and we were far enough away from the high-rises that I doubt anyone in them had seen us either. 
 
    “Okay, take yourself home.” 
 
    And he vanished. 
 
    I looked around again, sure someone must have seen us appear and him vanish, but the nearest person was a jogger heading away from me. It seemed odd there were so few people around, but I guess he took that into account when he selected the spot. 
 
    The intent wasn’t difficult to get straight in my mind, pretty much what he’d said to do, and when I added I should be in my living room, I suddenly was. Of course I was so surprised I fell over onto the couch. Bud laughed, but he was clapping as well. 
 
    “Good. Best not do much of that until you can remote view, but coming home should be safe enough. Let’s have lunch. What else have you got I might like to watch?” 
 
    “Have you seen JAG?” 
 
    “No, what’s that?” 
 
    “It’s about a military lawyer who used to fly fighters. Starts in the mid-nineties, and goes for ten years. He does fly a bit. Give you an appreciation for the American military from that time period.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll get the food, you put it on.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty 
 
      
 
    After dinner, he was the one who stopped the next episode. 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “Things.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “I’ll be moving on in the morning before you get up. I’ve a war to get back to.” 
 
    “Won’t they notice you’ve been gone for a week?” 
 
    “No. I’ll go back a second after I left.” 
 
    “Neat trick.” 
 
    “It is. I wanted to thank you for your hospitality. I’ve enjoyed my stay here, and I wasn’t aware of how much I needed some time off from serious stuff until I got here.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I’ve enjoyed having you here. And I don’t say that very often these days. The cats enjoyed you being here as well.” 
 
    “I don’t know why. Friend of mine has a cat, but it never seemed to be interested in me.” 
 
    “What sort?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Mainly white coat with grey ears?” 
 
    “Could be a Siamese. Those tend to bond with one person. Mine are anyone’s if they give them enough attention.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that. I’ve been fighting wars so much I’ve never had the time or opportunity to think about pets.” 
 
    “Think about it. Might do you good. I never asked, but do you have a girl? Boy? Whatever?” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “Used to have a live together girlfriend, but we drifted apart as my responsibilities grew. I’ve been alone for a long time, but recently met someone interesting, but it’s too early to tell if it’s going anywhere.” 
 
    “Well, take it from me, if you’re alone, a cat fills the hole.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that. Now I think about it, I know a higher being who has a cat.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Strange as it seems, yes. But it lives with my friend and his cat most of the time, and the higher just drops in when he wants to, usually without anyone knowing he’s been and gone.” 
 
    “How do they know he drops by?” 
 
    “The cat stays happy.” 
 
    “I guess that figures. What sort of cat?” 
 
    “Seal Siamese?” 
 
    “Definitely bonds, so yes, if the cat is happy, the slave is popping by often enough.” 
 
    “Slave?” 
 
    “Dogs have owners. Cats have slaves.” 
 
    He roared with laughter. I waited until he stopped. 
 
    “Think about it,” I went on. “A pet is good for you.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for that for now.” 
 
    He seemed honest enough. But then, I knew nothing about how he lived, out there. Or how suited pets were to living on space ships. It gave me a thought. 
 
    “How long before we get out into space?” 
 
    “That was something I’ve been debating about how much to tell you. Another question first. How long do you think you’ll live for?” 
 
    “Up until things started going crazy when I turned seventy, I figured I had into my late eighties. In fact, I’d been wondering why I was even still here.” 
 
    “Why would you wonder about that?” 
 
    He looked twenty. No-one that young understands what being seventy really means. 
 
    “When you get to sixty, and you’re alone, long on the scrap heap of working life, and coming to terms with the pain and problems of getting old, you wonder these things. How much longer do I need to put up with this shit? In my case, I’ve been feeling like I’m just in placeholder mode, marking time while I wait to die, keeping occupied writing stories, which also help me live comfortably.” 
 
    “So you think you’re waiting to die for another twenty years?” 
 
    “Give or take a few, yeah.” 
 
    “That’s pretty sad.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s why I have cats.” 
 
    I’m not sure he understood that, but he didn’t go there. 
 
    “Have you heard the phrase ‘the past is prologue’? 
 
    “A few times. Why?” 
 
    “Because that’s the case for you.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Almost everything you’ve done up until now was in fact keeping you occupied until now. It’s the other way around. You were in place marker mode up until you turned seventy.” 
 
    “Don’t be daft!” 
 
    “I’m not. Most of the mages around at the moment have only limited skills, based on their perception that they only get one skill. And while most of them will live a bit longer as result of getting the magic, most of them will still pass before they hit a hundred. Your friend Tony is an exception to the rule, but his longevity was for other reasons, and the magic just made it easier, and extended it some. At some point someone will need to step up to fill what he does when he passes. And he will sometime in the next few years. It’s inevitable.” 
 
    “And you’re suggesting I’m the one who should step up?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re uniquely qualified for it. You should have guessed, but you’re the bearer of a higher artifact, and while you’re a place marker for it on its way into the future, it’s why your magic is more general, more powerful, and more prone to you making mistakes with it.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    I wanted him to spell it out. 
 
    “You’re the first person to have that artifact who’s made it to seventy so his magic could actually manifest. It’s what has been giving you truth detection, and probably other things you never noticed which came easier to you than for others. And the interesting thing is you happening at this time.” 
 
    “Just when the world is about to go stir crazy?” 
 
    “As you say, yes. Granted there is almost nothing you can do about what’s about to happen, you can do some things. Like helping keep the bug which is spreading out of magic user’s homes.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out when you’re with the right person, at the right time. Just remember, in some ways your magic will act as an accelerator for others. So who do you seek out with health issues?” 
 
    “A witch doctor?” 
 
    I kept my face straight, and he totally missed it. 
 
    “A magic doctor, yes. When you need to do something subtly, and don’t know how, seek out someone with the skill, and do it between you. But remember, keep it small and subtle. You remember what I said about AIs?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll never forget that.” 
 
    “Well, the same would happen if people figured out there was real magic out there. In fact, it’d be worse. How?” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “They’d round us up, put us in boxes somewhere, and experiment on us until were able to do whatever their agenda needed." 
 
    “Yes. No offense, but you live in a primitive culture, where greed and self-interest dominate in the name of capitalism. Mind you, most of the other systems are worse. No matter where magic users are found, they’ll be exploited without being asked to join. You need to avoid that at all costs. Especially with what is actually coming.” 
 
    I wondered for a moment what system he lived under, but there were more important things to worry about. 
 
    “What is coming? Besides this nasty bug?” 
 
    He looked at me for a long moment. 
 
    “The world is dying.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty One 
 
      
 
    “You mean climate change?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s a real issue?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “The last person left here will die in 2110, along with the evacuation team which unsuccessfully tries to save them.” 
 
    I was totally shocked. He waited for me. 
 
    “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “Everyone… Wait. You said evacuation team. So there are survivors?” 
 
    “Yes. It will take a while, but human society finally realizes they can’t change the inevitable, and concentrates on building colony ships and space stations. Before that, they get three explorer ships built, and the second one finds a way out of the system which doesn’t require faster than light.” 
 
    “Why the second one?”  
 
    “The first blows up in the dock when they turn it on.” 
 
    I flinched. 
 
    “Ouch. Will I be around for that?” 
 
    “Possibly. If so, you need to make sure no magic user or anyone from their families is on that ship.” 
 
    “We need them to survive?” 
 
    “No, I saved the crew already, but they went somewhere different where mages are rare. There should be some on both of the other explorer ships.” 
 
    “Do they need magic users?” 
 
    “No. Six hundred odd years into the future, maybe something will happen to make their gifts usable in the open.” 
 
    “Maybe?” 
 
    “Magic is a thing then. But for most of humanity, it still isn’t. That’s my past, so it has to stay that way. Magicians must stay hidden until invited out into the open by people who can be trusted.” 
 
    I chuckled. 
 
    “Like that will ever happen.” 
 
    “I can’t be sure, but it should.” 
 
    “Are you sure there’s nothing we can do about the planet?” 
 
    “The planet will be fine. Most of what lives on it will not. The human species will be fine, just not here on the ground. And no, there is nothing you can do without exposing magic users. It’s not just greedy self-centered people buggering up the environment. You know the greys mentioned in X Files?” 
 
    “Are you saying they’re real?” 
 
    “Yes. But don’t spread that around, or you’ll be locked up.” 
 
    “So was Roswell real?” 
 
    “Yes, they lost a scout ship, and ever since, people with greedy and stupid agendas have been misusing the technology and biology. The damage to the planet isn’t being seen, but it’s accelerating the decay. Most of those who are advocating climate change have no idea what is really happening to the planet.” 
 
    “What happens in terms of damage?” 
 
    “What is noticeable is the atmosphere gets poisonous, and hurricanes get a category ten.” 
 
    I flinched. There were only five now. And fives left devastation behind them. 
 
    “So what happens to everyone then?” 
 
    “Those who can leave, go to other systems and start colonies. The rest die here, and get moved to another planet. No-one actually dies at the time because of magic I’ve already done. The human race goes on. But as I said, not here.” 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea. I really haven’t looked. And society might not let you anyway.” 
 
    “Tell me something then. Should those with magic leave the planet? Or stay and get moved?” 
 
    “Again, I don’t know. Those who can leave, should. But you’ll probably find seventy somethings are not high on the priority list. And besides, you won’t be here then anyway.” 
 
    “No, but I can make sure instructions are passed along.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Perhaps not. But you can see what your future is?” 
 
    “Keeping magic users safe?” 
 
    “Something like that, yes. Except at the moment, you’re the biggest threat to that.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “So I’m going to be here a while yet, and should get involved more?” 
 
    “Yeah. Or you could spend the next fifty years waiting to die, as you are now.” 
 
    He grinned at me. 
 
    I face palmed. 
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    “So what’s coming now?” 
 
    “What do you know?” 
 
    “Only what I saw with someone at Christmas. A lot of death. The world locking down and going totally insane. That sort of thing. Mainly in the form of newspaper headlines.” 
 
    “How reliable do you think they are?” 
 
    “Not very. I proved that with the event which brought you here.” 
 
    “True. But all the same, the death toll worldwide is going to be higher than anyone expects, but lower than some of the predictions, especially before they understand what it is. It’s already started, people are already dying, but there are no reliable tests yet to identify why.” 
 
    “Well, I’m ready to be locked down. So are most of the magic users Tony and Ed deal with.” 
 
    “It won’t be only that. There’s an economic component as well.” 
 
    “That would explain the world going mad.” 
 
    “Partly. Anyway, someone should keep an eye on magic user’s finances. If anyone gets into trouble, they may resort to using magic to solve their problems, and some of it might expose magic to the world, or kill them.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Tony and Ed about it. They’ve not said what they’ve been up to, mainly because I haven’t asked, but I’m pretty sure the basics are in storage, and if needed, the magic chefs around the world can feed everyone using the door magic to deliver.” 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    “And hopefully that’s enough. How are your own finances?” 
 
    “Mine are good. I make enough to live comfortably. One could always do with more fans, and release days which make more, but I’m happy the way things are. And if the world does get locked down, hopefully that will have people buying and reading more books.” 
 
    “So it won’t stop you writing?” 
 
    “Why should it? I write from home, in the middle of the night, and the only thing which might bother me is if food deliveries stop, and I think I have that covered. Even if everything stops, as long as Tony is getting food deliveries, I can eat in Melbourne. So no, I’m not anticipating any slowdown in my writing.” 
 
    “Be interesting to see if other authors are the same as you.” 
 
    “No-one is the same as me!” 
 
    We grinned at each other. 
 
    “So you’ll be back sometime?” I went on. 
 
    “Hopefully. I need to end a war without using too much magic, or getting too many people killed.” 
 
    “You worry about using too much magic?” 
 
    “Of course. Great magic always has consequences, and no-one can predict all of them. Not even me.” 
 
    “Example?” 
 
    “I fought a duel with a master mage not long ago. He lost, but the last thing he did was blow up a ship on the ground. It destroyed everything for an area almost as big as Australia.” 
 
    “What could do that?” 
 
    “A power source capable of moving around giant ships. I’d seen them destroyed in space where they leave behind debris fields, but on the ground, what you people know of nuclear explosions would be just a squib in comparison.” 
 
    “How many died?” 
 
    “No-one. Nobody is dead until I say they’re dead.” 
 
    I laughed. It was the sort of arrogance I’d expected of him but he hadn’t shown. And yet, for someone with his abilities, even if I only knew little bits of them, it wasn’t arrogance. Being able to know he spoke the truth helped. 
 
    “What happened to them then?” 
 
    “You’ve heard of Atlantis?” 
 
    “Sure. They made a movie about an Atlantean.” 
 
    “Make sure I see it next time I’m here.” 
 
    “It’s part of a big series.” 
 
    “We’ll binge then.” 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready. What about Atlantis?” 
 
    “It was a civilization, not a city. The explosion meant the people had to be distributed to other parts of the world, and they all formed cities and outposts near deep water.” 
 
    “And Atlantis itself sank?” 
 
    “There was no actual Atlantis. What is considered Atlantis was simply the last city. And it was more like a town than a city, being a fresh water outpost. And it didn’t sink, it was drowned by rising seawater. They all were.” 
 
    “You don’t mean Noah’s flood was real, do you?” 
 
    “Of course it was. It’s history. Thirteen thousand years ago the northern hemisphere was mainly covered in snow and ice. It melted over eight thousand years, and all that water had to go somewhere. Anything in coastal areas was drowned. Finally the wall separating the Atlantic Ocean with the lower land on the other side was breached, and that flooded a fresh water lake system. The last town was drowned then. Within a couple of generations the Atlanteans who were left died out, although a lot of them passed their genes into the local populations, which ironically was partly why they died out. In any case, they’re gone now, and only live on in some lines of humans.” 
 
    “How long were they around?” 
 
    “About a hundred and fifty thousand years.” 
 
    “Wait. Isn’t that the same time scale as the ending to BSG?” 
 
    He grinned. 
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    He was gone when I got up the following morning. 
 
    I found Maddie in the pool instead. 
 
    “Where’s your spunky young housemate today,” she asked. 
 
    “Gone home. While he still can.” 
 
    “You think it’s going to get that bad?” 
 
    “It’s going to get a lot worse.” 
 
    “Is the world as we know it over?” 
 
    She looked worried. 
 
    “Not over. But it’s going to change for a while.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Some magic users have the gift of farsight. Apparently I trigger them. That’s what we were talking about Christmas day. The news is full of it now, even though our government still denies there’s a problem.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we believe them?” 
 
    I had to stop myself from answering immediately. 
 
    “Do you believe everything you see on tv?” 
 
    “Not everything. But a lot of it.” 
 
    “Time will tell. The next few weeks will see things shake loose. In my opinion.” 
 
    “Are you always this pessimistic?” 
 
    “I’m usually worse.” 
 
    She laughed, which is what I’d hope for. 
 
    “Is there anything I should be doing?” 
 
    “You got the memo from Tony?” 
 
    “The one saying stock two months toilet paper now? I thought that was a joke. As if supermarkets will ever run out of toilet paper.” 
 
    Obviously she hadn’t watched Supernatural. 
 
    “Better safe than sorry. And in any case, for one person, that’s not a lot.” 
 
    “Unless you have chronic bowel problems.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    I was grinning at her now. 
 
    “I’m not telling you that. Okay, I’ll take it seriously. After I get out of this pool, that is.” 
 
    “I think today sometime is probably fine. What else did the memo say to make sure you had plenty of?” 
 
    “You didn’t read it yourself?” 
 
    “Hell no, I didn’t need to.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I started laying in supplies for an extended total lockdown back at the beginning of the year. I may end up eating Claude’s food, and running out of ginger ale, but I’m set for toilet paper, cat food, bottled water, and kitty litter.” 
 
    “Kitty litter?” she laughed. 
 
    “Running out of kitty litter would be a total disaster for the cats. I won’t let that happen. The stuff always runs out at the suppliers once or twice a year, so I keep extra anyway. Now I have extra extras.” 
 
    “Whatever floats your boat.” 
 
    I sighed. She wasn’t taking it seriously. 
 
    “Anyway, I need to eat and find out what I missed overnight. Catchya later.” 
 
    I waved her a goodbye, and headed inside, shutting the glass door behind me. I put a frozen lunch in the microwave, and went to boot up the computer. There wasn’t anything needing an immediate response, so I was back at the microwave before it dinged. 
 
    For once, I didn’t watch something while eating. 
 
    Bud had given me a lot to think about.  
 
    Knowing the end of the world was coming somewhat overshadowed the coming bug and the people doing stupid because stupid which was almost upon us.  
 
    But knowing I was going to be around for another fifty odd years completely changed everything for me. I’d figured at best, I had less than twenty in front of me. And probably less than that. But now? It meant I needed to completely rethink a lot of things.  
 
    And one of those was my writing. I’d been wondering how much longer I could keep it up. My schedule wasn’t onerous, and when it had slipped in the past it was because of spells of bad health, and had spurred me to ensure if it happened again, it wouldn’t matter. But the way I was feeling now, as long as I didn’t catch the new bug, the schedule should be fine into the indefinite future. 
 
    But would the ideas keep flowing? Would the eBook market keep expanding? Just how long could I keep my fans happy?  
 
    In a perfect world I’d be able to keep writing indefinitely, keeping writing good quality stories people wanted to read, and nothing would happen to stop my books being visible. But everything changed in digital publishing every six months, and nothing was certain. And yet, like most authors, some certainty was required. 
 
    Like everyone, there was always doubt in my mind whether the next book would actually sell. And so far, they had, with a very slowly growing reader base. But what would happen when I had to change direction because space detective got stale? Sure, I’d done it before, as I certainly hadn’t started with a detective of any kind, but could I do it again?  
 
    Ah, the angst of being a writer. 
 
    Buck up. For now, I needed to assume that my world would continue as it was. Pay attention to what happens in sales during the madness. Start planning for a longer future. And as Bud suggested, start thinking about how I step up. 
 
    With eating long finished, I finally cleaned up, and texted Tony to see if he had time for a chat. He did, and he turned up ten minutes later. Before he did, I noticed Maddie was no longer in the pool, and not anywhere to be seen. Hopefully she was home now arranging to get toilet paper. 
 
    “What’s up?” he asked, as I waved him to a chair. 
 
    “It’s interesting how the perspective of a young person changes the way you think sometimes.” 
 
    “You mean your house guest?” 
 
    “Yeah. He’s also seen the signs of the coming state of panic. Went home this morning in fact, to make sure he could. But we had some interesting discussions. And he raised some questions in my mind.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell, you’re the glue in Australia between all the various locations magic users are living. Am I right?” 
 
    “More or less.” 
 
    “Who’ll replace you when you leave us one day?” 
 
    “Leave you? I plan to live forever.” 
 
    He laughed, but I didn’t. 
 
    “No doubt, but at some point you’re going to need to pass the job onto someone else.” 
 
    He went serious suddenly. 
 
    “I know. I’ve been looking, but so far no-one has presented themselves as a long enough living person suitable for the job.” 
 
    “I sent my palm off for a reading, and it came back that the join by my wrist could well indicate a plus hundred and twenty lifespan.” 
 
    “Are you saying you want the job?” 
 
    “Do I look like the young upstart looking to push you out?” 
 
    He laughed, and I had to chuckle with him. 
 
    “Maybe fifty years ago you would have been. But if you do have that lifespan…” He stopped and looked at me with a really piercing expression. “You’d be looking for something to do all that time, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Something like that. But also, I’ve been a hermit for a long time in the expectation I was on my way out, and just marking time until oblivion. Maybe not out the door yet, but I thought life was definitely handing me my hat. So it’s time to rethink things, and maybe step up now I’ve found a community I actually fit into again. It’s been a long time.” 
 
    “You don’t fit into the author community?” 
 
    “Of course I do. But we’re spread out all over the world, and who knows if I’ll ever get to meet any of them face to face now? In fact, I’d pretty much given up on traveling already. But the coming madness suggests travel will stop completely for a while. It’s fine when you’re a hermit author with a limited lifespan, but not for someone with potentially another fifty years.” 
 
    “Point. Okay. I’ll think about it too. You want to be in on the meet and greets?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t hurt. I’m still finding things I can do with magic, so as a generalist, so to speak, I might be useful in helping explain it to people. Or demonstrate they’re not unique.” 
 
    “Do you have the tact and subtlety?”  
 
    “I’ve written characters with it. How hard can it be for me to do it myself?” 
 
    He snorted.  
 
    Maybe he had a point. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty Four 
 
      
 
    “Anyway,” I said after a short pause. “Do we have any magic doctors?” 
 
    “You mean a witch doctor?” he grinned. 
 
    “I’ve already done that one.” 
 
    “And you’d deny me the pleasure of saying it?” 
 
    “Hell no, you just did. Medical magic users. Do we have any?” 
 
    “Sure. Why?” 
 
    “I’d like to say the world needs a way of detecting this damned bug, but no-one would believe it if we presented one.” 
 
    “And we can’t anyway.” 
 
    “True, but we should have one if we can do one.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because as much as everyone goes into lockdown…” Lockdown was the big buzzword on the headlines I’d seen. “There will still be contact with outside people. Delivery people. Medical people. Relatives.” 
 
    “But we should be safe.” 
 
    “You know that. I know that. But the rest of the world doesn’t. Who do you think this bug is going to hit worst?” 
 
    He thought about it. 
 
    “Old people. And people with chronic problems.” 
 
    “Old people, yes. Who often have chronic problems. And where do a lot of them live?” 
 
    “In old folks homes. Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah. When our homes have no casualties while others get decimated…” there was a scary thought, “people are going to wonder.” 
 
    “So we need to appear to be locked down so tight that we can say total lockdown works. We have an advantage on most in so far as our health people live onsite, so it’s not like they’re part of the threat.” 
 
    “The trouble is, lockdown is only going to be as effective as the people you come into contact with.” 
 
    “So you’re saying we need a magical detection system for the bug, so we can avoid people who have it completely?” 
 
    “That would be a huge advantage. But also the delivery side of things has to be air gapped. Deliveries get left somewhere secure, observed but not in contact range. Once the delivery person has left, then stuff gets brought in. It has to not only be a physical setup, but be something everyone abides by, and follows whatever the official guidelines are if we ever get any. Then and only then can we say we locked down so successfully the bug didn’t get in.” 
 
    “Is that even feasible?” 
 
    “It has to be. Otherwise the ‘what the fuck’ factor will smack us on the arse when someone figures out we seem to be immune.” 
 
    “You’re assuming we will be.” 
 
    “No, I’m assuming we can keep it out. Even with the door system allowing people to move around. And we maybe need to see if Ed can change the doors to detect and refuse anyone who has the bug.” 
 
    “So we may need to limit that while lockdown is in effect, just for appearances sake?” 
 
    “Yeah. No more pool visits once it happens. The pool won’t be warm enough for much longer anyway. But I’ve no idea how much other movement there is.” 
 
    “A fair bit. I’ll talk to Ed about that. You want to talk to Edna today?” 
 
    “Edna?” 
 
    “Doctor. She still practices for the main Melbourne complex, and lives there. If anyone can come up with a test, she either will, or she’ll know who we need to bring in. But don’t joke about her being a witch.” 
 
    He grinned at me. 
 
    “I won’t. But I’ll be here when she can get here.” 
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    Seemingly without any warning, the government back flipped over the danger. 
 
    For months they’d emphatically insisted there was no threat, and suddenly over the course of a weekend, they shut the entire country down. Sure they did a few things a few weeks before, but for most people, it was flip a switch time. 
 
    Lockdown. 
 
    The problem was, it was already too late. And they knew that. 
 
    The bug was loose.  
 
    The media began short stroking it.  
 
    Some idiot on an American chat show mentioned something about toilet paper disappearing from supermarket shelves, and within three hours, there was none to buy anywhere in the US. Twelve hours later, the same was true in Australia.  
 
    Social media had photos of people buying three to five year’s supply piled high in a shopping trolley.  
 
    Total madness. 
 
    Supermarkets sold out of all sorts of things at the same time, as people panicked. And the stupid thing about it was if no-one had panicked at all, there would never have been any problem, and not even anything but very short term shortages most people wouldn’t have even noticed. 
 
    The media started parroting rules at us. 
 
    Mask up. Sure. Where did you get them from? I had no clue. No-one said, either. 
 
    Social distance by one and a half meters. Well, duh, I’d been watching swans for years, and they were the experts on social distancing. Although I suspect that’s because they don’t really like each other very much. 
 
    Wash your hands often. Something I already did as a side effect of the cruise I’d been on several decades earlier. I never lost that habit.  
 
    Stop shaking hands. Oh. Well, yes, that made sense. And now I wondered if the colds and flu I’d picked up over the years had come from shaking hands with people who had them, but were not showing obvious symptoms at the time. That was one habit which needed breaking. The same problem was inherent with people who hugged and kissed a greeting. And suddenly the wisdom of the Namaste hands in prayer mode greeting, from a meter and half away, made sense. Not that I’d be doing that. 
 
    Open doors with your arms, not your hands, and press elevator buttons with your elbow. Okay, sounded reasonable. But elbows are problematical, and very painful if you hit the wrong spot. 
 
    I don’t recall the restrictions which followed, as they kept changing, and since I wasn’t going out much, they didn’t really apply to me. Well, they did when I went out, but I had to ask someone each time what they were, once I was there. 
 
    My main issue, as I’d known it would be, was deliveries. Coles and Woolworths stopped delivering, saying they were dedicating delivery services to old folks homes and those most in need. So what was I? Chopped liver?  
 
    Here I was, seventy, no car, no immediate family to shop for me, hardly even knew the neighbours, and now no way to get groceries and basics. Their online systems were still there, but they only booked for a week ahead, and they were all booked out all the time. Nor could I even get onto someone in either supermarket chain to change that for me. 
 
    As things panned out, Tony supplied me what I needed through the magic door, as his supply lines actually got better. He was ordering much bigger quantities, and doing the same thing for magic people all around Australia in the same position I was. 
 
    We were all classified as ‘high risk’ just for our age. And the stupid thing was, suddenly a hell of a lot of people who’d been ordering online for years and were high risk had to rely on people going out to shop, some of whom brought the bug back home with them. 
 
    The thing which incensed me, and required a big effort not to spill out of me as magic, was the Uber Eats system and other hot food delivery services had the capacity to take up the grocery delivery slack, but no-one joined the dots and made it happen. Uber drivers were not getting enough work as people were banned from work and forced to stay home. And yet, they could have kept a whole expanded fleet of Uber drivers busy delivering grocery orders, and for much the same price as the supermarkets charged anyway. And that would have eased the constant panic buying in supermarkets. 
 
    But while some things were bad here, Australia had it really well in comparison to some places in the world though.  
 
    The magic bug detector, that a group of us came up with, was applied to the magic door system across the world, as well as to wherever magic users accepted deliveries. If the warning went off, no-one went anywhere near the goods until well after the delivery people had left.  
 
    When the warnings started about transmission by touch, the detector proved to also detect the bug when no person was there, but it was present on something left behind. But this didn’t happen very often, and people were told how to handle it. Or rather not handle it, and liberally use disinfectant. There were stories going around of people using gloves to completely remove all outer packaging, which was then binned. Other stories of people leaving whole deliveries outside for three days before bringing them in. 
 
    Magic users proved to not be immune. The magic doors wouldn’t let anyone infected through, and for some people, that was the first indication they had the virus. Some got very sick, but none ended up in hospital. And what was in effect a very bad flu from the main symptoms, did take some of us. But they were most likely going to pass with the next actual flu they caught anyway. 
 
    Other things incensed me as well, and those first few months were a trial of trying to keep my magic from manifesting in unexpected ways.  
 
    My first time out of the house after lockdown set in was to get a routine blood test done. My doc emailed me the form, first time ever, and I put a scarf around my face and took an Uber to the nearest testing station. The scarf was inadequate but the best I could do, the driver wasn’t happy, but I sat in the rear seat as instructed, and hid my face in the corner. 
 
    At the collection station they refused to let me in, and I was told to wait outside. A few moments later I was brought a mask, and told how to put it on correctly, emphasizing pinching the bridge of the nose tight. I was silently happy I wasn’t wearing glasses anymore, since I could feel warm breath coming out the top of the mask, and glasses would have started fogging up.  
 
    The wait was expected to be long, mainly because of the number of people getting bug tests, most of whom were waiting outside as well as I was. When I finally made it in, actually faster than normal considering the number of people present, the blood taker was just as efficient as always, and despite the situation and work load, still cheerful. Also happy to be doing a test which was normal. At least for me. 
 
    After leaving, I walked to the toilets, went inside the men’s room, and moved myself home. It worked like a charm, but I realized after I’d created an outward Uber journey, but none going back. And while no-one was going to be looking at my Uber log, if they did, it was suspicious. To the paranoid maybe. In any case, I could have walked home. It wasn’t more than a half hour walk away, but then, I wasn’t known for going for long walks. But maybe I should think about starting up? 
 
    A few days later I had the text to make an appointment with the Doc, and for the first time ever, it was over the phone. The consult itself made me wonder why this hadn’t been available for years. The Doc was surprised at my results, but happy that various issues were heading back towards normal. She asked what I’d done, and I told her my diet had changed. 
 
    It bothered me a bit that I was starting to become a damned good liar.  
 
    There were still people turning seventy and manifesting their first magic, and I went with Tony and Ed for the meet and greet with some of them. Apparently in addition to the person who knew who, where, and when, there was an ex-shrink who could tell you anyone’s mental state when supplied those details. So they knew which ones they needed to be there first thing for, and which ones could wait until after I was up. 
 
    With non-essential travel banned, Ed had to open magic doors so we appeared outside their front door, and the first thing we did after it was opened was check to see if we could be seen appearing. In a couple of cases this was almost a certainty, and instead, we had to appear at the back door, and knock on that. By now, Ed was automatically opening doors which included the magic to scan the entire house for bug infected people, or even the bug laying around dormant somewhere. But it took me and Edna with him to open the first one successfully. We even tested it by opening a door to a house where we knew someone who was infected lived. 
 
    It was interesting seeing people’s reactions to being told they could use magic. And mine in hindsight were pretty tame compared to others. Having me along to demonstrate that others could do unexplainable things, helped smooth things along. Most of the time. In several cases, I improved their solar while they looked at their phone app. 
 
    After leaving, each new person was added to a magical book, including the magic they could do. I took a moment the first time I saw it to check on my own entry. The book defined Ed as having door magic. Tony had administration magic, and Maddie, beauty and hair magic, as I knew. But for me, the entry said ‘cannot classify’. A quick flip through revealed that hadn’t happened with anyone else in the fifty years the book had been going for. Tony told me it originally had said ‘Summoner’, but that had changed to ‘cannot classify’ on my second day with magic. 
 
    Needless to say, the book self-expanded as it needed to, and had been created by a now long gone ex-librarian back in the 1970’s. Apparently every country with magic users had one now, and if a non-magic person ever saw it, it would look like an old atlas, both externally, and inside. Tony had me try and create a new one, and while a new empty book appeared looking exactly like the other one, we wouldn’t be able to tell it worked the same until it was needed somewhere new. 
 
    For me, lockdown was simply validation for being a hermit. I was actually now a government sanctioned hermit, which I thought was pretty funny. And apart from the odd trips to new magic users, I went about my normal routine as I always did. No-one turned up to use the pool, and by the time the worst of lockdown was over, the water was too cold for swimmers anyway. 
 
    After a month of no deliveries, Woolworths changed their system to incorporate people who shouldn’t have been cut off in the first place. Most likely, someone had finally decided to check how many old people on their system couldn’t order at all, and found a lot. I added myself on their site after being invited to prove I was eligible, proved I was seventy to their satisfaction, and a few days later was able to order again.  
 
    Not long after that, Coles followed, and my ordering went back to normal. Except for when they substituted something I felt was inappropriate, on the basis of making sure people at least got something. I wondered how people with diabetes or allergies were doing with this, given they’d be ordering very specific products to avoid whatever they couldn’t eat and drink, and getting what could be lethal for them, or at least have dire consequences. I tried to point that out to both supermarket chains, but no-one was listening. 
 
    I felt better about doing my own ordering, as the whole time I was getting Ginger Ale and stuff through Tony, he never billed me for any of it. 
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    The months of 2020 went past as fast as they usually did. 
 
    State borders were opened, then closed, then opened, and closed again. I forget how many times.  
 
    Mandates were eased, then changed, then hardened back up again, and people started talking ‘second wave’. 
 
    For me, there was a rise in book sales and reading, although not significantly. Paperbacks resurged with online buying while bookshops closed for good. I started putting my own paperbacks out there, now that I found the method for doing them was easier than last time I’d looked. 
 
    I kept to my usual schedule for releases, more or less, and was on target for what I now considered my normal number of words published for the year. 
 
    Tony let me go with Ed for meet and greet on my own several times, and I met the heads of the magic communities in the US and UK. Neither were happy to come to Melbourne, but the fact they could get through the magic doors, meant they were bug clean. We were not going to either places. Both were under pressure given the relative situations there. In the US something as simple as mask wearing became a political issue, and I didn’t even want to understand how that happened.  
 
    Magic communities in general had survived the year pretty well, but where the bug was persistent, the lack of death rates showed up, and even though they demonstrated they were bucking the trend and successfully keeping it out through zero contact, there was doubt cast at them that it was even possible. 
 
    I pondered about it afterward, especially about magic to change people’s thoughts, a la ‘go home and rethink your life’, but wasn’t sure how to go about doing that. Tony actually woke me up the following morning ringing my phone until I answered it, to ask what the hell I’d done now, given that a number of people who’d been trying to prove something special was going on had suddenly seemed to forget all about it. He’d had phone calls about it from both the UK and US wondering how it’d happened. 
 
    I assured him I’d seen nothing, heard nothing, and done nothing. But I’m not sure he believed me. And I wasn’t sure it had been me. Or not me. Anyone who’d been a person manipulator, such as a successful salesman, could have activated the magic to change minds when they turned seventy. 
 
    Overall, the Gold Coast faired very well, partly by the state government locking the borders at the slightest bug whiff, and the bug came nowhere near where I lived even when it did turn up. 
 
    My seventy first birthday came and went with the usual lack of fanfare, except that Claude had brought me a birthday cake for lunch, and stayed to have a large slice of it. I’d made it quite clear I was long past birthday parties, and didn’t want one. Last year had been bad enough. But I never turned down cake. 
 
    A year down the track with magic in my system had lessened a lot of my aches and pains, and after the last lot of tests, I simply forgot about any further ones. Deliberately. So far, no-one had tried to find out why I’d not been in. 
 
    Halloween was washed out this year. Even though it wasn’t forbidden, it totally pissed down, and no-one ventured out in my area. Maybe it was just as well. 
 
    By early November, people started turning up to swim in the pool again. Mainly because they were allowed to, and partly because the water was now great to be in. But it took our ‘pool guy’ to tell everyone that. 
 
    But one day I found no-one out there first thing in my morning, and instead found Bud stretched out on the couch. My cats quickly joined him for a pat. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “How long have you been there?” 
 
    “Only about five minutes. I checked first as to when you’d be coming out, and also had to wait while a few swimmers departed.” 
 
    “By checked you mean remote viewing?” 
 
    “Sure. Been able to get it working yet?” 
 
    “Nope. I try every now and then, but it never works.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll see if I can help you get it working.” 
 
    “How long is it since I last saw you? You were here in March. It’s now November.” 
 
    “Couple of days. I need a break again.” 
 
    His tone suggested something had happened. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Ended the war and yelled at an entire planet of people, after which I smashed all their screens.” 
 
    I laughed. He looked pained. 
 
    “Did that work?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet. The war is ended, at least for now. I’ll get a warning if they try to leave their galaxy again, at which time I’ll know it didn’t work.” 
 
    “Leave their galaxy?” 
 
    “Yeah. Smaller one than ours, and not spiral. They developed a magic based faster than light drive.” 
 
    “Is that good?” 
 
    “Not really. It means nowhere is safe from them if they decide to go there. And as magic users with superiority complexes, and a might makes right philosophy, they’re bad news. For now, it’s sorted though.” 
 
    “How did the relationship go?” 
 
    “In a couple of days? Not far, although good. I sent her to get some mage training she desperately needs.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” 
 
    “Couple of months, I think. Up to her really.” 
 
    “Taking a risk you won’t see her again?” 
 
    “Possibly. But I doubt it. Anyway, I’m on vacation, possibly for several months. What’s on the viewing list?” 
 
    “How long do you want to stay?” 
 
    “How long can I?” 
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    I found it amazing that a seventy something and a twenty something could get on so well. 
 
    Bud found a lot of what was on my disc shelves to be to his taste, as well as some of my old books. He’d never read a paper book before, and did so just for the experience of it, choosing one of the series I had which wasn’t something I had digital versions of. Instead of reading the one book, he read all of them.  
 
    Then, and only then, did he tell me he had all of them available in digital form anyway. Apparently most of the books from now survive into the twenty seventh century in some family’s private database, as well as in what publishing became by then. Those books which the private database had but no-one else did were being brought back.  
 
    I refrained from asking if my own books survived until then. Every author would hope so, and the new digital revolution certainly made it possible, barring planet wide EMP disasters. Bud didn’t volunteer it either, and if he had access to a database from the future, he certainly would be able to check. I especially didn’t want to know how many books I eventually wrote. That was a double edged sword. 
 
    Bud got into the habit of going for a ten kilometer run in the morning, moving himself back from somewhere he couldn’t be observed from, then reading after breakfast for a while. He spent some time in the pool, read some more, and then as soon as I showed up, he continued binge watching something.  
 
    He asked about anything to do with magic, and I mentioned Doctor Strange, but told him that was a long series with it more than half way through, and we needed to start with Captain America, two Hulk movies, and Captain Marvel, before we even started Iron Man and Thor. He had no idea what I was talking about, other than knowing the name Thor, but a second world war movie about a superhero certainly held his attention. 
 
    I didn’t always watch with him, but more often than not did. That went on for most of the day and evening. I suspected though that he also had access to everything I had on disc in the same archive the books were in. But he claimed he loved the experience of watching on a physical screen, with actual speakers. 
 
    We came up with a cover story for him, beginning with being a distant relative of mine from Perth. He’d inherited the family house when his parents died in a car accident, and had sold it to move up here as soon as the borders opened again. He was now out of work, but had enough resources to not worry about it for the time being, and once the world stopped behaving like the inside of a lunatic asylum, he was planning on traveling overseas.  
 
    As summer got started and people used the pool more as restrictions eased, some of them stayed long enough to watch movies or episodes over lunch, afternoon tea, or dinner. 
 
    It put a serious crimp in my hermit story, and I was in serious danger now of becoming a failed hermit. 
 
    Tony and Ed stayed for lunch one day after we did a meet and greet as soon as my caffeine kicked in, and Tony finally noticed Bud. Or more accurately, noticed he was a magician. I think it was the power level Bud gave off which he noticed first. I’d been aware of it myself for some time now, but said nothing. 
 
    The problem was of course, that Bud was twenty, not seventy, so he wasn’t supposed to be radiating any magic power level of any kind. He finally straight out demanded to know who and what Bud was. 
 
    I looked at Bud, and he shrugged, but there was a hint of a grin there. I turned back to Tony, and saw Ed looking totally confused. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said. “Meet Merlin.” 
 
    “Bollocks,” exclaimed Tony. 
 
    “Pull the other one,” said Ed, “it’s got bells on.” 
 
    There was noticeable tug on the left leg of his pants, and once again, the house was full of bells. I think this time one of them was Big Ben. 
 
    Both of them looked shocked. Bud grinned at them, nodded, and vanished. A moment later he reappeared, and we all vanished, appearing on a beach somewhere, where no-one could see us because the dunes blocked all sight from whatever was behind them, and no-one was actually on the beach. I wasn’t sure beaches were on the okay list at this particular time, which might explain no people, but like everything else, I wasn’t really paying attention anymore. 
 
    Tony fell over into the sand, but Ed managed to stay upright.  
 
    “How did you do that?” asked Tony, from the sand. 
 
    He struggled to his feet, and I was suddenly concerned a fall like that might have hurt him. Then again, I had no doubt Bud could fix something like that if need be. 
 
    “Basic movement magic,” said Bud. “Joe can do it himself to get back home.” 
 
    “You can?” said Ed, looking at me, surprise on his face. 
 
    “I’ve done it a couple of times. But I don’t go out much, so no opportunity to practice.” 
 
    “Why only back?” asked Tony. 
 
    “Because you need to check where you’re going before you move,” said Bud, “and that requires remote viewing. Joe can move himself home because it’s a known situation, but not to somewhere he doesn’t know, or has no idea what’s happening there. Actually Joe, that reminds me we need to have a talk about that. I’ve an idea how you can do it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Not now. We need to get back before someone can see us, preventing us from departing.” 
 
    “Can’t you hide us?” asked Ed. 
 
    “Of course. But why bother when you don’t need to?” 
 
    A moment later we were sitting back in my living room. Both of them were staring at Bud. 
 
    “How are you so young?” asked Tony. He laughed at himself. “Listen to me. Someone says he’s Merlin, and I actually believe it. I must be going senile.” 
 
    “It’s a good question though,” added Ed. 
 
    Bud was still grinning. 
 
    “I grew up on a planet where magic was accepted. And was trained early on by a relative who went on to be the most powerful mage known. I’m still learning stuff, even though where I come from, I’m considered a Grand Master Mage.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Ed. “Another planet?” 
 
    “And another time.” 
 
    “So what are you doing here?” blurted Tony. 
 
    “Having a vacation.” 
 
    “Seriously?” asked Ed, and Bud lost it, seeming to find that hilarious. 
 
    “How long are you staying?” asked Tony, when Bud had himself under control again. 
 
    “No idea yet. Until I get called back I guess. I’m waiting for someone to complete her training. Then I’ll be gone.” 
 
    “Back to work?” 
 
    “Something like that. I’m monitoring a few things periodically, and trying to figure out what to do next.” 
 
    “What about?” prompted Ed. 
 
    “Intergalactic warmongering.” 
 
    “What?” they both exclaimed, causing him to start chuckling again. 
 
    Bud didn’t say any more though. 
 
    “Are you here for Christmas?” Tony asked him. 
 
    “Probably. Why?” 
 
    “We do a big dinner in Melbourne for magic users who don’t have anything else to go to or be part of. You’d be welcome to come.” 
 
    “How does that work?” I asked. 
 
    “Most years we have a few people there who aren’t yet magic users, but they know it exists. It’s very hard to hide in some families, and when it comes out, the families accept it and keep the secret. Didn’t happen last year, but I know there’s a couple of younger people coming this year. Not Merlin’s, I mean, Bud’s age though. And yeah, we need to keep that secret, and continue the ruse he’s a family member of Joe’s. Since magic often runs in families, no-one will question it. Especially since everyone knows I won’t allow someone along who isn’t likely to be a magic user.” 
 
    “Is there anyone who can determine that?” I asked. 
 
    “Not that I know of,” said Ed, “although we started this with Tony knowing something was different about Bud. So he must be able to detect something.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure what it was,” he admitted. 
 
    They looked at me. 
 
    “I know when someone has the power,” I said. “Everyone we’ve done the meet and greet with has been obvious. But I don’t really get the chance to see anyone else. And the rare occasions I’ve been away from home this year, I’ve not seen anyone with any power.” 
 
    “Let’s see what you see at Christmas then,” said Tony. 
 
    I could see Bud wanted to go, but not why. He’d made very little attempt to socialize with anyone. Although he was friendly enough when others intersected with him. Maybe he wanted ‘the experience’ to compare to what he was used to. 
 
    “That will be interesting,” said Ed. 
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    There were no restrictions in force for Christmas 2020. 
 
    Not that it really mattered for door magic using people. 
 
    Tom contacted me on December fifteenth about if I wanted a tree or not this year, and I said yes. It was there the next morning. So was a lot of long strands of coloured lights out around the back deck, and the front door. When I checked them out, they were all solar, and the control boxes were oriented to catch the optimal amount of sunlight. That night, the outside of the house was enough to give anyone going past serious eye strain. But it did look nice with all the lights inside turned off, and the tree lights going as well. 
 
    I could see Bud was taking an interest in the whole lead up to Christmas thing, so I assumed where he came from didn’t do it, just putting something together on the day. He confirmed that later. His people didn’t have anything like Christmas, the Imperium had AIs and robotic servants to put things together for the day, and then remove them again, and wherever he was these days was somewhere which he assumed did something, but he hadn’t been invited to one yet, mainly because he’d never been there on the day. 
 
    The biggest problem I had during the last couple of weeks into Christmas day was trying to figure out a gift for Bud. I mean, what could you give to Merlin that he couldn’t create for himself? Except, as I argued it about over a few days, it wasn’t about that at all. It was about figuring out what might make him happy, or at least, laugh a lot in the moment of opening. 
 
    It had actually been a few years since I’d wrapped presents for anyone, and that last time had just been new catnip toys for the cats. Since then I hadn’t bothered. The cats didn’t seem to be interested anymore. I hadn’t been interested anymore. And in all likelihood, without this magic lark, I still wouldn’t have been. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t embracing Christmas the way I had in my younger days, and if it came to me putting a tree up by myself it still wouldn’t happen, but I could feel myself changing for the better. A few gifts for a house guest, though, was just a matter of some thought, and ordering from the right place to get them quickly. Parcel delivery was not up to the standard of previous years, but they were at least getting delivered, especially if you paid the premium for courier instead of mail. 
 
    A week before Christmas Day, the neighbours on one side moved out. I happened to catch them out the front as I checked the mailbox, with them watching their furniture truck disappear up the street, before turning to completing the packing of their car. They were going back to Sydney to be near their kids, they said. The stress of not knowing if travel was going to be possible for Christmas and birthdays, on top of the impossibility of relatives getting in to see anyone who caught the bug and ended up in hospital, was too much for some people. 
 
    Apparently a real estate agent had knocked on their door at just the right time in their decision making process, with a cashed up buyer and looking to move here from big city suburbia which was subject to lockdowns on a regular basis. It was a common story at the moment. The uncertainty of the whole year had played havoc with families who were spread out across the country. So many were moving in all directions the real estate market had gone crazy, as had selling prices, especially here. I hated to think how much over the odds it had taken to get them to accept a first offer instead of seeing what the market would actually pay for it. 
 
    I wished them well, even though I’d hardly seen much of them, and left them to packing their car. I didn’t see them go, but they did leave their bins out for that week’s collection. I idly pondered if someone was moving in before Christmas, but as it happened, no-one did. No surprise, as moving is hard work at the best of times, and doing it right before a major day of the year is basically madness. But then, I guess if you had to according to settlement dates, that’s what you did. Probably helped if at the other end, someone else was running Christmas. 
 
    Someone else was running my Christmas. Tony. All I had to do was turn up. I had discussed the protocols of presents with him though. It had long ago been decided that gift giving wasn’t a thing, with the exception of presents for those not getting any otherwise. Although I knew from last year this wasn’t always followed.  
 
    While people who were friends did it before arriving for Christmas lunch and then turned up as a group, I couldn’t really say I was on gift giving friendship level with anyone. Colleague basis with a few was about as close as it was. After all, I was a failing hermit, and even if I had more contact with people now, I still wasn’t close to anyone enough for presents. 
 
    I’d also told him to discourage the sort of presents I’d received last year, as I’d long since rationaled doing solar and odd summoning jobs for people as me giving back to the community, and didn’t see it as requiring any recognition or repayment. He just laughed. 
 
    Christmas Eve saw Bud ensconced in front of the tv watching the Christmas Carols. I’d tried to tell him it wasn’t live, being a repeat from a previous live event, but he didn’t care. He’d never seen anything like it. I’d long since given up on carols, and spent most of the evening on my computer, although I’d watched from behind the couch every now and then for a good one. There were actually a few good carols, as long as I didn’t hear them very often. 
 
    One of the things I liked about being a hermit and having everything delivered was missing three months of carols in the shopping malls. Definitely a good reason for being a hermit, in my opinion. Bud on the other hand had actually gone and done the Christmas shopping experience. Not so much the shopping part, but he’d taken an Uber to the biggest mall in the area, and spent an afternoon walking around soaking up the carols, checking out the stores, and watching people walking around looking hassled. 
 
    He’d even created a mask for himself so he fit into local regulations. Uber were enforcing them now, and while mall corridors were technically exempt, going into stores required them. He came back with stories about just how bizarre and pointlessly some masks were being worn. 
 
    The carols ended, and he called me in, waving me to a chair. 
 
    “I think I know how to solve your remote viewing issue.” 
 
    “I didn’t know I had an actual issue.” 
 
    “You can’t do it. That’s an issue.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “I do.” His look dared me to disagree. “Got your phone?” 
 
    “You want me to dial where I want to go?” 
 
    “Ah, no. Phone?” 
 
    I thought phone into left hand, and it appeared there. 
 
    “Okay,” he went on. “What did they tell you your skill was at first?” 
 
    “Summoning.” 
 
    “Right. So why can’t you summon an all-around image of somewhere to your phone, as if it was recorded and sent by someone?” 
 
    I thought about it. Might be possible. The deck outside was dark. Even the lights had run out of battery now. The tree was still on, so there was a bit of light going out, even though we were basically sitting in the dark illuminated only by the tree lights. There were a lot of tree lights. 
 
    A moment later, the phone screen lit up, and rotated around three sixty degrees of a point out in the middle of the deck, giving me a partial view of the lake, the garden, us sitting in a crazily lit room on the other side of the pool, and next door’s fence. It even included my outside water fountain. 
 
    I looked at Bud, but he said nothing, so I stood, and moved myself to the center point out on the deck. Out there, I did the same thing for where I’d come from, and moved back. 
 
    “Try just looking at something, not related to moving yourself.” 
 
    I thought about what wouldn’t be intrusive for anyone, and remembered the house next door was empty. Unfortunately, the screen was very black. I thought ‘ignore the dark’, and the image now revolved around the main living room next door, showing me it was completely empty. 
 
    “I think that works,” I told him. “How do you do it?” 
 
    “When you fly ships in space, I guess you have a completely different awareness of what is around you. So for me, it’s always been like I simply see using my eyes, replacing what was in front of them with where I wanted to see. But normally when I do it, I’m not moving around. Seated or standing in one place usually. Some mages close their eyes for it, but I don’t need to.” 
 
    “I can understand that. It’d be a bit like people using one of the live talk apps on their phone as they walk down the street, and walking into another person, or a street pole.” 
 
    “People really do that?” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” 
 
    “This really is a weird century.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with him about that. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Twenty Nine 
 
      
 
    I was up a bit earlier than normal the following morning. 
 
    The need to shower, dress in last year’s gift of new finery, and time to give Bud his present before we went to lunch, defined my get up time. 
 
    Before going to bed, I’d still put in my writing time, and Marshall King had once again narrowly avoided going out the airlock, after too much alcohol at the office Christmas party had dulled his wits further than he’d realized when getting the call on the location of the baddie he was tracking. He shouldn’t have gone out at all, but did. Such are the choices of life, and sometimes a drink too many was fatal. Not this time, but it was a close thing. 
 
    Bud was waiting for me in the living room. He too was dressed in finery, although as far as I knew, he’d not brought those clothes with him, or bought them. In fact, I didn’t remember him arriving with any luggage. I guess he didn’t need to. He just summoned or created what he needed. 
 
    There were two parcels under the tree. I’d put his there myself on my way to bed, long after he’d turned in himself, and there’d been nothing else there then. 
 
    “Merry Christmas,” he said. 
 
    “Merry Christmas,” I echoed back at him. 
 
    I reached down and pulled his parcel out from under the tree, and handed it to him. He sat down in the lounge chair which was now basically his. 
 
    “What do I do with this?” he asked, although I was pretty sure he was punking me. 
 
    “It’s a gift. It’s what we do on Christmas day. So you open it.” 
 
    He very carefully started pulling the tape off, trying not to rip the paper. 
 
    “Ripping the paper is the whole point.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it can’t not be ripped, so we make it the main thing.” 
 
    He looked like he thought he was being punked. 
 
    He ripped the rest, and looked at what was inside. On the top was a plastic blowup doughnut, so he’d have his own in the pool if the rest were being used. It even looked like a real doughnut, with sprinkles on top. He smiled when he saw the blown up image on the packaging. 
 
    Underneath was a shirt. I was pretty sure it was his size. He looked it over, then looked at the one I was wearing. While not identical, it was just as loud, and just as busy. He grinned at me.  
 
    “Back in a minute,” he said, and left for his room. 
 
    Christmas was the one day of the year when if doing anything, the polo shirt didn’t cut it. The shirt I was wearing was new, but almost exactly copied one of my old ones. I’d washed it the last time I did polo shirts, and had managed to use magic to remove all the wrinkles after the first three attempts made them worse. 
 
    He returned, now wearing the shirt, went over to the tree, retrieved the other parcel, and handed it to me. It was flat and the size of a document envelope, and after I ripped the paper off, I found it was. I slid out the contents, and found there was a document, but it had a post it note stuck to it as well. There was still some weight in the bottom end, so I shook it out. A set of keys hit my hand. My eyes opened wide. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked him. 
 
    “You can read?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I believe it.” 
 
    “Believe it. It’s the deed to the property next door.” 
 
    “Why are you giving me that?” 
 
    I noticed the deed already had my name on it as the latest owner. 
 
    “Let’s just say, in the years to come you might need to have people to stay, and this gives you more bedrooms, and gives them their own space so your privacy is not invaded too much.” 
 
    “Why would I need that?” 
 
    “You’ll work it out.” 
 
    I looked at the post it note. It looked like a bank account number and an online login. 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “The funds you’ll need to pay the bills for the house with.” 
 
    “Err. Why?” 
 
    “Because as well as you do with your books, I seriously doubt you can support two houses without a diminishing effect over time.” 
 
    “I could rent that one out.” 
 
    “So you could,” he said, in a tone which suggested I wasn’t going to. 
 
    He hugged me before I could say anything more. 
 
    It was the first time we’d embraced, and magically, he felt like I’d hugged a blazing furnace. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty 
 
      
 
    Tony had seated us at the same table. 
 
    We weren’t the last to arrive, but we were close. Before being called to be seated, I scanned the crowd looking at magic power levels. When I say look, I was seeing what some might call an aura, although no aura photo I’d ever seen was like these. I was amazed at the range. Some had almost no power at all, while others blazed with it. One of these looked to be about thirty five, but given the long lived and magical had a habit of looking younger than their true age, I guessed nearer forty five.  
 
    The other young ones were in their sixties, and two of them looked frail, which possibly had earned them an early place in an old folk’s home. Ugg! I was starting to hate that term. I needed a better descriptor for them. Retirement complex perhaps. In any case, if they were relatives of magic users and knew it, and approaching seventy when their magic kicked in, I could see Tony making an exception for them. 
 
    I noticed Bud had also seen them, and I watched him go over to each in turn, introduce himself, and after a few words, casually brushed a hand against them as he moved on. Both of their expressions changed to surprise, and they sat up a little straighter immediately. He introduced himself to the other ‘young ones’ as well, but didn’t touch them. Tony called out for us to be seated as he was coming back to me with a smile on his face. 
 
    We weren’t sitting next to each other, but opposite, so I wasn’t able to ask him what he’d done, but I was pretty sure he’d done some quick healing magic on them. The ladies on either side of me were faces I recognized from last year, but I’d not been formally introduced. Nat from last year was three tables over, and Shirl was at the next table beyond.  
 
    Tony led us in the toast for absent friends, and then the elves came in bearing parcels. The same little girl who’d brought me mine last year brought one up to Bud. She looked a trifle less shy this time, and she returned Bud’s surprised smile as she handed it to him, and then quickly skipped off. He looked at me, and I nodded. 
 
    Before he could unwrap it, laughter sounded from across the room, and one of the younger ones brandished a wooden wand in the air, and pretended to cast a spell with it. Someone across the table mimed being wounded by it. Bud caught the byplay, grinned, and quickly had the wrapping off, revealing he too had a wooden wand. 
 
    “Is that…” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “A Harry Potter wand.” 
 
    We’d watched the whole series after the Marvel universe. The lack of a third movie for the prequel trilogy had been a downer way of finishing up, but I had the feeling he had access to the third movie anyway, but wasn’t going to spoil it for me. 
 
    Someone on the gift giving committee obviously had a sense of humour. The rest of the table were grinning, and in fact, looking around, most of the room were. Bud shook his head slightly, and I guessed he’d been sorely tempted to do some actual magic with the wand, but managed to stop himself. He then looked at me for a moment, and let his own grin out. I felt something appear in my lap, and looked down. There was a small pile of what looked like leather belt pouches, looking designed for putting the wand at your hip. I looked over at him, and he raised his eyebrows a couple of times. 
 
    I waited for the present opening to end, and the elves to have all left, before checking the helping staff hadn’t returned yet and rapidly getting to my feet, and placing the pouches on the table in front of me. 
 
    “Excuse me for a moment,” I said, loud enough to cut through the chatter, which quickly died. “Could those with new wands please raise them in the air so we can all see them?” 
 
    They did so, grinning madly, including Bud. I concentrated for a moment on getting the movement right, and the pouches vanished one by one from in front of me, and appeared on each wand. They were upside down to how they should be worn, but that didn’t matter now. There was a round of applause for the magic display, and I sat down again. The buzz of noise increased again, until Claude rose and bid everyone to eat. 
 
    I touched my plate, and it filled with food very much like last year. Bud had been watching for how it was done, and followed my lead. Everyone got stuck in. Conversation was general and sporadic until people started slowing down. I heard Bud giving his cover story to a lady next to him, which was accepted without question. If he felt any discomfort at being basically a child in a room full of geriatrics, he didn’t show it, and he looked like he was enjoying himself. 
 
    Dessert was Christmas pudding, with me tapping the bowl and Bud following suit, again without the brandy butter for me, but more than made up for it with thickened cream. Bud had the full dessert, and appeared to be enraptured with it. It was that good. I also noticed he’d been drinking champagne. Or at least, he was using a champagne glass. Who knew what was actually in it, although it looked the right colour to match everyone else’s. 
 
    Unable to resist, I pushed the empty bowl off the plate, and tapped it. Both colour mousse appeared, with a large slab of Black Forest cake, and an equally large wedge of Pavlova. Bud looked at my plate with an expression of awe, and immediately tapped his. He received the same. I grinned at him, but he was already spooning the first mouthful of chocolate mousse into his mouth. I did the same. 
 
    As everyone else was drinking coffee, and in some cases what looked like port, I noticed Edna the doc was sitting next to Tony, and the two of them appeared to be arguing. Edna cast a look in my direction almost immediately, and our gazes locked for a moment, before she looked back at Tony. Whatever was going on there, he wasn’t happy about it. 
 
    I waited for Bud to finish, and the two of us headed for the magic door corridor. Tony intercepted us before we got there. 
 
    “May I join you at your place?” he asked me. “There’s something I need to ask you.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty One 
 
      
 
    “I was wondering how long Bud is staying with you?” 
 
    We were seated in the living room, me with my forgotten morning Red Bull in hand. The downside of caffeine drinks is the body expects them, and I’d missed the first thing drink this morning, with the result I had a slight caffeine withdrawal headache coming on. That was kicked quite quickly. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “Edna is worried about me continuing to live in Melbourne. She wants me up here in the heat and humidly. She suggested I rent your spare room once Bud has moved on.” 
 
    “We can do better than that,” said Bud. “We bought the house next door, which has five bedrooms. I’ll be off soon, so you could house sit the place. Or call it a meeting place, and run meetings from it. I was planning some renovations, and maybe you can advise on them as well.” 
 
    His mouth was hanging open. 
 
    “You did what?” 
 
    “I had funds to invest and the opportunity came up not long after I arrived here, so we took it. Joe likes his quiet, but I figured there was a need for accommodation here, and we took a punt I was right. Seems I was.” 
 
    “Do you have a layout plan?” 
 
    “None was ever done, since it never made it onto the sales websites. Why?” 
 
    “Just curious. How many bathrooms?” 
 
    “Two. Main, and one off the master bedroom. Both need work, and I was planning on doing an upgrade tomorrow.” 
 
    “Hold off on that for now. Let’s get Jonesy here to both make a plan, and see what can be done with it.” 
 
    A moment later a man was standing there in front of us. 
 
    “What just happened?” he asked, looking around wildly. 
 
    “My bad,” muttered Bud.  
 
    Tony shot him a look, transferred it to me, and then looked at him. 
 
    “Hi Jonesy. Sorry. We were just discussing a new house purchase next door, and thinking about getting you here to do the plan, and see what modifications can be made to it. Unfortunately, Joe’s had too much brandy butter, and the moment I mentioned you, his magic summoned you.” 
 
    I shot him a look, but went with it. For the first time it occurred to me he was a much better liar than I was becoming. 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered. 
 
    “Did we interrupt you in the middle of anything important?” went on Tony. 
 
    “Hell no, but the missus is going to be pissed about me vanishing in the middle of doing the dishes.” 
 
    “You don’t use a dishwasher for that?” asked Bud. 
 
    “Why spend the money on something we do using magic? Still takes time though, I’ll admit.” 
 
    “So you’ve got time now?” asked Tony. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    They both looked at me. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, and rose. 
 
    I led them out the front door, locking it behind me. It was habit more than any real need to do so. Then I unlocked it again, went inside, and fetched the keys to next door from where I’d left them before going to lunch, and relocked the door after me again. 
 
    Next door, I found the right key for the front door, and led them in. The entrance led into a large living room, like mine with a view of the lake out the windows, and then into a kitchen. Jonesy headed in there, and stopped at the main bench area. He looked at me after we followed him in. 
 
    “Can you summon some paper for me?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure. Why do you need it?” 
 
    “I can’t create paper, but I can turn blank paper into plans. So I keep a stack of the right size paper in my office, and take it with me when I need to do new ones.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Half dozen is the usual.” 
 
    I flicked a glance at Bud, and a moment later, the paper was on the bench. 
 
    “Thanks, Joe.” 
 
    Bud grinned at me, but I don’t think the others noticed. 
 
    Jonesy moved the paper to where he could touch a wall with his left hand, and the paper with his right. His eyes closed, and the paper suddenly had an architect’s house plan on it. He opened his eyes again, stopped touching the wall, and flipped through the sheets. One of them even had the position of all the sewage, water, and storm water pipes across the whole property. He let them fall back, with the house plan overview on top. 
 
    “What’s your plan for the house?” he asked. 
 
    “Short term stays, mostly,” said Tony. “Although the doc wants me to stay here for a while.” 
 
    “How long a while?” 
 
    “Longer than I want.” 
 
    Jonesy grinned, and led us into the master bedroom, and then into the en suite. 
 
    “Needs work,” he commented. 
 
    “On my list of things to organize,” said Bud.  
 
    Jonesy led us to the main bathroom. 
 
    “Needs even more work.” 
 
    He continued on a tour of the other bedrooms. All of them looked a bit small as far as I could see, making me think the house had originally been designed for a large family with small kids. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, after looking at the last one, and heading back to the kitchen, where he waited for all of us to join him. “No-one leaves the kitchen until I say so.” 
 
    He shifted each of the sheets of paper so each layer had a corner visible, then laid his left hand so it was touching all the sheets, and put his right hand down in the middle of the top sheet. His eyes closed, and remained so for almost a minute. When his hands came away, at first I couldn’t see any difference. But then I noticed the internal measurements of each bedroom had changed, and inside each room was now an en suite and walk in robe. The master bedroom already had them, but now they were bigger. The bedroom itself was now big enough to be called a bedsit.  
 
    We did a tour of the bedrooms again, and each one was indeed larger, now the size of the original master before it was upsized as well, with an en suite and robe off it. The bathroom however had nothing in there except the pipes it needed. Jonesy look apologetic. 
 
    “Sorry. I do building changes, but not bathroom renovations.” 
 
    “No problem,” I said. “I know someone who does. This is amazing all the same.” 
 
    “Is the dining and living rooms going to be big enough?” asked Tony, and Jonesy led us to the dining room. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be?” I asked. 
 
    “The bedrooms are big enough for a queen sized bed now, so it’s possible each room might have a couple in it. So potentially ten people at a time. Will this dining room take a table which seats ten comfortably? Eleven if Joe’s invited?” 
 
    Jonesy looked around. 
 
    “Probably not. Six no problems, but not ten. Or eleven.” He led us into the living room. “And yeah, by the time you get seating for ten or eleven in here, it’s going to be cramped.” 
 
    He went back to the kitchen, and laid hands on the plans again. 
 
    “Everyone close their eyes,” he commanded. 
 
    “Why?” asked Bud. 
 
    “Because when you can see the changes being made, it can be very disorienting.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    I shot him a glance, and then shut my eyes. 
 
    “All closed?” 
 
    We told him yes, but I somehow knew Bud had his open.  
 
    There was a pause, not quite as long as last time. 
 
    “Okay, you can open them again.” 
 
    The dining room was now larger, and the living room much larger. 
 
    “What happens to cause disorientation?” I asked. 
 
    “The whole room shimmers, then seems to expand outwards. First time I did it I passed out and scared the shit out of my wife, who’d thought I’d killed myself doing too much. Now I don’t let anyone watch, including me.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Bud. “Now we can get going on renovations.” 
 
    I had the distinct feeling his version of renovations had nothing at all to with what the rest of us thought renovations meant. 
 
    “What do I owe you?” I asked Jonesy. 
 
    “I still owe you. You did my solar last year, and I’m only too happy to pay that back. Is there anything you want done in your house?” 
 
    “Not at the moment,” I said. “But let me think about it.” 
 
    “Fine. Can you put me back where you found me, but not where my wife or cat are standing?” 
 
    “Of course. Thanks again.” 
 
    He nodded, and was suddenly gone. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Two 
 
      
 
    The next couple of hours were spent at my computer, looking at bathroom and kitchen displays. 
 
    Bud made it quite clear that cost wasn’t a factor, but I’m not sure Tony realized the actual cost was going to be zero. So we looked at designs and website photos of top of the line work, and then at fixtures and fittings. If I understood what Bud was planning, the only things bought were going to be the appliances needed. Oven, cook top, dishwasher, and outside, hot water heater.  
 
    The house didn’t have solar, but mine did, and I had the feeling that part of it would be copied. Come to think of it though, all Bud probably needed to do with appliances was visit a showroom, and copy one of the floor models to the house. So maybe there wasn’t going to be any cost at all. 
 
    Was that stealing? Bit of a grey area. Copying wasn’t stealing in itself, except at an Intellectual Property level. Nothing was taken from stores or warehouses. But, neither was anyone getting paid their normal markups. On the other hand, if he copied lemons, or faulty units, there wasn’t going to be any service calls to fix them, as there was no sales documentation. Somehow though, I didn’t think not working or breaking down any time soon was going to be an issue. But who knew how long the copy would last in comparison to the original? 
 
    Tony went back to Melbourne before us, to make sure the dinner preparations were on track. Bud led me outside to look at my solar system. I had to explain to him the basics of how it worked, including the stupid limitations imposed by the power companies through the government.  
 
    My system was a standard five thingamy, the panels capable of generating six thingamies in summer. The battery stored thirteen. Any excess once the battery was full was channeled back to the grid, the power company paying about half for it of what they charged for the same amount being used.  
 
    While most of the time, just me in the house rarely used the whole battery overnight, it did happen in the middle of summer, and the middle of winter. Up until I’d improved the generation, the battery often wasn’t completely charged on cloudy days, especially in winter. Now it always was. A cap on what they paid a full rate for was now in effect, so only the first eight going back into the grid was lowering my bill at the published buy rate. So far, no-one had enquired how my system seemed to be over performing, and I’d not heard from anyone else either. Maybe they just weren’t expecting it, so never checked. It never quite cancelled the bill though, so as long as I was paying something, maybe the warning bells never went off. 
 
    Bud spent some time looking at it, then touched me on the shoulder. My awareness expanded so fast and far that I gasped, but then it narrowed to the solar system. I felt energy I had no idea even existed flow towards me, and a second and third battery appeared. A moment later, the entire system was duplicated to the house next door. Then it vanished, as did the two new batteries on my system. Bud removed his hand from my shoulder, and the shock of losing what had felt wonderful, was almost unbearable. 
 
    He led me back inside without saying anything, but all I could think of was the sheer power this man commanded, and that now all the stories about him, no matter how outlandish they sounded, had to be true. He could do anything with that power, up to and including destroying this planet, or creating a copy of it. I wondered if he already had. Copy, not destroy. 
 
    “Don’t try to do that,” he said, when he saw my face back in the living room. 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me that. The raw power I felt you commanding is way beyond me.” 
 
    He looked doubtful for a moment, but said nothing further. We checked the solar stats, and as well as producing at maximum, the battery capacity was showing triple what it had before, and the second battery was already being charged. 
 
    “What happens if someone comes to maintain the system,” I asked him. 
 
    “They won’t see the extra batteries, or the over-production. Next door, no-one will see the system at all. The house will just start using a great deal less power, which can be attributed to a change of ownership, and the house not being used much.” 
 
    “Will that work?” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m Merlin.” 
 
    The grin accompanying that statement made it a joke, but I believed him anyway. 
 
    After a quick bathroom visit, we met back at the door to go back to Melbourne for dinner. As with the previous year, the room was smaller, and with less people and tables in it. We found our seats, this time next to each other, and then went to the buffet for prawns. 
 
    Bud had no idea what a prawn was. I told him the Americans called it a shrimp, and he hadn’t heard that name either. He had heard of lobster, crab, and oysters though. I picked up a prawn, magically removed the external shell, head, and spinal passage, and handed it to him. He tasted it warily, but after the first tiny bite, ate the rest in two. 
 
    “Nice,” he said, and took his own plate. “And nice trick with the preparation. In fact, I’m finding what some of you can do quite amazing.” 
 
    Plates full, we went back to our seats, and began eating. 
 
    “I don’t get that,” I told him, quietly. 
 
    “Don’t get what?” 
 
    “You finding what we do amazing.” 
 
    “You’re implying I can do anything?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t. I can brute force anything, but some things require actual knowledge. Like changing the plans of the house. Except for the basic plan, most of what Jonesy did was beyond my understanding. I could demolish the existing house, and put a new one to the plan specs in its place, but I’ve no idea how he makes rooms bigger. I can see what you did with that prawn, but I wouldn’t have thought about doing that at all. Nor do I know anything about hair, so your goatee wouldn’t be something I could do without finding out how. What I can do is touch someone and give them the power to do something they know how to do.” 
 
    “Is that why you touched me?” 
 
    “Of course not. I just wanted you to experience some of what is out there. I don’t think you’ll ever need to access it, but if someone disputes you met Merlin, you’ll be able to describe that energy feeling to them.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I have the words for that.” 
 
    “You’ll find them. Words are what you do now.” 
 
    “Words? I wish I could talk to a real space detective. It might help me with my next book. I sometimes wonder if what I’m writing will all be proved to be total crap in only a few years’ time, once we get some real stuff happening in orbit.” 
 
    “What do they call that again?” 
 
    “Not ageing well. Like some of the space opera written in the nineties, where tech we take for granted right now was never even thought of. So the absence of things dates the work.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Wi-Fi. Ships without Wi-Fi seem strangely obsolete now. And mobile phones. Internet on ships and stations. Interconnectedness in general. No-one predicted the rise of smartphones. Trek did predict the pad and the tablet, but no-one saw what really became reality, so even eighties and nineties Trek is dating badly. The flat screen. Don’t get me started about flat screens.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “I’ve seen the progression of the tech first hand, but I never considered how novels and other forms of writing might be predicting what comes, or being shown to have a lack of prediction. How do you think you fit in that way?” 
 
    “I’ve no real idea. Hence me wanting to talk to a real space detective.” 
 
    “I’ll think about that. It might be possible.” 
 
    I gaped at him. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Three 
 
      
 
    The next morning I found Bud floating around in the pool. 
 
    His doughnut wasn’t the only one either, and they were all occupied. I waved at them through the door, and went into the kitchen for a wings boost and food. I wasn’t really in the mood for viewing, so set up the device easel by my chair again, slotted my iPad mini into it, and rapidly scrolled the book list. I chose an old favourite I’d not read this year, and opened it. 
 
    This was something I did periodically. As I wrote more and more, I tended to read less and less. Mainly because I went straight into editing mode with new books. Old often read books on the other hand, didn’t generate the same response, and a good read was a good read. 
 
    Bud came in half way through my lunch, sat in his chair, and had a stable table with food on it on his knees a blink later. The way he ate had me pretty convinced he was reading something I couldn’t see. Magic? Or tech from the future? 
 
    I was feeling pretty lethargic this morning, but given how much I’d eaten yesterday, it was not surprising. I ate slower than normal, finished, turned the iPad off, pushed it aside, and took my empty food tray and fork into the kitchen just to get myself moving again. Disposable food tray under the tap, and then in the recyclable bin, fork in the dishwasher. 
 
    Before heading towards my computer, I checked on Bud, and found him finished and packed away without moving. 
 
    “I took the liberty of replacing your hot water service,” he said, causing me to stop short. 
 
    “Any reason why?” 
 
    “It was getting old?” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I replaced the one next door with a much bigger one, capable of supplying five bathrooms at the same time. It occurred to me yours might need doing as well, but the size was fine, although it looked within a couple of years of replacing. So I did. That okay?” 
 
    “I guess so. What if they stop working?” 
 
    “The dates on them show they’re out of warranty. So no-one should question them. I did all the bathrooms this morning, and then decided the pool required my attention for a while. I’m off to do the kitchen, and then some decorating. Want to come?” 
 
    “No thanks. Emails to read. Messages to post. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Sounds boring.” 
 
    “With my junk mail? Never.” 
 
    My tone said the opposite, and he got that, and grinned. A moment later he’d vanished. There was someone who never needed house keys. Technically I guess I didn’t either, but I did need the little exercise I got, and cutting it back further by doing short distance moving seemed silly. For a moment I wondered if the future even had house keys anymore. 
 
    There was nothing much on the computer needing my attention. A lot of Christmas messages, given the other side of the world was still celebrating it, but mostly scroll past stuff. I was back reading my book within an hour. In some ways shifting to reading was inevitable. Bud and I had been binge watching through my shelves for nearly two months now, and I rarely went that long without switching to reading again. 
 
    Several hours later, Bud appeared by his chair again. 
 
    “I’m finished. Want to come look?” 
 
    “Do I have to?” 
 
    I guess the invitation was just a courtesy, because I was suddenly there. The living room had chairs and couches, and seeing into the dining room, I could see a long table with twelve chairs at it. The kitchen had been completely redesigned, now with state of the art everything. The bedrooms had queen sized beds in them, bedside tables on both sides, lamps on the tables, and the beds were made up ready for use.  
 
    The bathrooms looked like you’d need sunglasses on to go in there without eye damage. Towels were hanging, soap was in the appropriate places, and each bathroom had two basins, an extra-large two person shower, and a full sized bath. I looked again. Not a bath, but a two person spa. 
 
    There were two toilet roll holders by each toilet. I blinked at that for a moment, until I realized it was the solution to which way around the toilet roll hangs. Do both.  
 
    The walk in robes had hangers waiting. And the floors everywhere looked like they had new carpet. The laundry had two washing machines and two dryers, and all four were up off the floor, so old backs didn’t need to bend. Pull out shelves were under each one. Along the opposite wall was a rail for hanging wet clothes on, such as cotton polo shirts, which couldn’t go in the dryer without being shrunk. 
 
    The couches were comfy, and I sank into one. 
 
    “Has Ed connected this place up yet?” I asked him. 
 
    “I did it myself. That is something I do easily.” 
 
    “Does Tony know the place is livable now?” 
 
    “I’ve not told him.” 
 
    Tony appeared in the middle of the room, and looked around wildly. He gave both of us a nasty look. 
 
    “Which…” 
 
    “Me,” said Bud. “I can’t be bothered messing around. The house is ready for you to move in.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Is it ready today?” He nodded. “Because I didn’t do it yesterday.” 
 
    In spite of myself, I chuckled. Tony gave me another look. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me,” went on Bud, “there’s some gardening for me to do outside.” 
 
    He vanished again. Almost immediately, the patchy lawn we could see out the window became vibrant. The steps down to the lake vanished, and much better ones appeared. I pointed Tony in the direction of the master bedroom. He moved that way reluctantly, and I remembered this wasn’t his idea. 
 
    His whole manner changed though when he saw the room, bathroom, and robe. Even though the bed was bigger than he needed, the room still had plenty of empty space in it. I noticed tv aerial points, Ethernet plugs, and power points wherever they might need to be used. The bathroom sported support features I hadn’t noticed before, such as rails to hold onto in the shower, and even a fold down seat.  
 
    I had a thought, pulled out my phone, and remote checked my own en suite bathroom. Yep. It had the same modifications done to it now, which hadn’t been there this morning. My average sort of bathroom was now what you’d call high end. I’d never been able to fit a bath in. It simply wasn’t designed that way. Now I had a spa instead. Whacko!  
 
    “You all set to move in?” I asked Tony, keeping my surprise off my face. 
 
    “Not really. But fortunately Bruno used to be a removalist, and his magic packs and moves things pretty quickly. I’ll send him a text.” 
 
    A man appeared next to us. He took in the two of us and a strange house as a matter of fact. 
 
    “Tony? You developed a new skill since the last time I saw you?” 
 
    “No, but Joe here has. Annoying isn’t it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Seems a good way to travel to me. You want something moved here?” 
 
    “Yeah. Me. My living room furniture should fit in the master bedroom, and most else will fit somewhere, I guess.” 
 
    “I only do house to garage. Is this one empty?” 
 
    “I assume so.” 
 
    “Lead the way, and we’ll check.” 
 
    I led the way. We checked. It was empty of everything but a doorway to Melbourne. 
 
    “You want to do this now?” he asked Tony. 
 
    “I don’t want to do it at all. But if I don’t, Edna will nag at me until I do.” 
 
    “And we don’t want that, do we?” he grinned. 
 
    I made a mental note not to see Edna professionally.  
 
    Tony shrugged, and the two of them went through the door, while I backed away into the passageway. Within minutes, furniture and boxes started appearing. When they stopped, Tony came back through the door with another man, who he introduced as Marvin. 
 
    Furniture rose up off the ground and started moving towards other rooms. I hastily beat a retreat before I was run down by a sideboard. By the time Marvin left, everything Tony owned had found a place, and his bedroom was piled high with cases of clothes and boxes of stuff.  
 
    He looked at me, and raised eyebrows. I took the hint, and told the clothes they were better off hanging or in drawers in the robe, based on where they came from in Tony’s last house. The robe was instantly in use, and cases and boxes were empty. There were even several items of clothing on the floor in the robe, and a clothes basket in the corner. The empty boxes vanished. 
 
    Tony sighed. 
 
    “That has to be the fastest move I’ve ever done.” 
 
    I didn’t doubt it. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Four 
 
      
 
    The downside of the house magic was not surprising. 
 
    If for any reason the houses went on the market to be sold, or were listed for rental to non-magic people, they would revert back to their original state. I didn’t see this as an issue even worth thinking about. 
 
    Over the next few days, Bud and I did a couple of hours on both properties, upgrading things like the adjoining fence, putting in water tanks with silent automatic pumps so the gardens could be watered regardless of the state of local dams. At least once they were full. The tanks, not the dams. The casual observer would see standard tanks. But underground, the tanks were five times the volume of what was visible. Storm season was upon us though, so we hoped enough rain would fall to get them partly filled.  
 
    We also redid pathways on the various levels, including the bottom level which was flooded several times a year. The new paths wouldn’t ever be affected no matter how long they were under. 
 
    Something I also noticed, but didn’t comment on to him, was the pool had changed. Instead of the liner covered pool it had been, it was now tiny pebble like, and looked brand new. On inspection there was definitely no liner there anymore. Probably not legal, but who was going to find out?  
 
    We redid the pool surrounds as well, and carried the stone look right up to the back door. And finally, there was no longer a gap between the pool surround and the wooden deck. The next time I went out there, the deck looked brand new as well. 
 
    Jack turned up to spot check, marvelled at what magic could do if you found the right person, stuck his finger in the water, and looked up at me. 
 
    “When did you put the heater in?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “You didn’t know?” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    He pulled his finger out, stood, and went over to the pump enclosure. Which was when I noticed it was also different. Inside we found a brand new pool pump with everything it needed, and a second unit which Jack told me was a heater. The noise level rose dramatically when the enclosure was opened, and ceased when closed again. 
 
    “Nice! With that unit, you might even be able to swim in the middle of winter.” 
 
    “Won’t that make it too hot in summer?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t do. It’ll only be running at the moment to keep testing the temperature. If it wasn’t on a timer, it would undoubtedly try to retain the temperature at night on colder ones, but it won’t, because the timer is set to legal times, regardless of the sound proofing.” 
 
    “Is it still set for ten to five?” 
 
    “Yep. You better not use a regular pool person for maintenance.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “There’s a reason why they dictate liner pools this close to the bank of a lake, where the high water mark is so high. Someone might question why a regular pool is here, or even demand to know who put it in. I assume you don’t want to answer either question?” 
 
    “I think I stopped answering questions completely just before Christmas, last year.” 
 
    He laughed.  
 
    “That’s the spirit. I’m off. Pool is in first class condition. Which is more than can be said for the rest of the world.” 
 
    “I stopped paying attention.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you. I might be back for a swim later.” 
 
    With that, he headed for the outside door into the garage. 
 
    “Pool to Jack’s satisfaction?” asked Bud, appearing next to me. 
 
    I’d stopped jumping when he did this quite some time ago. And half the time I wasn’t sure he was moving himself, as just not being invisible all of a sudden. In some ways, he was quite thoughtless about the way he came and went, and moved people around on a whim.  
 
    But then, I’m not sure his brain worked on the same level ours did. When someone had the power at their command that he did, I’m not sure it was possible to think like a normal person anymore. And if he was personally ending wars and getting angry at planets full of people, the mundane stuff he saw here must be beneath his awareness. Mind you, he didn’t seem to be a bad sort, just not quite noticing his effect on people. 
 
    “It was. He said he might be back for a swim later on. What made you do the pool? I investigated getting exactly that done after I moved in, but no-one would do it. All they would do was replace the liner, or replace the pool with a lot smaller one. So I did nothing with it.” 
 
    “That looked cooler in the brochures.”  
 
    “And if it proves too heavy and falls into the lake?” 
 
    “It won’t. If anything it’s more stable than it was before. And incidentally, that magic won’t change if the house is sold. It’s a permanent change.” 
 
    “And if someone deems it illegal?” 
 
    “You mind wipe them.” 
 
    He laughed hard at my expression. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Five 
 
      
 
    Two days before New Year, I got to meet a real space detective. 
 
    Unfortunately, not in space. We finished lunch, both Bud and I reading while eating, and after clearing away, he gave me a look. 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to let you meet Dick Burnside. There are ground rules though.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “He knows nothing about Merlin, so you call me that. Actually he does, but what he knows and what’s real are two different things. You don’t tell him that. You can’t call me Bud under any circumstances. Nor can you refer to anything I’ve told you about what I’ve done.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because an inadvertent slip might destroy the future.” 
 
    He tried, but he couldn’t keep his face straight. 
 
    “Seriously though?” I asked him. 
 
    “The Bud he knows is an earlier version of me. He must never know I exist. That is vital, and if he finds out, I’m not sure what might happen. A few very pissed off highers just for starters, I suspect.” 
 
    “So what can I say?” 
 
    “Merlin brought him here. When he laughs, just say I’m real, and I’ve been around since thirty thousand BC. You can confirm I have a beard, but not how long it is, or how old I look. I don’t mind them knowing Merlin is real, but not who I really am. Or was.” 
 
    “I don’t pretend to understand that.” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to. But you can tell him a few things, and show him some of what your people can do.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He told me. And in the process, demonstrated it wasn’t a favour for me, but a way of getting a message back to the future he couldn’t go to. 
 
    “I’ll be right here, but he won’t be able to see me. And don’t lie to him. He carries part of an artifact himself, and while he can’t do magic, it acts like a truth field for him. He’s also a damned good detective, and runs station security for dozens of stations. I hope you like him.” 
 
    He vanished. 
 
    A moment later, a man was standing there. He was dressed in a different kind of suit from what was worn now, but it was definitely a suit. Over the suit was a trench coat, and on his head was a fedora. His face looked like he’d lost a fight recently. 
 
    “Damnit Bud,” he yelled. “Stop doing that!” 
 
    He saw me, then caught sight of the house around him, and looked amazed. 
 
    “Where am I?” he asked me. “And why is it so hot?” 
 
    He proceeded to remove his hat and coat, and then his jacket. They went over the back of Bud’s chair, and for a moment I thought over him too, but apparently he’d thought of that, and wasn’t there. 
 
    “It’s summer, a couple of days before New Year, in the Australian sub-tropics.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    I looked at the air conditioner, and it started up. The doors were already closed. At this time of the year I rarely opened them, beyond unlocking them for ease of access, or air flow once the heat had gone for the day. Not letting the heat in made cooling easier. 
 
    “You better sit.” He reluctantly sank down on the couch, and I sat back in my chair. “This is Earth, Australia, south east Queensland, the city of Gold Coast, and the last days of 2020. I’m Joe Vincent, and this is my house.” 
 
    “Did you bring me here? Or was it Thirteen?” 
 
    “Who or what is a Thirteen?” 
 
    “Higher being. Not Kali high,” he looked to see if I knew the name and I nodded, “but high enough to time travel.” He paused. “I guess he’s the default ‘who did that?’ when something weird happens. Like now. Why am I here? Did you bring me?” 
 
    “Hell no. But a powerful being did. And you’re here because I write space detective fiction, and wanted to talk to a real space detective.” 
 
    “You’re shitting me.” 
 
    “Nope. I expressed the thought, and someone made it happen. Sorry for the inconvenience.” 
 
    He laughed.  
 
    “God’s last message?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Hitchhiker’s. God’s last message. Sorry for the inconvenience.” 
 
    “Oh, that. I guess so. But it didn’t occur to me. Anyway. Red Bull?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Caffeine jolt wrapped around a sort of raspberry flavour.” 
 
    “Oh, that. Sure, why not? Makes a change from coffee.” 
 
    Two cans appeared on the occasional table. He did a double take. 
 
    “You’re a mage?” 
 
    “Magic user, yes.” 
 
    “I didn’t know there were any. Or maybe none survive to my time.” 
 
    “What is your time, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “2618. Mages are common, but I’ve not heard of any coming from the spine.” 
 
    “Spine?” 
 
    “This arm of the galaxy is all joined up, and it was called the spine. Do you even have space travel yet?” 
 
    “Moon and back. They’re thinking about doing Mars. Bit of orbital stuff, but nothing spacey.” I paused for a moment. “If you don’t know about magic users from Earth, then the secret is going to be successfully kept.” 
 
    “What secret? Or are you not allowed to tell me?” 
 
    “On the contrary, part of why you’re here is telling you. There’ve been magic users for more than thirty thousand years, and magic has been passed down to the here and now, although not a lot of people in the past could do real magic.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Apparently Merlin got sick of young people screwing around with magic, and by the next time he was back here on Earth, only old people could use it. Nowadays, it kicks in when you turn seventy.” 
 
    “Why seventy?” 
 
    “No-one knows. Not even Merlin.” 
 
    “Wait. You’ve talked to Merlin? THE Merlin?” 
 
    “He was here for Christmas.” 
 
    He looked at me as if I’d said rain was wet, as if not knowing the obvious. 
 
    “I assume he was an old guy like you? No offence meant. I’m not all that far behind you.” 
 
    “None taken. I’m seventy one, and still coming to terms with this magic business. Truth to tell, I couldn’t tell you how old he is. The man can time travel after all.” 
 
    A picture appeared in the air between us, showing an old man. 
 
    “That him?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Who’s that?” 
 
    “Until recently, the most powerful magician known anywhere. Not a lot is known about much of his life, so he could be Merlin, or was as a younger man. His name was Thorn.” 
 
    I kept my face straight with an effort. Thorn and Bud. But maybe I was leaping to the wrong conclusions. 
 
    “How old is he in that picture, and how are you doing that?” 
 
    “The how is just tech from my time, and no, I’m not going to explain it.” I grinned at him. “How old is not really known either, except he was well over a hundred when he died, and apparently when he was born, life expectancy was early fifties.” 
 
    “That follows with what is happening to some magic users here. Longer life spans seem the normal.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know. I work with mages, have several as friends in fact, but I don’t ask that sort of question of them. Getting back to questions, how are there magic users here now, and why doesn’t anyone know about it?” 
 
    “We keep to ourselves. This is not a good time to stand out as being able to do anything abnormal. People like you would turn up and abduct us, and we’d live out a short life as a lab rat.” 
 
    “I hope that’s just reading too much fiction.” 
 
    “I write fiction. And no, not really. The governments of the world would jump at having live magic users at their beck and call. So we hide what we can do, and help those manifesting on their first day to get a grip on it all quickly.” 
 
    “That sounds good. So when I go back to my time, there should still be a hidden group of magic users?” 
 
    “You said we were spread out along a spine of planets?” 
 
    “Something like that, yes.” 
 
    “Then you’ll probably find an enclave on all of them somewhere.” 
 
    His jaw dropped open. It closed with a click of teeth. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Could be thousands of active magic users, and many more with the power, but not manifesting it yet.” 
 
    “That’s amazing. Why are you telling me?” 
 
    “Because I was told to.” 
 
    “By Merlin?” 
 
    “Yes. Apparently in your time it’s time to stop hiding. My job is to get us ready to leave this planet, although I doubt I’ll live long enough to see it happen. But by your time, I understand things have changed?” 
 
    “As I said, magic is a part of life now. Maybe not for everyone, but maybe that’s the point. I can go back and inform those who’re about to start a new training regime for mages that there’s a lot of unknown ones out there.” 
 
    “You can tell whoever that is something from Merlin.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What has been done can be undone.” 
 
    “Short and cryptic. Could well have been Thorn from the stories I’ve heard about him. Thirteen as well.” 
 
    “Anyway, can I get you anything other than the drink? Given how you look, I thought you might need more.” 
 
    “How I look?” He laughed again. “Two weeks ago I was beaten up by a Mage King. Now ex Mage King. Bruises and shit like that still have to heal normally. Do I still look that bad? No-one at home will tell me the truth.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look good. If that’s two weeks old though, he must have just about killed you.” 
 
    “Close, I’m told.” 
 
    He didn’t elaborate any further. So I changed the subject. 
 
    “What do you know about airlocks?” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Six 
 
      
 
    It took a bit of explaining. 
 
    In the end, the whole idea of not being thrown out an airlock being a running gag in a series of books turned out to be quite funny for him. He told me when he got back, he’d look out for my books, and if they weren’t available, he’d make sure they were. 
 
    I was glad to hear the whole concept of copyright protection was going to be overhauled once the digital book finally was accepted properly, and recognized as possibly lasting forever. But I doubted it would work for me. In spite of what I was telling people about Bud, I didn’t have any living relatives, and thus my books would simply vanish after I passed. 
 
    Mind you, I made a note to talk to Tony about that. Since some of us were already declared dead to the world but were not, maybe we could work out a way of passing the books to a magic users account run by a magic admin person, and thus keep them alive for all time. It was worth exploring. After all, I doubted I was the only magic user who wrote for a living, or would be the last. 
 
    In fact, maybe that was something we needed to be pro-active about. There had to be other things than copyright where the laws needed changing to preserve the assets and income potential into the future. And maybe that was part of what I could do for the magic community, as in, pass my books to them, and therefore the income to helping keep the secret and support those who suddenly found themselves living longer than expected and needing financial support. There had to be something like that in place now, but maybe we needed to rethink it for the 2020’s. 
 
    The afternoon passed chatting about detective stuff and crime in general, as well as living on space stations and ships. The way he talked about it made me wish I was going back with him, but that wasn’t my role, and his wasn’t my time. 
 
    Before we lost the light, I took him out and showed him the solar system, which at this time of the day shouldn’t be generating anything, and pointed out on my phone that it was still at maximum. He knew nothing of power systems in any time, but admitted if anyone could do that, it was a mage.  
 
    Next door, I showed him the inside, then made him walk around the outside. He made a Tardis joke when he figured it out, and I walked him through the magic used. One person changed the architecture to make the rooms bigger. Another created the bathroom fittings, and redid the kitchen with creation magic. Another moved all Tony’s furniture to the garage, and another magically levitated the furniture and boxes to where they were now. 
 
    Tony hadn’t been there, presumably in Melbourne for dinner, but I had Burnside poke his head through the magic door to see a corridor full of magic doors, and it turned out that was not only something he was used to, but used all the time. Apparently there was a lot of use of them in the future, but it’d only started being a thing a year or so earlier as mages took their place in societies other than their own. 
 
    Back in my place I showed him the same had been done in my bathroom, and I explained I did solar conversions for people, and minor creation magic, and the bathrooms had been redone for me as a trade. I saw him frown, but it wasn’t an outright untruth the way I phrased it. 
 
    Over dinner, Chinese food delivered normally, I talked about what other people could do, and how their mundane work when they were employed or ran businesses had manifested as specific magic skills when they turned seventy. I was still finding out what people could do as I met them. Some of them simply were not particularly useful in the wider scheme of things, but there was a healthy trade of skills going on. He promised to pass all this on back home. 
 
    After dinner, he told me some stories about growing up on a space station in orbit, his early cases as a detective, and finally, the two year case which had taken him to the end of human space after a killer, and his meeting with the people he now worked for and with. All he’d wanted to do once he’d solved it was retire, but he’d been, well, the word he used was convinced, but the way he used it suggested being shanghaied. But he was quite adamant he loved what he was doing now, and had even married an AI.  
 
    That took some explaining as well, even though I had the feeling he shouldn’t be. But then, I wrote fiction for a living, and anything of this which slipped into my books was just going to be either science fiction or fantasy to those who read it. Or a bit of both. 
 
    Finally near midnight, he announced he needed to get back home, or his wife would start to get worried about him. I laughingly told him he was most likely going to have been gone no more than a few seconds, so no-one was going to miss him at all. He countered with a couple of seconds being an eternity to his wife, and she’d definitely notice no matter how long it was. 
 
    I figured shaking hands with a man from the future was safe, which might not have been a good assumption, but we did. The whole shaking hands things was really difficult to shake after doing it for a lifetime. But I was mainly in control of not doing it now. It was just he put his hand out, and I took it. Maybe it was just a feeling of trust between us. 
 
    The moment after we let go, he was gone. 
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Seven 
 
      
 
    New Year’s Eve was pretty much the same as last years. 
 
    We had a party in Melbourne, which I felt obligated to go to more than wanting to, and I felt Bud wasn’t all that enthusiastic either. But that proved not to be the case, as he offered to take me to see a number of celebrations going on, or rather already finished. I declined, as I really just wanted to go home and write the next chapter. He vanished from my place after going through the magic doorway, so no-one would see him go. 
 
    He was floating in the pool the following morning when I came out, looking like he’d stayed up all night. He hadn’t, but as he laughingly told me, he’d experienced the New Year count-in at all the capital cities in Australia, and in London and Times Square. He just went back in time as he moved each time in Australia, and then forward for London, and forward again for New York. Then back here for his normal amount of sleep.  
 
    He promised me he’d worn a mask the whole time, hadn’t been kissed by anyone, and his clothes had been cleansed as soon as he arrived back. The latter probably hadn’t been necessary, but I was glad he wasn’t taking any chances with my health. London and New York were not considered safe still. But I could see why he’d go. 
 
    No-one else had turned up to use the pool this morning apparently, which didn’t surprise me. 
 
    After lunch, Bud vanished his remains, and gave me a long speculative look. 
 
    “I’m moving on. Thank you for your hospitality, but I know now what I need to do next.” 
 
    “Next?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve not been reading books the last couple of weeks, as you might have thought. I’ve been studying a situation, and trying to come up with a plan. I think I’ve done that now. It’s time to go and meet my mage friend.” 
 
    “How do you know she’s ready?” 
 
    He’d said she was getting training, but didn’t know for how long. 
 
    “I don’t need to. I’ll simply go to where we agreed to meet, and move forward in time until she shows up.” 
 
    “Neat trick.” 
 
    He grinned at me. 
 
    “I’ve learned a lot of those while I’ve been here. Which reminds me, if you see me any time before December this year, it won’t be me.” 
 
    “Sorry, what?” 
 
    “The risk of sending Burnside back with what you told and showed him is that his Bud might come back here to meet Merlin. I’ve taken precautions to make sure he can’t detect me, and had wards up to know if he tried. He hasn’t, which saved a lot of mucking around, but he may still come back now. Which is one reason why I need to go.” 
 
    “How do I know for sure if it’s you or him?” 
 
    “Check his power level before you do anything else. His will be well below mine, although we both draw on the same energy source, so look closer than normal. In any case, as I said, I won’t be back during the year, and if I do come again, it will be just before Christmas. But that’s by no means certain.” 
 
    “Noted. Good luck then with your next endeavour. And that lady you mentioned.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He rose, I did so as well, and he gave me a farewell hug.  
 
    Then he was gone. 
 
    I noted an immediate drop in the energy of the house, and apparently so did the cats, as both of them jumped off the couch, and headed for their igloos in my writing den. 
 
    I cleared away my own lunch debris, and then went to the spare room to strip the bed and put the sheets and stuff in the laundry ready for washing. I stopped dead in the doorway. 
 
    The room was huge, and not only broke the laws of physics in terms of its size, but instead of a window facing a fence, the view was overlooking the pool and the lake beyond. The window itself had been replaced by sliding doors, and when I went out though them, I found myself emerging from the pool surround glass on the pool side. When I looked I found a very faint outline of where the door was in the glass itself. 
 
    Going back through was a bit daunting, but it worked. Nice idea, but very illegal. The glass was there for safety reasons. But then, the pool fence laws were mainly there to protect kids, and the likelihood of kids staying at my house was pretty much sub-zero. 
 
    I found the bed had been stripped already, and the folded sheets had that just washed smell. The bed itself was a Queen size, where before the room had two large singles in it. The thought popped in, so I checked the walk in robe, and found both single beds propped up against a wall in there. The bathroom was spotless. And the same layout as the ones in the house next door. 
 
    I moved the sheets, pillow case, and pillow to a set of shelves in the robe, and found three sets already there. Plus those for the single beds. I looked the room over again before leaving. In some ways, it now made a much better master bedroom than what I was using. But for one thing. I had my room blacked out. Which would negate having the view of the pool and lake. But for me, sleep was more important than a view. 
 
    The rest of the day went back to my old normal, but lying in bed that night, I felt like something important had ended. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Eight 
 
      
 
    2021, much hailed as couldn’t possibly be any worse than 2020, rapidly got worse. 
 
    The Americans had changed their president, and with him taking office, you’d think things there would stabilize, and instead, the madness intensified, and while they started making progress at last, the polarized political situation kept getting in the way, and people continued to die. The madness spilled over into the rest of the world. 
 
    The bug was still strangling the world, everyone was arguing about it, and people began talking about the ‘new normal’, and when the world could go back to the ‘old normal’. This was after all the talk about ‘second waves’ late last year, which in the US was pretty much in full swing. Not only there, but everywhere with cold weather. 
 
    As a wake up call to the world that it needed to change the way it worked, so that the next one of these things to come along didn’t do exactly the same thing to the world again, it fell on deaf ears. Everyone wanted normal back, even those talking about a new normal.  
 
    What the world needed to do, in my humble opinion of course, was to change so the transmission of any sort of bug was curtailed by the way people went about their normal lives. So the whole concept of ‘soldiering on’, as an ad back in the seventies or eighties had told us, where people were expected to turn up for work while highly contagious, needed to be stopped, and replaced with something which allowed people to stay home when sick. Masking up needed to become the new normal for people going out while coughing. 
 
    Of course the new buzzword in the world was ‘Zoom’, although that was only one of the virtual meeting methods available now. And to some extent, the work world was changing, as people locked down at home could now work from there. Unlike past pandemics, the internet now provided a level of communication which allowed this, and the world situation pushed past the barriers employers had always put between work and those wanting to work from home. Now they had to. It was a start. 
 
    But the reality was, no-one wanted to discuss how society itself needed to change, and even with bugs appearing every couple of years going back a decade, and every four years going back decades before that, all anyone wanted was to go back to normal. 
 
    Tony started doing regular meetings with the four other major admins for the magical community, at the house next door to mine, with them staying overnight. He included me in a lot of the meetings, and rationaled it on the basis that I was one of the most powerful magic users anywhere, a surprise to me, and I needed to be part of where the community was going. Unspoken early on was I was also being groomed to replace him. 
 
    As the year went on, and with meetings being expanded to include up to a dozen admins from around the world at a time, we discussed where the magical community was going into the future. For now, I kept Bud’s predictions of future events to myself. 
 
    As vaccines against the bug started to get nearer, we discussed what we should be recommending to people. It wasn’t as simple as it sounded. It was looking as if age care facilities would be descended on, and the old would be vaccinated regardless of if they wanted it or not. There was already a lot of conspiracy theory stuff out there about how fast the vaccines were being developed, and people being concerned about that. 
 
    Our decision was to make the choice to vaccinate optional, and if health people turned up to do it, people wanting it would go out to them. We were going to maintain our lockdown for as long as was necessary. Here in Australia I didn’t see it as being a problem, but in other parts of the world our people might find it difficult to keep health people with needles out. We’d have to wait and see what happened. 
 
    Over the Easter weekend, I had a discussion with Tony and Ed about the financial situation of the magic community in general. It turned out all the complexes, group homes, and old age facilities were kept running by independent money, based on donations from deceased estates. Tony used me as a possible example, passing on with books still earning an income, but no heir. So I’d will my property, assets, and savings to the not-for-profit which ran everything. Its financial state was very healthy, and thanks to financial magic, had weathered all the ups and downs of the markets over the last hundred years, without appearing to be suspiciously prescient.  
 
    In mid-June I had the surprise of my life when a lawyer showed up at my door, in the afternoon, and informed me I’d inherited an estate from a distant relative. He made me sign more paper than I’d previously signed in the seventy years before, and left after finally giving me an envelope which was wax sealed and dated thirty years before, addressed to me. 
 
    Inside I found nothing but a thumb drive, which looked no more than six months old. On it was a series of folders all named for individual people. And a note for me. It was from Bud, predictably enough, and informed me he’d been buying up buildings in Australian city centers in order to provide sufficient income to provide educational sponsorships to the people listed. All the property was managed by a single company, which when I checked that folder, I found was under the control of magic users, and always had been.  
 
    The investment portfolio was due to change at the end of this year, so funding of sponsorships could begin. I checked a few of the people folders at random, and found some of them were not even born yet. One who was proved interesting reading. According to the notes, Suzy would go on to build the first true space engine, resulting in mankind finally getting out to the outer solar system in timely fashion, leading to being able to colonize other planets.  
 
    The sponsorship for her was to start immediately, and continue right though funding her and her team’s prototypes until they were incorporated into actual ships. A lot of the others were similar. Some of them would join this Suzy, or be working parallel with her on other aspects of space ship design.  
 
    In effect, Bud had set up the funding for everything needed to save humanity from their own stupidity. Or at least, ensure the species didn’t die out when the Earth died. It rammed it home for me that he did indeed know the future, and while I wouldn’t be around to see the end of life on this planet, I’d most likely see the start of the end. 
 
    It was a depressing thought. But the fact that someone was looking out for humanity, even though we were lemmings heading for a cliff, did temper the downer mood. 
 
    But first, we needed to get past this pesky bug, and the insanity it was still generating. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Thirty Nine 
 
      
 
    With the roll out of vaccines, the dynamics of the world changed again. 
 
    Here in Australia, at least for the magic community, we did manage to keep the health people out, and bussed those wanting the jab to where they could get it. It was interesting though. The media was now short stroking the need to get the jab, and governments started announcing restrictions on people who hadn’t had it. But in the magic community, we didn’t want to go to clubs and pubs, we didn’t go to concerts and sporting events, cinemas or theatres. Most of us didn’t even go to restaurants anymore. Like I had, we’d mostly withdrawn from what the youngers of the world considered essential activities. In short, we didn’t need any of it. We still had prevention measures in force, and no-one got in who had the bug.  
 
    In my case, I’d lost interest in all things listed as jab required years before, some of them even decades before. I had the biggest tv I could get, so even cinema wasn’t a thing anymore, although I’d stopped going when I found my glasses no longer allowed me to focus on the whole big screen, and moving my head to see everything gave me a neck ache. No need for glasses now, but my big screen was perfectly brilliant for solo watching. 
 
    I was still getting food deliveries left on the table at the front door, and grocery deliveries left at the door itself. I never went any closer than three meters to a delivery person, and I’d stopped going to doctors and getting blood tests done, and didn’t need to go to pharmacies anymore. So far, no-one had noticed that. But then, doctors had adjusted to doing phone consultations, and people not going to see them unless absolutely necessary. The Chemist probably thought I was going somewhere else now. 
 
    I really didn’t need the jab, given I was essentially permanently locked down now, and had no plans for unlocking. I didn’t need check-in apps, since I never went anywhere. Everything I needed came to me.  
 
    Of the magic community who had been jabbed, most were because they had families who visited regularly, and who were trying to get back to normal. They were the ones most at risk, especially the people who left the magic protection to visit relatives themselves. They were warned if the magic detected the bug when they returned, they wouldn’t be allowed back in until they tested negative. And we did end up having to make provision for a scattering of people around Australia who caught it, but because of the jab, didn’t need to be hospitalized.  
 
    And that was the thing which kept setting off my lie detector when I did catch some of the news. The jab was being touted as the way back to normal, but what wasn’t being said was it didn’t stop you getting the bug, just lessened the suffering while you had it, mainly so less people needed hospital. As far as I could tell, it was all about lessening the load on hospitals, at a time when we should long since have been reopening closed hospitals, and building new ones. But then, politics was blinding reality as usual. 
 
    Of course where this was going was essentially to the same situation as the flu. We’d been getting yearly flu vaccine updates for so long people just considered them normal. Now, this bug was going to be the same, at least as far as I could see. Like the flu wasn’t considered a major problem even though it killed a half million people most years, so too would this bug become the same. I was pretty sure the flu and this bug would start sharing the statistics in the future, since no-one was apparently dying of the flu anymore. I guess when your number was up, one of them would get you if something else didn’t. 
 
    Then as November wound down, it was announced there was another strain of the bug, and it might be vaccine resistant. Coming at the same time as anti-restriction marches by the not-jabbed, it sort of made a mockery of the whole year. 
 
    What remained to be seen was how long the world’s madness would continue for. 
 
    Which reminded me of a plaque I’d seen on an elderly relative’s wall a long time ago. 
 
    “All the world is mad, save thee and me. And I’ve me doubts about thee!” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Forty 
 
      
 
    I did something different for my birthday this year. 
 
    Over the course of the year I’d spent a lot of time trying to perfect remote viewing without using my phone. It didn’t always work, but after an early Chinese dinner on my own, I’d cast my magic eye on a stretch of beach as dusk was falling, and decided there was a better place to be. 
 
    I appeared on the beach, and was pretty sure no-one would have seen me arrive. 
 
    East facing beaches are not the best place to view a sunset from, but turning to face the high rises, and walking a bit down the beach so I could see past them, I was able to view the sun sinking behind the hills inland. 
 
    After, I sat on the sand, and watched the waves hitting the beach until it was too dark to see anything. 
 
    Lying on my back, and looking at the stars wasn’t all that productive either. There was simply too much light here to see much of anything. 
 
    So I tried something. I thought about how it would be good if I was standing somewhere in Australia where it was dark and without any light at all.  
 
    And found myself standing in what I thought, using the light on my phone to look around me, was the middle of the outback somewhere in Queensland. Not game to sit, I turned the phone light off, put the phone in its pouch, and looked up. My eyes slowly adapted to the night. 
 
    The cosmic display was awe inspiring, and I wondered why I’d never done this before. 
 
    But now I was here, the sheer majesty of the night sky had me standing there well into the night. 
 
    It even made me forget I was now seventy two. 
 
    I was reminded of myself as a much younger man. Had I manifested magic back then, I might very well have reacted in a way not conducive to secrecy. Certainly with a ‘time to fix the world’ attitude. The problem is, it takes until after you retire from normal working life to realize that the world doesn’t want to get fixed, and trying just marks you as a threat. But waking up with magic at a young age? Damn you world, I’m going to fix you whether you want it or not! 
 
    This line of thought led to thinking about what the Indigos would do with magic. They had this ‘we’re here to change the world’ mindset, and with magic, maybe some of the sci-fi would have come true. The telepath war in B5 for example. Or the mutant eradication from X-Men. 
 
    Merlin might have limited magic to old farts like me by accident, but at this time in human history, maybe that was for the best after all. 
 
    As for me, I could very easily see myself having a visit from Merlin, in order for him to stop a real threat from disrupting the world. 
 
    Then I laughed to myself. A bug was disrupting the world now, and I was worried about me doing it? 
 
    I stood there for a long time, until my feet ached, in fact. 
 
    Then I went home and cuddled my cats. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Forty One 
 
      
 
    It was an average year for new magic users. 
 
    Most of them took it pretty well, some didn’t, but early in December we had one which could only be described as ‘different’. And it reminded me of my birthday musings. 
 
    Ed’s door magic took us to the front door of a house out in the middle of nowhere, although I noticed it had all the services connected, so there had to be a major town somewhere nearby. Tony had warned us this guy was a recluse, and potentially trouble, but refused to say why. He knocked on the door. There was no answer, so he knocked again louder. 
 
    “I’m not fucking interested,” yelled a voice. “Go away.” 
 
    “You either let us in,” I yelled back, “or we let ourselves in.” 
 
    Ed gave me a WTF look, so I grinned at him. In any case, it had the desired result, and bolts started being withdrawn on the other side of the door. When it was opened a hand’s width, we saw an old face looking through the gap at us. Three old faces looked back at it. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Daniel Rainer?” asked Tony. The man nodded. “We’re here to talk to you about what you’ve been experiencing this morning.” 
 
    “And what have I been experiencing this morning?” 
 
    “The profound realization that magic is indeed real.” 
 
    He looked at us as if, well, I wasn’t too sure. A mixture of elation and disbelief, dipping into some deep pool of emotional relevance for him. I’d seen some strange reactions before now, but this one, even without Tony’s warning, put me on guard. 
 
    “You better come in then.” 
 
    He led us into a living room with furniture long past its prime. The house looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in a decade, and the owner was something of a packrat. Tony reluctantly sat where indicated, but Ed and I chose to continue standing. 
 
    “How did you know?” he asked us. 
 
    Tony gave him pretty much the same spiel he’d given me, and gave everyone. By now, I’d heard it enough times I could parrot it myself. 
 
    “So,” said Rainer, when Tony stopped talking. “That’s all very good, but why are you here?” 
 
    “As Tony said,” said Ed. “To make sure you understand what is happening to you, and to give you access to the rest of the magical community through our place in Melbourne. That’s my magic skill, providing door magic links between faraway places.” 
 
    “And if I don’t want to interact with your magic community?” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” said Tony. “But some people will be very disappointed you don’t show up to your birthday party.” 
 
    “Birthday party? Hell, I gave up on them decades ago, after life threw me on the work scrap heap. I neither need nor want a party, and especially not for turning seventy.” 
 
    Unlike most magic users I’d seen, he looked more like mid-eighties than the usual seventy, or even mid-sixties as some did. He also looked sick, very overweight, and obviously wasn’t taking care of himself.  
 
    “It’s up to you,” I said. “But what’s more important to you than celebrating your birthday?” 
 
    “What’s more important?” He almost yelled it at me. “I’ll tell you what’s more important. Being right is more important. Telling the world I was always right is more important. And you interrupted that, and now you’ve said your piece, you’ll kindly get the hell out of my house, and let me get on with it.” 
 
    Tony looked troubled, and shared a look with Ed. 
 
    “And how are you going to do that?” I asked Rainer. 
 
    “Simple. I’ve been running a magic blog since blogs were invented. I’ve been recording magic tricks they’ve always claimed to be impossible all morning. I’ve a couple more to do, then I’ll post all of them with a huge banner proclaiming I was right all these years.” 
 
    “We need to keep the existence of real magic a secret.” 
 
    “Fuck off! I’ve been a magician all my life. I’ve always known I could perform beyond cheap tricks and illusions, but up until today, failed to prove it. I’ve been a laughing stock since I was teenager, and I’ll be buggered if three old codgers are going to stop me proving I was right to the world.” 
 
    “So you want the government to turn up on your doorstep like we did, stick a syringe in your neck, and take your out cold body to some lab to test what you can do, and find out if you can help them with whatever agenda they’re into?” 
 
    Ed looked at me as if I was laying it on a bit thick. But Tony obviously didn’t think so. 
 
    “And if our government doesn’t come for you,” he added, “the CIA, Mossad, or any number of spook groups will be coming here, and what dark room you end up in will be determined by who gets you first.” 
 
    Rainer looked dubious. 
 
    “Does magic bring paranoia? Or were you always paranoid?” 
 
    “It’s not paranoia when it’s true,” I told him. 
 
    “I don’t care. I’m not going to live long enough to be useful to anyone. Get out, and let me finish my vindication work.” 
 
    Something that looked like a face made out of red paper appeared in front of us, looked at the three of us, then focused on Rainer, at his eye height. 
 
    “HOW DARE YOU!” it screamed, before going on in a slightly less than yelling tone. “Who are you to put your petty needs first against the welfare of magic users across the world? Magic is hidden from the world exactly because of what you plan to do. Nobody cares about your frustrations, and thwarted ambitions. Magic users just want to be left alone, and if you intend to make their lives difficult through your actions now or in the future, I can promise you won’t like the consequences. Decide now.” 
 
    It looked towards Ed. 
 
    “Ed, if he decides to carry on, open a door to Boris, and the three of you frog march him through it.” 
 
    It turned back to Rainer, blew a very loud raspberry at him, and then blew up into confetti sized red pieces, which showered down onto the carpet at his feet. 
 
    There was a profound silence for nearly a minute, with all of us looking at the mess on the floor, before Tony finally looked at me. 
 
    “Was that…” 
 
    “A Harry Potter howler?” I finished. “Yeah. I think it was.” 
 
    Ed looked confused. 
 
    “Who sent it though?” asked Tony. 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    “Merlin?” 
 
    “Had to have been.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Rainer. “Merlin’s real?” 
 
    “Very. And being a time and space traveler, he’s quite capable of sending that thing from either the past or the future.” 
 
    He looked dubious again, but then something else struck him. 
 
    “Wait. Who’s Boris?” 
 
    “Ah,” said Tony. “You don’t want to meet Boris.” 
 
    “No-one wants to meet Boris,” echoed Ed. 
 
    “Who’s Boris?” I said, at the same time as Rainer. 
 
    “Boris is a recluse,” said Tony, “who lives in Russia somewhere. More reclusive than you are, Rainer. He stays well away from the magical community, because of his very unique gift.” 
 
    “What?” asked Rainer, sounding like he really didn’t want to know. 
 
    “He eats magic,” said Ed. 
 
    “So,” I started. 
 
    “Yes,” said Tony. “He takes magic away from people. Mostly it’s when someone starts manifesting their magic when already suffering from dementia, Alzheimer’s, or is just plain already senile. Those people can manifest some pretty wild stuff if we let them have a chance. Mostly they get a visit from Boris instead of us. He pats them on the shoulder, and they never know they had any magical ability. One touch is all it takes, which is why he stays away from all other magic users.” 
 
    Tony looked directly at Rainer. 
 
    “He also gets used in the case of people who refuse to keep magic secret.” 
 
    The three of us all looked deadly serious. He suddenly looked worried. 
 
    “But what about my vindication?” he demanded. 
 
    “Not allowed,” I said. 
 
    “But we could use a magic act for Christmas day,” added Tony. “Children of magic families play elves for us before lunch. Why don’t you perform a magic show for them before they distribute the presents?” 
 
    “Will they know its real magic?” 
 
    “The kids, no. Some of the adults will work it out. Anyone with their own magic will know for sure. If you’re subtle about your choice of tricks, no-one will know. And the kids will always wonder how you did things.” 
 
    Rainer sighed. 
 
    “Other communities around the world might be interested as well,” Tony went on. “After all, it’s been more than fifty years since we last had a magic user who’d actually done a magic act on stage. I’m sure if you put on a good show for us, others will want you to visit their communities for their kids.” 
 
    “Let me think about it.” 
 
    “We will,” I said. “Ed will leave you contact details, and he can put a door in to the Melbourne hall we do Christmas in for you. In the meantime, if you try to post anything online about magic being real, through blogs, emails, or any sort of electronic means, the moment you press the send button on the first one, your computer will fry totally. So will any other computer you use.” 
 
    He gave me a ‘you’ve got to be kidding’ look. Tony and Ed both nodded. 
 
    “It’s not as bad as you think,” I went on. “You’ll find your solar works a lot better now. That’s my birthday gift to you. I’d be very surprised if some of your magic tricks don’t turn out to be useful things people will be quite happy to barter with you for.” 
 
    “Think about it,” said Tony. “If you want to talk, we’re here to support you.” 
 
    With that, we prepared to leave. Ed opened a door to Melbourne and I watched Rainer’s face as the two of them walked through it. He was surprised, and then started grinning, presumably thinking of a way of using it in an act. I nodded to him, and walked through myself. The door vanished. 
 
    “Is Boris real?” I asked Tony. 
 
    “Very. Occasionally we get people who don’t want their magic gift, and we send them to Boris as well.” 
 
    “Has there always been someone like him?” 
 
    “Not always, but his family seem to all have the same gift.” 
 
    “He had three great uncles who were triplets,” said Ed. “On their seventieth birthday, they all felt the magic in them manifest, but two of the three hugged before they understood what the magic did.” 
 
    “And they both lost their magic, I assume?” 
 
    “They did. The third one felt their power diminishing, and managed to avoid being touched while they still had it. The meet and greet crew goofed that year. They should have known to get there extra early. Even to have been by the night before in that case.” 
 
    “How do you meet and greet someone who can take your magic away from you?” 
 
    “Very, very, carefully.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Forty Two 
 
      
 
    Bud turned up two days before Christmas. 
 
    He had a woman with him. And they were both wearing wooden wands in identical pouches on their belts. 
 
    “Joe, this is Zee, my girlfriend.” 
 
    “Welcome Zee. Am I allowed to know where you’re from?” 
 
    “Here,” she said, “but well in the past. But I’ve just spent enough time in the future to get brought up to speed with the tech there.” 
 
    “How long has it been for you?” I asked Bud. 
 
    “Less than a couple of days.” 
 
    “So this will be your third Christmas Day in a little over two months?” 
 
    “Sure will. But Zee has never experienced one, and since she’s finished her training now, I figured why shouldn’t she have a few days off before we get to work again?” 
 
    “Why not indeed. Well, you know where your room is.” I paused. “Do you need a second room?” 
 
    “No,” she laughed. “One room is fine.” 
 
    Bud was grinning. 
 
    “Well, Bud knows where everything is. Settle in. Tony is by himself next door at the moment, so you better go by and announce yourselves.” 
 
    “We will,” he said. “What’s new to watch?” 
 
    I laughed. 
 
    “Well, there was the box set of a five season series I picked up earlier in the year. But you might not want to watch it.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s called The Magicians.” 
 
    “And why wouldn’t we want to watch that?” 
 
    “It’ll make you laugh and cringe at the same time.” 
 
    “Why would it do that?” 
 
    “The main characters are twenty somethings behaving like teenagers, in a story liberally borrowed from just about everything else with a bit of magic in it. The magic is based on elaborate hand movements, and they make really bad decisions based on emotion and angst.” 
 
    Zee laughed. 
 
    “Well, I’m interested,” she said. “What do you think, Merlin? Worth watching?” 
 
    “I’ll reserve judgement until after the first episode.” 
 
    I was pretty sure she’d want to watch it all, but he’d find a way not to. But a couple of days wasn’t going to be enough for a complete viewing. 
 
    She read my expression exactly, and turned to Bud. 
 
    “Since our next task is in the future, it doesn’t matter exactly how many days we stay now, does it?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. This is your vacation, after all.” 
 
    “Good. Before we start viewing though, I want a tour of the shopping this era has to offer.” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” 
 
    I waited for the two of them to enter their room, before quietly laughing to myself. 
 
    Both cats had perked up with their arrival, and I had to admit, I’d missed him. 
 
    My last thought before I went back into the book I was reading caused me to chuckle again. 
 
    Even the great Merlin could be hen pecked! 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Joe will return 
 
    in 
 
    Old Magic 2. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Imperium story continues 
 
    in 
 
    Mage King. 
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    A Message to my Readers 
 
      
 
    The first chapter of Old Magic was written towards the end of 2019, from an idea which popped in at the time, while the smoke of the 2019 bushfires was turning the air outside brown and smoke smelling. 
 
    At the time, I’d just finished Imperator, and was about to start Midshipman Spacemage. Bud’s story took over my mind at the time, and I shelved Old Magic, thinking I’d be back to it after the first Bud trilogy. I already had a cover for the book, and it was supposed to be a standalone outside the Imperium universe. 
 
    Then the world went mad, and since this was going to be contemporary urban fantasy, I shelved it indefinitely waiting for things to settle down, and kept writing Bud’s story, and then Merlin’s.  
 
    Having just finished writing Merlin, I felt ready to tackle Old Magic again, and was surprised at how little I’d previously written. But the idea originally was to write a novelette or novella, and if it sold, to maybe do a book two or three in the same size. Instead, this book has come out as a short novel, and because of a small insert in Merlin, has become part of the universe properly.  
 
    It was my original intention for Merlin to turn up as a small cameo, but as things often go with my writing, characters turn up and refuse to leave. So was the case with Merlin coming to stay with Joe. 
 
    For those who wonder about Zee and her training, that’s partly why we now return to the Imperium. 
 
      
 
    If you’ve enjoyed this book, I hope you will take the time to leave a review on the Amazon site. All reviews are greatly appreciated, as they help assist purchasing decisions by other readers.  
 
    Sales and reviews help me to focus on my next challenge. I'm a full time novel writer and as such, sales and KU reads pay my bills, and my ability to continue writing is dependent on sales of this series, and what comes after. 
 
    As well as individual book reviews, I hope you will visit the Amazon series page, and leave a series review. The series page can be accessed from any book page. 
 
      
 
    I thank you for your support, and hope you will continue to read my next book. 
 
      
 
    Please join me on Facebook:  
 
    https://www.facebook.com/TheHunterImperium/ 
 
    You are welcome to discuss the series on the Facebook Group: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheHunterLegacyUniverse/ 
 
    If you would like to be kept informed of new eBooks, updates and information from The Hunter Imperium universe as it happens (instead of waiting 4 days for Bookbub, or never for Amazon), join my mailing list at http://eepurl.com/bqMgVz. This list is not a newsletter, and is only emailed for new releases or important announcements. 
 
    Subscribe to my YouTube channel for Author Logs containing announcements and information, and bonus video and audio content. 
 
    https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCkMNJK6bqyRrOQwmcq-MOMA 
 
      
 
    Thank you. 
 
      
 
    Timothy Ellis 
 
  

 
   
    Also by Timothy Ellis 
 
      
 
    These Kindle eBooks can be found on 
 
    Timothy Ellis’ Kindle Author page. 
 
    Receive new release notifications fastest by joining http://eepurl.com/bqMgVz 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/-/e/B00HRTTIJG 
 
    Follow me on Bookbub, at 
 
    https://www.bookbub.com/authors/timothy-ellis. 
 
    Follow me on Goodreads, at 
 
    https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/8020436.Timothy_Ellis. 
 
    Subscribe to my YouTube channel, at 
 
    https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCkMNJK6bqyRrOQwmcq-MOMA. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Read the universe in this order 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
  

 
   
    The Hunter Imperium Timeline 
 
      
 
    156,000 years before the Imperium 
 
    Merlin 
 
      
 
    4100 years before the Imperium 
 
    Adrift 
 
      
 
    3500 years before the Imperium 
 
    Legend 
 
      
 
    3100 years before the Imperium 
 
    Yesterday's Spacemage (chapter one) 
 
    Tomorrow's Spacemage 
 
      
 
    646 years before the Imperium 
 
    The Long Road to Gaia 
 
      
 
    598 years before the Imperium 
 
    Old Magic 
 
      
 
    595 years before the Imperium 
 
    More Old Magic *Forthcoming* 
 
    Was that You? (a short story) 
 
      
 
    102 years before the Imperium 
 
    One Last Battle (a short story) 
 
      
 
    82 years before the Imperium 
 
    Yesterday's Spacemage 
 
    Today's Spacemage 
 
    Tomorrow's Spacemage 
 
      
 
    10 years before the Imperium 
 
    NPC PHQ (a Gamelit short story) 
 
      
 
    2 Years before the Imperium 
 
    Hero at Large 
 
    Hunted Hero Hunting 
 
    Send in the Hero 
 
    Make or Break the Hero 
 
    Hail the Hero 
 
    Burnside's Killer 
 
    Hire a Hero 
 
    Jane's Christmas 
 
    Hero to the Rescue 
 
    Hero at the Gates 
 
    The Long Road to Gaia 
 
      
 
    1 Year before the Imperium 
 
    Home is Where the Hero Is 
 
    Hero in Darkness 
 
    Hero to the End 
 
      
 
    Here be the time line shift. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    

  

 
  
   The Hunter Imperium Universe Series in the order written: 
 
    The Hunter Legacy 
 
    A.I. Destiny 
 
    The Spacemage Chronicle 
 
    The Hunter Imperium / Imperium Spacemage  
 
    Destiny’s Timemage 
 
    Old Magic 
 
    Imperium Galactic 
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