He arrived to find his lab in a far worse condition than he had left it. Isaac had never known his friend to leave papers strewn across the floor and only half the lights on. The biggest clue should have been the acrid smoke from dead electronics, but the odor must have faded by the time he arrived. Or maybe it was because Isaac and his traveling companions: well, but not overdressed security, press, and scientists, noticed repeatedly scrawled note all across the disheveled and destroyed lab room. Leonid, the lab’s owner had taken great pain to scribble on every available surface a single repeating message. In an odd dimly glowing blue phosphor it spelled out, not even a message really, so much as a question: “What is magic?”

Isaac pushed a finger to his temple “I don’t like it. Leo was always the down to Earth kind. This is not a man that calls you on the phone and tells you ‘round up everybody, this is big’ and not mean it.”

His companion of convenience, a large square shouldered security chief was not impressed “You’re tellin me this about a guy who works in a cave?”

He was, to a point, right. The lab was a large natural room, recessed mostly into a brownstone cave. They had entered through a single large swinging steel door like one might find on a storm shelter. There were modern server racks on the back wall, workbenches arrayed on the floor with a myriad of disarrayed electrical and construction tools, and spare parts hanging off of every jut of the walls and laying all over the ground. It didn’t help that the door had been left open to blow papers everywhere and coat various assemblies with dust from outside. The whole place should have been hot and dry, but the cave absorbed both the desert outside and the bled heat from all the electronics and engines inside.

One of the press investigators laughed and described it as a cross between a modern lab and something out of a steam punk novel. Truthfully there were visible gears and odd electrical assemblies all over the room that Isaac doubted had a physical purpose, at least that anybody in the world beside Leonid would understand.

After a mere half hour of determining there was nothing readily available to see, most of the crowd of scientists and press reporters had left, although one or two of the later stayed to investigate the story in a fashion better befitting a mystery disappearance of a noted inventor.

By then the chief policeman of the small town had arrived at the scene and headed toward Isaac and the private security head. “Mister Jewels, good to have you back again.” He paused to frown and a simple ‘Dobbs’ was all he managed to the other man. “Can you explain this to me? It looks like the remains of a tornado.”

Isaac shrugged “I’ve been pondering it since I got here myself. The blue phosphor lines crisscrossing all his constructs are new, but other than that and the crazy scrawling with the same blue substance on the walls and floors, its just the same old place Leo always kept it as.”

The sheriff, a skinny clean-shaven man heaved a sigh.

“You know how this goes, Isaac” He held the name tentatively in his mouth for a moment “Have to take down the official details every time.”

“Leonid Kirby Danski. Drivers license says he’s 6’0” 180, truth is a couple of inches less and a few pounds more. Blue eyes. Primary language English.”

The security man couldn’t help but crack a grin at this being such a common procedure for Isaac.

“Disappeared sometime between calling me a 3:30 this afternoon and 7:00 when we arrived here. No, he has no history of drug abuse, mental instability, or criminal involvement. No, there are no likely suspects, he lives by himself out here.”

The chief of police dutifully took all this down, but was already issuing his usual statement regarding Leonid “Guy may not be psychotic, but we all know he’s crazy of a sort. Who knows who he got mixed up with that might do this. We’ll take down the clues, but I don’t hold out much hope for figuring this one out until Leo is good and ready for us to.”

“Access?” Prompted Isaac.

“You? Sure. King Kong here is fine, if he’s with you.”

“Shoo the rest of them off, I have a feeling they won’t even be all that surprised.”

“Good luck working out whatever message he left you before they hauled him off.” He turned to the eight or so still milling around “Listen up! This is a crime scene now, meaning all of you who don’t work for me or have clearance need to get a move on.”

As the last of the crowd filed out the large steel door, the Sheriff resumed his cursory look around.

--

“You understand any of the junk this mad scientist makes?” the large guard motioned to the lab.

“Leo made a lot of his stuff needlessly Rube Goldbergian. I think the gears and visible electrical bits are just for show as much as actually accomplishing anything.”

“Is he hoaxing folks then or what?”

“Nah, it may look more complex than necessary, but if he says it will do something, it does so.”

The security man gestured to the central bench in the middle of the room, with a piece of technology curiously out of place in that it had neither modern aesthetics, or the strange legacy look of the room’s other pieces. “What do you make of that?”

“I’d guess” Isaac shrugged regarding at the object, a vase of carved rock with a large mushroomed cap, the same rock but a separate piece,  “That he didn’t even make it. It wouldn’t even look technological if it weren’t for the cap spinning and the vaguely circuit-like lines that blue phosphor traces out.

“Looks like he got bored and made a toy out of cave rock and a motor, and the colored it all up.” The larger man laughed

“If I didn’t know him better, I’d agree. If it isn’t his, he sure had a good reason to display it so prominently”

Isaac sat in his worn car seat, examining the papers from the lab floor once again. He carelessly popped open the cooler where a passenger seat should have been and opened his third bottle of water, sorely wishing that he had the spare gas to run the air condition or that it weren’t a criminal case and he could take the papers with him and not sit in the rising west Texas desert heat. He was sure Leo had left him a message here somewhere, but was also aware that it would never be so obviously placed as to be written to him in one paper alone.

He took a gulp, finding it still cool, but warming to a point as to make it almost worthless to drink it for the temperature. He decided to glug half the bottle when the sweat in his eyes gave him a reminder that it was as much for liquid as cooling.


The papers were a mixed mess of confusion and technical information that almost went above Isaac’s head. Diagrams and Diatribes were Leo’s style, and Isaac decided after reading a page that was some of each that Leo didn’t tend to make too much distinction between a good idea for an invention and a good piece of philosophy. He found a new theme haunting both styles though, with ‘Magic liberally written over black boxes in a technical diagram, and a rambling paper that ended only with the same question the lab walls all posed.


He rubbed his eyes, and cracked open the car door, gathering a round of papers to take back into the lab and leave in stacks, far neater than they had found the place. The heat that the sun only seems to take on when one is in a desert beat the back of his neck severely as he placed one foot through the narrow crack of the door to the ground and wormed his way out. He covered his neck with one hand, picking up the stack with the others and backhanded the door shut. 


Whirling to face the lab a good 20 feet from where he parked, he noticed the door hadn’t quite shut with the little force he’d applied to it. Torn between getting out of the sun and leaving his car unsecured, he tried to backhand the door again quickly with the hand holding the papers. He swore a little ahead of time in his mind when the grip loosened enough for the pages to go flying everywhere. He was sure they had slipped out and fallen all to the ground or into the swirling hot breeze.


Resigning himself to gathering the pages again, he was very surprised when they were instantly back in his hand between a well-clenched finger and thumb. He shook his head and dropped the hand from his neck to rub his eyes and check that the papers were really there. He blinked and shook his head again, trying to determine where the last 15 seconds had gone, but the heat begun to overwhelm curiosity and he headed back to the lab, popping through the door to find the Sheriff taking a break on one of the stools.

“Anything?”

The sheriff shook his head, “Time and the elements got to this place a few hours before we did. There wasn’t anything obvious left to find and it would take the forensics guys forever and a day to go over this place. Any luck playing amateur detective?”

“What is magic?”

The policeman hazarded a guess, “The ramblings of a crazy inventor living out in a desert lab.”

“I still wonder if he was on to something. I think he really was going nuts if not.”

“Found one little sticky note that might interest you. He mentioned that you should probably keep the toy rock statue there. At least that’s what I assume he meant by ‘Keystone’ and the little scribble.”

Isaac moved to take the object, but found himself pausing a few feet from the table. He carefully set the stack of papers he was still holding down on another table and focused on them sitting there for a few moments.

“Sheriff I want you to take that stack of papers please.”

The man took off his wide brimmed cowboy hat and ran a hand through thin hair. “It’s not that heavy really, pretty easy to pick up with one hand around the neck of the bottle looking part.

“Just, oblige me here.”

The sheriff hopped to his strong feet and strode his way quickly to grab the pile of documents. Isaac reached his hand out holding it as he had a moment ago when the papers were in it. Largely unsure of why he was obliging this exercise the Sheriff stopped short and carefully picked up the stack. All it prompted from Isaac was a confused grunt.

“Something you were expecting?”

“Keystone was an old joke of Leo’s that I thought he had just come true for a moment. Guess it was nothing, Leo’s trying to drag me down to his level and drive me crazy.”

“Ya mind explaining a little?”

“Leo’s feelings were every kid originally regards the keystone of an arch holding everything into place as magic, something that shouldn’t work but does.”

“Then they go on to study physics?”

“Leo did, anyway. It never stopped bothering him though; he always remembered that feeling even after he could explain each law of nature that went into making it work. The point was, keystone was Leo’s word to mean an object that appeared to bend the laws of nature. Something that just happened outside that made me wonder, but as usual I’m not putting the pieces together on a high enough level for him. That or the heat is getting to me in a serious way.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Anywhere you want this stack in particular?”

“Nothing in there any different than the rest, might as well just leave it. Mind if I take the device?”

“Yeah, I already checked it out. Nobody but Leo’s recorded prints on it, nothing strange other than the phosphor tracings.”

“You’re a life saver, letting me get away with all this.”

“I trust Leo, he does right by the community, and he phoned me once specifically saying to let you get away with anything regarding his lab. The note doesn’t hurt toward indicating he wanted you to have it.”

“I’m gonna keep looking around, I’ll see you back over the mountains tomorrow if I figure anything out.”

The policeman just tipped his cowboy hat and walked out.


Isaac was left alone in the cavernous lab with the sun eclipsing the huge mountains looming in the west. He continued to pour over the documents, bothered a little bit more every time by a tone he’d never seen out of Leo before. Noticing the temperature slowly becoming more reasonable, he got up to shut the large steel door and turned on the internal lights of the lab. As the needlessly showy plasma ‘lightning’ tubes slowly passed current and flickered to life and light, Isaac caught sight of a fogged mirror in the corner. He stalked back across the room and sat down on one of the many stools right in front of it, staring back at his face. Maneuvering messy dark blonde hair of his eyes he sighed at the wrinkling his skin seemed to feature. 

“Damnit Leo, I’m barely over 30. These aren’t natural, you’re giving them to me.”

The mirror was grimy, at best spot cleaned at by Leo trying to get a look at both sides of a piece of equipment at once. Isaac had to double check his eyes for the third or forth time when he noticed the rock vase was producing a distorted reflection. Breathing on the mirror, he tried to rub it off only to find the caked dust wouldn’t be so easily removed. He started to grumble, making a quick search for some kind of cleaning fluid and coming up short. Finally he forced open the heavy door and stepped outside looking for something in his car. 


The sun was sinking low and had turned the desert to a deep rich orange hue, broken only by the occasional scrub or mesquite ‘tree.’ Isaac wedged open his car’s cheap door looking for anything to clean the mirror off. Finding nothing suitable in the back seat, he set his sights on the cooler. While it was now empty of anything to drink, the slosh of long warmed water indicated a tool to be used. With some effort, Isaac wrenched the thing out of it’s sitting place and picked it up to transport inside.


It took him minutes beyond getting the cooler inside to find a decently suitable rag. Wetting it down and scrubbing the mirror for a few moments though, his efforts paid off, as a neatly polished surface came clear. He paced over to the ‘Keystone’ and carried it back to the mirror, trying to see more clearly what the distortion was. Inches from the mirror, it was far more obvious what was wrong: The lines of blue phosphor did not reflect where they ought to have on the device, instead they were titled off by a few degrees. This was most starkly apparent near the edges of the cap of the device: in the mirror, they simply ran off into blank air.


Isaac just shook his head, putting the device down on the floor.

“Keystone, huh?”

