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Chapter One
 
    
 
   This story really started in 1900, about 104 years ago, with my birth. Maybe that’s not quite true. Perhaps it would fairer to say that the story really started about nine months earlier when my mother succumbed to the charms of a noble of the Bright Kingdom. It may have started before then, but since my mother died in childbirth I can’t get her side of the story. My father pretends that I am some sort of shit that he’s picked up on his shoes and like all good inhabitants of the Bright Kingdom, he considers half breeds less than the humans he takes advantage of. He has deigned to speak to me only when he must and then with only the barest offer of courtesy, although I am told that he is well respected and renowned for his hospitality among his peers. I seldom regret that I am not among their number. 
 
   I suppose that’s too far back. Really, the current crisis began less than a week ago in my office in the Americana building in downtown Houston. Naming Day was far from my thoughts as were any thoughts of my mixed heritage.
 
   Naming Day should be on your hundredth birthday, but in all honesty, I was more than happy to let the day pass unmarked four years ago. I had forgotten about it and had busied myself sorting out a bit of insurance fraud when a messenger announced himself to my secretary, Adriana.
 
   The intercom crackled and Adriana’s voice lilted through the tinny speaker.
 
   “Boss, there’s a …gentleman here who says his name is Cuthbert Brightwater. He say’s he has news of your father and that he brings a message from the Court. You really should keep me informed when you have to testify and shame on you for telling me your father was dead.”
 
   “May as well be” I muttered and opened the drawer and took out the silenced Glock and made sure that it was fitted with pure iron shells with the high temp accelerant. I had discovered a few decades ago that it was a bad idea to see anybody from the Bright Kingdom unarmed. The pure iron bullets had to be custom made, but they were worth every penny. Some of the Fey pranced about spelled against every conceivable earthbound danger. Normal copper jacketed slugs could be warded against in the same manner as lead but no user of the Craft had found a way to protect against pure Iron. It was still as deadly to the Fey as it had been in the days of the Empire of Oberon.
 
   Cuthbert Brightwater strolled into my office and let the door shut behind him. With the click of the knob, he dropped the glamour that had hid his raiment from mortal eyes. He was wasting his time with me, but I didn’t bother to tell him that. The Fey are vain and fickle for the most part. When you see someone from the Court you almost always never see the truth. Mortals usually see whatever they expect to see, say someone in suit and tie or a vixen in a tight dress or even a cleaning lady. Other Court members see whatever bizarre fashion is the current trend at court or whatever signature style someone is affecting. 
 
   Me? I can see what they really look like. Glamours with a half breed can be a bit dodgy. Most half breeds I’ve talked to see exactly whatever anyone else does. One in a hundred is like me. We can see things. We can see through glamours. Occasionally we see things that aren’t really there. Are they hallucinations? All the ones I have talked to like me see visions and memories and sometimes residual emotions of tragedy and terror. Rarely, we see other worlds, full of twisted images, demons and angels, all the bright and dark stuff that clouds the imagination. As you can imagine most of us who see things like this are crazy. Sometimes I wonder if we are crazy because we see these things or seeing these things makes us crazy. With a little concentration I can see magical effects and see through glamours. The visions can come uncalled for but with a little bourbon you can block them out, then you’re left with what passes for reality.
 
   “Jake Underwood? Son of Lord Caren’s Blight?” Cuthbert wasn’t wasting any time and came quickly to the point. I guess court messenger’s have hectic schedules to keep. 
 
   “It has come to the attention of the Court of Dawn, under the High Lord of the Hunt that your Naming Day has come and gone. As a subject of the court and servant of the Tenth Circle you are required to present yourself to the Court of Renown for Naming, seven days hence. You must be prepared to recount your deeds of valor and accomplishments, also your record of services to Court of Dawn. All quests and tasks completed should be offered for consideration in regards to your name.
 
   He wasn’t armed. I least I didn’t see anything that appeared to be a weapon. I didn’t count the sword that he carried. It was part of his courtly glamour. I could just see it if a squinted a little and concentrated. Very fancy.  Completely useless since it didn’t exist.  With the mortal world being the way it was, there were just too many metal detectors around for anybody to sashay around with a three foot long steel manstaber strapped on at the waist.
 
   “Is that so? Missed my Naming Day, did I? Imagine that. It must have slipped my mind in the past four years, what with all the business the court has with me.” It was at times like this that I wished I still smoked. Smoking always gave me something to do with my hands and gave me a moment to think. Now I just sat there and used a few seconds up pushing business cards around my desk blotter and gathering my thoughts.
 
   Cuthbert sniffed. “You are Jake Underwood, are you not? That is your mortal name, isn’t it?” He said the words like they burned his tongue. Maybe they did. The Fey were weird.
 
   “Yes. I am Jake Underwood. Would you care to tell me why the Court of Dawn cares about this at all? They’ve barely noticed that I’m alive the past hundred years or so, why bother with this ceremony?” Cuthbert looked uncomfortable and probably was. He looked like he would rather be somewhere else.
 
   “It is not my place to question High Lords, I merely deliver messages, not divine their intent.” He stood waiting for a response. “Jake Underwood, I require a reply. Let me remind you that failure to appear at the request of a High Lord can lead to your name being stricken and listed as unclean. The Unclean…”
 
   “…have a bounty on each of their heads depending on the seriousness of the offense. Yes, I know. I’ll be there.”  Cuthbert looked relieved. I guess that was the answer he was waiting for. 
 
   “Yes, well, I shall report to the Keeper of the Court of Renown to prepare for your ceremony. Will there be…ah…any guests? Special requirements for mortals can take time. He will want to prepare.” I gathered that Cuthbert certainly hoped there would be no guests and as much as I hated to do it, I was forced to please him and tell him that there would be no mortal guests which would require preparations.
 
   “Well, then I shall take my leave of you. “ Cuthbert was pleased to go and I was pleased to see him go. I got a sense of an unheard pop and realized that he must have raised his glamour back for my secretary. 
 
   Adriana brought in coffee and placed it on the desk. It was bad, as usual. I really wished sometimes she would just give up trying to make decent coffee and go to instant or maybe switch to tea.  
 
   Her eyes were bubbling with questions that were fated to go unanswered. She seemed to pick up on this, as she set the cup of steaming, hot, black death down. I handed her a file and she retreated to her desk and became busy typing a report to an insurance company,  a case of fraud involving a worker who claimed a debilitating injury that didn’t seem to effect his golf.
 
   I considered the “invitation” from the Court and thought about what it meant. It was true that I was nominally a subject of the High Lord, but all those with any blood of Fey were technically under his jurisdiction. He rarely bothered with half breeds, certainly not with half breeds blessed with a dubious past and clear disinclination to draw upon their inheritance from the Bright Kingdom. Curious. 
 
   I sat at my desk and tried to puzzle out what the ploy was and where the politics were and decided that all of my info was about fifteen years out of date. I would need more up to date intelligence and that meant field work.
 
   I quickly set Adriana to work on the accounts payable and checked the schedule for other appointments that could be rescheduled. I had two other employees, who were out doing case work, but they could handle it and they could always reach me on my cell.
 
   For the sake of my clients and my self respect I decided to spend a few hours making sure that none of the cases I had open would suffer if I were forced to spend some time away from the office today or a week from today. The case load was light. A good and a bad thing at the same time. More business would mean more money but would also make it hard to slip away when I needed to.
 
   On the street, it took but a moment to find a trolley bus that was headed the way I needed to go. The Doubletree hotel was considered a high-end business hotel and frankly it was nice enough, but it was really the bar, The Silver Tree, which drew me. Serving a double purpose, I always though the name a little too cute, but the Fey enjoy a good double entendre, or truth be told, even a bad one. 
 
   The Silver Tree was well appointed and hardly crowded this time of day. Most of the lunch crowd had reluctantly or otherwise returned to work and left the bar to those whose drinking day started early or those who enjoyed a late lunch.
 
   One side of the room was mirrored and to mortal eyes it made the whole place seem a lot bigger than it really was. It also served as a convenient way to check your necktie, to make sure that you hadn’t spilled liquor on your shirt. For some it also served as an entrance to another room, just hidden from view. A split second before or after this room there existed the other Silver Tree, the realm that I sought.
 
   I often considered what one saw from this side when a patron stepped through the mirror. Does the glass ripple like when you run your fingers through still water or do you just squeeze through? I guess it doesn’t matter. The portal is spelled so that when people should see something, they don’t. They get distracted and turn away or glance down at their drink or maybe see somebody in lobby they think they know. They just don’t see.
 
   The crowd in the Silver Tree was pretty small. Like mortals, most of the Fey who went out to drink did so at night, not the afternoon. In one corner of the room was a short hall that led to a bathroom. It was located next to the mirror wall making it an easy step to  from using the facilities to crossing over.
 
                 As I pushed though the glass, I considered how much like crossing the Veil this felt like. The momentary disassociation and disorientation quickly passed once you stepped through and the new reality settled on your shoulders like a wet raincoat.  Of course, crossing the Veil took longer, at least it seemed to take longer and the Silver Tree wasn’t a full blown realm like Faerie, Jottenheim or Hellenica, it was more in the way of a pocket realm. Vast for a building, small for a realm. I have never fully explored the place but I suspected that a through survey of the environs would take a few days and yield a space the size of crowded city block.
 
                 The foyer was laden with gilt and richly decorated carpeting. It always reminded me of a movie palace or a gaudy bordello. Appropriate in many ways. Behind me the mirrored glass displayed a view of the mundane world. The few customers lingering over their drinks had noticed nothing.
 
                 Past the main reception area, past the velvet drapes stood the bar proper. This time of day was too early for members of the Dawn Court and far too late for members of the Twilight Court. Even so, there was always someone on duty at the bar. Kevin the owner of the Silver Tree, a goblin, stood behind the bar polishing a glass, affecting a look that bartenders and pub owners had honed to perfection. I had often wondered why they didn’t just get spelled glasses that were smash proof and automatically cleaning. Once, when I posed that question to Kevin he replied with needle sharp grin that it went against custom and besides where would fun be in unbreakable glass? He accused me of being soulless. A mortal insult to some, but a jest to me when delivered by one of the few Fey I actually trusted.
 
                 “Jake! You’re here a little early aren’t you?” I grunted and took a seat at the bar. It was polished teak, dark and scarred and probably old as hell. 
 
   “Bourbon? I’ve got some fine single barrel stock from a boutique distillery in South Carolina, and I am aching to have someone with discriminating taste tell me if it’s worth 48 dollars a bottle or not.” Kevin placed a heavy bottomed tumbler on the teak counter and poured two fingers of amber liquid with a grace acquired through many years of serving customers without waiting for me to agree.
 
                 “It’s pretty early in the day for me to start drinking, even good stuff. But I guess a small taste wouldn’t hurt.”  The Bourbon was smooth and smoky in my mouth. You could taste the charred white oak barrels and the care of the distiller. It spoke of a dark warehouse and the care of its aging.  It left that little tickle at the back of throat and just a hint of heat as I swallowed. It packed quite a kick at 110 proof yet the taste of the alcohol was lost in the subtle mix of the single barrel blend. Exquisite.  
 
                 “Kevin, that’s some fine stuff. How much are you charging for a slug of that?” I was really asking out of curiosity as I doubted I would ever bother buying anything that nice at a bar. That kind of bourbon was best enjoyed at home after a good meal and with pleasant conversation. A bar was full of noise, smoke and stale cologne, all designed to rob a good bourbon of its special cachet.
 
                 “Well, this one is free, but to paying customers, I guess about ten dollars a snort.” Kevin replied. Kevin wasn’t his real name of course. Goblins each had three secret names and a public one. Kevin was his public name, special because he choose it himself. I guess after all this time it seemed to suit him.
 
                 “A little steep, but fair overall.” I set the tumbler down and watched the clear, brown liquid swirl in the glass and raised my eyes to Kevin’s face. It was worn and leathery, the way someone’s face looked who had had too much sun over the years. It was dark for a goblin, but still pasty white compared to a humans. His long, black, stringy hair was tied back into a hat, to keep it out of his face. A small pair of prince-nez covered his eyes and nested on the bridge of his nose. They were eyes that that had seen many terrible things through the years yet retained a hint of laughter in them and now they looked through the small glasses at me.  
 
                 “Jake, old son, I can tell you have something on your mind. What brings you here so early in the day? I see no client being feted, no bruises or cuts so I assume that no one is looking particularly hard for you, unless…is this trouble from the mortal world?”
 
                 “No, nothing like that. Just a curious event that happened earlier today.”  Kevin got the full boat, everything that Cuthbert Brightwater had said and a few things he hadn’t. I could see no reason not to unload. I trusted Kevin as far as I trusted anyone and more than most.
 
                 “That’s damn strange, Jake, damned strange.” Kevin mused and considered. As a bartender, Kevin was privy to lots of things that most people weren’t. As you can imagine, people often said more than they should when they had been drinking. Fey are no different. Kevin always listened and besides he had a lot of friends on the other side of the veil. He always seemed to have the skinny on what was happening in Court of Dawn and a fair amount about the Court of Twilight as well. He was damn good at knowing a hell of lot of information that wasn’t common knowledge. I had never caught him in a straight out lie and he has told me things that had saved my hide more times than I care to recall. When it came time to settle though I, figured we were about even. Occasionally, Kevin would have problems in the mortal world that were far easier for me to deal with than it was for him. These were little things from deadbeat nobles hiding out to avoid debts to suppliers skimming off the top. When those things came up, I dealt with them. Sometimes with a gentle nudge “Lord Dauphin, surely you don’t word to get around that you would welch on a bet? Better pay up.” Other times with a less subtle hint “Sorry about the leg, but don’t worry, I’m sure your company has very good medical coverage.”
 
                 “Have you heard anything about this?” I finished the last of the bourbon and set the tumbler on the bar and watched Kevin consider.
 
                 “No, nothing specific about this particular ceremony. There’s always some kind of ceremony or ritual being planned or executed at Court so it’s not unusual in that regard. But it’s damned peculiar to have a naming ceremony late and pretty odd to have one for a hal…chimera, especially for a member of the court who’s never there.” Kevin smiled. “The Ceremony itself is really a formality for most court members. I’ve never heard of anybody being tracked down to attend though.”
 
                 “That’s what I thought as well.” 
 
                 “I can nose around a little if you like. Get the latest gossip from the court, that kind of thing.” Kevin looked questioningly at me and wasn’t a bit surprised when I nodded.
 
                 “Thanks. Also, see if you can find out some specifics about what’s involved in this Naming Day ceremony. I’ve never attended one, I guess all the invitations got lost in the mail, so I’m not exactly sure what’s expected. This ‘recounting deeds of valor’ and ‘quests and services’ rendered sounds a little strange.“  I got up and pushed the empty tumbler back across the bar where Jake quickly caught it.
 
                 “Sure Jake, I’ll call and let you know what I can find out.” Kevin smiled and waved. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   “No, no, no! My instructions were quite clear. You were to follow and observe, not contact the subject. Jesus, Kraft, how many times do we have to go through this? Follow and observe!” He at least had enough sense to act chastened even if he lacked the wits to avoid the problem in the first place. 
 
   “I swear, if you couldn’t follow a paper trail better than a blood hound does a convict, I would have fired you two years ago after the incident with the ambassador’s wife. Christ, what a fucked up mess!”  
 
   I looked at the nigh undrinkable mug of coffee on the desk before me and wondered how in hell to fix this. I had already talked to a screaming client and an alerted and indignant suspect. 
 
   “Mr. Underwood, I’m sorry. I thought I had him. He was going through a box of papers and considering what the client wanted...” He used a shrug to finish his sentence.
 
   He looked at me with little fear for his job. He knew I wouldn’t fire him. He was great at certain things and it was really my fault that I sent him out on a job he wasn’t skilled at, not his. I suppose I was a little distracted by the Delphane matter, and had sidestepped a job that was really my responsibility, damn it. It’s a poor craftsman who blames…etc, etc.
 
   “Hell, forget it Dave. I’ll fix it with the client. You just get back on that Esso case. Someplace in all that paperwork something stinks. You can find if anybody can.” He brightened immediately and quickly fled back to his office and his computer.
 
                 I sighed and considered the best way to repair the problem caused by my distraction and Dave’s ineptitude. I could probably do it myself with a little work but I was backed up with tying up some loose ends so that I could be out of town for my Naming Day Ceremony and really couldn’t spare the time to deal with this mess. 
 
                 I knew what I had to do. This wasn’t the first time I had been forced to this extreme and probably wouldn’t be the last.
 
                 I reached for the phone and called a sometimes competitor and sometimes employee, Marty Obromowitz. Now, don’t get the wrong impression. I like and respect Marty. He’s better at this then I am and if it wasn’t for being so long lived, he might be sitting in my chair instead of the other way around. He’s the best freelance, hell, he’s the best detective I know. But there is something about him that really puts clients off. He seems so innocuous and casual that it was hard for clients to take him seriously. His manner always threw off his target as well. What harm could he possibly be? That was the fatal mistake. He’s tenacious and dogged in pursuit of his, well, victim. I know I wouldn’t want him on my trail. 
 
    I seldom used him when there was a great deal of face to face with the client or interaction with people. But for a B&E job or straight tailing, he couldn’t be beat. For stakeouts, the man was inhuman. I often wondered if he had a little fey blood, perhaps a wolf spirit or some such, in him somewhere.
 
   I knew I would lose money by hiring him, but there was little choice. I had already stumbled and once word gets around that you are fumbling jobs, it gets much harder to find work. If he could save this job, he would be worth twice what I paid him in money in reputation.
 
   He answered the phone on the third ring.
 
   “Hello?” He always sounded surprised when I called. I knew that he had caller ID and that he knew it was me, but he always answered the same way.
 
   “Marty. This is Jake. I gotta a little job for you.”
 
   “Yeah? Well, I could use the work.” He sounded pleased. Perhaps one of his barracuda ex-wives was hounding him for money. For a guy with an unassailable scent for the guilty, he had no clue when it came to his ex wives or women in general.
 
   “Look, can you come over at about 3:00?” 
 
   “Sure. What’s the op?”
 
   I hesitated for moment. “It’s a cleanup job. I used Dave Kraft on a job and he got caught out. The client’s pissed and he alerted the target.”
 
   “Oh. Well that is a pretty mess. Of course when it’s an awful tangle, you think of me. I suppose I should be flattered.” I could almost hear his grin on the other end of the phone. He loved it when I had to use him to fix a problem. Plus, he really didn’t care for Dave. Not really my business except when it interfered with a case. Marty would never let that happen but Dave might.
 
   “Yeah, well, this job fits your profile perfectly. In fact, if I was hitting on all cylinders, I probably would have thought of sub-contacting it to you in the first place.” A lie of course. I could just handled it myself. “Can you come?” I knew he would if only to rub Dave’s face in it.
 
   “Sure. I can be there. Anything for a pal. I’ll give you my ‘pal’ rate; $300 a day, plus expenses.”
 
   I practically choked. That was more than I was being paid. Damn. I really was going to lose more money on this deal, more than I had originally thought.
 
   “That’s your “Pal” rate? I would hate to think what you charge someone you didn’t like.” 
 
   “I’m worth it.” He answered smugly.
 
   The hell of it was that it was true. He was worth it. “Fine. Come in at three and I’ll brief you and have Adrianna prepare a packet for you with case materials.”
 
   “I’ll see you then.” Marty clicked off left me to the dread of my next appointment.
 
   I rang Adriana telling her about Marty and to take an early lunch and close the outer office door on her way out. My office was set up to be completely separate from the others, enabling me to shut myself off when I needed to see a client without worrying about my staff seeing anything. It even had its own exit so I could slip out unseen if I chose.
 
    I closed all the blinds and made sure that Adriana had actually gone. The outer office was empty and the door locked. I retreated to my office treated my inner door to a repeat performance of its outer twin. Stepping across the room, I closed the blinds and moved my guest chairs. It took a moment for me to roll back the rug and reveal the white chalk lines beneath. A few were smudged and needed resetting.
 
   In the bottom drawer of my desk was a small, black kit. Inside the kit were various instruments that I used for summoning and protection. I’m no magician, but everybody in my line of work needs to know some basic spell craft and enough protection rituals to keep one hale and whole. A very nasty encounter with an effreet in 1943 had taught me that it paid to be cautious. I wish the same could be said for my double crossing client. She never had a chance to profit from that lesson. Pity. Her red hair had never been more striking as when it had burst into flame.
 
   I laid the contents of the kit and unrolled the pack on the desk and made sure that everything was clean. These kinds of ceremonies always went better with purification. So once I was sure the blade was stainless, I washed my hands in water that I was assured actually came from a mountain spring as opposed to the crap you find so labeled in a store. The closest that water had been to a spring was the one in the pen the grocer had used to sign for it.
 
   “I invoke the High Lord of Hunt and Lord of the Court of Dawn. Besolumude, guard and protect thy servant in this working of will!” I took the sharp silver dagger and drew a thin line across my right palm. The blood welled up quickly and I let a drop fall upon the large piece of chalk that lay on the scarlet cloth. There was a slight hiss as the blood sunk into the white porous surface. A thin wisp of smoke eddied forth lending a slight scent of violets to the air.
 
   “I invoke the Stalker in the Stars and The Lord of the Court of Twilight. Evenstride, guard and protect thy servant in this working of will!” The dagger crossed my left palm and I felt the power of the ritual sinking in. A slightly queasy feeling that made my gut churn. The drop of blood hit the chalk and the smoke that rose up smelled of ash and regret.
 
   “Lords of the Dawn and the Twilight, I declare before you my intent to deal fairly and follow the Compact. What was true, is true still. Let all who come, respect the Compact and let all things be bound by the Compact. These sigils are a symbol of the dread agreement between august lords. All who break the Compact are Unclean and every hand shall be raised against them and no peace shall they know until spirit is rift from bone. So mote it be.”
 
   As I made my declarations to the room I sense the power of mighty antagonists, light and dark, flooding the ritual with presence. Hate and spite flowed between them, culminating in agreement and with that agreement; the Compact was sealed and power flowed into the chalk.
 
   As the ritual finished I could feel the prickling of cold sweat along my back and could feel the tension in my arms. For a full blood, this sort of thing could be dashed off with little effort and less strain. For a half blood to claim protection under the compact was a much more grueling affair. My hands cramped and the blood began to cake on my palms.
 
   The chalk tingled with power as I walked around the desk and began to inscribe the renewed symbols on the floor. I had seen permanent circles carved in rosewood and inlaid with gold. Such craftwork was beyond my need. Temporary circles were all I generally needed simply because I do so little with the craft work compared to the average adept.
 
   I stepped back and viewed my work. It paid to double check such things. Many would be will workers had suffered for carelessness. A dropped symbol or a smudged one would weaken or even negate the protection of the Compact. 
 
   My guest was unlikely to wish me harm, but members of the Court of Dawn, even those only loosely affiliated,  didn’t take chances with the Court of Twilight. While some Twilight court members could be as charming as any might wish, others were decidedly less so. If you ever wondered where all those charming tales about blood sucking parasites come from, look no further than the Court of Twilight. There were enough unsavory creatures associated with the Court that caution was always the proper path. Many cases of “demonic” influence could be traced there as some of the Fey who liked the dangerous game of fooling mortals and teasing the infernal forces.  If the powers of the Damned discovered such meddling, nothing could protect the malefactor from retribution. No one in the game undertook tweaking the nose of the Adversary lightly. No one that is, except perhaps fools and angels. I stood behind my desk and addressed the room. 
 
   “The Circle is prepared. Let all who have business in this place draw near and attend this meeting under the protection of the Compact.” With that I declared the circle open and waited for my eleven o’clock to show up.
 
   There was a slight rustle of blinds and an inrush of air as the manifestation began. Bright specks of light began to gather in the midst of the circle and low hum filled the room. The motes of light coalesced into a vaguely man shaped form. There was a crackle of static electricity being discharged and a faint smell of ozone as the shape grew more solid. One could almost see a hint of another form in the circle, but whatever was there slowly flowed into a human looking form. 
 
   Once the pyrotechnics settled, I was left with a rather tall, dark individual in what appeared to be a rather expensive pinstripe. Pierre Cardin or Armani, I suspected. He was fair of feature but dark of aspect. His face was an ebony black mask framed with golden hair and with twin golden eyes staring back at me. His brow had little bone ridges that gleamed like they had been polished. His hands had long nails perfectly manicured and undoubtedly quite sharp. He smiled at me and revealed a row of pointed teeth that seemed to interlock.
 
   “Mr. Underwood? Mr. Jake Underwood?” He raised his brow and the bony ridges actually moved. His smile grew broader revealing even more of his disturbing teeth. 
 
   “Yes. I’m Jake Underwood. I understand that you wanted to see me.” A few days ago I‘d had a rather disturbing dream which could only have originated from the Court of Twilight. In the dream I had arranged this interview with my current visitor. Of course in the dream he had looked a lot less threatening. But what he looked like meant nothing. Some of the Court of Twilight were true shapeshifters and didn’t need glamours to appear in other forms. Who knew what this guy, if he was a guy, actually looked like? It didn’t really matter. The Compact should protect me and if not the Compact, the silenced Glock might do the trick.
 
   “This is a genuine pleasure! It’s rare to meet an operator of your caliber! I must say, your boldness surprises me in some ways. Considering the incident at Tuatha Dun Torin, the last thing I suspected was to find you listed in the …ah… phone book. Brave, I must say, foolhardy almost.”
 
   “Uh…Yes…Well, you know what they say, the coward dies a thousand deaths, the brave man drinks but once and all that.” I replied glibly. This was not good. Not good at all.  I had no idea what the hell this guy was talking about. Damn it. The only thing that was worse than a threat from the Court of Twilight, was praise from that quarter.
 
   “Of course, the Court was all a twitter when the Orb of Distress was pinched by an ‘unknown someone’. As fine a piece of work as has been seen in many a moon. I don’t suppose you’d care to dish a little gossip about that caper would you?”
 
   He actually used those sharpened talons to hang quotes in the air around his ‘unknown someone’
 
    “I certainly can’t confirm or deny anything about such a thing.. Anyway, I never talk about my clients. Something that I’m sure you can appreciate.” I smiled. Of course I couldn’t. I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. Even if I did, I’d never talk to a wriggler like him anyway.
 
   “Yes. Of course. I can see you’re a fellow who likes plain speaking and so I’ll speak plainly.” He glanced at a chair and I nodded and sat behind the desk, the Glock coming out from behind my back and resting in lap. He seated himself and straightened the lines of suit and smoothed out imaginary wrinkles.
 
   “ Mr. Underwood, I have come to you with a most delicate problem. Can I rely on your complete discretion in this matter?” He raised those bony ridges of his again asking the question. In all the years that I have been a private investigator, this is the one of those questions that I have never understood. It was almost as bad as asking me; ‘Can I be honest with you?’  No, hell, lie like a cheap rug . I love it when clients lie to me. By all means DON’T be honest with me. If I was discrete I would answer yes and if I wasn’t, I would still answer yes so I’d have something to be indiscrete about.
 
   “Of course I’ll be discrete. As long what you have to say doesn’t involve prison time or a declaration of being Unclean, whatever you say will be between us.” Let him suck on that.
 
   “Yes...Very well. Where to begin?” He paused and seemed to be considering exactly how much to tell me. He was going to lie to me. But that’s okay. I’m used to my clients keeping a little of the truth, hell, sometime almost all the truth from me. It’s an occupational hazard.
 
   “Why don’t you tell me a little about yourself and what you do? You could start with your name.” That almost always relaxes a client. It’s familiar and comforting, like taking the same path across the lawn to the mailbox, you know the way and you are less likely to get tangled up. 
 
   “Of course. I am Jeryn Callasandra, Keeper of the Fourth Seal of the Daemons, and I serve in Fourth Circle of the Court of High Lord Evenstride.” He announced it as someone who had long used the name as a shield and banner, protection from some and announcing his importance to others.
 
   “Fourth Circle huh? Impressive.” It was actually. I was a member of the Tenth circle of the Court of Dawn. That wasn’t a big deal. Anybody with any Fey blood at all or even allies of the Crown were Tenth Circle. In fact, favored guests of the Court often ranked at least Ninth or Eight Circle. Membership in Fourth Circle meant somebody who actually did something. Jeryn Callasandra was probably an underling of an important advisor or an Undercourt Lord who had active roles in some ceremonial spells and whose name might actually be used in some specific incantations to invoke the power of his office. I was a lot more fuzzy on the workings of Court of Twilight than the Dawn, but they were reflections of each other in many ways.
 
   He beamed at my praise. “Thank You. Coming from one like you that is high praise indeed for one so lowly as me. Your praise really should be to my Lord. Lord Cabor Klaris is in charge of Night Blooms and Outre Geometry.”
 
   “Outre Geometry?” The Night Blooms I could see as an important job, The Fey have odd concepts of beauty, but few could resist flowers so I wasn’t shocked to discover someone who was actually in charge of Night Blooming flowers. Outre Geometry was a new one, however.
 
   “I don’t completely understand it myself, but from what I gather, Lord Klaris is consulted whenever the shape of a garden or building must extend into dimensions that cannot be measured by compass or rule.”
 
   “You lost me.”
 
   “Well, say that this room existed in more than the three dimensions you can see. Technically, it does of course, but for purposes of explanation, let’s suppose that you want to make sure the shape is right in four or five dimensions in addition to the ones you can experience.”
 
   “There’s enough call for that kind of thing that you have an Undercourt Lord in charge of it?” The disbelief was dripping from my voice.
 
   “Oh Yes, Unlike the Court of Dawn, The Court of Twilight has many members who can sense things well beyond the normal range of the spectrum and some have sight into nth dimensional space.” He paused to see if I was following him. I nodded. “Aesthetics are very important to us. There even some sculptures that exist almost totally in higher dimensional space and would be invisible to most of us.”
 
   “Fascinating.” I tried to keep the condescension out of my voice and probably failed. Jeryn seemed unfazed, he probably had explained this many times before. It had the tone of prepared and often delivered speech. “Suppose you tell me why you arranged this appointment.”
 
   He blinked. “I didn’t say yet? I suppose I didn’t at that.” He smiled with those damn teeth of his. “Well, I suppose I should say first that this isn’t really about me, but about Lord Klaris, or perhaps I should say Lord Klaris’ daughter, Lady Dalia Klaris. He’s frightfully worried or would be if he knew. Frightfully!”
 
   “Dalia Klaris?” I had heard that name somewhere, but couldn’t quite place where it had been. 
 
   “Lady Dalia Klaris is a somewhat unusual girl child. She’s been given great freedom, but she abuses it terribly. She has been nothing but grief to her poor father.” I got the impression that Jeryn Callasandra didn’t like Lady Dalia Klaris very much at all and that she might have stepped on the toes of Jeryn Callasandra on occasion.
 
   “The ungrateful wretch has chosen this particular moment to just vanish. Vanish! Disappear with out trace! Criminal! She should be switched or imprisoned in an oubliette for a few decades to teach her to respect her betters and her place!” His agitation was clearly increasing and I as watched he gnashed the dagger sharp teeth and I could hear the click of the sharp fangs as they slid closed. I gripped the Glock the tighter and waited for the clouds to pass his face.
 
   “What does her mother say? A mother often knows things about a daughter that a father can only guess.” I asked hopefully. I didn’t like runaway cases. There were too many dead ends and worse conclusions. I would be just as happy to take a pass on this one, especially involving an Undercourt Lord of the Court of Twilight as it did.
 
   “Her mother!” He seemed more agitated than ever, I swear I could see red flecks among the gold in his eyes. “Her mother is undoubtedly the source of this foolishness! But her mother knows nothing and is nothing. She’s long dead and buried, cursed hag!”
 
   “Her mother is a Hag?” I gasped. Hags were powerful creatures that most feared and rightly so. Nominally members of the Court of Twilight, they lived on their own in some benighted realm and had little to do with any but the most foolish. Their reputation was fearsome and wholly deserved. Few of the Fey could face them and fewer still could or would lie with them.
 
   “Don’t be dense.” He snapped.” Of course she was not a Hag! I meant that figuratively.  She wasn’t one of the Night Mistresses, Lord Evenstride protect us! I meant that this defiance is obviously the result of her mother’s blood. Her mother was some bitch whelp of the Court of Dawn.” He looked up and realized that he was actually talking to someone who might care and smiled. “No offense meant.”
 
   “None taken. Where was the wedding held?” While not as rare, or as scandalous as a coupling with a Hag would be, a cross court marriage is a fairly rare thing in its own right and I am sure I would have some memory of it with a few hints.
 
   “There was no marriage, at least none recognized by either side, it was a wrong side of the blanket kind of tryst. He met her while serving with the ambassador to the Court of Dawn. Her mother…died in childbirth and her father claimed her under the Compact and raised her as his heir. It was quite the scandal back in the day. There are still those who feel that she should be banished because of her birth.” I was willing to bet that Jeryn Callisandra was a member of that camp.  His agitation lessened and he smiled back at me. 
 
                 “So why bring this to me? I am sure that you have many ‘discrete’ resources available to such a high ranking lord. Wouldn’t it be better to keep this all within the purview of the Court?”  I wasn’t sure that I wanted anything to do with this case. I don’t like coincidences, hell I’m not sure I actually believe they exist.
 
                 ‘Normally, I would agree, but there are extenuating circumstances” I nodded for him to continue. 
 
                 “Firstly, this is a personal matter and to use Court resources might draw undue attention to the problem. A low profile is clearly called for to avoid embarrassment to Lord Klaris.”
 
                 “Second, Lord Klaris is not available at this time. He’s…ah...on a mission to the… a far Realm, and beyond my reach to communicate with at this time. I am sure that he could call in a favor or two and get results. The truth is, he doesn’t even know she’s missing and I don’t want to distract him while he’s on such a critical mission.”
 
                 “Thirdly, he asked me to take personal charge of his house for the duration of this mission and to lose his daughter, however useless she may be, will be a personal failure not only of deed, but of loyalty as well, to the Lord. I can’t afford to ask for help.” His voice actually shook as he said this. I raised my opinion of Jeryn Callisandra a little. Loyalty goes a long way with me. I can respect that.
 
                 “That’s a tough break. Still, I could refer you to some good operatives who can be trusted and work the Court of Twilight. They are in a much better position to track a runaway on the Nightside then I am. I have an associate who knows more about the Court of Twilight asleep than I do awake.”
 
                 “Surely you do yourself no justice in this claim, considering your record. But it is largely irrelevant. She’s gone beyond my power or anyone who works solely on the Nightside. She’s nowhere in the Court of Twilight or any of its sub-realms. She’s fled to Mortal world. She is wandering around the realm of Adam somewhere or worse, The Court of Dawn. Traitorous bitch.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three
 
                 
 
   Jeryn gave me a bunch of details about Dalia Klaris, not the least of which was a nice little bit of craft work that showed me what she looked like, life size. He gave me her vital statistics and it didn’t take long for me to see that she was really just a kid by Court standards. She was only forty two after all. I doubted that she was the personal servant of the Adversary that Jeryn made her out to be.
 
   After collecting a purse of moonstruck silver and seeing Jeryn Callisandra on his way with a dismissal and a promise to be in touch with news as soon as I had any, I sat back and wondered about the conversation I had just had. I had done my best not to betray the confusion I had felt as Jeryn had conjured the image of the prodigal daughter, a earnest looking young woman with a slightly familiar look about her face, before I performed the dismissal and closing ritual. 
 
   It was damn peculiar, that was sure. These incidents or events that Callisandra had spoken of meant nothing but trouble for momma Underwood’s little boy. This incident along with the Naming Day ceremony told me that something was stirring. Whenever the Court of Twilight or the Court of Dawn reached out to the mortal realm there was generally trouble. When they both did, it usually meant apocalyptic trouble. Any other time, I would find some good reason to put myself in some distant land that held no interest for the Fey, but since I had been named and directly contacted,  I didn’t think that would work.
 
   I needed to talk to Kevin. Now. I couldn’t wait for him to call me. I unscrewed the silencer from the Glock and dropped it into the bottom drawer of my desk. I checked the semi-automatic and slid it into my holster and dropped a few extra clips into my jacket pocket. I made sure that at least one clip was loaded with what I liked to call my Fey Specials.
 
   The sound of a drawer being opened and shuffling told me that Adriana was back from her early lunch. Any moment she would poke her hopeful head into the office and ask me if I wanted any of her coffee. Whenever she smiled at me I was constantly amazed that she had any teeth considering that she drank that stuff herself. I decided that discretion was the better part of valor.
 
   I opened the door and stalked past her on my way to the street. She looked up and opened her mouth.
 
   “Sorry, Adriana, no time for coffee now, I have to talk to ...uh...an informant.” I paused at the doorframe and considered. “Look, if I’m not back by three make my apologies to Marty and give him the packet and tell him that I’ll set up something later in the day to brief him further if he needs it. Also, send Dave out at 2:30 to the courthouse. Tell him we need to get some copies of the case files for the Hutchinson case and to take the rest of the day to get it if he needs to.”
 
   “Boss, isn’t he going to need a case number or something?” Adrian peered up at me. “It’ll take him hours to kind out anything if he doesn’t have that.”
 
   “I hope so. He may have screwed up the embezzlement case, but he certainly doesn’t need Marty razzing him about it. He’ll be afraid to do make a move of any kind. Just get him out of the office until after Marty has gone, huh?”
 
   “Sure thing, Boss!” Adriana smiled and gave me a wink. She may have been where bad coffee goes to get worse, but she was loyal and essential. She could take a hint and had a sweet and warm nature that let her deal with fractious clients and manage difficult staff with an adroitness that would not have been lost on a good staff sergeant. I am sure the office would run without her, it just would run badly. She did a large number of things that I would rather avoid entirely and did them very well indeed.
 
   ***
 
   The taxis in Houston are a mixed lot. They weren’t like New York or Boston, where you could find a cab cruising, looking for a fare within a short while. In Houston, cabs tended to cluster at hotels and airports, hoping for a fare or being dispatched by the cab company to a guaranteed fare. I think this is because so many people in Houston drive themselves and wouldn’t think of using a cab unless their automobile was in the shop awaiting a high priced mechanic’s shotgun approach to auto repair. Houston is a sprawling city that is basically flat. The parking lots are huge and so plentiful that parallel parking is a rarity. It takes about 45 minutes to drive from one side to the other at a mile a minute.
 
   I usually took the bus or the trolley to get around downtown. The mass transit authority had recently added something called light rail that scurried up and down Main Street like a fast moving caterpillar. I’m not sure if it really helped with traffic or not, but I liked trains so it was fine by me. 
 
   I do own a car, two as a matter of fact, but I only use them when I need to get somewhere fast or somewhere distant. It’s not that I‘m a bad driver. I can actually drive quite well when I need to; it’s just that I don’t like to drive very much. I have a sneaky feeling that most of this is due to the fact that after 104 years of living, driving is just one of those things I can do without. If I was rich I suppose I would have a chauffeur, but I’m not, so I use mass transit and cabs in a pinch, whenever I can. I used my cell phone to call for a cab and decided to ride around and think about things before I hit the Silver Tree.  
 
   I gave the driver a destination that would take us through the 2nd worst intersection for traffic in the country, according to the NTSB, and thought through what I knew about the current state of the Court of Twilight and the Court of Dawn. It was damn little. I tried to avoid contact with them whenever possible. That was the trick though, whenever possible.
 
   The last time I had dealt with them was a little over fifteen years ago. It went badly. It had been a domestic situation. A client came to me and told me that his wife had been cheating on him. He was sure of it. He just couldn’t seem to catch her at it. So he hired me. When I asked him why he was so sure he said that she had no interest in him anymore, sexually, and always seemed exhausted when he came home. He had tried to catch the Lothario but could never seem to time it right. Surprise returns to house always seemed to catch the wife napping. He wanted me to get evidence that she was cheating so he could divorce her and keep all the marital assets.
 
   I’m going to let you in on the dirty little secret about being a PI. It’s mostly crap like this. Following cheating spouses and getting evidence that will allow the offended spouse an advantageous position in the divorce settlement or maybe trying to catch someone applying for disability doing something they shouldn’t be able to do if they actually were disabled. Often it was just trying to catch someone robbing his employer, euphemistically called “shrinkage”. I used to get a lot of legal work tracking down witnesses, and I still do occasionally from the few lawyers I would share a drink with, but mostly its tracking runaways and spouses. It’s almost never a serious crime like murder. The police have a very definite view about murder and other major felonies. It’s their business and PI’s can piss off.   The best thing you can do if you’re a PI and get caught up in a murder is to call the cops, dump whatever you’re holding and let them deal with it. In general, people feel more comfortable letting the police handle things like that and they should. Cops have access to resources that PI’s simply can’t afford.
 
   With that in mind, I have to confess that I covered up a murder and managed to keep the police out of it. Sounds tough, huh? It was. I kept the Houston Police out of it totally, but I didn’t have much luck with the Black Watch. Hence the reason I got in dutch with the Court of Dawn.
 
   It turned out that the guy’s wife was getting charmed by a minor noble of the Court. Usually, the Fey just smile through a glamour and most mortals are only too happy to offer up the carnal goods, so to speak. Hell, they’re damned good looking. Occasionally, some won’t. This was one of those weird cases.  She rejected his advances and told him that she was married and very happy that way and no matter how attractive he was she wasn’t interested. For some stupid reason, that wasn’t good enough for him. He wanted her, so he took her. He used magic to fog her mind and to convince her that her afternoons were spent in some erotic dream with him as the star and director. I think he intended to keep it up until she gave into him without any magical coercion. It never got that far.
 
   It didn’t take me long to twig to what was going on. Like I said before, glamours don’t always work on me and I could sniff a faint residue of magic about the wife. I made arrangements to be near the house and I awaited the arrival of the Fey lord. (You noticed that I’m not mentioning his name. There’s a reason for that. It was all part of nondisclosure agreement I made with the Court. It was made under the Compact and maybe torture would get it out of me, but I doubt it)
 
   He showed up, all right. He was in the bedroom, using a sleep charm to set the stage when I got into the house. The wife was comatose on the bed, nude from the waist up. He was indignant and shocked that a half breed would interfere with his fun. He very cavalierly explained how her resistance just made the inevitable victory all the sweeter. In the meantime, she was an excellent diversion from the tedium of the Court.  When I reminded him that what he was doing was a breech of the Compact and that he could be in big trouble with the Court if he didn’t get the fuck away and stay there, his eyes got all glinty and I suppose it would have been interesting to see what he might have tried, but it was about that time the husband came home, with a gun.
 
   That didn’t seem to faze Lord Fey. He started to laugh and brag about how much better and loudly his wife came for him, far better than she ever had or would for him. Big mistake. Of course the husband shot him, not that it did much good. He was spelled against, lead and jacketed rounds. The kinetic impact knocked him back across the room though and into the fireplace and that was the fatal misstep.
 
   Husband, still enraged, keeps shooting.  Fey lord looses concentration on the wife and she wakes up and starts screaming. She’s terrified and confused, half nude with two strange men in her bedroom and her husband calling her a cheating slut. Husband throws his now empty revolver at her. It hits her in the face she tumbles from the bed, her head hitting the nightstand, hard. A tremor goes through her and she stops moving except for an occasional twitch. Meanwhile, Lord Fey is starting to pick himself up and husband is confused, but still pissed off. He crosses the room where Fey lord is floundering in the ashes and grabs the fireplace poker and starts bashing about Lord Fey’s head. 
 
   Lord Fey starts to sneer and then his look becomes one of blind panic and horror. It turned out the poker was part of an antique set he inherited from his grandmother who got it from hers. Pure iron brought over from the old country. Oops.
 
   Lord Fey tries to bring his hands up to defend himself, but it wouldn’t have done any good even if he had been quicker. The iron in the poker burned his hands and turned the bones into so much kindling as they snapped under the assault. The point buried itself in his aristocratic forehead. Probably it was for the best. Death by blood poisoning would have been much more painful, although no less fatal. He died a lot quicker this way.
 
   So here I am in the bedroom of a screaming, sobbing client who is brandishing a fireplace poker, dripping with sizzling blood like a rapier, a dead fey lord in the fireplace and a concussed, possibly dead, half nude wife lying on the bed. I probably should have panicked. In fact, panicking seemed like a good idea, except for one thing. The dead Fey Lord would have totally freaked out the coroner and if it got traced to me it would be a violation of the Compact. For the sake of my client and my own sake this needed to be taken care of by the authorities, just not the local ones.
 
   I calmed down my client by pointing out that he had just committed murder and that if he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life being pumped in the ass by some charming prison companions he would kindly shut the fuck up and let me handle this problem. He promised me everything he owned and his left nut if I could fix it. 
 
   This time of day few people were home so I figured that the gunshots might not be heard by too many people. Plus, this was a pretty exclusive neighborhood with expensive, well insulated houses on nice big lots with lots of space between them. I checked his gun and discovered it was a little .22. It had sounded a lot bigger when it had been peppering the Fey Lord.
 
   I grabbed the phone and dialed the number for a forwarding service that would contact the Black Watch.
 
   It’s no secret that I don’t care for most of Fey society. I cared even less for Fey cops. But I would never make the mistake of thinking of them as stupid. True, a lot of them are hung up on the milord and milady schtick straight out of the middle ages, but many of them are very savvy about the modern world and what has been going on while they played the game of courts. The Black Watch was the roughly the equivalent of the CIA, FBI, Spec Ops and Street Cop all rolled into one.  A very tough bunch of Fey. They kept a few lines into the mortal world in case somebody yelped for help. They’d come if you called, but better not waste their time or they might get a mite testy and you might catch a slight case of dead.
 
   The phone rang and some soft, melodious voice on the other asked me if I was living under the Compact and my rank at the Court and who my family was. Then they asked if this was a call made in dire need.
 
   When I told them that I was looking at the dead body of a Fey Lord, the voice got a lot cooler. She asked be for my particulars and some other questions about exactly where I was and if there was a large enough space for a squad to appear. I mentioned that there was three-car garage and if she gave me five minutes, I could make sure it was empty. 
 
   Ten minutes later after backing out a Lexus SUV,  I was standing in the garage as a tear in the garage floor begin to appear and run until it covered about ten square feet in crackling red energy that smelled faintly of smoke and roses. It takes some pretty impressive work to open the veil in the mundane world. There was a loud “wumph” and an implosion and cloud of smoke and dust settled to reveal a very tough looking group of Fey warriors. They wore black armor that covered most of the vulnerable spots. I could see the glint of chainmail in the joints. They also wore helmets or masks that concealed their faces. There was one that had to be at least 8 foot tall with giveaway horns that marked him as a Troll. There was a shorter one there who was probably a dwarf, what clan I had no idea. Usually dwarves wear some kind of pleating in their beards that corresponds to their clan. In the Black Watch, they give all that up. Everyone in the Black Watch only had the Black Watch as a clan and the squad as a family. When they showed up, you didn’t even know who they were. This kept their families clear of vendettas.
 
   One of the human sized Fey pulled what looked like an Uzi and lined it up with my chest and nodded to the squad commander. The squad commander removed his helmet and glared at me with disdain. I wasn’t sure if it was because of who I was or it was of why I had called him in. I think he was wondering if he should kill me or what until I told him what he wanted to know.
 
   I led them into the house and the bedroom where Husband was in shock and staring numbly at the poker. I had covered the wife up but had left Fey lord where he had fallen. Husband stood up and freaked when the Black Watch walked in he raised the poker and rushed the squad. Uzi Boy moved like a striking snake and expertly gave Husband the butt of the Uzi straight to temple. He collapsed into a heap on the floor
 
   I quickly filled the commander in on what had gone on here and what Fey Lord had said. I took oath under the compact and one of the Guard cast a geas on me to make sure that I was true speaking. See, the thing was, while they could care less about the humans present and probably would have whipped up a murder/suicide setup to cover things, they couldn’t really do that with me there. Not that they gave a rat’s ass about me, but I was protected under the Compact. Further, dead Fey Lord had broken the Compact. There were restrictions on what the Fey could do in the mortal world, agreements that they had made when they quit this world in centuries long past. As long as no one knew about it, the restrictions could be and often were ignored, but if someone noticed, then the problem was much more complicated. I was the fly in the ointment and I had protection under the Compact.
 
   The squad quickly conferred and the commander started issuing instructions. The guard who was obviously some kind of craft user began to remove evidence of the struggle. Troll picked up dead Fey Lord and unconscious Husband. One of the medium sized elf types started to gather up the half naked wife and slung her over his shoulder. I protested that she should probably be dressed as she was probably traumatized about what had happened without waking up in her panties in room full of heavily armed creatures would not help matters. 
 
   The commander shrugged and told me if I was so worried about it I could either dress her or take some clothes with me as I was going with them. They didn’t ask, they just told you and expected that if you planned to see many more dawns you would play frog to their “jump”.  I quickly gathered the discarded clothes that dead Fey Lord had removed and wrapped a sheet around the wife. 
 
   In about an hour we found ourselves at the Court or Dawn. The Black Watch conversed in quite tones with someone who I didn’t recognize except as someone was at least third circle, someone damned important. He dismissed the commander and had a quick look over us. He nodded and clapped his hands. A door opened and in rushed a group of Fey in working smocks and a few in cloaks. I didn’t recognize them or what place they held at court, but honestly, I hadn’t spent enough time here to actually be familiar with most of the ranks or what required dress was.
 
   It turned out that these were, for want of a better word, medics or doctors. They pretty much ignored me and started working on the husband and the wife who seemed in a bad way. I didn’t like the way her head lolled from side to side or the large amount of crusted blood that had come from her head wound.
 
   The  Lord who had summoned the medics , who was some kind of judge or arbitrator,  told me that what dead the Fey Lord had done was clearly a violation of the Compact and he wanted to know what compensation I would want to settle the debt of honor. When I asked about the victims, he shrugged and wanted to know what about them. Typical, they were just humans after all, only marginally covered under the Compact. I told him that I wasn’t satisfied with this and that what I wanted was the marriage restored via memory altering. This was a technique used when a mortal saw something they shouldn’t, a simply editing and everything was just fine.
 
   He looked at me like I was a three day old dead fish laying in the sun and told me that there were complications. The husband could be fixed, no problem, but the wife had suffered a bad concussion and while she could be healed, memory editing might leave her a vegetable and this was an unacceptable to risk to her unborn child.
 
   Child? Yep. Apparently dead Fey Lord swimmers had been a little more lively than he had thought. No Fey ever practiced safe sex or birth control with humans and he had managed to knock up the wife. Technically, that made the unborn child one of his heirs and it had rights under the Compact if it could be carried to term. That also meant that the mother would have to be more gently treated than leaving her dead or a vegetable.
 
   I cursed a blue streak about stupid Fey lords and god damned domestic cases. The judge looked like actually agreed with me, but would never admit such a thing. His solution was to just disappear the wife and return the husband with memories of how she ran away. Once the child was born it would be taken and raised by the dead Fey Lord’s family if they wanted it or it could be raised by commoners at the Court. The woman could serve as a servant at whatever house the child ended up in until it could be weaned and then she could find her own place with rest of the mortals who lived at the court.
 
   As calmly as I could I told him that his solution was a huge crock of shit and that it would have to up to the couple to decide what to do. I told him that this was the only way that my honor could possibly be satisfied. I also reminded him that dead Fey Lord’s family had no claim on the child because it was conceived during a violation of the Compact.
 
   That tore it. He called me an ungrateful whelp whose father must curse the day of my birth. I agreed that he probably did. He threatened me with exile until I reminded him that I don’t live at the Court anyway. My counterproposal was to tell all of dead Fey Lord’s enemies about how he died and what he’d been doing. The resulting blood feuds should empty quite a few spots in the court. He finally agreed after consulting with his Lord and with great reluctance agreed to do everything possible to see to the care of the family. His eyes were filled with anything but love as he agreed.
 
   Happy ending right? Wrong. Husband was still a jerk. Despite everything I could tell him about what had happened to his wife, that essentially she had been raped and had been impregnated by her rapist, he wouldn’t believe she wasn’t somehow at fault. He said she should have resisted and that if she really loved him, Fey Lord’s hypnosis wouldn’t have worked. I told him that it wasn’t hypnosis it was a spell and no one could have withstood it. He looked right through me like I had never spoke. The wife was devastated by all of this. Not only did she lose her husband, who she really did love, but she had doubts of her own about what had happened. She remembered the dreams for what they were and had a hard time believing her responses to Fey Lord could have been forced. She felt guilty. The knowledge of her impending motherhood brought no solace. It took me months of talking and explaining to convince her that her child needn’t be like his father and that she had nothing to feel guilty about. I was never able to get the husband to come around. He divorced her. Dumb bastard. He got his memory edited and the murder was replaced with a vivid memory of a fight where he said things that couldn’t be taken back.
 
   The Court, after some prompting, agreed to provide for her and the child until her death or the child’s Naming Day. It was then that they made me swear under the Compact to keep all identities involved quiet. It was a powerful oath and ritual involving my blood and the blood of the child as a stand in for dead Fey Lord. 
 
   I still see the mother from time to time. She’s always glad to see me because I am about the only person she can talk to about what happened. I help her daughter deal with being a half breed and try and prepare her for the challenges of being part Fey. Her mother and I got together for a little while but it didn’t work, there was just too much history. She’s always a little glad to see me go too.
 
   So you can see why I haven’t been around the Court of Dawn very much in the last fifteen years. Not that I count this a huge loss, but it has put me out of loop as far as the games being played at court.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   I finally directed the cab driver through the last of the lunch time traffic and arrived at the Double Tree hotel. As soon as I hit the lobby, I knew something was wrong. There were a lot of Fey around. Fey in the mortal world are actually pretty rare. To find a dozen or so in the lobby of the Doubletree was distressing. I also noticed a rather solemn looking elf standing watch at the edge of the mirror that lead to the Silver Tree.
 
   It only took a moment to make my way across to the mirror that concealed the entrance to the Silver Tree. Upon closer inspection, the elf was wearing a glamour that concealed his height and bulk. Concentrating, I saw the glamour flicker and fall revealing the tallest, broadest looking elf I had ever seen. He noticed me at about the same time I noticed the nubs of horns peaking out of his hair. 
 
   “Sorry. Bar’s closed.” He intoned the words in a whisper that sounded like a low rumbling of thunder. He was probably a troll half breed of some kind.
 
   “Oh? Why?”
 
   “There has been an accident. The sheriff is looking into it and needs a moment with the staff.”
 
   “Accident? What kind of accident?” I had a feeling I already knew what kind of accident. The sheriff doesn’t show up because a cook drops a pan of hot grease on his foot.
 
   “I’m not at liberty to say. Can I have your name?” Suspicion crossed his face and slightly elongated tusks peaked from the corner of his mouth as he grimaced. He was a cop for sure. Cops always have a way of making a question seem like a demand.
 
   I don’t have anything against cops or policemen if you prefer. They serve a valuable function in society and in the life of PI as well. But the problem is that they want to have a hand in everything, whether it is their business or not. Most cops are a pretty decent lot, but first and foremost they are cops. Cops divide the world into “Cops” and “Non-Cops”. They may call themselves constables, sheriffs, patrolmen, detectives, police  or even bulls, but they are all cops.
 
   The thing about lying to cops is that you had better be pretty good at it or you are actually likely to get yourself in more trouble than you would have if you just came clean. It’s generally a good idea to tell the truth to cops unless you’re guilty of something that they shouldn’t know about. Of course, in my case I almost lie by habit to them, unless I decide to tell the truth just to mess with their heads.  The trick is that you should never tell them a lie about something they already know the truth about. There was almost no chance that there wasn’t somebody here who knew my name. I came here often enough that I was a regular.
 
   “Jake Underwood.” I said. Another thing about talking to cops: Don’t volunteer information. Believe me, they can ask plenty of questions so only answer what they ask, not anything extra. Sometimes you just shouldn’t say anything at all, but that always makes them suspicious and if the goal is to assuage their fears, clamming up is a great way to make them even more interested in what it is you’re not saying.
 
   “Jake Underwood. You’re a private investigator?” He asked it like a question but left no doubt that he already knew the answer.
 
   “Yes. That’s right” I decided to venture a question of my own. Asking questions of cops could be dangerous too. Once they knew what you wanted to know it could lead to all kinds of interesting questions that you would rather they ignored. “How do you know me?”
 
   “Well sir, you are on my list as a person of interest. I think you better come with me.”
 
   I didn’t like the sound of that. A ‘Person of Interest’ is what they call someone who they think might be a suspect. They usually don’t have anything on them but a hunch or maybe they just happen to be in the vicinity where something bad happened.
 
   The half troll narrowed his eyes and loosened his stance, obviously preparing himself for anything that I might do. His muscles rolled under his tailored suit as he clinched his large fists and I was again reminded of how strong trolls were. I wonder if half trolls were just as strong. I decided this wasn’t the time to find out.
 
   “Easy there constable, let’s not do anything that my doctor might regret happening to me.”  I raised my hands and stood still. “Look, before you get all physical, let me just tell you that I have a gun in my holster. I don’t want any trouble and I assume that somebody here wants to talk to me and I would just as soon not do it through a busted lip and cracked teeth. So what do you say to me carefully handing you my piece and you in turn not driving my head down about four inches into my neck?”
 
   He considered it for a moment and gave me a large smile that actually revealed the previously barely visible tusks. “Okay.  I can see you’re a very sensible fellow and don’t want any trouble. There’s always less paperwork when people cooperate. Here’s how we’ll do it. You just reach into that coat and pull out the Glock with two fingers and squat down and place it on the floor. While you’re down there, just reach under your pants cuff and place the holdout piece down there and place it with its friend. Also, I believe that you keep a knife strapped to your other wrist. Just slide it out and drop it with all the others. There’s a good fellow.” He smiled and waited. He didn’t relax but he did seem less anxious.
 
   “You know about the knife too? I haven’t been carrying it for very long. That’s pretty impressive.” 
 
   “Not really, one of the people that you passed on the way in is scryer who has a talent for on the scene weapon spotting, among other things. She had you zeroed in before you got out of the cab. I didn’t know who you were, but you were coming in pretty well armed. The cold iron bullets marked you as someone who was clearly too well armed and informed to come in here, so she alerted me.”
 
   I gingerly reached into my coat and pulled out the Glock 17 and squatted and placed it on the floor. I raised the cuff of my pants and unhooked the holdout holster and placed Kahr P-9 beside its big brother. I rolled up my sleeve and undid the Velcro straps that held the sheathed knife to my wrist.
 
   “I am Sergeant Angel Bermuda and if you’ll accompany me we can meet with the sheriff and see what’s what.” He looked a little pained as he introduced himself and waved me through the mirror and into the Silver Tree. I noticed a frail looking elf woman come up behind us and carefully collect my weaponry.  For a fey to pick up a weapon loaded with cold iron was akin to a Mortal picking up gun covered with scorpions. It can be done, but you are damned careful about it. 
 
   “That is Lady Kerry Watashi of Special Services. She’ll take charge of your weaponry while we conduct your interview. She gave me a grim nod and gingerly picked up the Glock and placed in a bag along with the other weapons.
 
   “Angel Bermuda? That’s a little...uh…unconventional for a half troll isn’t it?” I didn’t want to offend him, especially considering how physically impressive he was, but I was quite curious.
 
   “A legacy from mother. She had quite an unusual sense of humor.” I waited for him to expand on this but apparently this was a need to know type thing and I didn’t qualify.
 
   I stepped through the silvered plane in front of me and felt the usual disorientation as I passed into the outer lobby of the Silver Tree. Inside stood two members of the Black Watch looking ominous and foreboding, armed to the teeth and pissed off, as usual. I think they might give asshole pills to these guys at breakfast.
 
   Sergeant Bermuda quickly covered the distance between the entrance and the Watch members and said something that I couldn’t hear. I heard one of them grunt and gesture into the bar proper.
 
   He turned to me, “This way please, wouldn’t want to keep the sheriff waiting. It makes him testy.”
 
   Great. I figured that almost everyone I had met since arriving was a little testy so the guy was likely to be a corker.
 
   In the bar itself I saw more members of the Black Watch standing guard and various employees they looked nervously about while being guarded.
 
   “Wait here a moment.”  Sergeant Bermuda raised a hand for me to stop and he continued on to a table near the bar where two gentlemen, one of whom had to be the sheriff were busy interrogating Lucinda Flagg, a Fey waitress who didn’t look to happy to be there. 
 
   This was not good. I had been in situations like this before. It usually meant a nasty crime of some kind had been committed.  Further, it had high level attention written all over it. There were too many members of the Black Watch here and the Sheriff himself. He only showed up when somebody important got curious. That meant pressure from above. When Alicia Morning’s Gate had been killed in the bathroom a few years back a single deputy had showed up for a few hours, asked some stupid questions and then we never heard anything from him again, not even when the head of the murderer turned up a week later pickled in brine and sitting on the bar, along with a note about what could happen to people who did things to the staff at the Silver Tree. Kevin ran a clean place and frowned mightily on those who hassled, let alone killed, the staff. When Kevin frowned his bouncers scowled and made fists. Jerryk and Tarryk were a pair of brothers who were part ogre and part something else. No one is really sure what the something else is because the Ogre is dominant. Not too sharp but great at using sharp pointed objects and strong enough to put the sword in the stone. I had worked with them a couple times and they were the best trained attack beings I had ever seen. Not bright, but deliberate and followed orders without elaborating on them. They were geniuses when it came to controlling exactly how much violence to release. If you wanted a guy’s hair barely mussed they could oblige. If you wanted every other bone in his hand broken they would be just as happy to do that. It’s not that they enjoyed inflicting pain, they just didn’t mind doing so and they could soak up punishment like a sponge soaks up water.  I had no doubt that last thing that Alicia’s killer had seen was a massive hand closing on his soon to be bodiless head. 
 
   Sergeant Angel Bermuda motioned me over by waving and I moved through the small knots of people that were waiting and milling about. As I moved closer to the table I could see that Lucinda had been crying. The Sheriff had a grim look about him and one of his flunkies, Deputy Crosswich was looking pleased with himself. Deputy Crosswich and I had met previously and agreed to detest each other for our entire lives and that happy state of affairs, I am pleased to say, continues unabated to this day. When he showed up to investigate the death of Alicia Morning’s Gate, he spent as much effort as he would trying to discover who had stolen his morning paper. He had treated the staff poorly and they wouldn’t tell him if he was on fire.
 
   Luncinda looked at me and turned to leave. Crosswich gave her look over somewhat short of a sneer. “Keep yourself available. We may have more questions for you.”
 
   “Underwood. Have a seat.” It wasn’t quite an order, but it certainly wasn’t an invitation either. I glanced at Sergeant Bermuda. He couldn’t like Crosswich. The guy was a bigot. He believed only purebloods had rights. I would have bet a week’s pay that Sergeant Bermuda really got under his thin skin. 
 
   “Lord Sheriff, this is Jake Underwood. One of the regulars here at the Silvertree. He’s…” Crosswich was just about to start in on his spiel about what a disreputable character I was when his boss raised his gloved hand.
 
   “I know who he is deputy. We have quite a thick folder on him.” He looked at me in the same way that cat looks at a trapped mouse, hungry and playful. ‘Please, Mr. Underwood, sit.” He waved at the chair opposite him.
 
   “Since you ask so nicely, it will be a pleasure.” A made a show of sitting, mainly just to piss off Crosswich. This is a really a bad idea when dealing with cops. Tweaking their nose is something that clever boys do when they want to spend some time having their internal anatomy rearranged by some backroom type with a club. But Crosswich always managed to torque me up. 
 
   “Now, You are the son of  Lord Stavros Mellinscant? Holder of Lord Kareen’s Blight?” The Sheriff consulted a notebook that he had pulled from his pocket. Crosswich was smiling. That couldn’t be good.
 
   “Yes, I am his son.” 
 
   “Would you care to call for a Noble’s Privilege? It is your right.” The sheriff looked at me levelly. A Noble’s Privilege was basically the right to be questioned in the presence of your liege lord. If you didn’t have one, then your family could act in stead of your lord. Failing that, your superior at court could do so. Everyone at court reports to someone else, sometimes several someone else’s. It could get quite complicated depending on who you actually were at any given moment.
 
    “I think you know that my father and I do not speak and that my rank at court is the barest minimum allowed by custom. We can dispense with the liturgy of custom and cut right to the rat killing. What the hell’s going on?”
 
   “Very Well. Let us proceed with the conversation.” The Sheriff, Lord Dunsany, favored me with a brief smile. “Do you know a Goblin who goes by the name of Kevin?”
 
   “Yes, he tends bar here at the Silver Tree.” 
 
   “Just so. Tell me, when was the last time that you saw him?”
 
   “Yesterday, here at the bar.”
 
   “How would describe your relationship with Kevin?” His eyes darted to Crosswich. Usually it’s a little trickier to try and figure out what the cops know, but Crosswich telegraphed it with his eager smirk and his nod.
 
   “Oh I like to drink here from time to time. Kevin also employs me upon occasion.”
 
   “So you admit that you work for him.”
 
   “I admit nothing. I declare it. Sometimes Kevin has some work for me in the mortal world where it’s easier for me to move about. Occasionally, he’ll use me to help deal with internal matters involving the staff.”
 
   “I take it that the last time you saw him that he was well and in good spirits?” 
 
   That tore it. I knew something bad had happened here when I came in. I had hoped that it was something else, almost anything but this. Kevin was dead or missing. It was the only thing that made any sense. The only problem was that I wouldn’t have thought that Kevin would have warranted such a big presence. The fact that Crosswich was so gleeful meant that they or at least he thought I had something to do with it.
 
   “The last time I saw him he was tending bar. He asked me to try some expensive bourbon. I did. It was damn good. How he ended up dead or missing I have no idea.”
 
   “I never said anything about that. Where did you hear this?” He moved closer, a hard mercenary glint in his eyes.
 
   “Really, Sheriff! Is there any other reason you and your sidekick would be in here annoying the staff and asking me questions about my relationship with Kevin? Something bad has happened.“  I glanced at Crosswich and saw that his left eye was twitching. That was dead giveway that he was a very unhappy Fey. Joy. “If you must know, Crosswich told me.”
 
   “You lying son of a whore! I never told you a damn thing!” he came around the table and I quickly stood up. Sergeant Bermuda moved between us and restrained Crosswich.
 
   “Deputy Crosswich. That will be enough of that, I think.” Sheriff turned to me and smiled. “Mr. Underwood, would you care to explain that statement?”
 
   “The only time I have ever seen this much pomp and circumstance was when there was a lot of heat coming down from the Court. Besides, Crosswich is only happy when somebody he doesn’t like is dead or in deep shit. I played the odds and figured with your questions, Crosswich’s shit eating grin and Lucinda’s stricken look that something terrible had happened to Kevin.”
 
   The sheriff seemed to mull that one over for a few moments. Crosswich looked like he wanted to maul me over for a few minutes. I hoped Sergeant Bermuda would get out of the way and let him try. 
 
   “Yes. I had heard that you were pretty sharp. Sharp enough to gut yourself if you don’t take care.” The sheriff seemed to reach some sort of decision. He pulled a chair back and settled himself into it. He glanced at up at Crosswich. “Deputy Crosswich, please make the rounds and insure that we haven’t missed anyone hiding in all the small spaces. Get one of the Black Watch to accompany you.  Can’t be too careful in these small pocket realms.” 
 
   Crosswich looked like he wanted to say something else but the little warning signals that kept him at his post must have been flashing and so he fumed off, a little more angry with me than when I arrived. If it wasn’t for the reason he was here this might have turned out to be a good day.
 
   “Mr. Underwood-“
 
   “You can call me Jake, unless you are going to arrest me.”
 
    “Fair Enough. Jake, I want you to tell me exactly what you and Kevin talked about yesterday. Let me say that I have already heard from the staff that as soon as you left yesterday, Kevin followed. Unusual for a bartender to take off just before the busiest part of his day, don’t you think?”
 
   I considered how much to tell him, taking into account what he might already know and reviewed exactly how damaging anything I said might be. I couldn’t see any reason not tell him what Kevin and I had talked about. So I told him about the Naming Day Ceremony and about Kevin’s promise to snoop around and let me know what, if anything was up and about the details of the ceremony.
 
   “That’s it?” he was obviously disappointed. My guess is that he had hoped for a lead or something that might tie me to whatever had happened.
 
   “That’s it. Look, maybe if I knew more I could help. Kevin and I have been tight for a long time.”
 
   “Tight?” The sheriff looked confused until Sergeant Bermuda leaned over and whispered in his ear. “Ah. Yes. Tight.” It was his turn to consider how much to lay out for me. Cops tend to keep things close, but I had a hunch he might dish a little. ”Kevin Unglunblasch, the bartender here was found slain, rather most of him was found, in an abandoned building in Pasadena. Someplace called Gilley’s, a burned out nightclub to be precise.”
 
   “Unglunblasch? That was Kevin’s goblin name huh? Poor bastard. Any idea why he was there? That’s a little off the beaten path for him.” Pasadena is a satellite city to Houston, best known for its chemical plants and the ungodly stink of its air. I have heard it called ‘Stinkadena’ on occasion.”
 
   “That was what I was hoping you were going to help me with. None of the staff here at the Silver Tree could or will tell us much of anything. They don’t seem to think much of my deputies.”  
 
   “Of course they don’t, they all remember Deputy Crosswich’s investigation of the death of Alicia Morning’s Gate. They won’t say anything to Crosswich. I’ll bet it was Crosswich that got Lucinda crying. He’s a prick and they won’t talk to pricks.”
 
   “Now, Mr. Underwood, I feel obliged to remind you that he is a law officer and his father is highly placed at the court. He might take umbrage at your tone and your words.” The Sheriff was playing it straight. I couldn’t tell if he really didn’t like what I said or whether he was covering himself in front of the Sergeant.
 
   “Back to Mr. Underwood is it? That’s fine with me, but let me just add this. Even if he hadn’t come in here and botched Alica Morning’s Gate’s murder and stomped all over the “mongrel help” as he so euphemistically likes to call them, the staff couldn’t have told him anything, anyway. They probably don’t know anything. Kevin trusted damned few people with what would be common knowledge to you and me. Hell, he never told me his Goblin name! If he had a secret, you can be sure that he kept it to himself. I’ll bet I knew him better than just about anybody and I know precious little about his life and nothing about his death for that matter. “
 
   “But it remains that shortly after his talk with you he left the Silver Tree and met his end. It certainly seems suspicious.”
 
   “Maybe so. But I don’t have the least idea what happened to Kevin after I left. Maybe they are connected and maybe not, but I will tell you this, whoever did this better watch their back. They better hope that you get to them first. Because if someone besides the cops find him, I guarantee that they’ll beg for the quick death of the axe that you would give them.”
 
   “Mr. Underwood! This is a court matter now! I won’t have court members taking private justice. I can promise you that anyone doing so will face the full power of the court and the Black Watch.” The Sheriff turned a cold eye toward me. It’s good to know that he at least had some kind of passion working within him.
 
   “Oh it won’t be me, I’m full supporter of the law and the way it works. But Kevin had friends, some without as much respect for procedure and due process as I do. Some of them believe in the old ways. It won’t be my fault if, some night I have a little too much to drink and a name slips out and they found out who did this. After all, exiles tend to hang together out here in the realm of Adam. It’s hard to keep a secret like that.” 
 
   The sheriff sighed, “I can see that this is getting us no where. Can you tell me anything that could help me with my investigations?”
 
   “That’s a much better question. I suppose I could give you list of people that Kevin had me find or talk to for him. That might give you something to check on, although I doubt that any of them did it. If the twins lean on someone, they stay bent.”
 
   “Very Well. I have an appointment with my superior at the court and will have to leave the actual data collection to Sergeant Bermuda. He will be the lead investigator on this case. Anything you can think of to help, it would be considered a boon. At the same time, I don’t want you interfering in our investigation. Let us do our jobs and keep yourself clear. Just one thing more, stay available. I want to be able to put my hands on you when I feel like it.”
 
   “Why Sheriff, usually I expect dinner or least dancing before I let people put their hands on me.” He scowled and as he walked away Sergeant Bermuda took his chair and  I could hear him muttering something under his breath about bring back the old ways of putting someone to the question. I certainly hoped that he wasn’t talking about me.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   It took me a half hour to give the Sergeant the list of people that I had helped Kevin with over the years. It was lot longer than I had recalled and the recitation of it brought back a lot of memories. It made me realize exactly how much I would miss him.
 
   I assured Sergeant Bermuda that I could be reached through my office and He gave me a gilded card with his sigil and his cell phone number and told me to be in touch if I remembered anything that he should know. I told him I would and I asked him to keep me informed on how the case was going. He said he would. We both knew we were lying.
 
   I looked around the Silver Tree and I could see that something would have to be done. The staff was just standing around, aimlessly shuffling their feet and in some cases, weeping. 
 
   I called Lucinda over to me. She was a pureblood elf who had done something she shouldn’t have back in the Bright Kingdom and earned herself a few centuries of banishment. Exactly what that was she never said and I never asked. The Fey came to the Mortal World to make memories or to forget them. She pulled her full, blond hair back and looked at me.
 
   One of the things about elves is that they almost always look good, even when they’ve been crying. Other than disguise, I could never figure out why the purebloods bothered with glamours. Someone like Bermuda, sure. He had to deal with a bunch of aristocrats with a master race complex. But with purebloods like Lucinda, it was gilding the lily.
 
    “Mr. Underwood, what’s going to happen now?” 
 
   “Lucinda, I don’t know for certain. Kevin never mentioned any kin, but I suppose if there are any this place will go to them. As soon as the Sheriff’s crew is through with everybody, have them meet me in the Rakkash’s Salon and we’ll talk about it.”
 
   It took about another hour for the bulk of the staff to gather. The cops wanted to know what was going on, but I assured them that it was bar business and had nothing to do with the case. They didn’t believe me of course but when I pointed out that we could just as easily go elsewhere and take everybody off the premises they relented as long as we didn’t take too long. 
 
   There were still a few missing from the late night shift, but I would have bet that Sergeant Bermuda would be fetching them along soon for questioning. Rakkash’s Salon is named for it’s patron who used to hold a friendly card game here. It was a real shame it ended up with a wickedly curved dagger pushing through his lungs. Kevin named the salon after him in a rare moment of sentiment.
 
   The staff was standing around, muttering to themselves. There was a strong undercurrent of anxiety running through the salon with a heavy cloud of sorrow laying about the place like a thick fog. I sent Lucinda and another waitress out to grab everyone something to drink. It was just like cops to question people for hours and not offer them anything to drink. As soon as she came back and served everyone, I motioned for everyone to take a chair, except for Jerryk and Tarryk, whose massive frames would have crushed any of the spindly furniture in this room. As if they had rehearsed this move a thousand times, each of them took positions on either side of the door and Jerryk nodded a massive head at me.
 
   “All right. I assume that everyone here has heard the news? In case you haven’t, the Sheriff tells me that Kevin Unglunblasch, that’s his goblin name by the way, was found dead. Now, I don’t like to trust cops, but I think it would be best to operate under the assumption that like a broken clock, even cops are right a couple of times a day.” I could tell that everyone here had indeed heard the news.
 
   “What about the Silver Tree? Is it going to close?” 
 
   “I can’t afford to be out of work! I’ve got-“ 
 
   “I knew it was too good to last. I-
 
   “What I want to know is, whose going to speak and do right for Kevin! He-“
 
   I held up my arms and waved them to quiet the group of distraught, frightened and angry workers. “Calm down! We’ll deal with as much as we can today and try and sort the rest out later. Let’s take the most important thing first, keeping the doors open. Who’s senior on the wait staff?” Lucinda raised her hand slowly, “Lucinda? I thought so. Head Chef?”  A goblin raised his hand.
 
   “My name’s Critter, sir.”
 
   “Critter huh?” I smiled. “Bet there’s a story in that name. Unfortunately it will have to wait.” He looked like he wanted to explain but set back down as I continued. “And by the way, don’t call me sir. I’m a working man, not some inner circle noble, no matter what you may have heard. You can call me Jake or Mr. Underwood or even Mister if you must, in some cases “bastard” will also do. Where is Bolan?” I scanned the room until I saw the concierge. Bolan was unusual for a Fey establishment. He was human.
 
   “Okay, until we learn different, I think we’ll try and keep the place open. I think Kevin would have wanted that, so that’s what we’ll do. Now I know you have a lot of questions, but to keep this down to a manageable level I want Lucinda, Critter, Bolan, Jerryk and Tarryk to stay behind. Besides, I promised the Sheriff and his band of merry questioners I wouldn’t tie you up too long. He has yet more questions to ask and we wouldn’t want him getting nervous. When were done chatting they’ll fill you in. You take your lead from them. You all know what has to be done to get the place ready. I suspect that with all that has happened, The Silver Tree is going to be jumping tonight with regulars who want to know what’s going on and the morbidly curious who always show up to stare or gloat. Do your jobs and let the leads deal with any problems that arise. Oh yeah, don’t interfere with the cops. They won’t like it and it will make it hard to get things organized. They can be a real pain in the ass if you aggravate them.” They stared at me for a minute as waiting for a signal so I gave them one. “Hop to it people!” I said as I clapped my hands and motioned for the twins to open the door. They all slowly filed out, mumbling to themselves. 
 
   As soon as they had all gone, I motioned to the Twins to close the door and come closer. I gestured for Critter, Lucinda and Bolan to take a seat and I took one myself. 
 
   “Here’s the skinny. I think Kevin is really gone. There’s just too much heat out there for there to be any other reasonable explanation. There’s a lot of pressure coming from the court for some reason. The sheriff is reporting directly to someone with a lot of clout. There is enough talent out there for an heir’s outing. That means a bunch of alpha toughs are going to be getting in everybody’s business.
 
   “I am sure he told me just enough so I would realize how much pressure there is going to be to find someone who fits the bill. That aside, we have to keep the place going until we get some kind of word.”
 
   “What about finding out what happened to Mr. Kevin?” Tarryk rumbled at me. I saw everyone else look expectantly at my face. The Twins were very unhappy. I didn’t like to see the twins unhappy. Not because I care so much about their personal joy, but because when they were unhappy, things and people tended to get damaged.
 
   “Yeah, well, you let me worry about that. We took care of that bastard who got to Alicia and we’ll put paid to this SOB’s account too. You just be ready when I call.” That seemed to satisfy them, at least for the moment. “On that subject, let me ask this. Is there anything that you are holding back from the Sheriff? Now would be the time to let me have it.” They all looked at each other and nervously looked back at me. I hadn’t thought they would have anything, but it didn’t hurt to ask.
 
   “No? Well, can anybody tell me what happened after I left? Did he say anything to anyone about where he was going or why?”
 
   Lucinda look at me. “All he said was that he needed to get out for a while and for me to call the night guy in early. It wasn’t that unusual. He was always busy. In and out, checking on this and that, settling disputes, that kind of thing.”
 
   “Was there any particular problem that was especially bothersome? Maybe some beef with an employee?”
 
   “No. Nothing that I know of.” Lucinda shrugged. “He was a fair boss and made sure that everybody was taken care of. A nice guy.”
 
    “Alright, if any of you think of anything else or you just want to talk to me privately, take my card and call, my office can find me.” I drew out my business card and passed them around. The twins didn’t really need them. They knew where I lived, but for the sake of harmony everybody got one.
 
   “That’s settled then? Let’s deal with the Silver Tree.” I drew my breath and outlined my plan. “Really, Kevin didn’t do much but settle disputes and run the bar.” I raised my hand to quell the protest. ”Oh, I’m sure that he dealt with a lot of little details and probably approved orders and did some paper work, but the actual work in the club was done by the staff under your supervision.”
 
   “That’s true as far as it goes” said Bolan “But how are you going to get everyone paid? Kevin paid us all in coin of the Realm, whatever realm that happened to be. I’m sure that his bank, whatever or wherever it might be isn’t going to let you withdraw funds. They’ll probably freeze the account.”
 
   “That’s true, I hadn’t considered that.” I thought about what I knew about Kevin and money. It wasn’t much. He always seemed to have as much as he needed and didn’t seem distressed about the cost of things. “I’m sure the receipts will cover expenses eventually and I’ll guarantee at least the first payroll. I’m sure we can work something out with whoever held Kevin’s funds.”
 
   With a surety of at least present employment the crew seemed a little more settled than before. There’s nothing like a paycheck to put problems and opportunities into prospective.
 
   “Critter, you’re in charge of the kitchen and all matters concerning the menu and ordering food. While you’re in charge, don’t forget to consult with Lucinda and Bolan. They may have a better feel for what the customers are saying on the floor. But the final decision is yours. I know this may be new to you, but you also have the last few years worth of menus to help guide you.” Critter look slightly surprised to hear his name called and as I spoke he gradually took on an air of panic. “Relax. You’ve already been running the kitchen in regards to the cooking. This is just an extension of that. You’ll be fine.” Critter didn’t look like he believed me, but he was game to give it a try.
 
   “Lucinda, the wait staff is your responsibility. Take care of scheduling, hiring, firing, settle disputes, whatever it takes to keep the food and booze flowing.” Lucinda nodded and smiled at me with those ageless elf eyes. 
 
   “Speaking of booze, I suppose we should get the late shift bartender in and have him cover the shift Kevin used to sit until we can get someone else. We will need to recruit a professional for the day shift. Ben Jefferson is strictly a nightimer. I’d like to see if we can find someone already on staff but we may have to go outside if we haven’t got anybody internal who can handle it. Bolan, I will leave that up you.”
 
   “For anything else I haven’t thought of, Bolan will be in charge. That means linen service, private parties, special events or anything that isn’t covered already. I realize that’s a little vague, but there are too many eventualities to cover. It’s your job to make sure that the rest of the staff can do their jobs. I suspect you’ll be smoothing ruffled feathers here and there.” Bolan frowned at this and gave me a curt shake of his head.
 
   “Finally, when it comes to security Jerryk and Terryk are the go to guys. You have trouble with a customer? Let them deal with it. They have all the knowledge they need to apply just the right amount of force to expedite a situation to a happy conclusion.” A wolfish grin from Jerryk and a chuckle from Terryk told me that they did indeed know the proper way to resolve a customer’s problem. 
 
    “Just one word of caution guys, there are a lot of law types out there now and I think you can expect more in the near future. Be discrete. Follow the Compact and if anything feels hinky, call me. I don’t know exactly what is going on with the Sheriff but something doesn’t feel right about this and I can see him using just about anything as pretext to put pressure on the bar to see which way people will jump. Don’t give him that chance. Be smart.”
 
   “I’m going to hang around for a while and see what I can find out on my own.” Bolan looked pleased and I saw the others relax a little as they realized that there would be someone they could go to if they needed to.
 
   “I’ll be in the bar and about the club if any of you need me for something. Just remember, Kevin had confidence in you and so do I. You can do this.” 
 
                  As I watched them leave to try and get the place in order. I wondered if my cut and paste job would hold. I was relying on routine to keep people on course. If it worked, it would only be a screwed up mess, if it didn’t it would be a catastrophe. Still, it was worth a chance. I owed it to Kevin for past favors and besides, I would hate having to find a new place to drink. After 40 years of going to the same place, a guy gets used to things. Plus, it was handy to have a place where people didn’t wonder why you didn’t look a day older than when they met you 30 after 40 years ago.
 
   Keeping the Silver Tree open had other advantages as well. Whoever had killed Kevin would probably be watching to see what the law would do and what was being said. I didn’t have a handle on Kevin’s murder and the Silver Tree was my best bet to make something happen.
 
   In the meantime, I would poke my nose into anything I could and see who wanted to bloody it. Not elegant, I’ll admit, but effective. I would love to toss Kevin’s apartment right now but if I knew that they cops would be there and would love to have something on me. That would not do, so I decided to just talk to people and get a better idea of who all the players were at the bar. Maybe I could find out if there were any patrons I should know about, but don’t. At the same time I had to be careful not to get too noticed by the Sheriff or the Black Watch. Ah, the exciting life of the PI.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   After about five hours of making a nuisance of myself I decided that I should leave and head for home. I was more than ready to see this day end. First there was Jeryn Callisandra and his little job at the court of Twilight, not mention his rather cryptic remarks regarding my “reputation” among the court. Add to that Kevin’s death and today had turned out to be a long and very bad day.
 
   By the time I was ready to leave, most of the police types had gone, but on my way to the door I noticed that Sergeant Bermuda motioned me over. He was still here and keeping his too watchful eyes on the place.
 
   “Mr. Underwood, I have your weapons here.” He indicated a small bag that was tied closed and sealed with runic wax. “I trust that you’ll find everything in the exact order that you surrendered it in. The seal will keep the bag closed until you have left the premises.”
 
   I started to object but he held up a hand. “Just a precaution. Deputy Crosswich insisted, I’m afraid. I would also caution you about coming here armed for the foreseeable future, especially with so much cold iron. We’ll have some men poking around and observing the place for the next few days at least and heavily armed civilians make them nervous. Just a friendly word of advice.”
 
   “Thanks.” I said, feeling anything but thankful. “I’ve got some advice for you. If you let Crosswich run this investigation you will never find out what happened to Kevin. He’s a bigoted ass and nobody here will talk to him. He doesn’t like half breeds or humans and working in the mortal world gives him hives, in short he is just about the worst detective you could assign to this case. Maybe if he had the manpower of a mortal police force he might get lucky, but this far from the court I can’t imagine he has the resources or the skill to bring the case to resolution.”
 
   “Perhaps. But he is in charge of this case it is not for you or me to dispute this fact. We all have our roles to play and our orders to follow.” Bermuda looked anything but happy.
 
   “Maybe he’ll get a break on this case. It’s been known to happen.”  I gave the sergeant a friendly nod and headed home. 
 
   I made my way back through the mirror and returned to the mortal world and tried to push my questions out of my mind. It was late and getting later. I was tired and needed to get some sleep. I don’t sleep much, a benefit of my half breed status, but when I need sleep, I need it.
 
   I hopped in a taxi and directed him to my townhouse. I live downtown, at the venerable Houston House, and have for quite a while. I suppose at some point I’ll have to change addresses and ID as it wouldn’t do for someone to notice that I wasn’t aging very fast, but for now I can tough it out, at least for a few more years.
 
   I live on the 25th floor in a 3 bedroom apartment with a magnificent view of downtown. About four months ago I had put in a decent alarm system put in after a disagreeable incident with a couple of nasty locals. Naturally, I haven’t needed it since, but I still keep it turned on and working. A security system is like wearing a seatbelt. If you don’t do it all the time, it won’t be of any use when you need it, because you won’t have it on.
 
   I unlocked the door and punched the code that would disarm the system and stepped inside. I knew something was not right the moment I opened the door. I don’t know whether it is an extra sense from being half fey or if it is just an instinct developed after decades as a private detective. In any case, my home had been disturbed.
 
   I pulled my pistol out and started to make a sweep of the room when I heard a clinking sound from kitchen. I made my way past the cluttered bar and peeked past the post through the serving pass through and into the kitchen.
 
   “Hey. You’re out of mayo. All you have is some nasty Ranch dressing that passes for mayo.” Marty Obromowitz stood in the kitchen and offered a scrapped jar for my inspection before unerringly tossing into the nearly full trashcan. He was dressed in a suit that fit, mostly, but he never really looked comfortable. I have always thought that this is what put made a client want to take a poke at him more than anything he actually said. 
 
   “Marty! Damnit! How many times have I asked you not to break into my home?” I holstered the Glock and breathed a sigh of relief. With Kevin’s death, I have to confess I was a little on edge. “I could’ve shot you, you know.”
 
   “Nah. You aren’t a ‘shoot first, ask questions later’ type of guy.” Marty had a serrated bread knife and was carefully cutting a ham and cheese sandwich into halves. It reminded me that I hadn’t eaten since breakfast.
 
   Marty noticed me making eyes at his meal and raised his eyebrows. “You want one? I can make another, sans mayo of course. There’s plenty of ham” 
 
   He seemed oblivious to the fact that I knew there was plenty of ham since I had bought it at from the deli downstairs in the lobby of the building  just a few days ago and that there was be a lot less of it than there should be thanks to his breaking and entering skills. “Yeah. You can make it with mustard if you want.”
 
   I pulled up a stool and watched Marty start work on another sandwich on focaccia bread. He layered the thinly sliced virgina baked ham with a few slices of provolone cheese and added tomatoes, onions and thinly sliced black olives and topped the sandwich with a dollop of Dijon mustard.
 
   “To what do I owe the pleasure of this late night break-in other than to feed you ham and cheese?” I took the offered sandwich and settled in with beer and some crispy chips. Marty pulled a stool around to his side of the counter and followed suit. I find a cold beer the perfect accompaniment for a late night snack like this. The tang of the Dijon goes well with effervescence of a good beer. “How’d you get in anyway. The guy who sold me that system told me it was a good system.”
 
   “It’s not a bad system. It’s just that I know you too well. You keep a copy of your code on that archaic rolodex you have at work. With the code it’s no problem to get in. That Schlage lock might be a challenge for some, but it and I are old friends.” He smiled and took a bite of his sandwich. 
 
   It’s true that there are few locks that Marty can’t pick given enough time. I have seen him take apart some of the most intimidating locks around without breaking much of a sweat. “I’ll have to change the damn code again. You still haven’t answered my question. Why are you here?”
 
   “Well, to be honest, I’m not exactly sure myself.” He look thoughtful and snagged an olive. “I suppose I could say that I finished your case and wanted to deliver the results to you right away. It’s true, but that’s not the reason.”
 
   “Already? That was damn fast. You’ve only had the case a few hours.”
              “Dave, idiot that he is, wasn’t that far off. He had the right idea, but the wrong approach. I’ll get you a written report, with my bill, tomorrow.”
 
   “Thanks.” I said sardonically.
 
   “Hey, it could be worse. I could have milked this for a couple of days but I didn’t, I tied it up as quickly and as cheaply as possible.” He shrugged.
 
   “Marty.” I began, “You could have told me any of this tomorrow. It doesn’t explain why you are sitting in my kitchen at midnight, eating my ham and drinking my beer. Tell me the real reason you’re here”
 
   “Okay.” He nodded and looked at me for moment, perhaps considering what to say next. “Did you know that your office is under surveillance?”
 
   A cold chill ran down my back. “Are you sure? Scratch that. Of course you’re sure. You wouldn’t have said something if you weren’t. Where from?”
 
   “That’s the thing. There are two teams on you. One is setup across the street in the opposite building, the other is being ran from roadwork crew down in the street.” 
 
   “Are they tag teaming me or are they separate crews?”
 
   He smiled. “That’s a good question. I can’t be positive of course without asking them, but I would guess that they are separate. At first I thought they were working together. But eventually I came to believe that they are two separate teams on the same target.” 
 
   “First, the guys across the way are pretty clumsy. They were dead easy to spot. You would have seen them the first time you looked out your window. Either they don’t care if you notice them or they are awful.” He paused and pulled on his beer. “The other crew is a lot better. In fact, I almost didn’t spot them. Something just seemed wrong with the way they were working on the street. The truck that there were driving says that they are from Reliant energy and it sure seemed like they were working in the utility access tunnel until I realized that most of the tools I could see were for street repair and not utility repair.”
 
   “That’s pretty thin. They could just be the road crew getting ready to tear it up.”
 
   “Yeah, I thought of that, but it was after five and most crews don’t work late and there was a guy sitting in the truck, supposedly drinking coffee, but I noticed he had an earpiece and a camera. It was subtle, but they were definitely watching. It took me a half hour to be sure. I identified one of the guys working the crew. He’s local talent, works for Clearstar mostly, but I have used him myself on occasion, he’s good and expensive. You might know him, Chris McNeely?” 
 
   I nodded. “He does a lot of wiretapping and unintrusive measures and countermeasures. A very good surveillance man.”
 
   “It’s none of my business; I suppose. You know I mind my own business.” Marty slyly said. “But whatever you’re into is attracting a lot of attention and not the kind of attention you want. Either you have a lot of different people upset with you or the first team is meant to be spotted so you won’t notice the other guys. In any case, it means a lot of heat. Is it anything I could help with? No charge.” 
 
   I was touched. Marty offering pro bono work was almost a declaration of love. Still, I couldn’t take him up on it. The only hot things I had going right now had to do with my status as a half breed fey and I couldn’t bring Marty into that.
 
   “Thanks Marty. That means a lot to me, but I can handle it.” I took a bite of my sandwich and considered my options, such as they were.
 
   “Is this part of whatever this big secret you’ve got?” Marty jabbed quickly and his touch was right on target.
 
   “What secret?” I asked as innocently as I could.
 
   “Well, of course I don’t know what it is. If I did it wouldn’t be a secret.” Marty smiled. “Still, I am a detective after all and you can’t expect me not to notice things. It’s not like I follow you around or anything, but I have noticed that your caseload is pretty light for the amount of money your firm brings in. Plus, there are times when you just vanish with no explanation to anyone, not even Adriana. I’ve even noticed that sometimes when you come back you’re in pretty bad shape. You never did offer an explanation on how you got that lovely scar on your arm.”
 
   “Hunting accident”, I offered.
 
   “Uh-huh. Well, I don’t like to pry, but whatever you’re into might just be coming back to bite you in the ass. If you need my help, I’ll give it, but only if you spill whatever is you’re keeping hidden. I can’t help if I don’t know what is going on.”
 
   “Marty, I just can’t. It’s not that I don’t trust you, I do. But this isn’t something you can really help with and if you knew it would put you at risk.” I came as close as I ever had to telling him. But in the end, I just couldn’t. I couldn’t think of single time when bringing a normal person into my world did anything but make it more complicated for me and for them. Hell, it had even proved fatal to them on occasion.
 
   “Well, you know best about your own work. But don’t take this lightly. That second team ain’t kidding. They’ve got that lean and hungry look like sharks circling a swimmer. Be careful. If you need a place to crash or if you need help, you know how to reach me.” He finished his beer and got up.
 
   “I appreciate it Marty. I’ll keep it in mind.” I took another swig of beer. “Oh Marty? Could you lock up on you’re way out? Just use your picks.”
 
   He smiled a big grin and disappeared into the hall.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   I had hoped that the next morning would bring clarity to my increasingly crowded plate. It didn’t. I seldom have dreams and very few hang in mind until I wake. When I do, it’s significant. Actually, for the Fey, even half Fey like me, dreams can be very important. They are often used as a form of communication or even a teaching device. At the Court of Twilight, there is even a whole House that specializes in Dreaming and providing dreams to their patrons.
 
                 In my case, it can be difficult to tell the difference between a sending, as a dream message is often called, and a bit of undigested gristle or gravy that didn’t sit well.
 
                 My nightmares started with a litany of old scars that have never fully healed. There were dreams of people that I had failed in the past, mistakes in judgment that had cost those around me too much. Even things I thought I had dealt with came back to trouble me. I had once been involved in a missing person case. The trouble was that I wasn’t the only person looking. A couple of heavy hitters showed up and wanted to share facts of the case or rather, they wanted me to share and they would listen. I declined and the conversation went downhill from there. They felt that they could be more “persuasive”.  So they began to persuade me. Forcefully. 
 
                 I have heard people talk about how after a while you can only experience so much pain and then your body begins to block it out. That may be true in a trauma or a fight, but when a professional decides to administer pain, they know exactly how much pain to inflict and how to make it last. They can walk that fine line between doing just enough damage to give you agony but not so much that you are damaged beyond repair. If they hurt you too much, you know there is no reason to tell them anyway because you will never recover, so to hell with them. The trick is to inflict  just enough damage so that the victim thinks they can get over this, that they can survive this, if the torture stops. 
 
                 These guys were masters of their craft. They took no enjoyment in what they did. In some ways that made it worse, like it was matter of complete indifference to them what they had done or could do. They just kept hitting. They would find a tender spot and work it until it had been sensitized and then they would move on.
 
                 After a while my world would get a little blurry and they would take a break and let me recover enough so that I could be sensible to realize exactly how much pain they were administering. I am sure that if I had known anything I would have told them, but I didn’t know shit. That made it worse. I didn’t even have any way to stop them or even the pride of resistance, just an unending afternoon of agony. When they stopped, they just looked at each other and apparently reached the conclusion that I really didn’t know anything or that I wouldn’t break. They muttered to each other, packed their tools and cut me free to fall to the blood splattered floor. I have never known why they just didn’t kill me. I guess that nobody told them they had to, so they didn’t.
 
                 When I dream of that day, which thankfully isn’t often, I dream that they come back and decide that I just need more encouragement or just to finish the job. Sometimes I dream that they don’t even ask any questions, just start to slowly vivisect my body, muscle and joint at a time.  
 
                 The worst dream was of Kevin following me with his severed head gripped in his goblin’s hand. Its lips would move but it had no air to speak with, so no sound would come out. But even though it couldn’t speak, I knew that Kevin blamed me for sending him to his death.
 
                 All those phantasms filled my night made rest impossible. In typical dream logic, things would shift from one terrible image or realization another.
 
                 I was blurry at breakfast and two strong cups of Kono coffee barely dispelled the afterimages of my restless night. My breakfast of slightly burned toast and runny eggs was slowly congealing into a sticky mass of white and yellow atop a lightly blackened piece of bread. I hated to admit it, but those dreams had felt pretty real. Too real. It could have been a magical sending.
 
                 I hate magic. 
 
   You would think magic is full of wonder and, well, magic. But it’s not. It’s full of tedious ceremony and endless rituals punctuated by nausea and terror if you actually get a will working to succeed. Unless you are really good, it’s not reliable. Even if you are good at it, there is a price to pay. Usually in someone else’s blood. All so you can break the rules or reach out and touch someone without being seen. I’ve seen people use magic when something mundane would work far better and with less cost. People who use it, tend to think that there is no other tool to use. I don’t doubt its efficacy, heck I use it myself, but it can become a crutch and a trap. 
 
   As I finished my coffee, I thought about the tangled mess I had in front of me. I suppose it was just barely possible that Jeryn Callisandra’s problem, the Naming Day ceremony, which was a little over 4 days away, Kevin’s murder and the surveillance teams weren’t connected, but I didn’t buy that for a minute. When trouble comes from the Courts, it came in clumps. There is even supposed to some mystical rule about this kind of thing but I never could understand it or remember, let alone believe in it.
 
   I find the best way to deal with a tangle like this is to pull on a string and see how far it will unwind. When it stops unwinding I pull on another until I get some kind of response.  My gut told me that the surveillance teams were related to Kevin’s murder. I could see one of the team’s belonging to Crosswich. It would certainly be his style to stake my office out hoping to get some clue. He did love paper work and bringing in a crew to watch me would give him someone to blame his lack of progress on. I was glad I wasn’t a subordinate under him.
 
   The other team was much more worrisome. From Marty’s description, they could be trouble.  I would have to take a look them myself.
 
                 My Naming Day was four days away and Kevin had been my best source for stirrings on at Court. With him gone, there really weren’t a whole lot of a people who could feed me current data about the current situation there. I hated going into this thing blind, but at the moment I couldn’t see any way to avoid that. I had a hunch that everything was tied up with the Naming Day ceremony in some bizarre knot, but without more data there was no way to untangle it.
 
                 Jerryn Callisandra’s missing ward and his overt hints to an unearned reputation that I knew nothing about bothered me more. I didn’t know if he was on the level or not, but my contacts in the Court of Twilight were even more meager than the Court of Dawn. I really couldn’t see getting into a throw down match with Twilight boys based on what some smarmy client had to offer.  Dalia, wherever she might be, would have to wait upon the arrival of further information.
 
                 Kevin’s murder was the key and the one thing that had to be resolved. First, Kevin was a friend and you can’t let a friend get killed without doing something about it. Obviously, whoever the bastards who did this were, they had to pay for his death, in kind. In kind being their blood pooling about their bullet perforated bodies. I didn’t have that many people I called friends among the Fey and I wasn’t willing to lose one without doing something about it.
 
                 Besides, as much as I hoped that my favor hadn’t put him into a position that had got him killed I had a horrible feeling, despite what I told the cops, that it did. As long as Crosswich was the cop investigating the case, it wouldn’t be a problem, but if the hard eyed sergeant Bermuda took over, things could get dicey.
 
                 Yes, Kevin’s murder was definitely the place to get started. I doubted I would get anywhere by stepping into the same holes that the Sheriff’s men had already trampled as in general it’s a bad idea to try and duplicate what cops do. They have a lot more resources than a I do and if enough men, in the loosest sense of the word, would do the trick, then there was little that I could offer. In this case, I didn’t have much choice. I was essentially my own client and the only source of information I had was the employees at the Silver Tree and whatever I could turn up on my own. I guess it’s possible that the Sheriff’s crew might find who killed Kevin, but I doubted it. They only suspected that my little favor had gotten him killed, I was near certain of it.
 
                 On top of all that, there is the disproportionate amount of official pressure coming from somewhere at Court to get closure on the case. It was odd enough for some Lord to care about an expatriate Goblin bar owner, but if they were really interested in finding the guilty party, they wouldn’t have left Crosswich in charge. It didn’t make sense. At least not with what I knew, which I confess wasn’t a whole hell of a lot. It seemed that was a ton of pressure to do something, but not too much.  
 
                 No, there was definitely something wrong with the way this was coming together. Besides, letting the cops do the work didn’t really help me. If they catch the guy, whoever they might be, they sure won’t share that information with me. Besides, who knows what they might spill. I had to get to whoever did this before the Sheriff’s men; first, to find out what was going on and second to make sure that they pay for what they had done to Kevin.
 
                 I called my office to tell them that I wouldn’t be available for any case work for the rest of the week. A private case that I was undertaking as a favor was the best way I could explain it to Adriana. It wasn’t unusual for me to vanish for a few days so Adriana would accept it. I told her that Marty would be by to submit a bill and a report which she should retype and send to the client with our bill. Adriana knows how to handle these things, which is just another of the things that makes her invaluable to me. She would keep the boys at the office on track and on point.
 
                 My first stop would have to be the Silver Tree and see if a night had produced any information that might give me a lead on where to go. They say that criminals always return to the scene of the crime. I never found it so, but sometimes they do try and find out what the hounds know about the fox, giving the hounds the scent.  Besides, I wanted to make sure that everything was running smoothly.
 
                 The Silver Tree was and is usually mostly deserted at this hour. The regulars have all gone home and only the senior staff and the cleaning crew are in. I made my way through the silvered pane and was only a little surprised to see a Sheriff’s man, Corbellium, sitting at a table working on some notes and watching the activity at the bar. I barely glanced his way as I searched for Bolan. Corbellium, or Corey for short, wasn’t a bad guy. He was a stickler when he had to be and knew when to bend, in other words,  good police. He looked up at me and I gave him a brief nod. I turned my attention back to my search for Bolan Spiers, the concierge. 
 
                 I found him talking to the night time bartender, Ben Jefferson.  As I approached I could hear Ben trying to delicately explain why he preferred a nighttime shift to Bolan. Apparently, Bolan wanted him to take over the dayshift. Ben didn’t seem interested and his discomfort was plain on his pale face. Ben was pale, for black man. I always supposed that this was due to his vampirism and never getting any sun. Bolan seemed a little confused so I decided that Bolan was not privy to his employee’s exact nature that made him such an outstanding nighttime bartender and what would make him an equally lousy daytime bartender. I thought it was time for Bolan to learn about it.
 
                 “I’m sorry. I would rather keep my nighttime shift.” Ben seemed a little nervous. He always had been a little skittish about his vampire status.
 
                 “I can offer you extra money.” Bolan insisted. “I need someone I can trust here in the daytime while I’m getting some sleep and dealing with other tasks. I can’t go without sleep.”
 
                 “It’s not the money, although I could use more of that. Believe me, I can sympathize with your needing to get some sleep during the day, but I just can’t do it.” Ben looked sheepish.
 
                 “Why? I don’t want to go outside the to get someone who will have to work largely unsupervised”
 
                 “Because he’s a vampire.” I said. Ben looked shocked and little hurt that I had blurted out his secret. “I’m sorry Ben, but Bolan has a right to now since he’s running the place now.”
 
                 “A vampire!?”  Bolan looked a little pale. “An honest to god vampire?”
 
                 “Yes, but it’s not what you think. He doesn’t drink human blood, no vampire who wants to live long, and they can and do live a long time, wants to get hooked on that stuff.” I offered.
 
                 Ben looked up and met Bolan’s eyes. “It’s true. I am a vampire but there are a lot of misconceptions about vampires. Forget all those stories you read and hear about us. We do have a severe allergy to light that will kill us if exposed to it for more than a few hours, but all those tales about garlic, crosses, running water and being invited in are bunk.”
 
                 “Mr. Underwood, I’ve seen a lot of weird things since I started working here, but is he really a...a vampire?”
 
                 “Yes, but don’t worry most vampires are as harmless as any other average joe. Sure, you get an occasional loony like Barlow or Vlad Tepes but those guys are about as rare as serial killers are in the human population. Hell, more rare since most vampires are firm advocates of the Compact and live at the Court of Twilight.”
 
                 “But do you drink blood?” Bolan looked to Ben and Ben’s face clouded.
 
                 “I’ll take this one, Ben.” I got Bolan’s attention and made him focus on my words rather than the unease he felt around Ben. 
 
                 “No, he doesn’t drink blood. What you just asked him is the equivalent of asking the Mayor of Houston if by some chance you had seen him smoking crack while he was sleeping with his whore’s dog. Very insulting.”
 
                 “Human blood is capable of filling a vampire with incredible and addictive ecstasy. It becomes an overpowering urge once one has become addicted to it. The craving for it only happens in the mortal world. At the Court of Twilight, vampires have no more desire for it than you do.”
 
                 “Why? What makes it so controllable at the Court and so overwhelming here?”
 
                 “Well, technically, The Silver Tree isn’t part of the Mortal realm any more than it is part of the Court of Twilight. But your question is a good one. Guys who study this kind of thing explain it like this: At the Court of Twilight there is a certain energy level, like life force or even a soul, associated with the darkness. Vampires absorb this just by being there. In the mortal world that energy is absent except in humans.”
 
                 “If human blood is so addictive and such a good high, why aren’t there more vampires running around sampling human blood”
 
                 “Fear.” said Ben “Fear of being lost in a compulsion that one can’t control. Fear of being lost in another’s life. When a Vampire drinks a mortal’s blood, they experience a powerful rush of memories and emotions of their victim. Their life is literally pouring out of the victim and into the vampire. It is quite easy to forget who and what you are.”
 
                 “But surely..” Bolan started
 
                 “There is also the fear of the Twilight Order. You don’t see them much but the Court of Twilight keeps a special brigade of …beings, not too dissimilar from the Black Watch, who act as the enforcers of the Compact on the residents of The Court of Twilight. They are drawn from the most fearsome inhabitants of the night realm, individually far more powerful than their Black Watch counterparts; they are far fewer in number. A certain number of them are tasked solely with preventing the intrusion of the Vampires into the mortal world. The Vampire who strays will certainly live to regret it, at least for a while.”
 
                 “Look, Kevin knew all about Ben’s status. He kept him on because he trusted him and because of his affinity with the Court of Twilight and the night. He made a perfect bartender during the late hours when he is at his most keen and when most of his fellow Court members are most active. Likewise, during the day, he isn’t as sharp, eh?”
 
                 “It’s a lot to take in. Even with seeing Elves, Trolls and Dwarves I always thought Vampires were just a bunch of stories made up by Victorian writers and Goth wannabes. He’s never given me any reason to doubt him and if Kevin trusted him and you trust him, there’s no reason I shouldn’t. I just wanted a good reliable bartender for the dayshift and you’re right about how good he is at night. I just never thought about why that might be so.” Bolan looked more disappointed than scared, certainly a step in the right direction.
 
                 “Yeah, I can see that.” Ben said. “I would love to help you boss, but it just wouldn’t work. You could try Clancy. He fills in whenever we have someone call in sick or for vacations. You might be able to talk him into a more permanent shift. He’s a goblin so day or night would work for him.”
 
                 “Right. I’ll give him a call a little later. Ben, I won’t keep you I know you need rest as badly as I do. I’ll see you tonight at 8:00, okay?” Bolan was obviously dismissing Ben, but Ben was either oblivious or simply didn’t care. He went behind the bar and disappeared into the employee area.
 
   Bolan waited until he was completely gone before he turned to me to ask me the question that I knew he had to ask.
 
   “Is he really okay?”
 
   “Bolan, I would, and have trusted Ben with my life. It’s long story for another time, but Ben is something of a legend among Vampires at the Court of Twilight. He is the example of vampire rectitude among them and he would rather die the final death than drink a single drop of human blood. Maybe one day, when I know you a lot better and I’m drunk as hell, I’ll tell you all about it. Maybe Ben will tell you if ask him, nicelly. Although I wouldn’t, Ben is humble and doesn’t like talking about himself. I will tell you this, there isn’t anybody at this bar that I trust more now that Kevin’s gone.
 
   “Fair enough. I can’t say I’m completely comfortable with it, but I can certainly work with it.”
 
   “Good. I came by to see if there were any problems last night and I can see that the place is still standing. I’m guessing that nothing came up that you and the staff couldn’t handle.” I motioned to him to take a seat at nearby empty table. As I slid into the booth, I noticed that the Sheriff’s man was unobtrusively watching us from where he was arranging his notes.
 
   “So how did it go?”
 
                 “Pretty well. There were a few rough spots and it was busier than normal. You were right about the curious showing up. At least they came and spent some silver.”
 
                 “What kind of rough spots?”
 
                 “I couldn’t find the key to the liquor room. I think Kevin must have had it on him when he...ah…died.  His key chain is missing and that includes keys to the private meeting rooms as well. Ben showed up early and he had a key to the liquor room and scrounging keys from all the employees we were able to make up a pretty complete ring that gets into most places.”
 
                 “I’ll ask the Sheriff’s men about it. If they have the keys, I should be able to get them eventually. Any lock you can’t get open that you need to get open, just call for a locksmith to make a key. I assume you know enough to avoid disturbing any seals that you may find?”
 
                 “Yes, Kevin was very careful to explain the seals and why we should avoid them. There aren’t and haven’t been many sealed rooms here, but the staff knows enough to leave them alone. Kevin’s office is sealed, but by the Sheriff. I think we got anything we got we need out of there before they sealed it.”
 
                 “Good. Anything else?”
 
                 “Oh a few of the staff pushing to see what is happening and a few who want to test limits. Nothing we can’t handle, although I am concerned about Critter. Inside the kitchen he reigns supreme but when it comes to dealing with others outside the kitchen he is more hesitant. He needs to be a little more forceful or some of the staff will walk all over him. I suspect that when he had trouble in the past he went to Kevin. Kevin had a way of making problems go away.”
 
                 “Until he finds his feet, I’ll expect you to deal with any problems that he comes to you with. I know that Kevin wouldn’t have put you in your position if you couldn’t do it.”
 
                 “Thanks. I guess we’ll find out.”
 
                 “I hate to spring this on you, but there is pretty good chance that I might be hard to reach for the next few days. Something’s come up that I will have to deal with, if it’s an emergency, leave a message with my office and I’ll try to get back to you. But don’t have an emergency if you can help it. “
 
                 “What about payday?” 
 
                 “Pay it out of the receipts, in cash and get everyone to sign or make their mark. Anything that is left, hold on to until I get back.”
 
                 “Okay. You will be back, won’t you?”
 
                 “I have no reason to believe I won’t, but if something happens just use your best judgment guided by intelligence and experience.” He grunted and I turned towards the table where Corey sat and I asked Bolan if he had given him any trouble.
 
                 “No. He’s been pretty quiet. He asked a few questions and ordered a few scotches and a pot of coffee. He’s been here most of the night and seems content with those few questions and to observe.”
 
                 With that Bolan turned back to his attempt to find a daytime bartender and I turned back to the table where Corey was sitting. I noticed that he was keeping an eye on me and when he saw looking his way, he made a small wave and called me over to his table.
 
                 “Jake. Have a seat.” He motioned me into his booth.
 
                 “Corey. You need a refresher? My treat?” Corey didn’t drink much, not like some cops I know, but you can’t sit in bar for hours without some drinking.
 
                 “Naw. I’ll be leaving to go home in an hour or so. My shift is ending and the day shift will be taking over.” He looked hesitant and then dove in.
 
                 “Jake, I need to ask you a few questions about this case. It’s a little weird, but I’m not sure who to trust, exactly.”
 
                 “What do you mean?”
 
                 “I don’t have to tell you that there is a lot of heat on this case. The weird thing is, I can’t tell who is really running the investigation. First, there is that fuckwit, Crosswich. Officially, he’s in charge and seems to be giving orders and people are playing along, mostly. But then there’s Sergeant Bermuda.”
 
                 “What about the good Sergeant?”
 
                 “Did you know his official post is at the Master of Arms from the Court of Dawn?”
 
                 I shook my head. I did not know that and was not comforted by the knowledge. Master of Arms is a nebulous post at the Court of Dawn. It basically carried whatever importance and clout that Lord Belsoumnde chose to give it. This could go all the way up to the 3rd circle of the court, maybe even the 2nd circle.
 
   “He’s been detached temporarily to this investigation. That’s not all, He isn’t reporting to Crosswich and neither am I. The Sheriff told me I was to ‘Assist Sergeant Bermuda with his inquiries and to keep it quiet, or else.’ He didn’t define what ‘or else’ is but you can bet it’ll be damn unpleasant.”
 
                 “What did he tell Crosswich? I bet he loved having Bermuda in charge.”
 
                 “That’s the thing, Crosswich doesn’t know. He thinks I’ve been detached to serve as a special aide for this guy. He doesn’t know that Bermuda is dogging his tracks or in Crosswich’s case he’s probably breaking a trail that Crosswich will never find.”
 
                 “That is odd. I never really thought that Crosswich stood much chance of finding out anything, but like this, he’s getting blindsided. Still, couldn’t happen to a nicer fellow.”
 
                 “Yeah, but there’s more. Even before Unglunblasch’s decapitated body was found Sergeant Bermuda was asking questions, hard questions, about you. Why do you suppose that would be?”
 
                 I really didn’t like the sound of that. The implications of this began to settle in. Why did it seem like I had trouble coming from all directions at once? Cory was looking at me expectantly. “I don’t know.” I said.
 
                 “Com‘on Jake! Don’t give me that crap! Spill! What are you into that would draw police attention from the Court of Dawn Master at Arm’s office?”
 
                 I thought about it for a few minutes and considered what to say. Corey had been upfront with me. He had shared information he really probably shouldn’t have and I felt like I owed him. I don’t like being in debts to cops, even cops I like.
 
                 “I really don’t have a clue what the hell’s going on Cory. I can’t imagine why the Court of Dawn is suddenly so interested in me after all these years. I’ll tell you this though; I have been getting a lot of weird vibes from both the Court of Twilight and the Court of Dawn.” I told him about the Naming Day ceremony and about my contacts with Jeryn Callisandra, but not what he wanted.
 
                 “One other thing, I’m being watched. Or rather, my office is being watched.”               “Yeah, Crosswich has a crew watching your office.” Cory sipped his coffee “I think he’s using this investigation as a chance to prove you are breaking the Compact. He really doesn’t like you.”
 
                 “A crew?  Just one crew? The reason I ask is because I am pretty sure that there are two separate groups watching my office. Could the other crew be Bermuda’s?”
 
                 I could tell Cory was thinking about how to reply as he stared into his cup. ”Honestly, I ‘m not sure. Sure, Bermuda could have a crew watching you, but it doesn’t make sense. If he wanted you followed, he would just pick you up when you leave your apartment, why set up on your office?”
 
                 “Good question. It’s another question I wish I knew the answer to. Maybe I’ll ask Sergeant Bermuda when I see him.” I was only half kidding. Talking to Sergeant Bermuda about this case would be like trying to herd cats through a minefield.
 
                 “Be careful when you talk to Bermuda. He’s a sharp operator. After he asked for me, I asked around, quiet like, about him. It was weird, most of the guys had never heard of him and the ones who had seemed skittish. When I pressed them, they clamed up. Only Karris One Eye told me anything. He said that if Bermuda wanted something from me, he’d get it and if I was smart I’d just give it up now. He also said they if I didn’t want to be known as Corey One Eye I would keep my nose out of Sergeant Bermuda’s business.”
 
                 “That’s ominous as hell. Do you suppose he plucked the eye out himself or did have someone do it for him? He’s got the build for it.” I smiled.
 
                 “Sure, laugh it up. Karris wasn’t smiling, but you, just yuck it up.” Cory finished his coffee and began to gather his notes. “Look, Jake. Be careful. I don’t know If Bermuda’s gunning for you or not, but you can bet that something big is going on and it looks like you’re neck deep in it. If you really don’t know what is going, you better find out quick before it bites you in the ass.” 
 
   With that, he grabbed his hat and headed toward the corridor that led to the Fey Realm.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight
 
                 
 
                 My happy little chat with Cory left me edgy as hell. It seemed my situation was deteriorating rapidly and I decided that the time had arrived to go on the offense. I was tired of being buffeted by circumstance and the first step was to get a look at this surveillance that was on my office. 
 
                 The blocks surrounding my office offer plenty of cover for discreet observation but only for a short time. One of the key problems in conducting surveillance in the city is that very few people can just stand around watching for anything for a prolonged period of time. If you do, someone is going to notice. Marty is damn good at noticing such things. We sometimes play a game “spot the tail” where each of us sees if we can spot the other observing or tailing. Whoever loses buys the beer. Usually, it’s me.
 
   A van isn’t bad as a post to watch from, if there is a reason for it to be there but a work crew cover is better. You don’t need to feed a meter. Watching from a vacant loft or building isn’t bad either, but it leaves you in a situation where you may have difficulty reacting swiftly. When I arrived at my office block, I could see that Marty’s instincts were still dead on. I think I would have spotted them myself, but there is no guarantee of that. The work crew was good. They were actually doing work, but not too much work. Occasionally, I would see them do something that seemed strange or unrelated to what they should be doing but it was pretty seamless. I could only observe for a few minutes without letting them know that I was aware of them. 
 
   The Americana building, where my office is, was built in the 60’s and it shows. The building is in good shape, but it definitely retains that ultra modern look that was so popular at the time and so dated now. I remember in 1963 when it was first opened it had a neon sign, long gone now. The recent renovation modernized most of the insides, although it was hell working through the construction crews.
 
   The elevator delivered me to my floor and I made my way into my office. Adriana offered me coffee but I figured I had enough problems already so I declined. 
 
                 “No calls, Adirana. I am only here to pick up a few things and then I’m gone for a week or so.”
 
                 “Sure Boss. No problem. I rescheduled your appointment with that new client with Dave. It should be right up his alley since it’s a shrinkage problem at one of his stores.” The barely glanced up at me as I strode across the room.              
 
                 “That’s fine. Be sure to tell Dave if he works out deal with this guy and works the case himself to be sure to check the garbage bins. Some clever Joes think they can steal by tossing it out with the trash and Dave does hate to get his hands dirty.” Shrinkage cases were easy and good money. Employee theft was usually pretty easy to catch and you usually didn’t need proof that would stand up in court as most employers would rather terminate the employee than deal with the legal hassles of prosecution.
 
                 Inside my office I quickly went to the window and took a quick look across the way. It only took a moment before a spotted the crew in the building across from me. They were making little effort to hide their efforts or to conceal their presence.
 
                 Good old Crosswich. His arrogance and bigotry were going to be very helpful. He was constantly underestimating me just because he didn’t like me. I made a special effort not to offer him the same aid. I’d bet he probably told these mooks that they didn’t need to worry about me since I was a half breed exile with no skill or power. Something like “Him? No, he’s a punk, half breed, bastard with no training or talent. It won’t take long to catch him breaking the Compact. No way could he be successful without consorting with the Adversary. Yeah, we’ll find proof in his office. I’ll bet the place reeks of diabolic energy.” They’d probably try a break-in if they didn’t find what they were looking for by scrying.
 
                 I concentrated for a moment and allowed my vision to wander. I turned my eyes to the walls and corners of my office. Yes, my wards were still there, but they could use strengthening. With my unfocused vision I could see the little pinpricks of probing that were coming from across the way. Most of this was passive stuff but there were a few subtle probes that snaked out across the empty space between the two buildings. 
 
                 I rolled back the carpet and revealed the chalk circle that I had empowered only yesterday. It was still clean and strong. I stepped into the center of the circle and drew the knife that I carried strapped to my wrist. Now the first thing you have to understand about warding ceremonies is that everyone should devise their own and personalize it to their own use. Magic isn’t something that comes mass marketed and preassembled like recipes in a cookbook. True, there are some books that actually contain useable rituals but most of them aren’t very effective because they are far too generic to be of much value. In my line of work, I am looking for very specific attributes to charge my wards. Over the years, I have honed the ceremony to the point that I find it very effective in regards to verisimilitude and illusion.
 
                 I pointed my knife in the general direction of the rising and sun and said “Guardian of the east, attend thy servent. Seal this place from those who would know my workings. Hermes lend thy aid in this endeavor and guard the eastern gate from all who would steal from this place.”
 
                 I turned to the south and pointed with my knife. “Guardian of the South, attend thy servant, seal this place from those who would spy upon me. Coyote, bemuse and trick those who seek me harm.
 
                 I faced west, the setting sun. “Guardian of the West, attend thy servant, seal this place from those who would observe my work. Sun Hou-Zi, confuse and mislead those who would thwart my will.”
 
                 Finally, I turned to the north and spoke. “Guardian of the North, attend thy servant, seal this place from those who would learn my plans. Loki, son of Odin, befuddle those who would try to deceive me.”
 
                 I lowered the knife and as I did a felt a trickle of power flow from the circle to the four wards. This trickle increased to a current and I could feel the wards becoming more potent and charged.
 
                 That should keep the squad across the way at bay. There would be very little they could learn by remote scrying. If they wanted to learn anything from my office they would have to break-in. Without some evidence that I had actually broken the Compact they couldn’t legally enter. The wards would also discourage illegal visits.
 
                 I sat behind my desk and checked my gun and made sure that I had few extra clips for both the Glock and the holdout gun.  I also decided to open the safe and take along some extra cash. I had a Jeryn Callisandra’s retainer, a small bag of silver pieces minted under the current Lord of the Twilght court, Lord Evenstride. Moonstruck silver had a good value at both courts and would help if I had expenses that I couldn’t pay with the roll of greenbacks I slipped into my coat pocket. 
 
                 I didn’t know how long I was going to be in the wind, but however long it was, I had to be at the Court of Dawn in three days. I suspect that anyone who wanted to find me would know that. It meant I had a little over three days to find out what was going on do something about it before things went beyond my ability to affect them.
 
                 I went down to the garage and looked at the two cars that I owned and tried to decide which of the two to take. It really wasn’t much of decision, but right now I relished any decision I could call my own. I had a sporty number, a red Miata, which was just for fun. It was fast and maneuverable, but also light weight and very noticeable.  I probably should sell it. I never use it as a working car because of the way it attracts attention. I drive it for fun, something I haven’t had time for in a while. 
 
                 My other “car” was much more suited for work. It was a pickup truck. Personally, I prefer a car for driving. Pickups don’t have a lot of passenger room and the cargo area tends to collect junk. I prefer a van for actually hauling cargo anyway. When it rains in Houston, it really rains. The locals call it a “frog strangler” when it drops a few inches of rain in an hour. Cargo vans are better for this. They ride high and they are protected from the elements.
 
                 But in Texas and in Houston in particular, every third vehicle is a truck, two to five years old, usually a light color. There are so many of them it is easy for a truck to get lost in the general background. Back in the 60’s and the 70’s I could get away with a car, but trucks have really taken over the streets. If you add those monster SUV’s and Suburbans, cars really are out numbered. I would love to get one of those PT Cruiser’s, they remind me of the 30’s and 40’s, but they stand out too much. So I have a ubiquitous Ford pickup, light tan, no gun rack. Despite popular belief, gun racks on trucks in Texas are not as common as you might think so no gun rack.
 
                 Paranoia is a hard habit to break. I always give my vehicles a once over when I drive them. I’ve never been blown up by a car bomb and I intend to go right on not being blown up by a car bomb. In this case, I again let my focus fade and let any tell tale signs of magical interference. I had once found a tracking sigil like this. I used an easy to learn cantrip to transfer the sigil to a trolley bus and let my watchers follow it for a few hours. I slid into the interior across the faux leather seats and checked for any mundane changes. I had thought about putting an alarm on the thing but decided against it. No one pays any attention to an alarm and I didn’t want to put any confidence into a mechanical device that could easily be fooled.
 
                 Everything checked out so I started the truck to running and checked the gauges. All good. I put into gear and made my way out of the garage and considered my destination. There were two places I could start. 
 
                 First, I could make my way out to Pasadena where Kevin was killed and see if I could pick up anything there. This could be a little dicey because it was quite likely that it was under observation or might even have active investigators probing the site. Glamours don’t work as well in the harsh light of day and the Black Watch didn’t like being seen even under the auspices of a glamour in the mortal world. If the Sheriff’s men were there, I should be able to spot them and avoid them if I wanted to. Since the crime scene was located in the burned out remains of Mickey Gilley’s old club and was thus exposed to casual passer bys, the chances are that both the Sheriff and the Black Watch would be circumspect and would probably take great care to avoid being observed by mortals. I considered for a moment if any regular, mortal police might be involved, but I considered it very unlikely. While most major centers of human population have excellent police forces, it is also true that they are also penetrated by operatives from the various realms. Mostly, this is done to avoid problems that court members might run into by disobeying mortal law of which they are mostly ignorant or scornful of. In the case of crime being committed against a court member in the mortal world, they use the mortal authorities to investigate and suppress any evidence that might lead to a breaking of the Compact.
 
                 Second, I could go to Kevin’s home and see if there was anything there that might point me in the direction of his killers. It was long shot that I might find something that the cops might have missed, but it was worth a gamble. 
 
                 In the end, I decided to do both. I would head out to Pasadena first and scout the spot where Kevin’s body was found and then cross back to far side of town where Kevin lived and see if there was anything to be learned there.
 
                 I switched on the radio and listened to the early morning traffic reports. Houston, as I have mentioned, has terrible traffic, although not as bad as a few other places I have been. Today it was clear sailing all the way out to Pasadena. 
 
   


  
 



 Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   When I arrived at the barn like building that was all that remained of the famed Gilley’s night club, I was again struck by the eerie desolation of what had been a landmark of the 80’s. Personally, I thought the whole urban cowboy thing was pure bunk, but there was no denying the appeal that it held for a lot of people.
 
   All that was left now was a huge, burned out shell. The outbuildings, long gone, and even the huge sign had been sold to a local restaurant. Nothing was left of its former “glory”. Rumor had it that a local politician had been responsible for the destruction in order to collect insurance money. Who knows? Its secrets were left best undisturbed. One thing a man in my line of work who plans to live a long time learns is when to mind you own business. Especially when no one was paying. Discovering what really happened to Gilley’s was a job for someone who cared enough to know and was willing to take some risks.
 
   I drove across the weed encrusted parking lot and noticed almost at once the faint shimmer that comes from a flickering glamour. This was a big one. Probably cars covered by some kind of avoidance spell. It’s an old variation on the idea that if “I can’t see it, then you can’t hurt me” idea. Basically, it’s supposed to trick your eye into looking away and if you do glance at it, it tries to mimic what you should see. It’s pretty effective against most fey and mortals, but in the morning light it would only effective from a distance and stood out pretty well to me with my quirky vision.
 
   I parked my truck just outside the edge of the distortion field. By the size of the field I estimated that there were at least two largish vehicles shielded by the field. I concentrated and saw the dome flicker and fade before my vision. 
 
   A big, black sedan was parked there along with some kind of panel van. Against the sedan leaned a member of the Black Watch. He was armored in a cuirass and a ballistic vest. He was watching me warily, his hands lingering lovingly over what appeared to be a nine millimeter strapped to his hip. Like every member of the Black Watch I have ever seen he was heavily armed. I could tell he was wondering if I could see him or not. I make it practice not to notice things I shouldn’t, so I sauntered by him, crossing the edge of the glamour just like I couldn’t see it. He watched me, but didn’t move toward me. I saw him speak into some device attached his shoulder, maybe a walkie. He looked at me, but made no move to intercept me.
 
   The door to the barn like structure that comprised the central building of the old club was open. It didn’t look inviting. I strained my ears but I could hear nothing from inside. It came no surprise to me that I was greeted by two more members of the Black Watch on either side of the door or that they quickly restrained me. One was a troll or an ogre crossbreed, I think, the other was an elf I’m almost sure. It was too quick for me to get a good look at either of them. 
 
   They quickly disarmed and walked me across the junk strewn floor to well lit area towards one of the outer walls. A globe of bright light hovered above the small group of beings who were performing some kind of rite. I wasn’t too shocked to see Sergeant Bermuda standing there and watching with an eager eye.
 
   “Ah, Mr. Underwood. So glad you make it. I was afraid that you might miss this.” Sergeant Bermuda was droll enough, I supposed. He motioned with his hands and the two Black Watch bruisers released me and stepped back. They were still close enough to break many of the small and large bones of my body and they made sure that I could see that they were.
 
   “You were expecting me?” I asked, smoothing my jacket.
 
   “Of course! I heard the Sheriff specifically tell you to leave this matter to me and to keep clear of our investigation so naturally I expected to see you in short order.”
 
   “That predictable huh?” 
 
   “There was almost no way that someone in your line of work and with your temperament could possibly conceive that we might be able to apprehend this villain without your help, requested or not.” He was still smiling, that was good.
 
                 I couldn’t think of any reply to what he said that wouldn’t either piss him off or get me ejected or come off as being peevish. Considering what was going on at the murder scene, I wanted to stick around so I said nothing.
 
   “Yes. I suspect we are almost ready to begin.” He looked on at a small group who were obviously some kind of craft users. He motioned me over towards where he stood and smiled. The smile was a little misleading and you could see the barest hint of horns, poking out from the brim of his hat, he looked more troll than elf. But elf or troll there was no denying the sleek and lethal look of the man.
 
   I noticed that in the center of a large ritual circle there was a large brownish-green stain that I took to be Kevin’s blood. The large circle was a quickly incised affair but I could tell that it was a circle I could never draw, in fact I think it would take a master willworker to draw it. It looked crude at first glance but when I examined it, I could see layers of detail that bristled beneath the surface. There intricacies beneath the symbols that I had never seen or thought of. It was indeed a master’s work. “Damn.” I muttered.
 
   I thought I had been nearly silent, but the Sergeant’s keen hearing picked it up. He caught the way my eye was looking and smiled and knew what I was thinking. “Yes, they’re quite good, aren’t they? Forensic mages who specialize in criminal investigations. They’re not battle mages, but in this kind of specialized work they have few equals.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of this kind of magic before. Is it new?” I was genuinely interested. Anything that could make my job easier or harder I wanted to know about although I doubted I could master it, it looked far beyond the craft skills of any but the most dedicated and highly trained.
 
   “It’s quite new by Court standards. It’s an outgrowth of the Mortal Initiative from the War of the Black Mass. Mortal men can be very clever.” He smiled. I listened for the condescension in his voice but didn’t hear it. 
 
   “The Mortal Initiative? That program is still going? I thought it was shut down after the Apollo missions in the 70’s.” The Mortal Initiative, is the Court equivalent of reverse engineering. Students of man, who are also usually craft mages, keep a careful watch on the world of Adam and when they see something that is a significant advance or an interesting idea, they try to counter it or adapt it to serve the uses of the Court. All in all, it hadn’t been terrible successful. It turned out that the individual technologies or systems simply weren’t of much use or interest. It had started in the aftermath of our First World War. The Court of Dawn and the Court of Twilight were both horrified by the slaughter and the scale of destruction and were worried about its possible spread. This was a valid fear because the war caused a rift in the Bright Kingdom that allowed the some of the forces of the Adversary to slip through. They were a tough crew and did a lot of damage before they were put down. It came to be known as the War of the Black Mass and since that time, The Bright Kingdom had looked at the world of man with fear and not a little resentment. I’m not sure that this was a better replacement than the naked arrogance they had shown before, but it was at least different. 
 
   “No, it was just re-tasked. Instead of concentrating on the big projects, it became clear that ideas were more useful. The idea of special coterie who are tied to a specific task, like detection or forensic magic is an excellent one.”
 
   “What exactly are they doing?” The Fey inside the circle were carefully drawing symbols with sure, quick strokes. 
 
   “It’s a re-enactment ritual.” He looked at me if he was expecting me to know what he was talking about. When it became apparent that I didn’t, he continued.
 
   “Basically, when sentients do things, just about anything, they make minute, disturbances in the Ether.” I still looked blank. “You do know what Ether is, don’t you?”
 
   “Yeah, sort of. It’s a kind or invisible miasma that exists in conjunction with the visible world.” I wasn’t on real solid ground here. My background in thuamaturgical theory was weak. I was just knowledgeable in the areas I needed for the simple rituals I knew and didn’t really get into the theoretical stuff. 
 
   “That’s almost right. It’s not really a miasma as the word ether implies a physical existence that it doesn’t possess. The theory wonks prefer to call it the “M-State”. It’s actually more like a cloud of low energy, subatomic particles that permeates physical reality except that they have no mass or energy state in relation to the physical universe. When a magical effect is created, it propagates through the M-State.”
 
   “You lost me.” 
 
   “You use wards don’t you?”
 
   I nodded uncomfortably.
 
   “Well, when you set you wards you are actually call on forces that can only be reached through the M-State. The words and rituals you use prepare your mind and the area to accept your will and properly propagate your will throughout the local environment. If the forces that you call are properly compelled and bound their influence invests the M-State with their presence, thus warding the protected area. Understand?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “You have to remember that the ether is infinitely malleable. It can be used in almost limitless ways if it is prepared properly and the will of the user is strong enough. In this case, the forensic mages are going to gather minute disturbances in the Ether and reassemble the actions that take place to make those disturbances. There is one caveat, It doesn’t work if Magic has been used. Magic disturbs the residue of actions and shatters the cohesion beyond all hope of recall.”
 
   “It certainly sound like you’ve practiced and delivered that speech more than once.” I pointed out.
 
   “Well, yes.” He smiled. “I have had occasion to explain it to various Lords and Ladies exactly what this ritual will reveal and why it is accepted as accurate and not an illusion.”
 
   “So basically they should be able to show us a picture of what happened here?”
 
   “Better than that, they can show us a recreation of the event!”
 
   The elves in the circle stepped out and gave a quick nod to Sergeant Bermuda. He returned it and motioned everyone else back. 
 
   “I must ask for complete quiet please.” The high contralto of the female elf stilled any muttering that was going on outside the circle. “This is a delicate ritual and easily broken. This can only be done once, the act of observation destroys the record of what we are observing, so look sharp.” She looked to her partner who with a quick shake of the head and began the ritual.
 
   There isn’t a good way to describe the ceremony and besides, Sergeant Bermuda told me that it’s considered a secret. He would prefer that as few people as possible know exactly how it works. Suffice it to say that it’s long and complicated. It looks exhausting, tedious and extremely delicate. I am told this is correct I couldn’t follow the hand gestures any way, the bottom line though is, that the ritual worked.
 
   The area inside the wide ritual circle began to slowly pulse with a red glow or mist. Inside the red glow I began to notice that slightly brighter motes began to assemble into more recognizable shapes. It took a few moments, but the motes gained in intensity and settled into more finely detailed images.  Some of the lights faded or strengthened providing contrast and refining the image and the figures in the circle settled and assumed their final shape.
 
   In the circle I saw Kevin surrounded by three figures that topped him by good two or three feet. This in itself wasn’t surprising, he was, after all, a goblin and just about anyone would have towered over him as he knelt on the ground. The figures surrounding him were frustratingly indistinct. While there appeared to be no denying their general identity there was equally no way to specifically identify them.
 
   The three figures were dressed in black armor that covered most of their bodies. Their faces were obscured to the point that I couldn’t tell if they were covered or not. One was almost certainly an elf. He was slim and tall and moved with a grace that only a full bloodied elf seemed to possess. One of the four was a big guy, probably a troll or ogre crossbreed, or possibly some kind of giant kin. Probably muscle. The last of the three was short, a dwarf I thought. He certainly fit the physical mode of one.  
 
   Kevin seemed cool at first and he was obviously talking to someone who was standing beyond the circle. The three who stood guard inside the circle were heavily armed and were brandishing weapons. They stood steady and calm, awaiting orders or some signal.
 
   Kevin’s conversation grew more heated and eventually his eyes opened wide and a look surprise crossed his face. He turned away from us and tried to slip away but the armored figures were far too quick
 
   They grabbed him and a quick heavy strike from a spiked glove stunned him and I saw his knees bend as he stumbled forward. I thought that he must have been unconscious, but as the two armored figures reached under his arms to pick up, quick as a snake, his hand shot out and drew a sheathed knife from one of the armored men. He quickly jammed the blade to the hilt into the side of the one of the figures carrying him. Before he could extract the blade turn it on the stricken guard’s comrade, a club like fist from the ogre struck out and Kevin’s head flew back. From my position, it looked to me like his windpipe had been broken or crushed by the blow. He was obviously stunned as he sunk to the ground, but his mouth had the hint of a smile. He must have known that it would be impossible to escape, but he seemed satisfied with the results of his actions. I know that wounding one of these guys was quite an accomplishment.
 
   There seemed to be some argument going on between the armored men and the figure who must have been standing about where we were. We couldn’t see what he did, but he must have finally satisfied the men in the circle. The one who had been stabbed limped out of our field of vision. From the position of the knife and the size I doubted that it was fatal.
 
   One of the figures in the circle, who I took to be an Elf, nodded and pulled out a small killing sword and grabbed Kevin’s black hair. He raised his arm and in a practiced swing brought the sword down in an arc that neatly severed his head from his neck. Kevin’s headless body toppled over and spasmodically twitched as a large amount of brownish-green blood spurted from the severed neck. The Elf calmly carried Kevin’s head and deposited it into a box. The box itself was probably rosewood and was inlaid with filigree and symbols which looked to me like some kind of preservation magic. The figures walked out of the circle without so much as a second glance at the still bleeding body of Kevin Unglunblasch, laying forlornly in the circle limned by the eerie red light of the ritual.
 
   Sergeant Bermuda turned to the still chanting mages and nodded and they stopped chanting. With that, the image quickly faded back to a red mist and slowly grew paler until the air in the circle was completely clear. The male elf seemed more fatigued by the ordeal and his companion helped him regain his feet. She whispered something to him and he nodded and he walked away as she began to erase the ritual circle that had held the image of that horrific beheading.
 
   I turned and looked at the Sergeant and he looked grim. I knew what he had to be thinking and it was nothing good. There would surely be a shit storm over this if what we had seen was true.
 
   “I don’t suppose this clears me as a suspect in this murder? You can see I didn’t do it.” I asked, knowing it probably wouldn’t.
 
   “No, I’m afraid not. You could be the unseen figure who was giving the orders. At the very least you could be an accessory. If you were that shadowy figure then you would be a member of a conspiracy to commit murder.” Sergeant Bermuda grew quiet and continued to stare at the site of the murder, letting the introspection take the place of conversation.
 
   “It’s a shame that we couldn’t hear what they were saying.” I ventured into the silence.
 
   “Yes. It’s an unfortunate bug that hasn’t been worked out yet. I suppose one day they well indeed be able to recreate the entire crime scene exactly. Perhaps even be able to rotate the point of view so we could get a look at our mysterious voyeur.” He seemed to be considering exactly how to discuss the 600 pound gorilla that was standing in front of us. The armored figures who had murdered Kevin could only have been members of the Black Watch.
 
   “It would have been nice if we could have seen exactly who those armored folk were. Was the blurring of the face a flaw in the ritual or something else related to their occupation?” 
 
   “Picked up on that, did you?” He smiled a grim little grin that told me that this mess had just gotten even more complicated. “No, it’s not a flaw in the ritual, just part of a general prohibition on scrying magic involving those who serve in the Black Watch. It helps to keep exactly who they are secret.”
 
   “It’s pretty damn convenient when you want to commit murder.” I said.
 
   “You have to be careful what you say here. You can’t just go around tossing words like ‘Black Watch’ and ‘Murder’ in the same sentence.” Sergeant Bermuda looked at me. “Those could have been members of the Black Watch carrying out legitimate orders or carrying out what they believe to be legal orders.”
 
   I snorted. “Is that what you think we saw?  A legal execution being carried out in an abandoned building, this far away from the Court?” I didn’t want to piss Bermuda off, but this was bull shit. 
 
   “No.” He looked at me with those sharp, half troll eyes. “If it had been legal or even if it had been done at need by members of the Black Watch, I would know about it and I wouldn’t be here.” He paused for a moment and glanced at the Black Watch guards who had secured the door to the building. “No, this is something much worse.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
                 Despite the fact that the ritual hadn’t cleared me, I felt somewhat better. If Bermuda was as smart as I thought he was, he had to know that it was unlikely verging on the impossible for me to have a squad of the Black Watch at my disposal. When I asked him if this would get him to lift the surveillance that Crosswich had placed on me, he replied that Crosswich was pursuing his own leads and that his work, meaning Crosswich, had little to do with this case. 
 
                 “How about just getting him to reduce it a little? I hate to see the court waste so much money on an innocent man. Wouldn’t one team be enough to insure that I’m playing on the side of the angels?” I asked.
 
                 “Innocent? You may not be guilty, but you aren’t innocent.” He grinned. “Besides, Crosswich only has one team on you.” 
 
                 “Are you sure about that? I spotted another team at ground level and another operative that I trust also noticed the same thing. I even recognized one of the guys as a local man, not part of the Court to my knowledge, giving my office the once over.”
 
                 Sergeant Bermuda looked at me as if considering what I would have to gain by lying to him about this and then his brow furrowed and he considered the implication pf what I was saying.
 
                 “Mr. Underwood, let me be clear. There is only one sanctioned team observing you, to my knowledge. If there is a second team watching you, then it is either a private matter or beyond my jurisdiction. In regards to the matter that I am currently investigating, very little is beyond my knowledge or jurisdiction.  I don’t know who could or would have placed this team on you, but I will look into this.” He turned and walked toward the elfin woman who was completing her removal of the ritual circle and began to converse with her in low tones.
 
                 I thought about what he said as I made my way back to my truck. If Bermuda was telling me the truth, then I had several problems or varying degrees of difficulty and complexity. He was either lying about the second team or still seriously considered me a suspect or worse, there was a third player who was having me shadowed. A third party could relate to any of several issues. I couldn’t discount that it could be a purely mortal matter. I did plenty of mundane work and it was very possible that I had stepped on some federal toes or even somebody local tough with money to throw at turning up the heat on me. It could be coming from The Court of Twilight. If what Jeryn Callisandra believed about me was a widely accepted rumor, I might have fallen under the gaze of the Twilight Order. The Twilight Order was a special group who would roughly be the equivalent of the KGB, except the KGB has better reputation for ethical behavior. Despite the closeness and the heat and humidity of the morning air, I suppressed a shudder.
 
                 Failing those two possibilities, it could be something from the Court of Dawn. Maybe it was standard procedure for the Court to conduct investigations about the character of those who were to officially be named before the court, maybe to make sure that they were reputable. I had never heard of such a thing, but that meant little. I had spent, by far, the largest part of my life here in the world of men. My knowledge of the Court of Dawn’s rites and ceremonies was pretty slim. In some ways, I hoped that Bermuda was lying to me as that would be the most simple and least complicated solution. The problem was, I didn’t think he was lying.
 
                 As I passed the Black Watch who stood guard at the door I wondered if either of these two could have been involved in the murder. They were watching me passively as I passed between them and again I was reminded about how anonymous they were in those masked outfits. Sometimes, you couldn’t tell race or sex. It could have been anyone or anything for that matter, in that armor of theirs.
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The drive across the city to the condo where Kevin lived was uneventful. Kevin lived in a modest complex directly on the opposite side of the city from where his body had been found. I pulled up to the compound and remembered that it was surrounded by a security fence and had a gated entrance. The bad thing about the gate was that it was the automated kind that required a card to get in, that was also the good thing about it. Most of these complexes set up a simple code that allows the cops and the fire department entrance whenever they want. The codes have to be fairly simple and easy to remember. There’s only a couple of dozen that get used and when I tried them it turned out that they had chosen number 11. Heck, it was posted on the fence.
 
   Kevin lived toward the back of the complex, near the rear entrance and as I drove through the labyrinth of the buildings and the few vehicles that you found at this time of day, it struck me that this complex was wholly unremarkable. The vehicles were modest and perfectly in line with the design and condition of the condos themselves. Kevin could have afforded better if he had wanted it. 
 
   As I parked my truck in a space close to Kevin’s building I wondered about Kevin’s vehicle. It wasn’t in his space and I hadn’t seen it at the murder scene. How had he got out to where he was killed? Was he meeting someone or had he been brought there in another vehicle? Again, I wished that I had more resources. Knowing where his car was probably wasn’t vital, but it was another annoying question I didn’t have the answer to.
 
   Kevin lived or had lived in an upstairs floor in building 1400, number 1433 to be exact. I jogged up the three flights of the stairs and noted that there were no obvious cameras. Perhaps they were well hidden. There was an elevator in this building, but in general I like stairs in this kind of situation. I always like to know there is an immediate way out of wherever I am without waiting for a slow elevator to show up. Besides, you never know what is going to be waiting when the doors open.
 
   If this had been a case being worked by mortal cops, the door would have been guarded or sealed with police tape. Since the Houston cops didn’t even know Kevin had ever existed or that he was now dead, no such obstacle awaited me. I let my vision unfocus and looked for the tell tale traces of wards or seals and found nothing but the standard stuff. Interesting. I would have thought that Bermuda or Crosswich would have tossed this place already and sealed it. He had a keyed ward, but I knew the passphrase since I sometimes took care of his fish during one of his absences.  I took out my lockpick set and began to work the lock. I wish that it was as easy to work a lock in real life as it was on TV. I’m pretty good, but it takes longer than people think it does, even with practice. Added to the fact that it’s illegal to even carry around a set of picks unless you are a licensed locksmith, which I wasn’t, comes the recognition that if passerby’s see you using a set of picks on a door, they’re pretty sure that you’re up to something illegal and can and do sometimes call the cops.
 
   Today, proved to be one of my better picking days. I used the picks and the rasps and teased the lock open. There was a faint click as the well oiled mechanism slid back and the dead bolt popped out of the socket. I muttered the pass phrase and turned the knob and slowly opened the door, just in case there was another surprise waiting behind the door.
 
                 I eased the door open and quickly stepped into the darkened room, quietly closing the door behind me. I waited for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. It didn’t take long thanks to my Fey heritage. I have superior night vision and can see in almost total darkness. 
 
                 The room quickly came into view and I saw that someone had been here before me. It wasn’t a scene of mass destruction like you might expect if you watch too much TV.  Careful searchers try to make as little mess as possible unless destruction is the goal instead of actually finding something. All that mess just gets in the way. That said, it was obvious to me that the room had been searched. It was too neat. 
 
   It wasn’t that Kevin was a slob, far from it. His home was well ordered, but he never left things perfectly neat. In fact, he purposefully left things slightly askew. It’s much more difficult to search someone’s home and remember where every little thing goes it they are slightly off. Neat’s easy. Pile all the magazines back in a stack? No problem. Remember which ones stuck out or were upside down? Not so easy. Extend that concept to an entire apartment and you get some idea of how hard it is to return a purposeful untidy apartment to the exact disarray you found it in. 
 
   Kevin’s apartment had always struck me as a little too artfully arranged. Everything was just so. What I mean is that you never got the impression that Kevin came in here, plopped down on the sofa, opened a beer and watched the Astros play the Mets. It didn’t look lived in, it looked like what people think lived in looks like. I started my room by room search in the kitchen and made my way through the rest of the apartment. 
 
                 There are several methods for searching somebody’s home. The approach taken depends on several factors. The most important is how likely you are to be interrupted in your search. Also you have to consider whether you care that the owner will find out his place has been tossed. That didn’t apply in this case, although I suppose the Sergeant Bermuda might care about what I was doing. How familiar are you with the place you are searching also comes into play.
 
                 In this case, I couldn’t afford to spend a huge amount of time here and I didn’t need to. I was pretty familiar with Kevin’s home from previous visits so I knew what things were out of place and which not. Despite the previous search, I hoped that I might find something, anything that might give me a handle on this case. 
 
                 I spent about two hours going through Kevin’s possessions and papers, wishing that I had Dave Kraft here. As I did, a gradual picture of Kevin’s life outside the Silver Tree began to emerge. It was damn strange. There were hints of something going on that didn’t fit Kevin as I knew him. For example, he had a file of rental car agency maps. The kind of thing the oh-so helpful lady behind the counter at Hertz gives you when you arrive in a new city. Kevin had maps from Mexico City, Rio, London and other destinations that I never knew he had visited. Odd. I found credit card bills, but no detail pages. Even odder, I found credit cards with no matching bills.
 
                 The most curious thing was in the bookcase. Clichéd, I know, but you would be surprised at how many people actually do hide things in books. Kevin didn’t have a huge collection, but one wall of his living room was covered with wood bookcases with wood panel backing.
 
                 I was taking the books and shaking them to discover what might be sandwiched in the pages when I noticed an odd thing. I almost missed it. One of the books I pulled out caught on something and I heard the rip of paper as the dust jacket tore. I took the book out and looked for what it had caught on. At the back of the bookcase was a small, burnished metal hook, much like a fishhook, but with no barbs. There was a small piece of monofilament line that was sandwiched within a seam in the back panel attached to the hook. When I gave the hook a tug, a small piece of the back panel pulled free. I tried to stay calm as removed enough of the books to accommodate the removal of the false back, as that was what it turned out to be. 
 
                 The niche in wall behind the bookcase was small, but large enough to accommodate a personal safe box. I pulled the box out carried it over to the table. It was pretty good one, made by Brown Safe Mfg, at least that was what the label said. The lock was probably not a big deal. I could work on it in leisure since I could take the box with me if I needed to. I got a faint tingle as I ran my fingers around the outside of the box so I unfocused my vison and let my distracted gaze fall over the box.
 
                 Whoa. There was a strong, red nimbus surrounding the box. I could see small streaks of red current racing along the seams of the box. This thing was heavily protected. Anybody who opened this thing without taking down the wards was asking to get fried. The more I looked at the box, the worse it got.
 
                 “Damn” The box was linked to the apartment. If I tried to leave with the box it  would go off. I extended my gaze and I begin to see a few other things I had missed when I had got past the warding that that protected the outer door. I had been a little too quick in my judgment about this apartment being unsecure. From the outside it looked like nothing was going on. Once you got in, you could see a lot more.
 
                 Now that I was actively looking, I could see that the walls were practically crawling with active wards and passive defenses. There were runes of warding and reprisal and I begin to feel a little sorry for whoever had searched this apartment before me. It probably also meant that Sergeant Bermuda and his crew of forensic mages hadn’t been here yet. If they had, most of this stuff would have been brought down.
 
                 If you didn’t know the pass phrase you were screwed. It was a clever trap. Once you got in, the forces began to build and entwine. If you weren’t supposed to be here, you wouldn’t be leaving unscathed. By the time that an intruder had been here for the small part of an hour a powerful web of restraining magic would be covering all the exits. Once ensnared, you couldn’t leave until Kevin let you go. That was just what I could winkle out of the place. There were layers and layers of some of the densest security magic I had ever seen, including some things I hadn’t and no idea what they might be. There were concealing and warding spells on certain places in the walls that I am sure contained extra-dimensional spaces that could hold almost anything
 
                 I wiped the sweat from my brow and thought about my next step. I was more anxious than ever to get into that box and also terrified of what would happen if I set this web of magic off. I tried probing the strands of power that attached the box to the niche and quickly discovered that just shutting it down was far beyond my ability. All my picking at it seemed to do was make it draw power from the surrounding magic, reinforcing the bonds that held it. Once again I cursed that I had never taken the time to learn anything more than the most rudimentary uses of magic. I tried a variety of passphrases and had little luck. In a way, the fact that things weren’t getting worse was a good sign. It probably meant that the box was meant to be opened by an authorized person. The fact that I had the passphrase to his apartment probably put me into that class.
 
                 I set the box on the table and thought about divining the password. I thought about all the work I had done for Kevin over the years and remembered a few odd phrases that had been associated with the jobs I had done. None of them had been especially secret. Secret. That triggered something deep in my memory. It couldn’t be that simple, could it? Maybe. I tried the one secret name that I knew for Kevin along with the passphrase that used to access the apartment. I was rewarded with a click and a burst of red that my vision told me was the box disconnecting from the apartment.
 
                 I gingerly opened the box and found a lot of things I hadn’t expected. Inside the box were several passports with different names and glamours. There was also a fair amount of cash from various parts of the world. I could also see moneys from some pretty obscure realms. Obviously, I couldn’t be sure that these were all various identities that Kevin had used, but I wouldn’t have bet against it. There were also some small gemstones that were carrying a pretty heavy magical charge. I had seen these before. Couriers often carried them, hidden among other gems, because they could hold a tremendous amount of information. I shook my head. Kevin had been into something very heavy. I toyed with the idea of taking the contents of the box with me but decided against it. Too dangerous.
 
                 I carefully put the box back into the niche and replaced the small piece of panel and the books that hid it. I was pretty exhausted by the time I got everything back into place. Using my vision to see past magic can be quite exhausting if it goes on for a while. I usually only do it to see beneath glamour and then only for the few seconds it takes to drop them. Doing it for a half hour gave me a pounding headache and damp clothing.
 
                 One thing was certain; Kevin Unglunblasch hadn’t been just a goblin bartender. These were subtle magic that were incredibly complex and powerful. The kind of mage who do this kind of work was well trained and well paid. If Kevin did this, then why was he working a bar? If Kevin hired it done, then he had been wealthy beyond my dreams of avarice. This kind of craft took maintenance and reinforcing and keeping a mage of this caliber on the payroll was prohibitively expensive. Only people I knew who did this were Third Circle or higher, magical research firms or banks, nobody else but the rich could afford it.
 
                 What the hell had Kevin been into and how was it tied to my troubles?
 
                 My musings were interrupted by the chirp of my cell phone. I’m not a big fan of cell phones. I like be able to be cut off from all the crap that the modern world wants to load on top of me, but they are just too damn useful to get rid of.
 
                 The caller ID told me that it was Lucinda. I connected the call.
 
                 “Hello?”
 
                 “This is Lucinda at the Silvertree. Can you talk?” She seemed nervous.
 
                 “Go ahead. I’m alone.” I wondered what had gone wrong now.
 
                 “Okay, you said to call you if anything weird happened or we needed your help with anything.” Her tone had an apologetic tint and she seemed to be trying to talk quietly.
 
                 “Right. What’s the problem?” I didn’t want to sound impatient but the thought of being caught in Kevin’s apartment, with its deadly complement of magic was making me nervous.
 
                 “Somebody’s here from the Court of Twilight asking for you.” She paused for a moment and then continued. “She asked for you by name and described you pretty well.”
 
                 “Take her name and find out how to get in touch with her and I’ll deal with this later.”  I was a little annoyed. This wasn’t an emergency, this was just an annoyance. I was about to disconnect, when I heard Lucinda say something that shocked me into attention.
 
                 “She says she’s your sister, Dalia Klaris and she needs to talk with you right away.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    
 
                 “Hello? Are you still there?” Lucinda sounded like she was getting a little anxious as I stared at the phone in shock.
 
   “Yeah. I’m here.” I thought about what this could mean and decided that there were too many possibilities to ponder. “I don’t have a sister, Lucinda.”
 
   “Bitch. Okay, I’ll kick her out. Better yet, I’ll have the Twins do it.” She had that smug sound that Fey get when they are about to stick it to someone.
 
   “No! Play along with her. I need to talk to her; she could know something about Kevin’s death.” I thought quickly. I didn’t want to meet her at the Silver Tree. There was a good chance that there were undercover men from the Sheriff’s office there. I didn’t know if she was involved or not, but if they saw me talking to her, they would nab her before I could find out anything. I needed a direction that the cops weren’t already working and this could be it. 
 
   “Fine. I’ll stash her in one of the lounges until you get here.”
 
   “There’s a fair to good chance that I’m under surveillance so the bar’s no good.” I considered my options and there weren’t many good ones. “Will you do me a huge favor? Take her back to your place and keep her there until I get there, will you?”
 
   “That’s a big favor all right.” She was obviously considering it. I could tell by the time that it was taking her that she wasn’t really comfortable doing this. “All right,” she sighed, “Fine. I’ll do it. Do you need directions to my place?” 
 
   I told her that I did, even though I didn’t and she gave them to me. There had been a case of employee theft a few months ago and Kevin had asked me to discretely investigate the employees. It had only taken a few days to find the guilty party and only a few hours for the Twins to inform him of his error in judgment and extract contrition.
 
   I returned Kevin’s apartment to as near a state as I had found it and reset the lock and the wards on the door. 
 
   ***
 
                 Lucinda lives in a relatively expensive area between Downtown and Midtown.  The houses are all older, having been built in the 30’s and 40’s. Because of where they are, they have gone from slightly frumpy, old-fashioned houses to desirable and expensive proprieties in the 80’s and the 90’s.
 
                 Lucinda’s apartment is a one bedroom in a large house that was converted into a four bedroom apartment building. I had thought about buying into something like this, but I’m just too comfortable where I am right now to change.
 
                 I rang the doorbell and I heard the intercom rasp to life. After a few moments of undefinable noise Lucinda identified me and released the door so I could get in. Lucinda lived on the second floor. When she answered the door the mildly annoyed face of a Fey lady greeted me. 
 
                 Her apartment was a little bit of a surprise. I had expected a sparse elegance, instead I got packrat clutter. There were piles of books and magazines just about everywhere. Amidst the printed material I could see odd souvenirs of the 20th century. There was a genuine lava lamp and hookah in one corner and poster advertising the beneficial health aspects of Haight-Asbury. The furniture was fashionable, if the year had been 1937. There was an art nouveau lamp that would have been at home in my grandfather’s house in Albany and an art deco radio that was softly playing I Ran from a Flock of Sea Gulls.
 
                 “New wave? Lucy, I had you pegged as a gavotte girl.” I smiled to show her my good will.
 
                 She almost laughed and caught herself. “Not hardly. Give me a little rock or maybe some jazz age swing and I’m happy.”  She motioned for me to follow her. “She’s in the kitchen.”
 
                 The kitchen contained the same curious assortment of mementos and curios. There was a large stack of newspapers leaning against a cabinet which appeared to be full of china, artfully displayed. Inside I thought that I saw a Wedgwood black basalt vase modeled after the Etruscan originals, but I could be wrong. The Fey are so long lived that it could just as easily be an actual Etruscan vase.
 
                 Dalia Klaris was a youngish looking Fey woman who was obviously undergoing some trying times. She looked haggard, for a Fey, and I could tell that she was on the edge of hysteria. I’ve seen that look before. As long as the goal is yet to be achieved you can keep it together, when you finally succeed, the wheels come off. But this didn’t stop her from being a looker, even by Fey standards.
 
                 Her hair was a light, sandy blonde that picked up hints of light and flung them about the room. She had the kind of face that men dream of and woman envy. A guy would never feel it coming until the blade hit the bone. Her eyes were the kind that you could lose yourself in and not want to be found. Her skin had life and wasn’t the pale, porcelain look that so many Fey ladies acquired after centuries of existence. I suspected she was young, perhaps no more than 40 or 50 mortal years old, but it was hard to pen down because she had a tricky, slightly mysterious look that comes from living at the Court of Twilight. I concentrated and let my vision unfocus and saw that she wasn’t wearing a glamour.
 
                 Her face was agitated as she turned to look at Lucinda. “Is this him? Is this my brother?” She stood up and I could see that her hands had a slight tremble.
 
                 Lucinda nodded and redirected; “This is Jake Underwood. I’m going into the living room and listening to some Guided By Voices on my headphones. I don’t need, nor do I want to know what this is all about. I would be just as happy if you can both get out of here before anyone from the Sheriff’s office come calling or any of my neighbors see you here.” She picked up her tea and slunk off to the living room, obviously closing the door. Dalia almost didn’t wait for the door to shut.
 
                 “You have to help me! They’re going to kill me and it will be your fault!” She sounded very close to a complete breakdown. I could see unshed tears starting to gather at the corner of eyes and I knew I had to take control of this mess immediately.
 
                 “Calm down. Nobody’s killing anyone and nobody’s dying, at least not us for a very long time yet, so why don’t we sit down and calmly talk this over.” She hesitated and looked her in the eyes and locked her eyes to mine. “Sit down. Sit down and we’ll talk.”
 
                 I took the chair opposite and wished the Darjeeling in front of me was a good cup of something stonger. No such luck.
 
                 “Now first I want to lay out a few ground rules for our little discussion. Whatever we talk about is likely to prove upsetting to either one of us so it will important that we stay calm and talk about this is in a clear, relaxed tone of voice. Also, consider the time element. I’m in the middle of a juggling act and you seem to be one of the things I may need to juggle. At any time, the rest of the balls could come raining down and I don’t want to be under them when that happens. To sum up, we don’t have a lot of time, so let’s not waste any of it. Okay?”
 
                 Dalia nodded and seemed to calm down and she took a deep breath. “Who should start?” she asked.
 
                 “Why don’t you tell me how and why you came to be here? Until I know what’s going on, I won’t know how or if you fit into all the other problems that have recently been plaguing me.”
 
                 She took a sip of her tea and nodded. The cup she placed on the saucer and her hands she placed on the table.
 
                 “I suppose the proper place to start this story is at my father’s house.  Lord Cabor Klaris is my father. Have you heard of him? I’m sure you have. I suppose they brief you on all that kind of thing before they send you off on missions or quests or whatever they call them.”
 
                 “No. I can’t say I know much about your father other than his name and his relationship with you.”
 
                 “Well, he’s an important man at the court. He’s Fourth circle and highly regarded. If this terrible misunderstanding can be resolved, I am sure he will be invited into the Third Circle in the next 20 years or so. It will be so exciting! Just imagine it, me standing as a Queen’s lady in waiting and without a formal name yet! I’ll be one of the youngest in court history, quite a victory for me I suppose, but really, a triumph for my father.” I nodded.
 
                 The story she told was all like that, filled with flourishes and references to courtly life that convinced me that she had seldom been anywhere else but the Court of Twilight and that despite whatever was going on right now, she believed that it was only a matter of time before she was back in the high life, her place at court assured. I let her rattle for a few moments about the victories to come.
 
    “It was about the time that the Orb of Distress disappeared that the problem started.  Oh, that was so daring by the way, even those that were offended by the audacity of such a theft were equally admiring of the cleverness of the thief! It was then that I had a conversation with Jeryn Callisandra about the thief. Jeryn Callisandra is an aide of my father’s-“
 
   I halted her. “Tall, dark and tedious? Immaculate dresser, officious and smarmy?”
 
   She laughed. “You know him! Yes, those all fit him quite well. I have to say that I do not like him very much. I know I should not feel that way, after all, he is very helpful to my father and he will go far at Court, but I know that he does not care for me and I am sure that he is jealous of me in some twisted way. It does not pay to make enemies unnecessarily, but I suspect that we shall never agree on anything except in regard to my father.”
 
   “I think you may be right.” I said. Holy crap! That was an understatement. Jeryn Callisandra wanted her back at the Court of Twilight for reasons other than saving his own ass. The bad blood between them was a lot worse than I first thought. Just how bad became clearer as she told her story.
 
   “I’m sure you know more about court intrigue than I do, “she continued, “Everyone knows that Count Trellsor is a devastating wit and much in demand at the salons, and although I have never seen you before without a glamour, I can see that you have a rugged handsomeness that would appeal to many ladies and not a few of the men at court. He’s an ambassador’s aide, from the Court of Dawn. I was completely taken aback to discover that you were not only a gadfly of the court but also the mysterious thief and agent provocateur who had set the court alight with gossip.”
 
   Count Trellsor huh? That was a new name to conjure with. Funny how Jeryn Callisandra never mentioned it.  But maybe it wasn’t so funny after all, I suspect there were many things that might have he neglected to mention in his venomous screed. 
 
   “Lady Klaris, before you continue, you should know that I’m not this Count Trellsor. I’ve never heard of him and haven’t been to the Court of Twilight in more years than I care to remember.”
 
   “Well, of course you would say that. You cannot break cover and all that sort of thing. But I did see you there, but you looked taller.”  She smiled triumphantly as if by denying her claim I had made her all the more certain that it was true. “The court was abuzz with the theft and rumors of what the audacious thief would try next when I had occasion to meet with Jeryn Callisandra on a matter regarding an advance on my quarterly allowance that would allow me to acquire a few new dresses to match a sudden swing in fashion at the court. I suppose it must seem silly to someone in your line of work with your resources, but fashion is very important at the court and I have began to stand in for my father in certain ceremonies and rituals and it is important that I represent him well.”
 
   “I can understand it, even if I don’t spend too much time on my wardrobe. The Court of Dawn has similar demands on fashion. I haven’t been there in 15 years either and this kind of thing is exactly why.” I wanted to urge her along, but at the same time I was afraid that if I pushed, she’d dry up. She smiled, happy at having her point confirmed and continued.
 
   “As I said, the court was talking about your work, although at the time I didn’t know it was you specifically, when the rumor started making the rounds that the agent who was cause célébrité was none other than the half breed son of Stavros Melliscant, Lord of Kareen’s Blight! I was shocked! My own family, on my mother’s side, had become the subject of much talk and respect. Naturally, this raised my own stock at the court and garnered many invitations to salons that otherwise would not be open to one as young as myself. I do wish my father had been here. I feel that I may have mishandled things and missed important opportunities without his guidance. Still, one must strike when the moment is nigh.” 
 
   “A few questions about you only piqued the interest of the court. You had no formal name; you did not live at court or anywhere in the Bright Kingdom instead choosing to live in the mortal world! It was so romantic, the bastard son of a lord, trying to win a name and the good graces of his father! Your glamour as Count Trellsor was just impenetrable unless you choose to drop it and of course while there was no direct evidence that he was the agent. It is an open secret that an ambassador’s staff always has spies about them, so it made perfect sense that a man with a past such as yours would hide his identity until he could safely reveal it.”
 
   “Uh huh,” I mummered. Every time I thought I’d hit bottom of this nutty mess, I discover that there is a sinkhole right below it. I didn’t want to interrupt her, so I merely nodded and urged her to continue.
 
   “It was at that point that I made a mistake with Jeryn. As I said, I asked for an advance on my allowance and when he asked why I told him of all the invitations that I had received and how it could only help my father and now was the time to use my connection with Count Trellsor to make inroads. He…He laughed at me! It was foolish to take his painful words to heart, but he hurt me. He made light of me and called me a stupid girl and told me to go back to my little parties and stop bothering him.”
 
   “At that moment I wanted so badly to be a man! I wanted to slap his face and call him to the field. I wanted so badly to be you! I know you could have dealt with that...that snake. I did a foolish thing. I told him that, if he didn’t apologize and do as I asked, I would tell my brother, Count Trellsor and that he would deal with him.” She looked down, embarrassed. “He looked thoughtful for a moment and then he laughed again and gnashed those nasty teeth of his and said that was a fine idea and pushed me out of his work room and barred it from the inside.”
 
   “And did you? Did you go to Count Trellsor.”
 
   She reddened. “You know I didn’t. I didn’t get a chance to. While the court in general was admiring of your work, the Twilight Order was not. When they came to talk to me in a few hours, I was terrified. They were frightening and so serious. They asked me questions about you! How long I had known you and what the exactly was the relationship between us. They asked me to speculate about your motives and why I thought you were doing these things and…and if I was a traitor to Lord Evenstride! I didn’t handle it very well I am afaird. I cried and they just stared at me. They told me that wanted me to stay at my father’s manor pending investigation of what I had said. They asked for my parole, I gave it and they left.
 
   “I thought that it could not get any worse, but of course it did. It was only a short while before Jeryn Callisandra showed up to gloat. He said that he would make sure that they would find out all about me and my bastard brother. He said disgraceful and disgusting things. He implied that I was not only your tool and a traitor to Lord Evenstride, but also, please excuse me my bluntness, your ‘incestuous whore’ and that I should ‘make my peace with the void because that was where traitorous bitches like me went when they were strangled.’”
 
   “The more he talked, the more he made it seem that it was a foregone conclusion. There was the all notoriety of my birth at the Court of Dawn, my mother’s…fate, the dispute before the joint court council and the ultimate decision about where I would live, my relationship to Count Trellsor, all the gossip at court. It seemed a certainty that, despite my innocence, I would be condemned and executed in a matter of hours. The worse thing was that my father would think me a traitor and would be destroyed by my disgrace. I could not bear to think of father thinking of me that way or letting Jeryn Callisandra defeat me.”
 
   “After he left, I became frantic. I simply could not face my death with all this blackening of my name and my father’s. I am not afraid to die, but to die with all these lies unrefuted, that I just could not allow. So I broke parole and decided to find you. But Count Trellsor was not at court. I tried at several places you had been known to frequent but you had vanished. I felt completely alone.” She looked up at me and a tear rolled down her trembling cheek.
 
   Damn it. There are many things I can handle with something approaching aplomb, but a crying woman is not one of them. It sounds hokey, I know, but I was raised to respect women and protect them and those early teachings are hard to shake. Sure, I have had plenty of hard lessons that a woman can be as hard and ruthless as any man who ever lived. I’ve been betrayed by plenty of skirts over the years, but I guess I’ll always have a soft spot in my armor for a lady in trouble. 
 
   I liked this tale less and less and I was thinking that Jeryn Callasandra needed to have the crap beat out of him at the earliest opportunity, but there wasn’t time for that now. The fact that she had broken parole was a problem. It meant that she was forsworn and was dangerously exposed. It almost screams ‘I’m Guilty!’ and certainly will to the Twilight Order. I had an unhealthy thought about the second surveillance team that was watching my office and what they were waiting for. “Go ahead.” I grunted. “Finish it.”
 
   “There is not much left to say. After I decided to flee I went to a friend, Lady Tessa. Lady Tessa is an older woman who has led a much storied and interesting life. She told me not a week before that she would be glad to help sponsor me at court and give me introductions into more select circles.”
 
   “Lady Tessa? I’ll bet she was helpful. That old faker!” I smirked.
 
   “Do you know the lady?” Dalia seemed surprised. 
 
   “Yeah, I know her. She comes into the Silver Tree from time to time. She runs the best crooked poker game I’ve ever seen. I’m sure she cheats, but I’ve never figured out how she does it. But if I can’t figure it out I reckon none of the marks will be able to either. Hell of interesting choice you made for a sponsor.”
 
   “Are you implying that she has no honor?” I could tell that she resented what I was saying and I took that as a good sign. If all the spirit had been crushed out of her, it would make what was coming impossible to get through.
 
   “I’m not implying anything. I am stating it. She cheats.” I smiled and winked to forestall the explosion that I could see building. “Look, if she was here she wouldn’t take offense if I said it to her face, which I have on occasion. She just smiles and offers to buy me a shot of bourbon, which I always accept. Under the circumstances, I can’t think of anybody better who you could have gone to. Go ahead.” Dalia didn’t seem to know how to take that, so she continued.
 
   “When I told her what was going on and who had questioned me, she seemed a little panicky. I do not blame her for this, nobody wants the Twilight Order paying them a visit, and I know I certainly did not.”
 
   “She told me that she could help me get away, but that it might be difficult and expensive. I wanted to find Count Trellsor and bring him back so he could disavow any association with me other than an accident of birth, but she told me that going to the Court of Dawn directly was out of the question. Such routes are always watched carefully, but there might be a circuitous way that I could find you. She told me that she had a secret way into the world of mortals and that if I gave her some money, she might be able to help me get to where you would likely be.”
 
                 “Oh, I’m sure the old girl was quite helpful.” I smiled. “What did she say when you told her that I was Count Trellsor? I’ll bet she was real noncommittal on that point.” She considered for a moment, perhaps replying her conversations with Lady Tessa. 
 
   “In hindsight, I can see that most of her conversation was a reflection of what I said to her. She did not tell me that I was correct in identifying you, only that it was very possible because you are a very clever man and that if anyone could pull off such a deception, it would be you.” She seemed a little chagrinned. 
 
                 “Hah! Yes, that’s Lady Tessa alright!” I laughed. “She was always an expert on deflection and left handed compliments. Continue, please.”  
 
                 “She told me that your base of operation was in the mortal world in the city of Houston, which she found dreadful. Her portal opened in New York, which she claims is much better for the kind of thing she enjoys. Then she told me that I should remove any personal magic I might have on or active as they can be used to track by those know the way of such scryings. She advised me to try and get in touch with Kevin, a goblin bartender at a salon rather than risk a direct contact. She instructed me in the use of a telephone and gave me a number to call when I arrived. This I did. Kevin arranged for my passage aboard a horrible conveyance called a jet” She paused as if considering the choice of her words. “She also warned me that you can be quite stubborn and I should be prepared for almost anything you might say. But she also said that if you said that you would help me, than there was almost no limit to what you would be willing to do to keep that word.”
 
                 Lady Tessa knows me too damn well. I don’t like double crossing my clients. It’s a bad habit to get into. But Jeryn Callisandra wasn’t being straight with me, a few lies I could deal with but he was trying to play me. To hell with that. He wanted to destroy Dalia and lay the blame on a disreputable cousin and lay it complete at the feet of her father. Nice and neat. The only thing that I didn’t know was whether he was behind identifying me as “Count Trellsor”.
 
   I couldn’t think of single reason not to take Lady Dalia into my protection, other than the obvious that I was already swimming in a crocodile infested swamp. But I needed her almost as much as she needed me. It was obvious now that the wind blowing from the Court of Twilight was a cold one that smelled of rotting seafood indeed. The fact that I, by name, was salon gossip was nothing but trouble. 
 
                 “When I got to the Silver Tree and discovered that Kevin was unavailable I did not know what to do. When I asked if anyone had heard of Count Trellsor all I got was blank looks. Then I remembered that you are known here as Jake Underwood. Everyone recognized that name. Lady Lucinda took me aside and asked me a few questions and then called you and here we are.” She stopped talking and looked at me for a moment and then continued.
 
   “Will you help me? Will you come back to the Court of Twilight and clear my name?” She looked at me with pleading eyes and hated to disappoint her but there was absolutely no way that I would or could stick my head into that nest of snakes.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
                 “Lady Dalia-“ I started.
 
                 “Please call me Dalia, there is no need for such formality between family members.” 
 
                 “Look, I can’t think of any good way that I can let you down easy and I can’t afford for you have comforting illusions about us, so I’m going to be blunt. Hopefully, not painful, but blunt regardless. Do you understand?”  She looked solemn and nodded.
 
                 “I’m going to ask you some questions and how you answer these questions will tell me how and if I am going to be able to help you. These questions may seem, insensitive to you, but it is important that you answer truthfully and succinctly. Don’t bother with glamours, on my account. I have little patience with them and they don’t work on me, mostly, and it’s waste of effort.”
 
                 “Now, the first thing we have to do is get out of here. Lucinda’s a good egg, but us being here is an unnecessary risk, to her and us. Did you bring a car?”
 
                 “No. I don’t know how to operate your conveyances. I had a hired man bring me to the Silver Tree from the place where the jets are stabled Airport. All that I have is this valise and its contents.” She held up an old fashioned suitcase with leather straps that bound it and silver buckles as clasps. It would have been at home on a steamer a hundred years ago.
 
                 “Fine. I know a café that I never go to because the food is as bad as the décor is trendy. We should be able to talk there without being overheard.” 
 
   I got up and made our farewells to Lucinda. She looked curious but cautious.
 
   “Anything I want to know about?” she asked in way that told me she hoped that there wasn’t.
 
   “No. In fact, the less you know about Dalia, the better and I would appreciate it if you could pass that along to anyone she may have talked to at the bar.” I was in her debt now and I hoped the bill wasn’t presented in the near future.
 
   That seemed to satisfy her and I motioned for Dalia to grab her bag and head downstairs. It might not seem gallant to not have taken her case, but I learned a long time ago that it was better have one’s hands free when involved in a murder case.
 
   ---
 
   The 59 diner, so named because it sits on a frontage road along Highway 59, does its best to be quaint and invoke the spirit of the 1950’s diner. It spends so much effort on atmosphere that its food comes off second best. When I eat in this area, I usually go to Katz’s, which ‘never closes’. It’s expensive, but worth it. The problem is that I go there often enough that if someone knew me, they might think to check for me there and right now I decided that I needed to be scarce until I knew how to approach this problem.
 
   I suppose I could have finished my conversation with Dalia at Lucinda’s place. Anyone shadowing me or Dalia would probably still be able to keep track of us where ever we went. The fact is that I wanted a few moments to consider how and what to actually tell Dalia. I was worried that when she discovered that there was no way that she could actually be my sister that she might panic. It’s not that I would not want her as a sister, in fact in many ways it was quite appealing. I have had no close family since my grandfather died and that was over 70 years ago. It was just that it seemed like she penned a lot of her hope on the fact that I was her brother and if I removed that crutch, she might stumble. Still, it would better to find this out in a diner than in a more unpleasant situation. Besides, she deserved to know the truth. 
 
   It was about two in the afternoon when we pulled up into the parking lot of the diner. The diner itself was designed in the style of an old slipstream dining car. As one who had actually sat in one of these cars, I could tell you that no dining car on a train was ever this spacious. Still, it was nice to see a little of the old style making a comeback. The parking lot was only partially filled, a testament to the after lunch crowd returning to work so it was easy to get close to the door.
 
   I ordered coffee, black, and a burger, one of few sandwiches that they couldn’t ruin. I suggested a salad for Dalia but she refused ordering only a glass of water. I waited until our order arrived not wanting the chatter of the waitress and the clattering of dishes to interrupt our conversation.
 
   “You said you had some questions and something you wanted to tell me?” she started nervously.
 
   “As I said, there is no good way to say this, so I’m going to just say it. I know you may have questions of your own, but I would appreciate it if you could just wait until I’m finished before asking them.”
 
   “First, I’m not your brother.” She opened her mouth to interrupt and I shook my head to stop her. “I know you believe that, but it’s just not possible. Look, you know who your father is, Lord Cabor Klaris, right?” She nodded.
 
   “My father is Lord Stavros Melliscant. I was conceived, so I’m told, on New Year’s Eve in the year 1899 in the city of Albany. There is no doubt of this. It is recorded in the archives at the Court of Dawn. When were you born?”
 
   “The Year of the Unicorn. I think that would be 1963 by mortal reckoning.”
 
   I nodded. That was about what I thought. While I don’t make any real effort to keep up with events at the Court of Dawn, I did seem to remember hearing of a conflict between my father’s house and someone else in the early sixties, something involving his ward or niece or some female relation. I had been busy with other matters and had neither to time nor the interest to bother learning the details. “Who is your mother?”
 
   “Lady Mayletha Melliscant. But I am afraid that she has passed beyond my knowledge.” That was nicely cryptic for a simple answer so I decided that I would have to ask again a little more bluntly.
 
   “Is she dead?”
 
   Dalia hesitated. I could she was trying to figure out how to answer the question and was having trouble framing her reply.
 
   “No…Not dead…not dead exactly.” This line of questioning was making her nervous and more cryptic.
 
   “She’s not undead is she?” Dalia shook her head.
 
   “She is...was…declared unclean and exiled to…to beyond! I can not speak more of her by oath on the Compact.”
 
   Wow. That was a little unusual. If someone was bad enough to be declared unclean it was generally considered better manners to execute them than to exile them. It was also odd to seal it under the compact, at least from family. She could see the unasked question in my eyes.
 
   “My mother was only declared Unclean by the Court of Dawn. Your father used considerable political influence to have her exiled instead of killed. I do not know why this is so. No one will speak of it. Execution of her sentence was held in abeyance until…until my birth”. Her lip was trembling as she said this and I could tell this was an old hurt that had long festered.  
 
   “Ah. That would explain it.” There were only a few crimes that could result in such an odd sentence. The most likely one was treason. I decided that I didn’t need to pursue this now. This seemed like another of my father’s spiteful ploys. He must have really disliked Dalia’s mother to do such a thing. I can’t imagine any fate worse for a Fey than exile without even death to eventually release the prisoner. I shuddered. 
 
   “I thought so. That settles it. There is no way you could be my sister. My mother, Mary Underwood, died in childbirth in September of 1900. There can be no doubt of that. I’ve been to her grave and her father, my grandfather, told me the story quite often when I was a boy. He told me how they met and how he forbid her to see him and how my father ignored his wishes. He never forgave Lord Melliscant for what he did and Lord Melliscant wanted nothing to do with his half breed son. I’m sorry, but much as I might wish otherwise, we are not brother and sister. You have to accept that. Although, we do share the loss of mother at birth.” 
 
   She looked pale. I could see that it took a great deal of strength on her part not to fall apart and let her emotions carry her away. “Was the Lady Mary Underwood of noble birth?” She asked.
 
   “As they reckon things here, she was. We don’t have an aristocracy of birth in this country, but an aristocracy of wealth. My grandfather had made a lot of money in supplying steel to the railroads and the Navy, so she was as close to noble as the United States allows, but she wasn’t a Melliscant.” She nodded, doing her best to remain calm.
 
   “It’s not like I wouldn’t like to have a sister, I would.” I added hastily and I was somewhat surprised to realize that this was true. It was like an ache that I had never known I had. I wanted someone to be family again. Since the last of my mortal family had either died or forgotten about me I had been alone and I had missed having blood ties. I could see it now that I considered it, I was half Fey in the end and Fey are all about family. 
 
   “It doesn’t mean I won’t help you. I will. I give you my word that I will try. I have never failed to redeem my word and I won’t this time, but we have to deal with what is real and not what we want to be real.” I decided that as long as I had dived in this bucket of fish guts so far I might as well swim on.
 
   “In that regard, I also have to convince you that I am not this Count Trellsor that you are accused of collaborating with. I know that you believe this, but it’s just not true. I don’t give a fig for the Court of Dawn or my “father’s“acceptance and name. I use my Grandfather’s name and he is the one I considered my father.  
 
   “But I saw you! Occasionally you were seen without a glamour! I saw you.”
 
   “Did you really or did you see someone who resembled me?” She looked confused so I pressed the point home. “I haven’t been near the Court of Twilight in decades and I can round up enough mortals here who can prove that I was here in world of Adam. By deep scan, if necessary.” I certainly hoped it wouldn’t come to that. The thought of subjecting my friends and employees to mind witches was horrifying, but I had to convince Dalia that I was telling her the truth.
 
   “But…But if you are not Count Trellsor, than who is?” Disbelief was written across her face. “Why would there be such talk about you in connection with the Count if there is not some truth to it?”
 
   “That’s a very good question and one that I wish I had answer for it. I’m going to have to find an answer to before this situation can be resolved. Nevertheless, I’m not him. As for whom he might be, I’m not sure, but I suspect that there might be a grain of truth in the idea that he has some connection with the Court of Dawn. What it is, I don’t know yet. Maybe he is a spy or maybe this is some kind of elaborate ruse on the part of Jeryn Callisandra to be rid of you.”
 
   “I do not think so.” She offered. “First the deeds that are being attributed to you through Count Trellsor are real. The Orb of Distress was stolen and there was a struggle that resulted in the death of Lord Pelis Mornstar at Tuatha Dun Torin.”
 
   “Tell me about these incidents. Assume I know nothing about either of these two things.” I could tell that she was incredulous and wasn’t completely convinced that I was telling the truth.
 
   “These were not the only incidents that are associated with Lord Trellsor, just the most public and best known. The Count has been the subject of many interesting stories over the last few years.” 
 
   “The Orb of Distress was stolen from its display case in the Hall of Memories. The Orb itself is a smooth stone orb composed of malachite. It is what it represents that makes it special. It was stone taken from a battlefield where a force of the Adversary  ambushed and slaughtered the Ten Lords of the Border. There was a great outcry when the news of their death arrived at the Court and the then emperor, Lord Shadowsbreath, decreed that the this stone taken from the field of battle would be a symbol of those deaths and asked that all pour their grief into the rock and make their hearts like stone for the war ahead. It took over one hundred mortal years of difficult and dangerous fighting before the slain lords were avenged. In that time the Orb became an object of veneration. It has great historical and cultural value. The Orb was protected by powerful magic and it is still not known how it was stolen, only that it was. It was eventually ransomed, but the sheer audacity of the theft was so great that the court talked of little else until it was returned. Several members of the Court were disgraced and forced to resign their positions for failing to protect the Orb.”
 
   “The death of Lord Pelis Mornstar at Tuatha Dun Torin was a more serious matter still. Lord Pellis was a hardliner who disputed the Compact. He was careful to observe its restrictions at the same time that he savaged it for those restrictions. He felt that the Compact was a betrayal of the heritage of the Court of Twilight. He was disliked by many at both the Court of Twilight and the Court of Dawn. He made enemies like a dog makes water and was not very well liked outside of his like minded circle.” 
 
   “At first, it was assumed that his death was an accident. Then whispers began to be heard about the salons of the court that his horse had never thrown him. There was an inquiry, but no evidence was every found that tied anyone to his death, let alone Lord Trellsor and yet it seemed that everyone believed he was murdered and that Lord Trellsor was involved in some fashion.”
 
   “The friends of Lord Pelis did their best to find some provocation to challenge him to martial combat and they finally succeeded. A young Lord insulted Count Trellsor and to satisfy his honor, Count Trellsor was forced to defend himself. Once the duel commenced it was easy to see that the Count was playing with his opponent. It took him an hour to finally administer the Coup de Grace, but only after administering a humiliating defeat that showed that he was a master of the duel. While he did not kill his opponent, he left little doubt that he could have done so had he so desired it. Attempts to challenge him were quietly dropped by Pelis’s friends. 
 
   “There were other incidents. Lady Timmon fled court without any ceremony and rumor had it that an assignation with Count Trellsor had led to a dispute with her Lord. Certain ceremonies and rituals were disrupted. There seemed to be no pattern or commonalities to these incidents other than the common knowledge that Count Trellsor was involved in some way.”
 
   “As I stated before, no one knew his true name and his public name, Count Trellsor, provided no clues about his motivation. When your name was associated with his reputation, several of the wags at court accepted this as a truth and explanation and everyone waited to see what the Court would do about this violation of hospitality. To this point nothing has been done other than to observe him.”
 
   She paused and looked at me as if she was still hoping that I might be this mysterious rouge that would dashingly swing from a balcony and save her. Unfortunately, I was bound to disappoint her in this regard.
 
   “Something stinks about that story. Unless the Twilight Order is staffed by a bunch of incompetents, there is no way that they would let this guy run around loose. If they couldn’t find enough evidence to arrest him, they would certainly kick him to the curb to keep him from causing trouble. We’re missing something.” She was either holding out on me or was pretty clueless about they way things worked at Court.
 
   “I have told you all I know, truthfully!” She insisted.
 
   “I believe you. I don’t think you’re lying; it’s just that there’re a few pieces missing. Pieces that we’ll need to solve this puzzle. There’s a lot you don’t know about what’s been going on here and I’ll fill you in on all of it as soon as I hear what else you have to say. I do have a few questions though. When you left though Lady Tessa’s portal and came through to New York, did you see anyone there? Servants?”
 
   “No, there was nothing like that. Her penthouse was empty when we arrived. She came with me to make arrangements for my travel plans. She didn’t stay long and left directions with me that detailed what I had to do. When it was time to go I got a call to go downstairs into the garage and get in a strange vehicle. As soon as I did, the limousine, as it was called, put wheel to the road and deposited me at the airport, where a gentleman met and escorted me to the plane.”
 
   “Did you happen to catch any of the names of these guys?”
 
   “I never saw the limousine driver and the man at the airport did not introduce himself to me. I have to admit that everything was happening so quickly that I had a difficult time keeping up with the whirl around me.”
 
   “I’m sure you did. I suspect it was planned that way. Dalia, this whole thing smacks of a setup. First, Lady Tessa is pretty careful. I doubt she would stick her neck out for anybody. It’s a survival skill. If she helped you, she had a reason other than altruism. Second, this whole rumor that connects me to Count Trellsor couldn’t be accidental. I have little connection with the Bright Kingdom, either Court honestly, but almost no connection with the Court of Twilight. I can’t think of any way that I could ‘accidentally’ be connected to Count Trellsor. Third, the story that we are siblings is a deliberate ruse. The Court is interested in, no fanatic, about genealogy. The idea that Court Chroniclers could have screwed up that badly by accident is laughable. “
 
   “I understand what you say, Sir Melliscant. But to what purpose? Why would anyone do these things, why involve me?” She asked, calmer now that she had began to digest what I had said.
 
   “Nix on that Sir Melliscant stuff. Call me Jake or if you must be formal, Mr. Underwood. I don’t use my court name. I have an idea about why you became involved. We know who your father is, but what can you tell me about your mother?”
 
   “My mother? Very little because of…of what happened.  She is or was Lady Mayletha Melliscant. I thought that was your mother as well until today.”
 
   “Lady Mayletha. That name is familiar.” I sat in thought for a moment and mentally climbed up my family tree. The Melliscants were old blood and while they were spread thin on a few branches of the tree, it was a big tree.
 
   “She’s a cousin, or was anyway.” I remembered. “My father’s brother, Lord Balewick Meliscant had a daughter by that name. I never met her, the few times I had dealings with the court. I don’t know much about her, but if she is your mother, then we are related. We’re second cousins.”
 
   She smiled and her face relaxed a little as she sipped her water. Fey put great store by bonds of blood and discovering kin that is related by less than 5 degrees is always a good thing. There are certain obligations that go with any relationship, even one as removed as a second cousin.
 
   “Well cousin, what does that tell you?” She asked.
 
   “Someone is exploiting the bloodtie between us in some ploy. I think you are being used to flush some game out of the underbrush, maybe me, maybe this Count Trellsor. Some of the things that you describe seem to be working at cross purposes but we’re still missing some pieces. I would bet my left hand that all these events are connected in some way, until we get a better idea of what’s going on, we should lay low. I think I know just the guy to help us.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
                 Dalia finished her water while I excused myself and made a call.
 
                 “Hello?” Marty’s surprised voice rang out of the cell phone.
 
                 “Marty. This is Jake. I know you weren’t expecting to hear from me so quickly, but I have another little job for you.”
 
                 “Actually, I was kinda of expecting to hear from you. Whenever you get in over your head, I get a call from you.” I could hear the teasing in his voice.
 
                 “Funny. Maybe we can get you on Carson…uh Leno I mean.” I quipped. “Listen, are you available or not? I got a little job, it might take a few days or a few weeks, I’m not sure how long.”
 
                 “I am involved in a little domestic thing, but it could wait. Are you asking as a favor or as a client?”
 
                 “Both. I’ll be glad to pay top rate, but I really need your help.” The air went quiet. “Marty? You there?” I asked.
 
                 “Yeah, I’m here. I was just thinking. This is serious, isn’t it? The tone of his voice had changed. “Okay. I’m yours. Just tell me what you need and we’ll worry about my bill later.”
 
                 I almost sighed in relief. “Thanks. Marty. I won’t forget this. I really won’t.” He assured me that it was no problem. “I need a safe house to stash someone for a few days and also to disappear myself for a few days. You got any ideas?” He thought for a moment.
 
                 “I have just the place. My sister’s family is on vacation for a few weeks. I’m supposed to be looking out for it anyway. I could put you up there.”
 
                 “That sounds perfect. Look, I also need you to baby sit this client I’ve got with me as well as providing a safe house without asking any questions. This is one time when I just need you to take it on faith and not pry.” I could hear his smile though the phone.
 
                 “Sure pally, I could do that. Just promise me that you’ll come clean and spill when it’s all over.” Marty hated not knowing what was going on and he was sharp. I had kept him at arms length regarding any aspect of my double life until now. I could only hope that he wouldn’t see or figure out too much.
 
                 “No promises. I‘ll tell you what I can, but there is a lot that I can’t talk about.” I got out a notebook and flipped the pages back to a blank page and started writing down the directions to the safe house. I closed the cell and motioned for Dalia to follow me. We got in the pickup and headed south down interstate 45 towards the Gulf of Mexico.
 
                 Dalia was curiously examining everything. I suspect that this was her first time in the mortal world and that for the first time since her arrival she was taking time to actually see her surroundings. I could see a genuine smile of pleasure as she became lost in the wonderment of experience a new place for the first time
 
                 “It is so very different from the Bright Kingdom. Everything is so complicated here and happens so fast! How can they possible keep track of everything that is going on when everything happens so quickly?” 
 
                 “Keep in mind that they have only a fraction of the lifespan that you do. At your age, most mortals have already lived over half of their lives. They can’t afford to wait a hundred years for the perfect moment to occur. They make things happen. The brisk pace is one of the things I enjoy about the mortal world.”
 
                 “I meant no offense.” 
 
                 “None taken. But you’ve put you finger on the very thing that frightens both the Court of Dawn and the Court of Twilight. It is very difficult for them to understand things in this world now. Ever since the 1920’s the pace of life here has been increasing and changing so fast that by the time they’ve figured out one thing and integrated into their world view, it’s already obsolete. They look at this world and see an unknowable blur. They’re afraid that something horrible will spring up from the mortal world and destroy everything here and there.”
 
                 She was silent for a moment and the asked, “Can we trust this Marty person? How much does he know about us?” 
 
                 “Marty is one of the few people I would actually trust with my life and my secret. But he doesn’t know about my dual heritage, it would be a violation of the Compact. You may not know it, but it is a violation to let mortals know about anything about the Fey unless there is ‘dire emergency’. So try and be as circumspect as possible.” She nodded assent and went back to staring wide eyed out the windows of the truck
 
   It turned out that the safe house was in Clear Lake, a suburb of Houston that also plays home to NASA’s mission control. It’s a nice part of the city and very expensive to live in. Marty’s sister or her husband must do well for herself.
 
                 I drove down the cul-de-sac that led to the two story house that overlooked the bay. Marty was already there. He had pulled his sister’s minivan out and gestured for me to pull the brown pickup into the garage. At this time of day, there wasn’t a lot of traffic, except from high school students heading home, but it made good sense to hide the truck.
 
                 The house was nice. Decorated in that generic style that says ‘we have taste and we’re doing all right but we aren’t rich…yet’. The houses’ best feature was a dining room that was on the second floor and had three walls of glass that featured a prominent view of the bay. It was nice, but probably a pain in the ass whenever a hurricane took a swipe at Galveston Island. 
 
                 “Jake! Introduce me to this lovely lady.” Marty could be charming when he choose to be, he just often didn’t recognize the moment. Although he was perfectly capable of rough and tumble when he needed to be, he was always drawn to the delicate, beautiful heartbreakers. I had worked out a story with Dalia that should keep him guessing for a little while.
 
                 “Down boy! This is my cousin’s daughter. She has had a little trouble with her husband and she needed some breathing room. He can get a little agitated so I wanted to make sure that she is secure until I can calm the situation down.”
 
                 He looked at me and thought for a moment. Then he grinned. “Sure, we can go with that one if you like.” 
 
                 I introduced Dalia to Marty and watched as Marty tried to figure out what her angle was. She was charming and I could tell that her flowery speaking style was confusing Marty a little. It seemed to me that he didn’t regard her as a threat but more of a curiosity that he couldn’t quite place.
 
   Dalia went straight into the dining and proceeded to become enchanted with the view while Marty led me into the kitchen. “Look, you may not want to tell me what’s really going on and maybe you’re right to keep me in the dark. What I don’t know, I can’t tell I guess. But just so you know, I got your back. I’m sleeping on the couch for the next few nights, just in case.” He opened the icebox and pulled out a Samuel Adam’s and twisted off the top. He offered me one and I demurred. “I also suggest that you ditch the brown truck for now. Drive the Sienna for a while.” Marty dropped the keys for the Sienna on the counter and pulled hard on his beer.
 
   “Just on the off chance that it might come in handy, I did a little more research on the crew that was watching the office from the street.” Marty took out a notebook to refresh his memory. He didn’t need it. I seldom saw him forget anything that was important. “I definitely ID’ed Chris McNeely. The other guys are unknowns. But they have a lethal look about them. They looked like a hit team to me. I couldn’t get too close because I didn’t want to spook them. I was going to get a few shots of these guys, but before I could they took off. I thought maybe I had spooked them but in few moments another car pulled up and some guys who move like cops got out. I didn’t recognize any of them either. It could be that they are federal boys.” He paused and looked at me questioningly. “Either Dalia’s husband is connected or you got something big going on. I could be more helpful if I knew what was going on.” 
 
   I wanted to tell him. I really did. The problem was that it would be a violation of the Compact. Interactions with the mortal world are supposed to be kept to a minimum. We’re really not supposed to be here at all. The agreement that the Bright Kingdom made with the Church and the Emperor allowed for temporary passage from one realm to another. No one from the Bright Kingdom is supposed to reside here; we are all just passing through. It’s the main reason that places like the Silver Tree exist. Technically, they are realms and those who choose to make a home outside the realm of the Bright Kingdom are always associated with such a place. Kevin’s death, unless the business could settled under new management quickly would be a major disruption among the expatriates in Houston, myself included. Although I was technically Fey, The Compact reckoned half breeds as members of both worlds and as result had a laxer enforcement policy on us, they still preferred to keep us close. In truth, most Fey wouldn’t want to live here anyway but the few who do have good reason to do so. Under the current circumstances I just couldn’t afford a casual violation of the Compact.
 
   “You’ve already done enough. You’re a good guy Marty and I would be a poor friend indeed to drag you in any deeper into this mess than you already are. You really ought to get out of here and let me deal with this. I appreciate the offer, but I think I can handle it.”
 
   He raised he hands, palms toward me. “Fair enough. You know your business best Jake. But there is no way in hell I’m leaving you loose in my sister’s house without supervision. I do have an a few loose ends to tie up, but I’ll be back in a few hours. If you need me before then, you call.” He turned to go and stopped at the door, glancing back, “Don’t underestimate these guys Jake. They’re looked good and professional. You need to be careful.”
 
                 I went into the kitchen and began to look around to see what I could make into something edible. There was plenty of frozen meat in the deep freeze, but nothing defrosted so I scouted around the ice box and found enough fresh vegetables to make a salad. I also found some Boar’s head smoked ham and some eggs so I decided to make a chef’s salad. The kitchen was really well laid out so I quickly reduced the lettuce and tomato into a meal. I found a whisk and made a honey Dijon dressing and combined it with the aged cheddar and ham to finish the salad. 
 
                 By the time that Marty had came back, Dalia had finished picking at her salad and was continuing to stare out at the moonlit bay. It was a crescent horn of a moon, not a new moon but not close to full one either and I wondered what went through her mind. Her thoughts were her own though, and I hadn’t felt like talking anyway. She looked tired and asked where she should sleep. I showed her to her room and made sure that she locked the door behind me as I returned to the dining room. 
 
                 Marty brought in a large duffel bag and followed this up with two large cases which he set down in the large living room. He came into the dining room and attacked the salad I had made for him.
 
                 “What’s in the bags?” I said as I chased the scraps of lettuce around the plate with a fork. 
 
                 “Things I hope we won’t need but I am afraid we will.” He said around mouthfuls of salad. Marty ate with gusto. “Some wireless IR cameras, a few monitors and headsets. We should be able to set up a decent perimeter with these. I also have some fiber optic trip alarms that we can set at the most likely avenue of approach. The duffel has three Uzi’s, full auto capable and extra clips. I also have a couple of silencers for those. It makes ‘em bulky so I don’t usually put them until I think I might need them. There is also a hunting rifle with a starlight scope and a few extra surprises including some Ak-47s, fully automatic and sighted in.  I also brought a couple boxes of rounds for that Glock that you always carry. ” I looked at him with shock on my face, temporarily rendered speechless by so much metal.
 
   
“What? I’m just being careful.” 
 
                 “Full auto? Marty, tell me when did you decide to become an arms dealer?!” I had never known Marty to carry anything bigger than a 9mm pistol and was trying to reconcile the Marty I knew to the guy who showed up at his sister’s house with duffels full of fully automatic and illegal weapons. To own a fully automatic weapon required a special federal permit and I sincerely doubted that Marty had permits for five of them.
 
                 “Here and there. I called in a few favors.” I must have still looked as dubious as I felt.
 
   “Look, don’t worry about the guns. Maybe we won’t need them, but if we do, better to have them, than not. Anyway, they are untraceable, well nearly so. All these were supposed to have been destroyed or lost years ago. I think these were meant for some hush-hush operation in Central America that never came off. Who’s going to miss a few Uzi’s and AK’s from all the guns the CIA was throwing around in the 80’s? Besides, it would take a lot of work to trace any of this stuff to this state, let alone to me. ‘Don’t worry, Be Happy!’.” He smiled and I scowled. He sure sounded confident; I wish shared that confidence.
 
                 “You think they’re coming don’t you, the hitters who were watching my office?” There was only one reason that Marty would have brought all that hardware, if he expected to use it.
 
                 “Yeah. I do.” He said quietly. “Probably not tonight, but soon rather than later. You might have a day or two to put this to bed before they come knocking, but they will find us eventually.” Marty looked at my face and saw the unasked question there and answered it. “You know how it is Jake. It’s really hard to hide nowadays. These guys, if they look hard enough, they will find us. Hiding here will slow them down a little, but not permanently. You either have to resolve this thing and get these guys called off or face the inevitability of mixing it up with them.”
 
                 “Then why are you getting involved? This isn’t your fight and there’s no good reason to stick your neck out. You should go.” I didn’t want Marty’s blood on my hands; I wanted him to get the hell out of here. The problem was that he was almost as stubborn as I was. 
 
                 “Well, in addition to the fact that you would do the same thing for me if the positions were reversed, there’s this thing.” He paused and drank some water. “There’s something about you that’s weird. Don’t bother denying it.” I didn’t. “Another thing, this girl you’re protecting isn’t anybody’s husband. She looks she couldn’t be over nineteen or twenty. She has that same weirdness swirling about her that you do. I don’t know what it is, but I know something is screwy here and I hate being left out. I will figure this out. The best place to do that is here.” He turned back to the duffels and began pulling out a black, hard-shell case.
 
   There wasn’t any good response to that or any arguing with that it so I nodded and  gathered up the dishes and took them to the kitchen for washing as Marty started unpacking security gear. 
 
   We spent the next few hours hooking up the cameras and the monitoring system and testing it to make sure that it was functioning properly. The Uzi’s looked to be in good shape, but we took them apart anyway and made sure that all the moving parts were working properly. The AK’s were still in their original packaging so we took them apart and checked them as well. It turned out that they were as fine a product of the Eastern bloc that you could hope for. All they need was a good cleaning to remove the protective coating of oil they had acquired.
 
   It was about 2:00 AM when I went to sleep with a promise to Marty to wake him up before I left. I hoped that inspiration might come to me in the night but I didn’t want to leave my mind open to the probing of anyone who might be looking for me so I warded it off and fell into a thankfully dreamless sleep. After last night’s rollercoaster ride, I was just as glad.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
                 The smell of coffee woke me up. The thing I like about coffee best is the way it smells. It can be bitter to taste, but unless it’s burnt, it always smells good.
 
                 I wasn’t sure when Marty went to bed, but he beat me up. I soothed my troubled conscience that I had a very long day yesterday and less restful sleep the night before but this was little consolation considering that he had less sleep. Dalia was still sleeping or least still in her room. 
 
                 Blearily, I stumbled through my morning routine and made my way to the kitchen bar where Marty had already poured me a cup of black java. I grunted a greeting and sat down and let the hot dark liquid turn me into a human being instead of a grumpy morning person.
 
                 “What’s the plan for today?” Marty was trying to wrangle a piece of toast from a small toaster that didn’t seem to want to work. Every time he pushed the toast button down it would hang for a minute and then pop up. He finally gave up and pulled the partially toasted bread out and slathered butter on it.
 
                 “I need you to stay here and watch Dalia while I see what I can do about this mess. She shouldn’t be any trouble but it probably isn’t safe for her to be running about with me.”  He nodded
 
   “Do you have any idea how you are going to approach this?”
 
   “I’m going to see if I can get one of the surveillance team alone and see if I can ask a few pointed questions. I have an idea about who is pulling the strings on them, but I have to know who before I can determine how to proceed against them or get them called off.”
 
                 “You might try the local guy, you know, McNeely. He’s not a hitter and may not be part of that, but he might know who’s writing the checks, so to speak.”
 
                 I thought about it and decided that he was right. I knew this guy. Chris McNeely was an okay guy. Maybe I could convince him to share the name of his employer as a professional courtesy. Maybe I could bribe him.
 
                 Marty told me that he was going to go to the grocery store and pick up a few things and I suggested that he take Dalia with him. She could probably use a few changes of clothes. I wasn’t particularly worried about her skipping as I was him coming back to the house and discovering a nasty surprise. I advised him to try to be discreet and to not linger where she could be seen. He reminded me that he was the soul of discretion and tact. I went to talk to Dalia.
 
                 I knocked on her door and she answered on the second knock. She would never need glamour to look stunning. The sunlight shone through her sheer gown and outlined her body without revealing anything except that fact that she was beautiful. She was unabashed in her movements and seemed unaware of the effect that she was having on me. Despite her radiance, I could tell that something was bothering her. It was either something that we had to deal with or some personal problem. I decided to ignore and hope that it wouldn’t interfere with my plans.
 
                 “Good morn, Jake.” She smiled nervously.
 
                 “Yeah, it is a good morning, at least so far. Look, I’m not sure what the current fashion at court is, but you might want to dress a little more conservatively around Marty. It’s not your virtue that I’m worried about, but dressed like that you might distract him at a crucial moment.”
 
                 She looked at what she was wearing and blushed. “I forgot that so many mortals had such awkward attitude about their bodies. I am surprised that a fey, even a half fey would even notice, its bad manners.”
 
                 “Yeah, well maybe that’s so. But we aren’t at court currently and I suspect that there isn’t much in that bag that isn’t going to attract attention. Even what you were wearing yesterday is a little much.”
 
                 “Lucinda loaned it to me.”
 
                 “It’s nice, but it stands out a little too much.”
 
                 “What should I do?” 
 
                 “For now, wear what you were wearing yesterday and Marty will take you to some shops where you can buy some clothes that will be less noticeable. Ask the sales clerks to help you if you’re not sure what to do.” I took out my wallet and pulled out a half dozen hundred dollar bills. “That should get you a few outfits that will suffice.”
 
                 She nodded and looked excited. Her life was in danger, she was forsworn and had the Twilight Order chasing her and she could still get excited about shopping for clothes. I shook my headed and wondered if this was due to inexperience or some kind of female gene that reveled in shopping in a way that a guy would never understand. Maybe it was just a Fey thing, Clothes were pretty important to most of them.
 
                 “Oh, just one more thing, I know that I told you yesterday not to bother with glamours but at the time I didn’t realize how beautiful you actually are. I guess I was distracted by events. You need to frump it up a little.” She looked pleased and puzzled at the same time. “You’re too noticeable. Everyone who sees you today will remember the really beautiful woman who came into the shop. I know it’s against fashion to look less attractive, but while most of the fey who come here want to attract attention, you don’t. Try to look a little less stunning. Maybe some bags under your eyes or some frizzy hair.” She looked even more puzzled.
 
                 “Look.” I turned on the TV and tuned into a local talk show and pointed to some of the audience members. “Like that. They are still attractive but not so much that you can’t help but stare at them.”
 
                 Comprehension dawned on her face and she nodded. “What about Marty? Won’t he notice the change?” 
 
                 “Maybe. Probably. Certainly. But he won’t say anything. He knows something weird is going on with us and I hate to give him anything else to think about, but there is no way to avoid it. Just try and make it as subtle as you can and maybe he’ll chalk it up to bad lighting. He didn’t see you too much last night; you ducked out pretty quickly and didn’t say much.” Her look had turned serious and so I gave her an opening to say what was on her mind.
 
                 “I wanted to think about things and I was certain that he wanted to talk to you alone, so I came in here to think. It took me quite a while to digest all that you told me. I thought about what you said and in hindsight so much of what you said made sense.” She paused and looked chagrinned.  “I realize that I have behaved foolishly, certainly in regard to Jeryn Callisandra. I have let my dislike for him influence my judgment and endangered not only my own life but my father’s position at court. Worse, I have imposed on a blood relative that I barely know and exposed him to the same perils.”
 
                 “There’s no-“  I started.
 
                 “Please, let me finish.” She paused considering her words. “By my actions I have made your life here in this realm more complicated and dangerous, for that I am truly sorry. I cannot offer recompense at this time but I can release you from any debt if honor or blood tie that you feel might bind you to me.”
 
                 “I appreciate that, Dalia, I really do. But at this point, I’m involved. I doubt there is anything you could tell the Twilight Order that would convince them that I am as clueless as I am.” 
 
   “But if I explained what happened-“
 
   “I doubt it would help.” She looked disappointed. It had taken a lot of soul-searching to work her courage up to the point of giving up my help and I was dismissing her offer.  “Besides, this is my fight too. My friend is dead and someone must answer for it.” 
 
   I thought about how much to tell her of what I suspected. Too much information could confuse her and make her hesitate at a crucial juncture, but she needed to have some faith in what we were doing, so I decided to point out a few things.
 
   “Dalia, you can’t take this on yourself. I think you were setup to take the fall for this mess or at least part of it. I don’t know by who, yet anyway, but it could be enemies of your father or maybe even Jeryn Callisandra or maybe some other player who hasn’t come out of the shadows yet.”
 
   “But-?” 
 
   “The point is, even if you could manage to get a word in with the Twilight Order, it wouldn’t stop whatever was going on from happening. Kevin would still be dead and the rather dubious connection between this Count Trellsor and I would still be the talk of the court. I would be in this even if you weren’t involved.”
 
   She thought about it for a moment and then nodded.
 
   “Besides, if you hadn’t come here I never would have gotten to meet my pretty cousin. As it stands, you are my favorite cousin and certainly the only person at the Court of Twilight that I would offer to help, gratis.” This seemed to hearten her and she smiled. I made my farewell and drove off in the minivan to shake the trees and see what I could make fall from the sky.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   I drove by my office at the Americana building and tried to spot he crew that had been working the street. The good news was that they were nowhere to be seen, but that was also the bad news. With only Crosswich’s team watching the building I could go in if I wanted to, but it also meant I had no idea where there were. Maybe they got called off and went home. Right. 
 
   I went to a payphone in James Coney Island, a hot dog place that I like, and placed a call to Adrianna. She dug out the information on Chris McNeely that I needed and suppressed her natural curiosity about what was going on. I wasn’t too surprised when she told me that the office had been broken into. I had expected Crosswich to wait a little longer but I guess the fact that the office was so secured made him more anxious than ever to get in.
 
   She sounded like she was worried about whatever I was into that caused her perfect filing system to be violated and wanted to know about filing a police report. I told her not to bother. Just put it all back the way it’s supposed to be and get on with business. She didn’t like it, but she would do it.
 
   I cut the call short. My office phone was probably bugged and with a potential hit team hunting me and a surveillance team, however inept, snooping around I didn’t want to take a chance that the conversation might be overheard or traced. So I snagged the parking ticket off the minivan and drove off. 
 
   A quick call to McNeely’s office phone got an answering machine or an automated service, I can’t always tell which so I drove to the address that I had for him, an upstairs office in a small building on Washington
 
   The office was located at the rear of a hall that was mostly deserted. The nail salon next door would periodically attract or disgorge a patron as I watched McNeely’s place. After about three hours of waiting I decided that maybe nobody was home and that it might be safe to take a closer look.
 
   I’ve mentioned before that picking a lock takes longer than people think, so when I don’t have to pick a lock in a hallway where I am likely to be observed I am usually quite pleased. The door to the office was unlocked and gaining entry was easy, but I couldn’t say I was happy about what I found inside.
 
   I eased my way into the door and closed it behind me. My first instinct was to get the hell out of there as I certainly didn’t want to try and explain this to cops, mortal or Fey, why I was in an office with a dead woman who had obviously been murdered. 
 
   A secretary was lying slumped over her desk with a blank look on her face, her mouth an O that seemed poised to ask if those flowers were for her. She had taken one maybe two shots to the back of her head. It was probably at close range, as I could see a little powder residue on her blonde hair. Her face was intact, if streaked with blood, meaning that it was probably a small caliber gun a .22 or maybe a .38 that had killed her. She had been alive when shot as the spray on the wall seemed to indicate that her heart had beaten on for a time. The blood was dark and coagulated, barring something weird like magic, she had been dead for no longer than day and probably closer to a few hours.
 
   I reached in my pocket and pulled out a pair of latex gloves and pulled them on. I didn’t know how long I had before someone else showed up, but I sure didn’t want to be found here or leave any fingerprints so I moved quickly into the inner office. 
 
   It was worse than the outer office. It was obvious that there had been a struggle in here. My theory was that whoever the killer or killers were, they had come into the office without raising an alarm. They quickly dispatched the secretary, who probably never even knew she was in trouble and then went on to the interior office. It wasn’t so clean in here. There was no order in the office and between the broken furniture and shattered glass, there was little left unbroken. Chris McNeely obviously knew he was fighting for his life, but it didn’t do him any good. He had been trussed up like a turkey and tortured. He was bound and gagged and one of his eyes was swollen shut and he had numerous bruises and contusions that had to have been administered before his death. Whatever they had wanted to know had taken time to get out of him.
 
   His jacket was soaked with blood and it was easy to see why. His throat had been cut. The cut was deep, so deep that it looked like he had been decapitated. I looked a little closer and noticed that the back of his neck was still intact.
 
   It was a bad death, not the worst I had seen, but bad nonetheless. It wasn’t even the gruesomeness of the crime that upset me or the fact that I knew the victim, one of them at least. It was the near certainty that this was related to whatever had killed Kevin and threatened Dalia and myself that caused me the most discomfort.
 
   I let my vision unfocus and I tried to discern any vestiges of magic that might have been used here. There is always a faint background of magic that can be sensed. Some theorists believe that it is residue from the creation. Others, that it is a remnant of the titanic struggle between the Adversary and the Creator. Me, I don’t know what it is, but it gives the world a kind of red haze so subtle that you can just barely sense it. It’s quite handy when one is looking for a magical effect as it is highlighted by the very subtlety of the background. 
 
   It didn’t take very long for me to see that magic had been used here, but not to kill, just to make it easier. I’m don’t know what they used what it was, but I suspect that it was some kind of sound damping spell, to cover the sounds of the murder and torture. Pretty pointless actually, they probably could have used magic to get what they wanted from McNeely but apparently they preferred the hands on approach.
 
   After I brought my focus back sharp and started looking over the desk. Splattered with blood, it was hard to make anything out. There were file folders tossed about, but one at the top of the heap was relatively easy to read. It had my name on it.
 
   It was empty, but I took it with me anyway.
 
   In general, it is a bad idea to tamper with evidence at a crime scene. This is another of those little things that upset the police so much. What you are supposed to do when this happens, is step out of the crime scene, call 911 and wait for the cops to show up. You then tell them why you are there and what you touched. This isn’t a bad idea if you are innocent and you believe in the infallibility of the justice system. In my case I failed on both counts. First, there was no way that I wasn’t involved with this murder. True, I didn’t kill either of them, but I would bet the reason they died had something to do with me. In addition to this little unpleasant fact, I couldn’t exactly come clean with them because it would involve an aspect of my dual identity which under The Compact, I was sworn to conceal. Besides, that information would make me look like a nutter. Second, Cops tend to like easy solutions. Here’s a PI on the scene of a gruesome murder scene with two bodies, who can’t explain why he’s there and who’s not being straight. He’s going to be looked at hard for it unless something else jumps up to take attention away from him. That wasn’t likely to happen in this case. I certainly wasn’t going to explain to the HPD that killers were probably members of the Black Watch, an elite unit of the Court of Dawn and experts in their craft who spent decades training or worse the Twilight Order who could teach a doctorate level course in being ruthless bastards. No, I wouldn’t be able to talk my way out of this with the mortal cops, so I would just have hope that I wouldn’t need to.
 
   I didn’t waste any time in letting myself out. I wiped the doorknob that I had touched and the door that led to the parking lot. There was nothing I could do about the nail salon. But I’m naturally shy when I think I might commit a crime, like picking a lock, so I had done my best to minimize my exposure. This is one time when glamour would have helped me. Unfortunately, the downside of not being tricked by them is that they also won’t set on me with out major craft work. I’ve tried on various occasions to bring one up and it slides off me like a thick sludge. Very unpleasant and tiring.
 
   I wasn’t sure exactly who would be investigating this crime scene, although I suspected that eventually the mortal authorities would be the ones who would try and solve this one. Not that they had much of chance if I was right about who did this. I felt bad about Chris McNeely. He was a good guy with a wife and kids. But he was in the game and that made him a fair target, just like me. I felt worse for the secretary. She was a civilian and shouldn’t have been in danger. They deserved justice and they weren’t likely to get it from anybody on this side of the veil.
 
   I got in the minivan and slid the cell into the hands free holder and listened for the dial tone. I took out Bermuda’s card and dialed him. If he was in the Mortal world then I would probably get him otherwise it would just be voicemail. I was actually hoping for voicemail, but my crappy luck held and he answered.
 
   “Detective Sergeant Bermuda, How may I serve?” It had the sound of an often repeated phrase, but he put enough effort into it so that he sounded legitimately interested in helping whoever called him.
 
   “This is Jake Underwood.”  The minivan made a sharp turn and sped towards I-10 as the tone changed from friendliness to wariness.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Underwood. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call? Have you called to confess? That would certainly be a help.”
 
   I smiled “No, not today. Maybe I’ll confess tomorrow. I just left the office of Chris McNeely and Co. I went there to see if I could shake out of him who might have hired him. That name probably means nothing to you but he was part of the second team that was on my office. I went to my office and they weren’t there anymore.”
 
   “I know. I sent a few of my people over there to investigate what you told me yesterday and when they got to the scene they fled. In absence of specific instructions they did not pursue them. I hope that your inquiries were more successful than mine.”
 
   “Yes and No. I didn’t get a chance to talk to him because he was dead. His throat was cut. That’s a little understated. His head was all but hacked off except for a flap of skin at the back of his neck that held it in place. The place is a wreck. His secretary took two in the back of the head.” 
 
   “The address please.” His playful tone had dropped away completely. I gave him the address. “I’d like you to wait there for me. I will have questions.”
 
   “Sorry Sergeant, I’ve already left.” He started to talk but I cut him off. “There’s no way I am going to hang around this place and wait for anybody to show up. This guy had a family, the secretary probably did too. Unlike Kevin, they will be missed by somebody in the Mortal world and the Houston cops are eventually going to show up. The only reason I called you is that I think there is almost no chance that what happened to Kevin isn’t connected with this. I thought you might want to take a look before Houston’s finest were on the scene.” I merged onto Interstate 10 and sped towards downtown and Interstate 45.
 
   “I see. What convinces you of this?” He question was calm and his words like ice. 
 
   “Three things. First, I knew both Kevin and this guy and he had my office under surveillance shortly after Kevin’s murder. Second, the method of execution. Whoever this guy is, he’s hell on the neck. Third, I did a background sweep of the office and picked up definite traces of magic.” 
 
   “Damn it! I told you that magic destroys any chance of using a re-enactment ritual!”
 
   “Don’t blow a gasket. It was a passive scan only. It stuck out against the background like snowfall in Houston.” I took the exit to 45 and cut off another minivan. 
 
                 “I have some other information for you as well.” I hit the turn signal and changed lanes. “I had an encounter with a member of the Court of Twilight, named Jeryn Callisandra a few days ago. He said some off things, you might want to look into him.” 
 
                 “It would been more helpful if you had been more forthcoming with that information when we interviewed at the Silver Tree. We had already questioned him and released him.”
 
                 “Sorry. I didn’t think it was connected. You might also want to look into a few names and see what you can find out. One is Count Trellisor and the other is Lady Dalia Klaris, daughter of Lady Mayletha Melliscant. They might be involved in this mess.” I hated lying to him, but I didn’t want to prejudice him by telling him what I thought. Besides he had a lot more resources than I did and if he used a few on my behalf it wasn’t going to kill him. At least I hoped not.
 
                 “How are these people involved?” I could tell that he had shifted the phone as was writing information down in his pad while he was talking to me.
 
                 “I don’t know if they are or not. They just came up in some of conversations I had the last few days.”
 
                 He was silent for a moment. “If someone else dies because you are withholding information from me, I will personally have you declared Unclean and will direct the hunt for you myself. Do not play games with me.”
 
                 “I’m not playing any. I don’t know how they fit. I’m hoping that any information you have on these two will help clear the mist a little so I can get a clearer view. For all I know they might not have anything to do with it other than me hearing their names during my investigation.” 
 
   ‘Very Well. I will need to see you, where are you going to be? I will come to you.”
 
   “I’m afraid that won’t be possible, I’m going to be moving around a good bit for the rest of the day. Tell you what- as soon as I settle down I’ll give you a call and we can get together.” He knew I was lying when I said it, but had the good manners or sense to pretend I was telling the truth.
 
   “Mr. Underwood. Against my better judgment, I am going to accept what you have told me at face value. If, subsequently, I discover that you have not been truthful with me, you will live just long enough to regret it. It will not be a long life but it will be incredibly painful. Do you understand what I am saying?” His voice was calm and smooth, making his threat all the more chilling.
 
   “Yeah. I got it. Much as I have enjoyed our little conversation I do have other things that need doing. I would make haste to get over to McNeely’s office, you won’t have long.”
 
   “I appreciate the advice and the call. Do call again if you find anymore bodies that you think I should see.” The sarcasm was thick and heavy.
 
   “Absolutely. I’ll call again later when I’m in a better position to talk.” I lied and clicked off the phone and sped down the freeway towards Clear Lake.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   By the time I pulled into the driveway of the safe house I realized that I was horribly short on leads. Chris McNeely’s murder was a clear indication that things were getting more desperate and I still didn’t have a good way to approach the problem. Worse, I was accumulating a large number of people who were unpleasant and upset with me. There was a squad of rouge Black Watch who might be interested in me. Dalia certainly had agents of the Twilight Order looking for her. They were the kind of guys who killed first and ‘oopsed’ later. On top of the crap mountain that was rapidly becoming my life, I also had to be at the Court of Dawn in two days for a Naming ceremony.  I was beginning to think that Clear Lake might not be far enough to ground to hide Dalia. My current plan had been to stash her here until I got the ceremony out of the way, assuming that I wasn’t detained at the ceremony by Sergeant Bermuda. He might lack the resources to track me down here, but he would suffer no such impediment at the Court.
 
   I gave Marty a call and told him that it was me coming in and that I would prefer not to be shot and he agreed that it would indeed be unfortunate. Once inside, I found Marty using a laptop. I came over and looked over his shoulder and saw that he had placed the wireless cameras at various access points and had the screen split into four sections, with cameras rotating through each square. I figured he had about fifteen of them set up like this.
 
   “Where’s Dalia?” I asked as I took off my jacket and dropped it on the table. Normally when I come back to my apartment, I take off my gun, but with death rate rising around me I decided I might wear it for a while.
 
   “She’s in her room. How’d it go with McNeely?” he kept typing in activation codes as he glanced up at me.
 
   “Bad. He’s dead.” I tossed the empty, blood splattered folder that bore my name down on the table. “I found this on his desk. He’d been tortured to death. Very nasty. His secretary was dead too.”
 
   “Patricia? That’s a damn shame. She was nice.” Marty always kept a tight rein on what he showed the world, and tonight was no exception. He picked up the folder and raised his eyebrows. “Empty. I wonder what McNeely had in here?”
 
   “I don’t know for certain. I suspect it was probably contact information or maybe surveillance reports. Whatever it was, I wish they didn’t have it.” That was an understatement. Up until I saw that folder on the desk, I hadn’t realized how vulnerable my life here was. Plenty of ways to come at me and I wouldn’t even know who was doing it.
 
   “You call the cops?” Marty was watching me while he pretended to be watching the monitor.
 
   “Kind of.” I temporized trying to think of the best way to answer this. The truth was out. There was barely a chance that I could keep Marty from finding out about my double life, but as long as there was any chance at all I would play it out. I hated lying to friend, so a half truth might do it. “I phoned in anonymous tip to the relevant authorities.”
 
   “Uh huh.” He looked at me for a moment and then returned his gaze to the laptop. “Is there any chance that this could be something else he was working on, something that doesn’t have anything to do with you?”
 
   “A fair question. I wish the answer was yes, but I don’t see how it could be. I don’t believe in coincidences“. He nodded. Marty didn’t believe in them either. 
 
   “This changes things. It’s a murder now, multiple murders. You are going to have tell me what’s really going on, sooner rather than later.” He looked at me expectedly.
 
   “Just give me a little more time. Just tonight. I need to talk to Dalia and a few other contacts and I’ll tell you everything I can tomorrow morning. As a favor?” I needed to think about this. Marty needed, no, he had a right to know. I was risking his life and Compact or no Compact, I would have to tell him something that was damn close to the truth.
 
   “Okay. Over breakfast.” He turned back to the monitor and then stopped. “Why do you think McNeely was killed?”
 
   “That’s a good question. I wish I knew the answer.” I shrugged. “The secretary had looked like a pretty clean hit, but why torture McNeely? His killers had to be the rest of the hard hitters who had been watching me. They must have known what he knew.”
 
   “Yeah. That tracks.” He stood up and headed for the kitchen. “Why don’t you look in on Dalia and I’ll start dinner. I’m feeling hot doggish tonight.”
 
   I knocked on Dalia’s door and heard a muttered ‘Come in.”. I opened the door and found Dalia carefully putting away her purchases. She was wearing a glamour sand while she was still attractive, it was in a much more muted way. Her beauty was like damped fire where before it had been a bonfire. I saw a few imperfections here and there that only enhanced the illusion that she was a mortal woman.
 
   “Perfect. You look perfect. What did Marty say when he saw you?” I waved towards a chair and with her nod took a seat.
 
   “When I came out, he looked at me for a moment and shook his head. I do not know what that meant, but he didn’t say anything, so I did not bring it up. What do you think of these jeans?” She pointed to her jeans and with a flourish twirled around displaying her clothing. They weren’t tight, but they fit well neither detracting nor emphasizing her figure.
 
   “I don’t follow fashion much but those look fine. The top goes with it well. I don’t think you will draw undue attention in that outfit.”
 
   “It is odd to wear pants like a man. I can not recall an occasion on which I have ever worn them. It is an odd feeling. It feels exposed and enclosing at the same time. I doubt it would ever become a popular fashion at court. I saw many mortal women wearing pants that seemed better tailored to their form, but Marty suggested these.”
 
   “How did it go today?”
 
   “It went well. We went into many shops and I tried on many outfits. Marty rejected many of them saying that I would only draw more attention wearing them. Almost all the clothes that we finally agreed on were very conservative by the standards of the Court.”
 
   I nodded. “How was Marty? Did he ask you any questions?” 
 
   “He was a gentleman in all aspects. He talked to me very little and only offered advice when I specifically requested it. I think he wanted to ask me many things but I was quite glad that he refrained. He seemed nervous every time that we were not in the car or in a store. I was amazed by this market that sold food. Marty took it for granted, but there was so much variety! I can not think of any open air Market that offers so much variety. Are all of your markets like this?“ She was genuinely curious.
 
   “I would guess that most of the markets that you have been to at court are much smaller affairs because everything that is offered is grown locally or nearby. The life of Court does not prepare an aristocrat for being exposed to food unless it has been prepared. I suspect that the variety that you saw here is available there but in more distributed form and only seen by those servants actually doing the cooking.” 
 
   “I suppose. I never considered that food must be so laboriously prepared. Our cook is a genius, I assumed that it was some kind of magic that prepared the dishes that he serves.” She paused and considered what next to say. “While I can not fault Marty’s demeanor or manner it is clear to that he suspects that there is something odd about me. He never said anything, but on occasion I would observe him studying me when I was not looking directly in his direction. It was not in the way that a man watches a woman he desires, it was more in the manner in which a cat watches a mouse that it expects to catch. I fear he is not deceived by either your story or my appearance. It is only a matter of time before he will challenge our versions of events with questions we can not answer with out revealing more than we would like.” It was interesting to see her discussing something so calmly. It occurred to me that this is the first time I had seen her in a calm state. She had a good brain hidden under all that court protocol and fey breeding. With a little training she would be a formidable opponent at the game of Court.
 
   “You’re right. I already had to put him off when I came back tonight. The best I could do is hold him off until the morning. Tomorrow, I’ll have to tell him something.”
 
   “Will you violate the Compact?” She raised an eyebrow inquiringly. 
 
   “I’m afraid I will. It’s a shame, because it will probably mean that he will have to have his memories erased by somebody at the court. I hate it, but as long as I report it and take steps to make sure that violation is covered, I should be okay. I hate to do that to Marty. He is a good friend and deserves better treatment from a so called friend.”
 
   “Excuse me, but there might be a way that you can avoid such a step. It involves some risk to both of you, but if there was such a way, would you take it?“ She ventured to offer me advice. It was good to see a little of her confidence coming back.
 
   “It would depend on how risky it was, but if it was manageable, I would.” I had no idea what she was talking about, but I was certain that I probably wouldn’t like it. Still, if it let me protect Marty without betraying him to the court, then I was definitely interested.
 
   “You are considered a Noble, are you not?” She began. 
 
   “Yeah. Well technically, I suppose I am. I’ve never formally been invested, I don’t have a formal name, at least not for a few more days anyway, but I have never been disinherited nor have I abdicated any privileges of birth. I don’t call on them because such things have little meaning in the mortal world.”
 
   “Just so.”  She smiled. “One of the privileges of being noble is that you can call to your service any freeborn man or any retainer that lives on your estates. If you swore Marty to your service, it would not be a violation of the Compact. In fact, you would have to tell him. He would need to know so he could properly serve you.”
 
   “Are you sure about this?” I asked. She frowned “Of course you’re sure about this. You know this protocol stuff much better than I do. I never expected to need it. But he’s a mortal, how can I call him to service?”
 
   “I agree that is a little more complicated, but it is not unheard of. There have been many cases of Mortals sworn to service. It was much more common to find them in pre-Compact times, when travel between the realms was less restrictive and mortals were easier to…ah…acquire, but it is still done on rare occasions when a mortal is distinguished among the Fey. Really, it is not much different than when a Fey lord or lady takes a mortal mate in marriage. For as long as the marriage lasts, the mortal is protected under the Compact. As long as it is voluntary on the part of both parties it is acceptable, at least at the Court of Twilight it is. Things may be different at the Court of Dawn, but they can’t be too different. Both are bound by the Compact.” She finished and smiled at me.
 
   “Hunh.” I rubbed my chin and considered what she had said. It could be risky. It meant that I would have to tell him enough to know what he was getting into but skirt the issue as much as possible until he agreed. Dalia agreed when I mentioned this.
 
   “That is true. It must be voluntary on his part and must be free of deceit. No one could accept it as his oath if it was based on a lie. You will have to tell him nearly everything before he could freely make oath before you.” She frowned. “He is your friend and you owe him not only the truth but your trust as well. While I do not know him as well you do, I do not think he will disappoint you.”
 
   “When did you get so wise?”
 
   “I may not be wise in the all the ways of the realms or the intrigues of the court, but I am well studied in Court protocol. How could I not be and still be of used to my father and my Lord?”
 
   I squeezed the bridge of my nose and thought about what she had said. She made a good point and it occurred to me that I had been remiss in not learning more about my Fey heritage. There were definitely some advantages to be had under Court custom, I just didn’t know them.
 
   “I see your point. If it comes to that, then that is what I’ll do. But if it comes to that, then let me handle it.” I paused, “Marty’s a good guy, but you never know how exactly a mortal is going to react. I was in a similar situation a few years ago and it was very costly, both personally and professionally.”
 
   “Absolutely.” She nodded eagerly. “I would not interfere. If you need clarification or a witness to the oath taking, I would be happy to offer whatever assistance I can.” 
 
   She seemed happy that a decision had been reached and that she had helped.  I wish that I could have ended the conversation on a happy note like that, but reality had its say as well.
 
   “Dalia, there is something you need to know. However things go tomorrow with Marty, we are done here. I don’t think its safe here in Clear Lake. Actually, that’s an understatement. I don’t think its safe here in Houston. We are going to have to go to ground somewhere else. I need someone who has the resources to deal with the ill wind blowing from the Courts.”
 
   “Who?” Her look had darkened and her level of agitation had increased. “Where?”
 
   “The ‘Who’ is a little difficult; the ‘Where’ is easier. I have to be at the Court of Dawn for my Naming Day ceremony the day after tomorrow. I had planned to go there the morning of the ceremony and return the same day. I now think that the best place to hide you is there.” I could see warring emotions on her face.
 
   “Could we not go to the Court of Twilight? My father must surely have returned by now and he has a powerful influence.” Hoped sparked on her face and I hated to dash it, but there was little choice.
 
   “No. Until I figure out what Jeryn Callisandra is up to, it’s just not safe. The Twilight Order is probably still looking for you and they tend to be a little precipitous at times. You might not survive the initial overreaction.” I paused and the plunged ahead. 
 
   “Your father’s influence might save you from the headman’s axe, but I don’t think he would have any reason to extend it to me.” She started to interrupt, but I shook my head. 
 
   “I am sure he would do all he could on my behalf if you asked him, but he has no influence at the Court of Dawn and that is where some of these troubles are coming from. As far as I know, the Twilight Order has no interest in me other than this absurd linkage or my name with Count Trellsor, but something dangerous is going on at the Court of Dawn and that is where it will have to be dealt with.”
 
   “Besides, I have far more contacts at the Court of Dawn than that of Twilight.” I didn’t bother to tell her that by ‘far more’, I meant ‘some’. I didn’t really have any at the Court of Twilight.
 
   She nodded. “I suppose I knew that I can not go home just yet. I never thought I would miss it so, but I feel adrift here.” She composed her face and continued “How will go there? Through the Silver Tree?”
 
   “No. I’m pretty sure that all the regular routes will be watched. We will have to find an alternate way.” Most of the ways I used were too obvious. If I had been full blood or better trained I could probably open a temporary gate and just step through, but that was an option denied me as I never bothered to learn if I could or how to do it. “Give me some time to think about it. After I deal with Marty we’ll get under way.  I can think of a couple of ways to go, but none of them are particularly pleasant.”
 
   “I am in your hands cousin.” She smiled. “I will trust you to make everything right.”
 
   I sometimes I wish I had dissuaded her from having such trust in me. It was unwarranted. I was much of a pawn as she was, even if I didn’t know it at the time. Still, considering what was to come, that blind faith may have saved her life at the moment of crisis.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   They came in the small hours of the morning. I guess I should have expected it, but I thought we could remain hidden for a while longer, at least one more night. Unfortunately, I had underestimated my unknown foes. Not only were they ruthless, they were clever as well.
 
   After a dinner of hot dogs, liberally season with Louisiana Hot Sauce, with a side of chips and after Dalia had departed for the night, Marty and I sat around the table and washed the unfortunate events of the day away with a strong cocktail mixed from a good bourbon and club soda. Sergeant Bermuda tried to call me several times, but I didn’t want to talk to him so I let it all go straight into voicemail. In hindsight, I should have taken the calls, it might have saved a lot of trouble, but I was sure that he was calling about the mess at McNeely’s office and I was sure that he would demand to know where I was. I didn’t want to tell him and I thought it would be easier to avoid lying if I didn’t talk to him.
 
   Marty and I agreed to keep shifts to keep on eye on things. Looking back, it felt like the calm before the storm. That last meal, that last moment, before everything changes forever, that last instant before the call comes that tells you to turn on the TV and see what is happening in New York or that your best friend is dead. You desperately want to go back to that moment when the world was safe and happy, but you can’t. At the time, it just feels like another moment in your life. You just never realize the significant moments when you are living them. It is only in hindsight that they stand out.
 
   I had drawn the shift before morning, so I got to sleep first. I would be awakened at 2:00 AM and would keep watch until dawn. When Marty’s hand hovered over my shoulder I woke. I’m a light sleeper anyway and as soon as my eyes opened I knew that something was wrong.
 
   “What time is it?” I asked, throwing off the sheet that had covered me. I asked the important question, ‘What’s wrong?’
 
   “It’s a little after one. There’s a van down the street. It wasn’t there a few minutes ago. It cruised by the house and parked up the street. A few minutes later, the door opened and a couple of guys slipped out.” His voice sounded calm, but I could hear the nervousness and excitement gliding below the surface.
 
   “Are you sure?” I looked at Marty and his faced got that ‘give me a break’ look. “Check that. Of course you’re sure. How many total?”
 
   “Well, I used a starlight scope and counted at least four. A driver and three others. Two slipped out and are making their way quietly and slowly up the street, using the cover of the neighbor’s yards.”
 
   “Show me.” I went downstairs and looked through the laptop cameras and picked out the infrared images moving through the hedges. The van was sitting down the street, a brilliant red blob of infrared. It’s motor idling. It was hard to tell, but there could have been two bodies inside there. It was then that I felt it. 
 
   From the van came a magical probe. This wasn’t a passive scan like I used, but an active quest, to barter down any wards that might be placed on the house. It was waiting for a reaction and if it found one, smash it tell it fell. 
 
   The probe made my eyes water and I fought hard to resist the urge to fling up some kind of warding shields. It would have been hopeless in any case. It was too strong. My best bet was to wait it out. A probe like this was difficult to maintain and requires a lot of effort to keep up. If he didn’t sense anything, maybe he would drop it and try something more conventional.
 
   Marty was looking at me stare at the monitor with growing impatience. I held up my hand as I felt the probe draw back and fade from my senses. Nothing else came from the van. The guys moving up the sides of the streets were still working their way through the yards that led up the street. I blessed Marty for his foresight in setting up the surveillance system. 
 
   “I don’t have to time to explain, but you’ll just have to trust me a little longer. If you don’t do as I say, we are going to die here.” I looked at Marty and could see that he longed to ask questions, but didn’t. It was a real effort of will that he reined in his curiosity and nodded once.
 
   ‘How do you want to handle it?’ I noticed the he had an silenced Uzi slung on his shoulder, starlight goggles hung from his neck. He was dressed in dark clothing and wearing a black ski cap. It was one of the kinds that you can wear as cap or pull down and use as a mask. It would be hot, but it would help him hide. I was pretty sure he knew what I was going to say, but waited for me to say it, bless ‘im.
 
   “We have to flank them. If they catch us both in here we’re dead. I don’t think they know that we are aware of them and that gives us a tactical advantage. If these are the guys I think they are, then they will be overconfident. The bad news is that they have reason to be.”
 
   I walked over to my bag tore open the compartment on the side of the bag, the Velcro making a ripping sound. I reached inside and pulled out a pair of discs on a chain. I put one over my neck and felt the weight of it. It felt like ten pounds of lead around my neck. Of course it wasn’t lead, it was iron and it only weighed a few ounces. Inscribed on the front was a cross. It was crude, after all, I had made it myself. That wouldn’t hurt its effectiveness. I was half Fey, the iron didn’t really hurt me the way it would a full blood, but it was uncomfortable. I slipped its twin over Marty’s head.
 
   “Keep that on. No matter what, don’t take it off. I can’t explain why right now, but it will protect you.” I moved to the door with Marty following. 
 
   Marty held up the black disk and glared unhappily at the symbol. He might have been a cynic, but deep inside he held on to his old faith. It seemed to make him uncomfortable to wearing a Christian symbol. Nothing to be done about that. The Catholic Church had been the mortal signatory to the Compact and their symbol would lend the medallion strength from the Compact.
 
   “I don’t understand any of this and I’m taking a lot on faith because I trust you Jake.”
 
   “But?”
 
   “But, that account is near empty. I deserve to know what the hell is going on.” He moved quietly but quickly up the stairs.  “I’ll send Dalia down. Whatever you going to do, better make it quick. At the rate they are closing I figure you have about five minutes maybe ten at the outside before they come knocking.” He vanished into the darkness of the upstairs hall. I looked at the laptop and saw that he was outside of Dalia’s door and if I strained I could hear a gentle tapping.
 
   I turned back to the laptop and could see that our intruders were making progress. I flipped the table over and moved into cover the sliding patio door. This room was just too exposed. All the doors were locked but that wouldn’t keep them out for long. 
 
   A few minutes passed and I could see a shadow moving away from the house and I knew that Marty had slipped out of the upstairs window at the back of the house. A moment or two later another shadowy shape crossed his path. It paused for a moment and then continued on towards the house.
 
   Dalia moved silently up beside me. By her side was an overnight bag, lumpy from being quickly packed. She was dressed in jeans and a dark tee shirt. She was nervous, not that I blamed her, I was nervous too.
 
   “What’s happening?” she whispered and I put a finger to my lips and shook my head. I pulled her down to the ground.
 
   “No time for explanations. Stay low to the ground and behind the sofa. When I say ‘go’ run for the front door. Marty should meet you there. If he doesn’t, then just do your best to get away. Here, take this;“ I handed her Sargent Bermuda’s card. If you don’t find me or Marty get someone to help you call that number.” 
 
   She nodded, shakily. “Is he an ally?”
“No, but he isn’t an enemy and I think that he will do as well by you as anyone can.”
 
   They were closer now and I could see them better on the laptop. They were really good. I thought they had to be either Black Watch or Twilight Order. They weren’t wearing the black masks that typified the Black Watch, but I didn’t know enough about the Twilight Order to identify them. They might have been wearing glamours, I couldn’t tell through the camera. They weren’t bothering to conceal what they were. That was bad. I could see an elf and someone bigger, ogre maybe. There was another elf and from the way he was moving he would move right into Marty’s field of fire.
 
   The elf was creeping up stealthily towards the back of the house while the ogre was opting for a frontal assault. Until I got a look at them in the flesh I wouldn’t be able to see if they were being protected by spells that would fend off Marty’s firepower.
 
   I saw a shadow flit across the curtained window that looked out to the bay. It stopped at the patio door and waited. I risked a glance at the monitor and saw that the van, with its lights out had started to creep up the street. 
 
   The hair on my arms and neck stood up and I could see a bright speck of light starting to grow on the porch. I caught a whiff of ozone as the sliding glass door exploded into a storm of glass shards that flew across the room and an electrical storm scoured the doorway and blew the table I had propped against it backwards. A huge crash of thunder arrived a split second later.
 
   The bright flash or light ruined my night vision and I flung myself away from the door. My ringing ears heard the muted report of a submachine gun. It was interesting, because even though I knew we were probably going to die here, part of mind tried to identify the gun. But I didn’t hear enough of it before it stopped. 
 
   I heard the crunch of glass beneath a boot and I saw the arrogant face of an elf looking down at me. I tried to reach the Uzi that was laying by my side and as my hand shot forward to take hold of it, the booted foot stamped down on it, grinding the safety glass of the shattered door into the palm of my hand. The elf quickly shook his head and smiled. 
 
   “This can go pretty quickly and painlessly. Just tell me where the girl is and I’ll make it quick.” I could barely hear noise coming from the front of the house and I wasn’t sure what was going on there. I didn’t have time to find out. The elf reached down and drug me to my feet, using only one hand and pushed me up against the wall. His other hand held a wicked looking Lugar. Even in a moment like this I found it humorous that a Fey would use an antique gun like that for a commando raid.
 
   I saw the barrel of the gun whip up and felt the sting of the barrel on my temple. The pain was sharp enough to make it though the dazed senses. It was then that Dalia moved. I thought to myself in a moment of sublime stupidity that I hadn’t told her to go yet.
 
   Dalia sprang up from the floor and ran towards the elf, flinging a pillow before her. The elf, startled by the sound partially turned and instinctively lined Dalia up for a shot and squeezed a few rounds off. I saw the bullet catch her high and throw her backwards and towards the ground. I heard the elf curse and stare at the still heap of woman on the ground. 
 
   I knew that this was the only chance I would get. The Glock was in my holster and I didn’t think I would have time to reach it. I could only hope that he was a full blood and not a half blood like me. I grabbed the iron medallion around my pressed it as hard as I could into the cheek of the elf still holding me.
 
   I was satisfied to hear a sizzling and crackling sound as the skin on the elf’s head charred and sloughed off his face, leaving a bit of his prominent cheekbone showing the half lit room.
 
   He screamed and dropped me clutching his ruined face. I didn’t know if he had gotten enough iron in his system to kill him or whether he would just be disfigured. Frankly, I didn’t care. If I had more time I would have made sure by using the Glock loaded with my Fey specials. He lay on the floor, screaming and rolling in the broken glass among the small fires started by the super heated debris of his lightning attack.
 
   I staggered towards Dalia and the sounds of gunfire were coming more clearly through the door. Marty must still be up, I thought as I reached Dalia. She was laying face down on the floor, unmoving. I could see the exit wound and although her shirt was masking the wound, I could see it was still bleeding profusely. I turned her over and I could only see one wound and it looked like she was still breathing, if raggedly. If I could get her out of here, I thought I could save her. I put her over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry and rushed towards the front door and she moaned incoherently.
 
   I put her down on an antique hall tree that had a bench and gingerly opened the front door and poked my head out. It wasn’t a pleasant sight that met my eyes. There was gunfire coming from the darkness and striking the front porch. That wasn’t the worse thing. I was pretty sure that the gunfire was coming from Marty and wasn’t actually aimed at us. It was aimed at the Ogre.
 
   He was tall and broad and had an almost bestial look that was so common among his kind. I got nothing against Ogres as a group, but in general they seem to be mostly composed of assholes. This guy didn’t seem any different.
 
   I could see that Marty’s bullets weren’t having much effect. He was obviously shielded against that kind of thing. The bullets would hit his black leather and after a moment of trying to burrow through the thick leather, they would give it up as a bad plan and fall harmlessly to the ground. The only evidence of the hit was the kinetic energy that was transferred to the ogre, but he was too bulky to be knocked off his feet. He was firing some kind of assault rifle at the muzzle flashes from Marty’s Uzi and I couldn’t tell if his aim was on target or not. 
 
   The neighborhood was starting to stir. I saw a few lights coming on and I was pretty sure that the cops would be on the way soon. I also suspected some of the sound was being suppressed. Probably the only thing that they heard was crash of lightning that had blown out the glass.. Just as well, I wouldn’t have wanted to try explaining to the HPD what was going on and who all these mutants were.
 
   The van had sped up the street once the action started and blocked the driveway so that the Sienna was stuck there. It looked like a dwarf behind the wheel. He saw me standing in the door and started point at me, trying to catch the ogre’s attention. That just wouldn’t do. 
 
   Ogres aren’t the same as other Fey, say for example, Elves. They aren’t craft users so I was pretty sure that his shield was probably the result of Elf or Dwarf magic. In any event, it wouldn’t be proof against my Fey specials.
 
   “Hey!” I shouted “Ugly!” I drew the Glock and sighted as the Ogre started to spin around. He smiled or growled, it’s hard to tell with ogres, and was leveling the gun at me when I started firing. Ogres aren’t susceptible to iron the way elves are but the bullets went through his shields like they weren’t there. I got off five shots before he even noticed that he had actually been shot. He looked surprised as I continued to unload the clip into him, one shot after another. By this time he was trying dodge and backup at the same time. As he spun trying to retreat from the iron bullets that were striking him I could see that some of my shots had barely penetrated his thick skin. That was problem with shooting ogres, they take a lot of killing.
 
   The obviously ogre sized M16A dropped from his hands and he finally fell face forward to the porch. He wasn’t out yet as he caught himself and used his hands to prop himself up. He was panting like a dog as blood dripped from several of wounds. I gave him a push with my foot and he finally toppled over, still trying to get back up.
 
   I called out to Marty and reloaded the Glock with another clip of Fey Specials and staggered towards the van. The dwarf who had been inside the van had managed to extricate himself and had landed on his feet. He was obviously shocked to see somebody walk away from gunfight with an ogre and that bought me a little time. He wasn’t sure what was going on and he wanted to wait before committing himself to an action. 
 
   I made my way around the Sienna and I could see that the Dwarf had placed himself in a position where I could he see the front the house and me. He looked confused and didn’t seem to know what to do. I suspected that he was low man on the team and was used to taking orders from someone, probably the elf.
 
   “We don’t have an ocean of time here, dwarf. Mortal authorities will be arriving soon and it won’t suit either of us to be found here.” I waited for him to respond.  My head was pounding from the concussive blast of the lightning and I was having a hard time staying focused. “Maybe there is way we can both get out of this without being discovered by the authorities, Mortal or Fey.”
 
   I heard a sound behind me and saw Marty run up to the porch and stare at the still thrashing ogre.  Smoke was beginning to pour from the open front door as the house began to burn. He just shook his head and worked his way around the minivan to where I was. I sent him back in the house for Dalia and told him to load her into the Sienna. He turned and went back to the house hopping over the convulsing ogre.
 
   “I’m listening. Make it quick. I bore easily.” The dwarf was a tough talker and I was pretty sure that he could back it up if he had to. More lights were coming on and I could see movement on some of the other porches. It was too dark to see much, especially with the streetlights conveniently “out”. I was sure the dwarf was aware of the mounting activities of the neighborhood.
 
   “I propose a simple trade. You roll that van of yours back and let us drive out and then you can fetch your team and get the hell out of here.” It wasn’t bad deal, it just probably not in line with his orders.
 
   “Why should I bother? It looks like most of my team is dead anyway. The fire should cover my tracks and this undermount grenade launcher should take care of you bunch of bastards nicely.” He grimly waved his M16 and showed me that he wasn’t bluffing.
 
   “They aren’t dead. At least not yet. You know how hard ogres are to kill. He’s hurting, no doubt, with at least nine slugs in him, but he’s not susceptible to iron. He could make it if you can get him to some help.” I paused and I watched him grunt in acknowledgement of exactly how tough ogres were. “Your elf isn’t shot, but he does have a nasty burn on his face and he may be iron poisoned. I won’t lie to you, he could be dead. But he was still alive when I left him. He will certainly die if you don’t get him out of there. I don’t know about the other guy. 
 
   “I give you my word on the Compact that neither I nor any of those loyal to me will oppose your recovery of your team in any way as long as you do not interfere with us leaving.” A wave of nausea swept me as I leaned against the minivan. My head was pounding and my vision was starting to waver. I had been concussed before and this certainly seemed like a doozy. I just had to hold it together a little longer.
 
   Behind me I heard the Sienna door open and spared it but a glance. If it wasn’t Marty then there wasn’t much I could do about it. I hoped Dalia was still alive.
 
   Up the street, I saw blobs of light moving in the darkness. Probably flashlights. I hope that none of them got shot for being so curious. The dwarf seemed to be considering his options and he finally sighed and lowered his weapon. All he said was “Okay. Get the hell out of here! But fair warning, when we catch you, you will be the deadest sonovabitch who ever lived.” 
 
   I was never really sure if it was my speech or the rapidly encroaching neighbors that spurred him to a final decision. The last thing I remember was sliding in next to Marty as he put the minivan in gear and sped off into the night. I gave in to the pressure in my head and passed out.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   My head was pounding and it felt like little men with heavy boots were mining in my head with pickaxes. Not only were my ears still ringing, but my vision was a little blurry. The sight that greeted my eyes was the morning light filtering through the overcast sky. It took me a few minutes but I gradually realized that I wasn’t in the mini-van any longer.
 
   I took a deep breath and straightened up and realized that it might have been a mistake. I looked around me and automatically felt for my gun. It was still there, snuggly cosseted in my shoulder holster. I was in some kind of sedan and Marty was at the wheel. There was a faint smell of smoke and blood. I carefully turned around and found Dalia covered with a blanket, she looked a little pale but that’s kinda normal for a Fey. I also noticed that her Glamour was gone, revealing her Elfin nature. Her ears were pointed and she had that impossibly delicate structure that hid a deceiving strength.  Marty was driving and he looked worse for his activities. His eyes were puffy and red and he had gripped the wheel so tightly that his knuckles were white and straining. I couldn’t identify where I was exactly. The landscape sped by and I came to realize that we were someplace outside of Houston. The gray skies couldn’t hide the fact that we were heading east.
 
   “Where are we?” I croaked. 
 
   “Good morning, sunshine.” He said sardonically. “I was afraid that you might be in a coma. We are currently heading east on Interstate-10, towards New Orleans. We just passed the exit to Alexandria.” He looked at me and said, “Pardon my French, but you look like shit. I hope you feel better than you look.” 
 
   “Not really.” My voice was starting to steady as I started coughing up smoke clogged phlegm. After a few minutes of what felt like trying to spew my lungs onto the dashboard, I was able to get it under control. “Can you find a place to pull over? I need to piss and stretch my legs.”
 
   Marty grunted and turned the car around. Apparently he had spotted a rest area a few miles back. He didn’t say anything the few miles that it took to get there. He drove in and pulled all the way to most secluded parking space he could find. I got out and quickly discovered that while my head still hurt most everything was where it was supposed to be. I was stiff, but a few stretches put that right. My clothes were stained with blood, probably Dalia’s, and various burns from the firefight last night. I asked Marty about clothes and he told me that the only clean clothing we had was Dalia’s and he didn’t think it would fit me. I was forced to agree. 
 
   I went into the bathroom and took care of necessary business and washed my face and proceeded to spot clean my clothes as much as possible. I’m not vain, at least not in regard to my sartorial splendor, but I didn’t want to attract any more attention than I had to.
 
   Feeling fresher than when I had entered, I came out to discover Marty leaning against the trunk of the car and smoking a cigarette.
 
   “I thought you quit.” 
 
   “Seemed like a good time to start back up.” He looked at me with hard eyes. “We need to talk.” He dropped his smoldering butt and ground it out with his heel. His coat opened and I could see that his holster was still unstrapped. 
 
   “Yeah, we do. But indulge me for a few minutes more. What happened after I passed out?” Marty seemed calm, but that didn’t fool me. He was tightly coiled and close to snapping. 
 
   “I’ll tell you this, an already crappier night got worse while you were getting your beauty sleep.” He took out another cigarette and lit it, apparently trying to make up for the years that he hadn’t smoked.  “I drove down the street slowly, hoping that maybe no one pays any particular attention to the minivan, after all, they didn’t know anything weird was happening yet. As soon as I hit the highway, I could hear the sound of sirens and I knew it was time to ditch the van. I knew it was only a matter of time until the started looking for the minivan that was registered to that address, so I went to see Carlos. You remember Carlos?”
 
   “Yeah, he runs an auto lot in South Houston, one of those pay by the week places that caters to illegals. Isn’t it the one with the Model T on the sign that says they have been in business since 1910?”
 
   “That’s him. It’s also a cover for a chop shop. You owe him a big favor by the way. Not only did he fix us up with this nice Crown Victoria but he has a cousin who’s a doctor, or at least he used to be before he came north. Not a bad street doc. He fixed Dalia up. She was still bleeding a little and bandaged her up pretty good. He gave me a couple of dressing changes and bag of pills for pain in case she needed them. He also took a look at you decided that your head was too hard to break. Cleaned up a few cuts and bruises and declared you cured of being dead. Carlos was discreet, He didn’t ask questions, although I am sure he had quite a few, hell he even didn’t ask about the her ears, although he did make the sign of the cross when he saw them. It cost us most of that money you had hidden in the money belt, but it got us a clean car that no one is looking for.”
 
   “What happened to the Minivan?”
 
   He smiled. “Carlos again. He assured me that no one would ever see it again, at least in one piece.” He paused for a moment and took a long drag on his cigarette. “My sister’s gonna kill me. First, I get her house shot up and burned out and then I get her vehicle chopped. I hope whatever is going on is worth all the crap I’m going to have to put up when all this is over.”
 
   “Why are we heading to New Orleans?” I asked. Don’t get me wrong, I love New Orleans, but I couldn’t think of any reason to go there.
 
   “I wasn’t sure where to go and considering how fast they tracked you to my sister’s place, no place I could think of in Houston would really be safe enough. Actually, I was hoping that you would have come around before now so you could give me a little direction and clear things up for me.” He looked at me doubtfully. “If you are up to it I could use some help with the driving. I haven’t slept much and I am pretty much wiped out. Maybe we could hole up some where and recover, I’d like to get Dalia into a real bed instead of back seat, she could use a little peace and quiet. She’s been in and out of consciousness and isn’t resting easy.” He paused and glanced at Dalia through the back window. 
 
   “What is she Jake? She has the oddest eyes and her ears make her look like a Star Trek reject. And what the hell was that thing you shot on the porch, it couldn’t have been human. It had tusks and horns for godsakes!”
 
   He was waiting for me to answer his question, but more importantly he was waiting for the truth that I had promised. I owed it to him and at first I thought the words would stick in my throat, but I found that I wanted to tell him and so I did.
 
   “Not human exactly, not Mortal certainly, but still with all of our Mortal faults. It was an Ogre. She is an Elf, full blood by the way, sorta rare here. I’m much more common as halfbreed although there aren’t so many of us around that you would notice.” Marty just looked at me trying to decide if was just being cute. He gradually came to realize that I wasn’t any cuter than normal. 
 
   “Your’e saying you’re…an Elf?” The look of disbelief was plain in his face.
 
   “No, a halfbreed, although technically we are called chimera. An Elf is only an Elf if he is a full blood. Actually, I would call myself a Fey. You know, short for Faerie. This kind of thing is very important to most Fey, so keep it in mind. It might prove useful later on.”
 
   It took him a few minutes to digest what he said and look for inconsistencies before he realized that it was too absurd to apply Cartesian logic to. I could also see that he knew that I believed what I was saying and that he would let it play out to see where it went. 
 
   “I always knew there was something weird about you.” He said calmly. “I thought maybe you used to be in the CIA or something. I didn’t realize that you were crazy. Do you really expect me to believe that you are a halfbreed Elf? You’re human, just like me!” He flicked his cigarette off and waited for a reply.
 
   “Not unless you were born in the year 1900 and are over a hundred years old. Look, I know how weird it sounds and I wouldn’t have told you if I didn’t have to. But circumstances have forced me into a corner. It’s not through either. There are more things that I have to tell you that I am afraid you might not want to accept.” He started to interrupt and I held up my hand up. “This will go a lot quicker if you let me finish before asking questions. Let me ask you another question first; that thing I shot on the porch, nine times by the way, was it human? Did those tusks and horns look cosmetic?”
 
   He stopped to think about it for a moment. “No. They looked functional, lethal in fact. From out in the bushes where we were trading shots he looked like a giant of man, but when I got to the porch I could see that he was not proportional. Ya know what I mean?” I nodded my head.
 
   “Yes, Ogres are more heavily muscled in the torso than they are in the lower body. Not so much that it makes them ungainly, just enough so that they are extremely strong in their upper body. Don’t think that just because they are strong that they are stupid. They aren’t. They are incredibly skillful fighters and they know the things they want to know. Ogre society is pretty closed even to other Fey. They nominally serve the Court of Dawn, although individual Ogres often take service with the Court of Twilight.” He eyes were wide open and staring. He was having a hard time taking all this in. Not that I blamed him, it was hard for me to grasp sometimes, let alone someone who didn’t believe in the Fey or had never heard of them.
 
   “Court of Dawn? Court of Twilight? What the hell are they?”
 
   “It’s complicated and I am bound by oath not to reveal any of this to a mortal.” He looked disturbed. “Look, I know it sounds crazy. Don’t you think I know how crazy it sounds? If we were back in Houston, I could prove it to you by showing you things that would be acceptable beyond doubt. But I can’t. Don’t be freaked out by that ‘Mortal’ stuff. I think of myself as more mortal than fey. That fact has caused me some small amount of trouble over the years. I can tell you everything you want to know about my dual heritage and the Fey, but first I have to ask you something. For me to tell you these things carries a risk, a risk to both of us. If I break the Compact, which I will explain shortly, I will be risking not just my life but everyone connected to me who could be smeared by me being declared Unclean.”
 
   “I can avoid this if I bring you in to my world, in other words, to make you Fey.” He started to object and then shut his mouth. I guess he figured that I was either bullshit crazy or I was serious. 
 
   “Of course, I can’t actually make you a Fey by birthright. But I can make you sort of an honorary Fey, I can call you to service and swear you in as a member of my band. It doesn’t happen much anymore, but I am told that long ago when the Fey walked here and ruled in some places that it wasn’t an uncommon honor for a few select Mortals to be sworn so.”
 
   “You’re serious?” 
 
   “Yes. Again.  I am deadly serious, as serious as those Fey who tried to kill us. This will go a lot faster if you believe that I am not having a joke on you and that I am telling you the truth as far as I know it.” He nodded.
 
   “First before I can take your oath, I have to explain the Compact to you. It is important that you understand exactly what oath you are taking and what you will be swearing by. This isn’t like swearing to tell the truth in court on a bible. You break this oath and very bad things can happen.”
 
   “The Compact is an agreement between the Court of Twilight and the Court of Dawn, both of which make up the Bright Kingdom. In some ways, it is the ultimate peace treaty. Both Courts had spent centuries fighting each other, exhausting the noble houses both of blood and vitality. In addition, the world of Mortals was changing. There was little room for the Fey in the world that they had once used as a playground. Religions and faiths friendly to them had fallen and hostile ones had arisen. The Catholic faith was the most aggressive in despoiling the places where they could live and cross from their realm to ours. They made it very difficult for the Fey to live here.”
 
   “I certainly don’t blame the church, the Fey can be a bunch of bastards and they use people up with little thought. Most of them treat mortals as playthings and it doesn’t matter if they get used up since they live so short a time compared to the Fey. The Church was willing to sign the compact if it would rid the world of the Fey and technically, it does. No Fey may live here, they may only pass through to another place. Further, the Fey could no longer take mortals against their will or kill them for sport. Basically, it forbid the Fey to do much of anything here except pass through.”
 
   “Of course there are exceptions and loopholes and you can be sure that both courts work them to their own advantage. Half breeds like myself can choose where they want to live. That’s why I’m here.”
 
   “You mean the Catholic church knows about you...guys?”
 
   “They used to. I’m not sure if they really believe it or not anymore. They may not even remember. The Compact was signed with the church in 575 AD. That was a long time ago. But it doesn’t matter, as long as the church doesn’t break the Compact, it will stay in force.
 
   “The most basic thing about the Compact is that all those who signed it are bound by it. In Faerie magic, names are important. The signatories of the original Compact and their descendents lend power to ceremonies that invoke the Compact. If you violate the Compact, then you are not protected by it any longer. Worse, all who are covered by the Compact are required to capture you and turn you over to the judgment of the Court. If you are forsworn and declared Unclean, no one can help you and every hand is raised against you. Most who are declared Unclean don’t survive long. The best you can hope for is permanent exile, the worst is eternal torment.”
 
   “Just for lying? They would kill me for lying.”
 
   “No, not lying. For being forsworn. If you swear by the Compact and break that word then you are in a world of shit. You can be released from a vow, but that is rare. Most of the time, when someone swears the Compact, they become bound up in a web of interlocking vows. For example, if you swear by the Compact to become my man the only way that you could be released would be for me to forgive the vow. The problem is that once you take the vow, you will know a lot about the world of the Fey and I am sworn, like all those who travel to this realm to keep this knowledge secret, I could not release you from your vow without breaking my own. The only way I could do that is if I  was released from my vow, not very likely.”
 
   “How would they know?” He asked. “I mean, if I broke my oath. Do they watch all the time?”
 
   “No. Nothing like that. In fact as long as you never saw any Fey ever again and your transgression was never noted by either court, you might get away with it. But if you run into a Fey, they will know something is not right about you.” He looked puzzled so I explained.
 
   “Look, have you ever seen a guy that you just knew was up to no good? Maybe the way that he checks out the corners and fidgets while the cop car passes by. Or maybe he just seems like a sneak. When you are forsworn and break a vow taken on the Compact and are declared Unclean, another Fey will get that feeling. We all would feel it and while we might not do something about it, we would know that you were not someone we should know. Also it’s always useful to know someone who looks more interesting to cops than you do. Of course if you do something big and public like kill a bunch of mortals, you’ll have the Black Watch or the Twilight Order chasing you. I can’t think of many cases where they fail to catch their prey. Those guys from last night were probably from one or the other.”
 
   “But-“ 
 
   “I can’t tell you anything more without swearing you to the compact. Trust me when I say that there is a lot more going on here than just a possibly forsworn fugitive.” I said pointing to Dalia. “Hell, there’s more to tell you than we have time for. Even just the important stuff will eat up a good part of the day. But first, I have to swear you and I need Dalia for that, if I can wake her. A witness is always a good idea.”
 
   “I don’t know Jake, she’s in a pretty deep sleep and when she wakes up she’ll be in a lot of pain, at least according to the guy Carlos brought in to look at her.” I glanced doubtfully at Dalia and decided that he was probably right. I could always have a reaffirmation ceremony when she came around. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll buy that. So will you do it? Swear by the Compact?”
 
   “What if I don’t take the oath? Haven’t you already told me stuff you shouldn’t?”
 
   I nodded. “Yes. If anyone every found out what I have already told you, it would be serious trouble for me and mostly memory erasure of the relevant facts for you. I would do everything I could to keep that from happening, but ultimately it would be near impossible to prevent.”
 
    I looked at his eyes and knew that he didn’t really want to but his greed to know what was really going on and to explain what he had seen was greater than his reluctance so he nodded slowly.
 
   “Your part is simple, you just answer yes when I nod say no when I shake my head. There is one part where you actually have a reply that is different. When I point at you, you say ‘By breath and bone, the Adversary will never know quarter.’ You got all that?” I could see that he was taking it seriously. His face was a little grim, but determined to see this through.
 
   “I had Dalia lead me through this last night in anticipation of this, so this should be pretty close. Little matters of form can be overlooked as long as we get the main parts right. It’s a little formal, so bear with me.”
 
   “Gather round all spirits of Morning and Twilight and mark this day. Comes to us now a lost son, a new son, a found son who would join us in our dance beneath the cool stars and the warm sun. He would join our path and walk with us to face our wryd. Is this your wish?“ I nodded to Marty. The world around us began to fade at the edges of our sight, very much in the manner of concentration. The power of the Compact was drawing closer.
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Do you come to us free and with allegiance to none but your own course?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “It is well. To serve the Bright Kingdom is a single honor and all who so swear, serve high or low. If you take shelter under the Compact it will protect you and you will protect it and live under its strictures. Whether slight or heavy, this duty cannot be lifted save by death or dismissal. It is not an agreement to take lightly so it is fit and proper that you consider whether you can fully discharge your duties to your lord and to the Court. I ask for the first of three times, is this your wish?”
 
   “It is.” Marty eyes were wide and I was certain that he was being drawn into the spell of the Compact. It would become part of him as it was a part of all the Fey.
 
   “It is well. The lord who brings you forth to so swear is also bound by the Compact as well. He is charged with your keep and custom. As you owe him allegiance and loyalty, so does he owe you honor and justice. He will stand sponsor to you and you will serve in his band. I ask for the second of three times, is this your wish?”
 
   “It is.” I could feel the power gathering between us. Like smoke filling a room I could sense it pooling around us and joining us. As always when I did a craft working, I could feel the regard of great and awesome powers drawing to witness the working. I was sure that Marty felt it to.
 
   “It is well. You have sworn to serve the Court and your Lord and in turn be served by them. There is yet duty beyond the Court and your Lord. The Compact itself calls you. No mere parchment can contain the Compact. Its power lives in the hearts of those bound by it. Each of us carries a small part of it within and we are bound to this oath till the adversary knows nothing but dust and darkness. By swearing on it, you are bound by an oath so sacred that it binds into the dark lands and beyond. If you are forsworn, all will know and every hand will be turned against you, for you will be Unclean. No peace will you know until flesh is rift from bone. Consider well how you will answer this. It is third and three times asking, the final chance to turn away from this. Once so sworn there is no release except in the land beyond. So I ask for the third of three times, Is this your wish?” 
 
   The air hung thick with portent, like the moment before the storm breaks and you can feel the water in the air and the hint of ozone that will call down the lightning. When Marty said “It is.”, the storm broke. Marty and I were caught up in the power of the oath and those who watched pronounced it well said. I could feel tendrils of the Compact insinuating themselves between Marty and me. The oath settled on Marty and I could feel his regard and respect for me and in turn he knew my heart. He was a member of my band and my sworn man. True, my band only contained one member, but he was a damn good man and I would rather have one good man behind me than a whole troop of half hearted warriors.
 
   “It is well. Welcome Marty Obromowitz to the Bright Kingdom and the Court of Dawn and the Band of Jake Underwood, scion of Lord Stavros Melliscant, Master of Kareen’s Blight. All present bid you welcome.” There was no one there but me, but I did welcome Marty and again it made me realize how alone I had been these past few years.
 
    “Son of Adam, I bid you answer one final question. Answer truthfully for you are beneath the regard of the Compact and all would know your heart. The Adversary may fair in aspect and in dealing. Many have fallen to his trick some ways. Will you stand strong? Will you deny him and oppose him in all things?” I pointed at Marty.
 
   He shook his head violently “By breath and bone, the Adversary will never know quarter. I shall show him nothing but my spite and every cut shall be as deep as may be” Marty looked surprised at his words and I was a little as well.
 
   “So be it. We shall continue to oppose the Adversary and all his minions.” I paused for a moment and let it fill the space between us. “I, Jake Underwood, scion of Lord Stavros Melliscant, Master of Kareen’s Blight, do declare that this working is true and clear, let all respect and honor it as a true will of the heart. Let those bound by it keep their word and live cleanly in the sight of the Compact. So mote it be!” I finished with a flourish and felt the attention of mighty powers drift and wane and the world become more real than it had been during the ceremony. As usual after a working I felt tired. This combined with my aching head made me feel unsteady and I was glad that I had nothing more complicate to do than stand.
 
   Marty shook his head as if doing so would remove the feeling of heaviness that remained. He took off his glasses and pinched his nose, his mouth curved into a big dopey grin. “Damn. That was really something. I see what you mean by feeling it. I can feel it in my chest and my head. It’s weird, kind of like a throbbing that watches me through my eyes. I can feel you and Dalia. I can tell you’re all right. I mean you’re not forsworn by the Compact. Everything is so sharp and clear, I’d swear I can see every leaf on the trees. Is it always going to be like that?”
 
   “No. It will fade with Dalia and me to a degree. Since you are my sworn man, you’ll always have some connection to me, but with others you’ll be able to tell that they are Fey but little else, unless they are forsworn under the Compact and Unclean. Right now, you are filled with the power of the Compact. It will fade, but never completely leave you.” He continued to smile and I wondered how long that would last once I really started filling him in on the world that he had entered. I hadn’t lied to him, I just hadn’t shown him its ugly side. Getting to the attractive part might take a while. Unfortunately, I couldn’t let him find out on his own. I needed his help now.
 
   “Let’s get back on the road. We need to get to a place where we can crossover to The Bright Kingdom. I’ll explain while we drive.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   So I told him everything. I held back nothing and emptied the bag for him. After all, he had just paid full price for admission and deserved the full show. When I finished he stared out at the passing trees for a minute and sighed. He looked at me, opened his mouth and then closed it. He sat for a few more minutes digesting and considering the crap storm he had dealt himself into out of friendship for me. Fixing me with a quick glance, he spoke.
 
   “So let me make sure I understand this. Not counting the dead PI and his secretary, there’s also a dead bartender who was beheaded by a hit squad, possibly a rouge hit squad from the Black Watch. In addition, The Twilight Order is probably looking for Dalia, because they think she’s some kind of agent for this Count Trellisor guy and broke her probation. As a cherry on top, there’s a Sheriff’s man, Aron Crosswich, who is looking to peg this on you and an Sergeant Angel Bermuda  who’s doing his own investigation, which you have been obstructing, so he’s probably looking for you as well, especially since you never called him like you said you would.”
 
   “Yes. That’s quite succinct.” I nodded almost jauntily.
 
   “There’s more. Not only do you have all these guys looking for you, you also have this Jeryn Callisandra who has lied to you and is probably dirty trying to use you against Dalia. But the worst thing is that you basically have to put yourself in their hands day after tomorrow, at this meshugana Naming Day ceremony. But the worst of all you don’t have any good idea what’s going on. Does that about cover it?” He seemed a little exasperated and I didn’t really blame him. I certainly was handing him a shitburger sandwich. 
 
   “Yep. That’s about a concise a summation as one could hope for.”
 
   “Well don’t sound so pleased with yourself. I haven’t seen a mess this complicated since somebody tried to explain The Big Sleep to me.” He looked back towards Dalia, who was stirring from her sleep again. It took a few minutes for her to focus and realize where we were. When she did, her hands flew to ears, trying to cover them. I was driving so I couldn’t spare her too much attention but I did what I could.
 
   “Dalia, it’s okay. He knows. I swore him to my service. He’s under the Compact. Can’t you feel it?” 
 
   “It is hard to feel much of anything with this shoulder aching so much. I suppose I am lucky to be alive, but if I had been truly lucky I would not have been wounded.” She steadied herself and look hard at Marty. “Yes. If I concentrate I can feel a twinge of recognition. He is under the Compact. Hail and well met Martin, son of Obromowitz man of Jake Underwood. Let me be the first to greet you as a member of the Court.”
 
   Marty actually looked a little embarrassed. “You’ll have to give me a chance to learn all this protocol and stuff. In the United States we tend to down play protocol. Should I call you Lady Dalia or what?”
 
   “Call me Dalia. Technically, we are related by our bond to Jake. Besides, we have been in battle together, so in a way we are brothers in arms.” Marty looked a little confused.
 
   “She means it in the old way, not the Dire Straits album.” 
 
   Marty gave me a sour look. “Funny. I knew what she meant. It’s a little off to have a woman, let alone an Elfish one describe herself as my brother. But I do get it.” Marty lapsed into silence and Dalia looked with wonder at the speeding landscape. 
 
                 “Jake, please excuse me, but I am confused as to exactly where we are and where we are going. The last time I was conscious, we were headed east to a city called New Orleans. We now appear to be headed to the North and the West. What is our destination?”
 
                 “The Court of Dawn is where we’re headed. Ever since Cuthbert Brightwater showed up on my office and announced that I had to appear for my Naming Day Ceremony things have gone straight to hell. I’m convinced that nothing that has happened is coincidence; it’s all part of some larger scheme. I just don’t have all the pieces yet. I think we’ll find them there.” 
 
                 “How are we to get there? I was under the impression that all the crossings would be under surveillance.” Dalia seemed a little confused. I put it down to shock.
 
                 “Well, yes. All the safe crossings will be covered. But the riskier ones won’t be. We are headed for Texarkana in general and the Nassoni temple mound specifically.” I turned off Interstate 20 and onto state highway 59. I figured that we were about 2 and ½ hours from our destination.
 
                 “Nassoni?! We can’t go there. It’s haunted.” Dalia’s eyes were wide and her face was pale.
 
                 Marty chuckled. “I think we can handle a few ghosts.” 
 
                 Dalia turned a hot gaze on Marty and I could tell that she was pissed. “Excuse me Marten Obromowitz, I did not realize that you were such an expert on the world you just entered this morning. I am sure that you know all about the forces of the Adversary and other unclean things that might make such a place a lair. By all means, tell me how you will deal the restless army that prowls the Nassoni mound.” 
 
                 Marty started to respond, but I interceded before this discussion got out of hand. “She’s right about this Marty. It’s not a joking matter. Nassoni is a dangerous place to be, especially at night.”
 
                 “You’re serious about these ghosts? I thought she was joking.” Marty thought for a moment. “Of course you’re serious. What’s ghosts to deal with? Especially after finding out that the Fey are traipsing all over Houston. Maybe you better fill me in on exactly what the story is with this place.” 
 
                 “Dalia can probably tell you the story better than I could.” I signaled to change lanes. “Besides, I need to concentrate on what we are going to do when we get there. It’s been a while since I went through there.” Marty turned to look at Dalia, who was calmer than she had been.
 
                 “I apologize Marten Obromowitz. I sometimes overreact when a more clever response is needful. It was that very trait that has led to my current predicament.  If had kept closer guard on my tongue, I would not have been made a pawn of.” Dalia lowered her gaze waiting for Marty to accept her apology. 
 
                 “If anyone should be sorry it’s me. When I’m uncomfortable or out of my element I use humor to try and force things back into a mold I can deal with. The idea of ghosts, ogres and hit squads makes me very uncomfortable.” He paused and looked back at Dalia. “Please, tell me what I need to know about this Nassoni mound place.”
 
                 “Very well. I will tell you what I know of this cursed place and any details that I miss or gloss over, Jake will be able to fill in with luck.” She opened a bottle of Evian and took a long drag. 
 
                 “The first thing you have to understand Marty is that this place has been a crossing point for centuries. Even after the Compact was signed and my kind quit this world, we still came at invitation. The people of the New World as your folk called it often sought our guidance. Often we would appear as totem animals to them and some spirit quests were actually forays into our world. For this to happen, a spot where our worlds can touch must be found. These places can occur naturally, but often a path can be made with the work of craft users on both sides of the veil. Nassoni is one of these places.”
 
                 “The Indians who lived near the Nassoni mound had lived there for over a thousand years and built a temple mound for their religious services and this mound, like the fairy mounds of the Old World provided us access to this world. The arrival of the Europeans in the 18th century put an end to this. The Caddo were friendly and so were the French explorers and traders who came through the village. Unfortunately, they brought diseases which over the course of a half century killed nearly all of the population. The pitiful remainder fled to swamps.  The expedition that came through the village in 1806 found the village abandoned except for the dead, unburied and rotting”
 
                 “So this place is haunted by Indian spirits?” Marty had been drawn into her tale. “It’s terrible, but what would they care about us?”
 
                 “It’s not just Indian spirits, Marty, there are also the forces of the Adversary involved.” I glanced back at Dalia and said; ” Just give him the short version of the War with the Adversary. It’s too long to go into now.”
 
   “Very well. The Faerie have been involved in an ongoing struggle with the Adversary for centuries. He is the great evil. A force of darkness that shadows all. In your world he has many names and forms. Lucifer is one of them, but he has others. No culture is left untouched by him. In our world, to name a thing is to have power over it, so his true name is unknown to us as is his precise nature. To us, he is simply the Adversary.” She paused and I twirled my fingers in a “go on” motion and she continued.
 
   “One of the reasons for the Compact was to help the two factions of the Bright Kingdom consolidate their enmity against the Adversary. It has, for the most part, worked quite well. The Court of Twilight and the Court of Dawn have been willing to put aside differences whenever the Adversary stirs and he always does. Over the centuries he has made many attempts to end us all. He has a unique advantage. He has no interest in conquest other than that it gives him opportunity to kill as many of us as possible and sicken the land beyond hope of recovery. Even when we win a battle against him we will lose a little. His minions’ blood is poison that stains the lands and kills it beyond death.  ”
 
   “The last pitched battle occurred on the very site we are heading to. It is an ill-omened place in any event just because of all the deaths that occurred there, but a battle between an army of infernal forces and the Bright Kingdom could only make it worse. The energies liberated there, both dark and light, have the effect of lens, intensifying each malefic spirit as well as each lingering ghost. Tragedy on both sides of the veil have made this a terrifying place to go through. The Nassoni Temple mound is avoided by nearly everyone because it is a very dangerous place. Only the criminal and those with nothing to lose would consider it as passage between the veil.”
 
   “I guess it’s a good thing that we fall into both categories at the moment, huh?” Marty had a wickedly large smile. I couldn’t be sure but it looked like Marty was either actually enjoying all the intrigue or he didn’t really take what we were saying seriously, despite what he had been told and had seen. Well, I thought, if he didn’t take it seriously yet, he would soon enough.
 
   “So. What can we actually expect when we get there?” 
 
   “I am not sure. I have never attempted passage through such a place. I am not well traveled and even if I was, I would have come through a better regulated and peaceful passage. Perhaps Jake is best to answer this question.” Dalia nodded her head at me and I considered the last time I had used the Nassoni Temple passage. It had been quite a few years ago and it had been pretty awful. Marty turned to me and his eyes asked the question. 
 
   “I don’t know for sure what it will be like. I think it is different for everyone who uses it. If I tell you what I experienced it may not serve you very well as a guide. I’m afraid that you will either take my story too much to heart and freeze when the moment to cross comes or what you experience will be so different that you will be too much at ease. Both reactions can be fatal.” I paused for a moment and considered what I actually could tell them as I made my way up state highway 59 towards Texarkana. We were already starting to see more buildings and I knew that we only had about an hour or more before we got there.
 
   “Marty, you’ve never crossed the Veil before so you won’t have anything to compare it too. In some ways, that’s a blessing because it means that you won’t have any expectations about what’s to come. Dalia, All I can tell you is that it’s like a regular passage but more so. Just remember that no matter how bad it feels, it will pass.”
 
   “The main problem is going to be actually getting to the passage itself. The mound is surrounded with the psychic remains of a horrific battle and the restless dead of the plague victims. It’s the voices which you must beware of. No matter what they say, you must ignore them. They’re not real. Or least they aren’t real in the way we think of reality. Whatever actually lives there now will pluck at your thoughts and try to make you lose your way. It’s not very far from the edge of the site to the passage as a crow flies but we ain’t flying. It might seem like a long time just to get there, but we have to get there and make the crossing. If you wander off or lose focus, you will have an ‘accident’. It’s the reason that the State of Texas has never allowed many people onto the site and tries to keep its actual location secret.”  Marty started to ask a question but I stopped him.
 
   “No. They don’t know why it’s so dangerous just that people seem to have a very bad time there and that accidents seem out of proportion with the normal park. The WPA group that tried to excavate the mound suffered a collapse that killed 5 workers. They gave up after another worker fell head first into a campfire and burned to death.” Marty was silent, considering what he had gotten into. It was the best thing I could hope for. He was starting to take this seriously.
 
   “Are there any questions?” I asked. Dalia shivered and shook her head no. It was worse for her. She had some idea of what to expect and she was obviously nervous, bordering on terror. I suspect her wound wasn’t helping.
 
   “About a million,” Marty said, “But only a few that really matter. If this passage is so dangerous, why doesn’t someone do something about it? Maybe quarantine it or clean it, like an EPA super site or something.” 
 
   “It would take an enormous amount of effort to clean it, if I understand what I was told after I used it. Besides, it’s not worth it to anybody. It’s geographically remote from human population centers on this side of the Veil and in the wilderness on the other side of the Veil only the foolhardy or the desperate use it. Supposedly a few smugglers have used it from time to time, but it’s just too remote and too dangerous to bother with.”
 
   It was quiet in the Crown Vic and I wondered if I had laid it on a little too thick. It might be worse for them to face the passage though the veil terrified than it would be for them to face it unprepared.
 
   “Look, I know this is frightening, but I did make it through. It was a nasty trip, but not an impossible one, obviously.” I paused and made sure that they were listening. “Just…stick with me if you have problems. I will get you through. It should be a piece of cake. Really nasty, unpleasant cake, but still edible despite the smell. Okay?” 
 
   Dalia looked confused and Marty smiled a seemed to relax a little. Looking back at that ride through north eastern Texas, I wondered what I would have done if I had known exactly how awful it was going to be. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   The rest of the drive to the temple mound was pretty quiet. Marty was tunelessly humming something beneath my hearing and Dalia spent her time looking at Texarkana and the surrounding countryside. I was thinking about what we should do once we crossed over. I don’t have a lot of resources on the other side. I knew a few Fey that I could trust to put us up for a little while, but not many that I wanted risk with a declaration of becoming unclean.  I thought I had a pretty good idea of what was going on, or at least who was doing what, but I wasn’t completely sure what I could do about it. 
 
   I wished that I could call Sergeant Bermuda, but that seemed risky. First, I wasn’t sure exactly what his role in all this was and I wasn’t sure exactly which side he was playing for. Second, if I called him in, I would lose what little control I had of events and I couldn’t risk that until I could see how all this was going to turn out. If I turned all this over to him, I had no guarantee that Dalia would be safe. At some point, over the last few days, it had become very important to me that I protect Dalia and that she be safe. 
 
   I hadn’t realized just how much I missed having family until she had arrived unannounced in my life. She may have been “only” a second cousin, but she was mine and I wasn’t going to lose her. It made me wonder if I had other kin that I didn’t know about. I had avoided my Father’s family like they were direct agents for the Adversary and would never have expected that someone as sweet as Dalia could possible exist in our family. I had to admit, however much it stung, that I might have been a little unfair to those unknown kin. 
 
   Still, it was just as likely that they were like my father. My father, who couldn’t have been bothered to find out if I was even born or what had happened to my mother. My Grandfather told me how, after my birth, she had lain on her bed, in a pool of sweat and blood and called for him. He didn’t come. He never came. All the time that I was a child and trying to come to term with the things I saw and felt, things that none of my pure human friends could see, he was a big, father shaped hole in my life. When I finally, did come to the Court of Dawn, he wouldn’t see me. He told me through messengers that his honor would never let him come to me. Oh, he offered me money, blood money bought with my mother’s life, but I wouldn’t touch it. I never had. I guess I should have been grateful that he never disowned me. He certainly could have had he chosen to do so. But this time he would see me. I would give him no choice. He had connections I needed and I would use him to save Dalia and to bring Kevin’s killers to justice, however much I might have to risk his precious name. 
 
   I spent the remainder of the drive working out exactly what I thought would bring all this to a reasonable conclusion and if I was correct about what was going on, it wouldn’t be easy. Like I’ve said before, when the Court reaches out into the mortal world, it’s nothing but trouble. When both Courts reach out, it becomes a disaster. My only hope was that I could ride the waves to safety and take Dalia and Marty with me.
 
   Marty. Marty was another issue entirely. If I could extract myself from this mess, he would be fine, if not he was probably screwed. The best he could hope for was a mind wipe and nightmares for the rest of his life. The worst was hard to consider, but I did it anyway. 
 
   If I failed, and it was only too likely that things could go that way, Marty could end up in some Fey’s noble service, doing whatever little task he deemed Marty suitable for. It was oath to me that made him vulnerable. As an unsworn human he would have had protection under the Compact. But as a liege man, a different set of rules applied. He could be claimed by any member of my family, even my father. I could wish that it hadn’t come to this, that Marty could been content without knowing so much about what was going on, but with him it was hopeless. He was too good at finding things out and I had owed him the truth for a while. It was a little late now to be worried about it, but I should never have involved him in this mess.
 
   Still, I hadn’t realized at the time how complicated it was all going to become. No, that was a lie. There was a moment, after Kevin had been killed and Marty had broken into my place and ate a sandwich when I should have cut him out. I knew that it could get a lot hairier but I was tired of being alone all the time. When Kevin was murdered, I realized how few people would actually give a shit about my death and it hit me hard. I realized that I wanted it to come to this, that I wanted Marty to know, I wanted someone to share my secret with. I admit, I was ashamed of my weakness. I had endangered my friend because I was lonely. At this point there was nothing to do but play it out and do what I could to keep Marty and Dalia safe. It wouldn’t make up for my carelessness in involving him in the first place, but maybe it would be enough. I certainly hoped so. Marty was looking at me and I stopped woolgathering and brought my focus back to the present.
 
   “Marty, once we get on the path that leads to the passage through the Veil things will start happening pretty quickly, so let just tell you a few things that you should expect.” He nodded and his smile faded and he his intent gaze told me that he was as ready as he was going to be.
 
   “First, we have to ditch whatever iron we might be carrying. It’s considered a mortal insult to be carrying iron on the other side, kinda like some guy strolling down in the fifth ward in a KKK outfit with a rope on his shoulder.” Marty laughed and I was glad to see that he still had that in him. Wish I felt like laughing.
 
   “Second; the guns. We can take them, but they aren’t always reliable so don’t bet your life on them. There are many places that are spelled against them, specifically the accelerant that’s inside the shell casings. If we had more time I would load us up with something right off the R&D boards. Stuff that is so new takes time for the Fey to adapt their spells to protect against new tech.” He nodded.
 
   “I will try and let you know when it’s safe to use them, but there might not be time, so plan accordingly.”
 
   “What about the Black Watch? Won’t they have the same problems?” Dalia had been listening.
 
   “Unfortunately, no, they won’t. Their weapons are spelled as exceptions to most warding spellcraft. It’s heavy magic and illegal for the general population to own such a weapon. So we aren’t likely to find any for our own use. True, there are ways around the warding spellcraft, but not very many. Assume that if the Black Watch shoots, their guns will fire and they will hit. They don’t miss very often. Even if they don’t use guns, they spend decades in unarmed and melee combat. They are deadly with just about any weapon you care to name. If you see them and they don’t see you, keep it that way. You have to be very good or very lucky to put one of them down and I ain’t feeling that lucky. It’s fortunate for us that there aren’t many of them. It would be luckier still if there weren’t some already looking for us.”
 
   “Got it, we’re going into the lion’s den bare as when we were born. I love it when a plan comes together.” He grimaced. “Are there any pluses?”
 
   “Yeah, there are a few. First, I’m a sneaky bastard and so are you. We’re going to be underestimated by most of the Fey we meet and dismissed as less of a threat. Plus, I don’t think anybody will be expecting us to show up at all, despite this Naming Day thing. Only an idiot would stick his head in a noose.” I smiled.
 
   “That’s true. I’m doing it and I can’t believe it myself.” He smiled.
 
   “We also have another advantage. Nobody knows about you. You are my ace in the hole.” Marty nodded and I continued. “Look, if I didn’t think there was fair to equal chance that we could succeed, I would just take us to ground. But with a little highhanded behavior and some luck I think I can get us out of it and more important dump some of this crap on the parties who earned it.”
 
   “Do you think that you will be able to restore my position at the court of Twilight or in my father’s good graces?” Dalia asked, doubt and need filling her voice. “I don’t think that will be as easy as getting you and Marty free. Despite everything, I broke my parole. There is no disguising it or excusing it. Even if I did it for the noblest reasons, it is still a stain on my personal honor.”
 
   “I don’t know Dalia. A lot will depend on how much of what is going is general knowledge. But I’ll tell you this; whatever is going on is pointlessly complicated.” 
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It’s too fancy and too tricky. There are too many things that can go wrong. Whoever is behind this is a little too clever for their own good and that gives us an opportunity to turn the tables.” I finished on what I thought was a hopeful note. Apparently, I succeeded.
 
   “I hope you are correct.” She smiled. “I would redeem myself and the only way that can done is by vindication.”
 
   I had nothing to counter that statement with so I lapsed into silence. It wasn’t too long before the turnoff to the site appeared and I turned the Crown Vic down the dirt road that led to the mound. About a mile in, the was a chain stretched across the road adorned with a sign warning that this is a historical site protected under national and state law forbidding trespassing. It was scratched and rusted in several places and looked exactly as it had the last time I had been through here. I tried not to think about how awful that trip had been and drew strength from the knowledge that despite the trial it had been, I had survived it. I stopped the car, got out and walked to the chain. It was padlocked with what appeared to be a fairly heavy lock. Most padlocks can be busted pretty easily, but this was case hardened steel and it would take a beating before it gave. I pulled my lockpick set out and went to work on it. Padlocks are actually easier than door locks so it only took a minute or so to rake the tumblers into place and turn the lock. I was rewarded a click and the sight of the shackle popping free. Marty had slid across the seat to the drivers spot and I moved so he could drive the car past the chain which I secured by restoring the lock, another advantage in not beating it to bits. I got back in the car and motioned for Marty to continue up the road.
 
   About two miles from the Farm to market road that we had left and into a lightly wooded area stood the remains of the Nasoni village. I had Marty throw the Crown Vic into park and I opened the door and let the scent of the place fill my nostrils.
 
    ‘Stood’ may be too powerful a word. There really wasn’t anything standing but the temple mound itself, at least not to mortal eyes. In the periphery of my vision I could see huts and spectral inhabitants moving about. The unburied bodies of the plague dead were scattered among the ghostly structures and a faint miasma of putrefaction swirled about the dead village.  There was something else there as well. The taint of the Adversary was strong. It was nearly dusk and I wished that I could have made better time in getting here. The place was a horror show during the day, but it was worse at night. Still, we had about a half hour of light left.
 
   I unfocused my vision and allowed the images to fill me eyes. Overlaid on top of the suffering of the Caddo Indians who had lived and died here centuries ago was a mighty battle between the forces of the Bright Kingdom and the Adversary. The blackened armor of the vanguard was spattered with the gore of the unfathomable creatures that the Adversary had set loose. Abominations that owed as much to centipedes as they did apes, grappled in terrible conflict with the nobles of the court. It hadn’t gotten any better since the last time I was here. 
 
   I shook my head to clear my vision and the sparsely wooded field returned there was a clear line were a healthy pine forest ended and the village proper started. Past this point, even the trees that grew were subtly twisted and unhealthy looking. Bark had sloughed from the trees and the trunks seemed alive with insects that I couldn’t identify without getting a lot closer than I wanted to. The mound was about three hundred yards away, as inviting as an opened grave.
 
   I motioned for Marty and Dalia to get out of the car. It was clear that they were affected by this place. Marty seemed uneasy, but Dalia was clearly the more sensitive of the two to this place. Marty just shivered a little, as if the air had grown chilled. I actually heard a whimper form Dalia. Being mortal does have advantages and this was one of them. All Marty knew was that he was uncomfortable; Dalia was dealing with the full physic backlash. She was seeing what I had seen, but probably more solid than I had. 
 
   There was a palpable sense of ‘wrongness’ about the place was already strong and it would grow much stronger. The air seemed to hang about, cloying and choking as we started through the scrub towards the mound. Thorny brambles caught at our feet and tore our clothes as we worked our way through the ancient dying ground and battlefield. It was then that the voices started.
 
   At first it was like a low murmur. The kind of sound that you hear in a packed theater after everyone has settled in for the movie, but before they start showing the trailers. It started getting louder and we could hear the individual cries of the dying as they clawed and tore at our ears. It whipsawed back and forth around us, like a raging beast, growing louder. I don’t know what the others heard but I heard Kevin asking why I killed him and the stern voice of my grandfather  asking how I could turn to my Fey blood after all he had done to protect me from it. I could hear Allison’s burbling moan of terror and pain as she died in my arms, her life’s blood spilling from her wounds and soaking my clothes. All those I had failed called to me to save them, knowing that I had already failed them.
 
   It was worse than the last time I came here. The assaulting voices of horror and recrimination beat on us like waves and while we stumbled, we continued on toward the mound and the tunnel that would lead to Veil. By the time we broke through to the clearing at the bottom of the mound we were drenched in sweat and exhausted. Dalia had tears streaming down her cheeks and thin trickles of blood flowed from her hands where her nails had dug furrows into her palms. Marty was grim and his face paler as we stumbled into an oasis of silence that gather at the base of the temple mound.
 
   “They killed him.” That was all she said for a moment, then a sob that sounded like animal’s moan filled the air. “They killed him.” She kept repeating over and over as she collapsed to the ground. Marty and I both hurried to her side.
 
   “Who? Who’s killed who? What-” Our voices over lapping each other and our questions confusing the issue. Dalia looked up, her face racked with pain and eyes glazed with tears.
 
   “My Father! He is dead, they killed him because I ran…in my place…It is my fault. He called to me, asked my why? Why had I betrayed him. He is dead.” She buried her face in hands and I caught her up in a hug and held her tight to me.
 
   “Listen to me Dalia, it isn’t real. Nothing you heard out there is real. It’s all distorted memories or our fears thrown back at us. It hasn’t happened and it won’t. Your father might be in trouble, but he’s not been executed, not for this anyway. He’s too powerful a noble for that. Even if he was charged, there is no way that a trial could have been held and sentenced carried out. Think! It can take months for the Court to move against a noble of his rank.”
 
   “Maybe it wasn’t the Court. Maybe it was someone else, like Count Trellsor!” She wanted to believe me but she couldn’t.
 
   “Your father is a noble of the fourth circle. That makes him a pretty important individual. It would take a powerful force to get through his personal security and his magical defenses. He’s not dead.”
 
   I would like to think that if I hadn’t been occupied with Dalia, I would have heard them sneaking up but the truth is that they caught me flatfooted and wiped from our crossing of the area around the temple mound. They were waiting for us and we walked right where we they wanted us.
 
   “Yes. Listen to Mr. Underwood, my dear Dalia. Your father is very much alive and well at the court. Of course, you have broken his heart with your faithlessness, but what can you expect of someone conceived of a bitch whelp from the Court of Dawn.” Jeryn Callisandra stood there, flashing his overly toothy smile. Around him stood an array of black leather clad figures, bristling with weapons and attitude. The Black Watch had caught up with us at last.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    
 
   “Yes, do listen to Mr Underwood.” I can’t think of single time that I saw a more self satisfied, smug look on anyone’s face. He was positively beaming and while that was disturbing in itself, the fact that behind him stood the team that had attacked the house was downright terrifying.  “I think that it might be a good idea for everyone to drop whatever weapons they might be carrying. Oh yes, I do. Some of my companions are quite upset with you and would like nothing better than an excuse to search you, rather forcefully I imagine.” The Ogre grunted and I noticed that he was still wearing the armor I had shot up less than 24 hours ago. Damn, those bastards are tough. 
 
   “Do what he says Marty.” Marty nodded and dropped the Uzi he was carrying and reached inside his coat and pulled out his 9mm by the hilt and gingerly placed it on the ground. I followed suit and dropped the three guns I had been carrying on the ground, but I kept the knife that was strapped to my wrist. 
 
   “Now Dalia, my dear, I want you to very carefully pick up all those nasty weapons and bring them to me.” Dalia’s eyes were wide as she gingerly picked up the guns and brought them to the smirking Callisandra. She cowered before him and quickly retreated. “That’s very good my little dupe. Run back to your friends.” Dalia moved back over to Marty and me and stood between us.  
 
   I looked at the three figures standing with Callisandra and I knew that our straits were dire indeed. The ogre I had put nine slugs into was standing as tall as ever, slightly smiling. I could still see the tears in the hardned leather vest that he wore. Ogres were tough bastards, no doubt about it. The only way to put one down was to enough damage to tear him limb from limb. An uzi might do it, if you unloaded 2 or 3 clips into it. A nine would never do it.
 
   The elf I burned removed his helmet and I could easily see the damage I had done. The side of his face was sunken in and twisted into a mass of scar tissue. One of his eyes was fused closed with melted and red suffused flesh. Part of the skin on his cheek was burned away and you could see what was left of his lower jaw showing through the tear in his cheek. I think that the most disturbing aspect was the contrast between the unscarred side of his face and the ruin that my iron cross had caused. The elf stepped forward, and raised a wicked looking blade and moved towards us. He’s gaze was fixed and the menace was palpable as he raised the blade. 
 
   “Now that will be quite enough, Serlish. I know Mr. Underwood has done you a disservice, but there will be no killing, at least not for now.” The elf, Serlish I figured, mumbled something, probably a threat but it was hard to understand what he said. Still, I got the message clear enough. He stepped back, but never quite lowered the blade.
 
   “How’d you find us anyway?” I was genuinely curious. I wouldn’t have thought that this place was common knowledge so I was interested in how he had tracked us.
 
   “Dalia of course. She told us exactly how to find you.” He smiled.
 
   “Lies! I have not spoken with him since I fled the court! Do not believe him, Jake Underwood, I would not betray you!” she looked at me with pleading eyes and it made my heart break. She was so innocent in many ways.
 
   “Don’t worry about it Dalia. He’s just yanking your chain. I know you didn’t tell him anything.” I sized up the smiling Callisandra. “Some kind of tracking spell, maybe something based on blood perhaps?”
 
   His smile increased and he bowed. “Very good Mr. Underwood. Very good indeed. A pity you didn’t think of it sooner. You could have had it removed. That would have made all this much more difficult.”  I cursed myself. I should have considered the option. I could have at least given her the once over to make sure she wasn’t tagged. One of the problems with Magic is that there are so many ways for it to be used that it isn’t always easy to tell exactly what’s being done.
 
   “I’m glad that I could be of service.” I considered our options and they weren’t good. Maybe if I could get him to chatting I could think of something that I or Marty could do to get us out “What the hell is all this about anyway? If you wanted Dalia dead you must have had many opportunities to do so over the years, why all the complications?”
 
   “To be honest, despite her annoying presence through the years, she posed no real threat to me or Lord Klaris. She was only a distraction for Lord Klaris. I did not give her much thought until her star began rising at the Court of Twilight.” His face clouded as he discussed Dalia. He really did hate her.
 
   “Ah. You were afraid that her usefulness would eclipse yours?” I mused.
 
   “Exactly. I have served him loyally for years and he just can’t see how damaging she could be to his image and his power. Worse, he wouldn’t care! He would throw it all away for a slip of girl from the Court of Dawn! His liaison with her mother was bad enough, stupid bitch that she was, but his indulgence of his daughter was just too much. He would deny her nothing! Nothing!” He was almost frothing at the mouth and I realized that he wanted to tell someone, to rant about how unfair it all was. I was just the lucky audience. Joy. 
 
   Beside me Dalia was stunned by what he said. I think that she knew intellectually that he hated her, but to hear it spoken so plainly and with such vehemence took her by surprise.
 
   “I could see her worming her way into his confidence, representing him at various ceremonies and rituals. Nothing big you understand, but each time a little of my utility was being sold away to his whore’s daughter!” Dalia tensed, as if to spring at him, but I held her back. Jeryn might be lost in his hate but the strike team with him wasn’t and Serlish was just waiting for a chance to kill someone, Me first, but Dalia shortly thereafter.
 
   “Okay. I can see why you might hate her. But why bring me into it? It just seems like a needless flourish and risky besides.”
 
   “Obviously it wasn’t too risky, because here we both stand, with all my goals in sight.” I acknowledged the touche and he went on. “I knew of her family at the Court of Dawn, including her uncles’ dalliance with a mortal, in other words you. I also knew of the disputes that you have had with the court over the years and the delicious irony of having a member of her own family rape and kill her would punish them quite nicely. Lord Klaris is already unhappy with her treatment by your family and this could easily lead to a blood feud. There will be plenty of opportunity for a competent man to move up at court.”
 
   “So this was all a plot to rid yourself of a unwanted rival and blame it on her mother’s family, my family?” I was a little confused but not that surprised. Like many of the things that the Fey did it was hopelessly intricate and filled with garnishes that added nothing but trouble to the execution of the plot.
 
   “The plan was simple. I, the devoted servant, would discover everything, too late to stop the tragic event, but in time to punish the guilty. Quite neat, isn’t it?”
 
   “Not really. If all you wanted was to involve me with Dalia to provide a suitable victim for Dalia’s father to blame, why did you involve Count Trellisor and why did you have Kevin killed?” 
 
   For the first time, I saw Jeryn Callisandra looked confused. He looked at his hit squad and then back at me. “Who’s Kevin?”
 
   “Kevin Unglunblasch, the goblin bartender at the Silver Tree. I saw members of the Black Watch, an elf, Ogre, dwarf and one other take his head. Sound Familiar? That almost describes your buddies perfectly with you filling in as the unknown fourth.” 
 
   Something was wrong. Jeryn was looking at his hit squad and they were looking back at him. I suppose it’s possible that he could be a better actor than I gave him credit for, but I would swear that he was as dumbfounded as I was to see him guarding the Nasoni Temple mound.
 
                 “You don’t know what I’m talking about do you? Now that is interesting, isn’t it? There are players you don’t know about, aren’t there?” I was smiling. Confusion to my enemies!
 
                 “Be quiet, you annoying man!” Callisandra called over the dwarf and they walked away from where we were standing. I strained to hear what they were talking about but I couldn’t catch much. The dwarf and Callisandra were conversing in low tones occasionally punctuated by gestures that indicated that there was more going on than I was hearing. 
 
   As much as I would like to have taken advantage of this confusion, the Ogre was watching us carefully and Serlish was practically begging for an excuse to pay attention to us and me in particular. I declined to be entertained by him. The ogre walked over to me and poked me in the chest with a finger the size of a baby’s arm.
 
                 “You shouldn’t have shot me. I hate getting shot. It’s very annoying and it can take days to work the slugs out, you bastard.” The ogre was calm as he made his point using his arm to hit the same points on my chest that my nine millimeter had on him. He smiled a huge smile punctuated by his tasks and stepped back. I was hoping that he was done, but he had more to say.
 
                 “I was hoping that I would get you, but Serlisch has a better claim than me. I get the other mortal, though. He looks like he could be tasty. At least he will be once I get through tenderizing him. Humans can be a little tough. “ He smiled again, showing that there were no hard feelings and laid his hand on a knife that looked like it might have served as a short sword for a just about anyone else.
 
   “I hope I give you gas, you bastard!” Marty always did have a way with words. He was pissed. I was a little surprised by how easily Marty could stand there and insult an Ogre that was almost twice his size. Marty was obviously handling his introduction to the world of the Fey better than I would have. But more importantly, Marty suffered from that lamentable trait that many shorter people suffer from, an intractable desire to get in the faces of anyone taller than they were, if only to prove that they weren’t intimidated. You don’t get much more intimidating than an Ogre and Marty was having none of it. He moved forward with speed I should have been surprised at but wasn’t.
 
   I might not have been surprised but the Ogre was. Now, Marty in no way, had the mass to shove the Ogre aside, but he certainly was more than willing to give it a shot. I don’t think that Marty could have taken him, despite his pugnacity. I would never find out, because at that moment the Ogre’s head exploded into a cloud of blood, bone and brain.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty Two
 
    
 
   I was stunned for a moment, but that was a reaction I shared with nearly everyone around me. Then, as if a switch had been flipped, things started happening almost at once.
 
   Jeryn Callisandra and the dwarf reacted quickly and dropped to the ground and tried to find cover. Splinters of stone flew up as fire from the woods beyond began to rake the rock that they had hidden behind. They began to return to fire to the woods and glanced over to us as if they couldn’t decide where to shoot first.
 
   The Ogre’s headless corpse stumbled backward, as if Marty’s shove had not only knocked him back but taken his head off as well. I didn’t want to think of the caliber of weapon that could decapitate an Ogre and I certainly hoped that it wasn’t aimed at me. I wasn’t taking any chances, I pulled Dalia down as gunfire erupted towards Serlisch. 
 
   He moved with all the grace that I had always seen in full blood Fey. Like flowing quicksilver he found a hollow in the ground to conceal himself as the staccato crackle of gunfire peppered his position. He was pinned down there. I could see him cast glances back at us, hoping that he would get the chance he needed to take revenge on the man who had ruined his face. 
 
   I found myself on the ground, crawling for cover. Unfortunately, we were unarmed and that is a terrible thing to be in the middle of a gunfight. It appeared that the fire that was mainly a suppressing fire to keep anyone from moving. Correction, it was keeping Jeryn Callisandra and his crew from moving. Whoever the group in the woods was, they weren’t shooting at us, just Jeryn. They had taken out the Ogre first and in that I found myself in complete agreement. I’m not saying the rest of his crew wasn’t dangerous, but an Ogre is a nasty piece of work and taking him out would have been my first choice as well.
 
   I was wondering who exactly was out there when fire irrupted from the top of the mound and the low ruins that perched there. I couldn’t see anyone up there but there had to be. I could see the spurts of flame that shot out of the automatic weapons and streaked towards the woods. It looked like someone else had taken up a hand.
 
   Marty crawled over to me and grinned. “I thought you said this place wasn’t used! It’s busier than Grand Central station at rush hour, for god’s sake!” Whoever was up on the mound was ignoring us for the moment and was trading fire with whoever was in the woods. I was hearing short controlled bursts from both sides and that told me that whoever these jokers were, they knew what they were doing.
 
   Meanwhile, Jeryn Callisandra troupe of bastards were pinned just as we were. I had tried a move forward to where our guns lay, but a burst from up top the mound put an end to that. If I stayed where I was, fire from the top of the mound couldn’t hit us, but The guns were fair enough out in the open that an attempt to grab them was likely to be fatal. Stalemate. It wasn’t dark yet but it would be soon. My guess was that as soon as it got actually dark enough someone would make their move. The guys in the woods could make their rush and the troops on the mound could move down and do whatever the hell it is that they wanted. Hell, by then maybe Serlisch would get his chance to put the chop on me. I decided that by the time the sun set I needed have a better plan than cowering at the base of the hill hoping that everybody out there would kill each other for me.
 
   I pulled Dalia around to where I could see her face in the gathering twilight. She was scared and obviously had good reason to be. It was reassuring that despite her fear she wasn’t shutting down. She could still function, that was what I needed.
 
   “Dalia, listen to me. We’ve got to get the hell out of here and I’ll need your help to make it happen” A short burst from the gloomy woods directed towards Serlisch thudded into the soft earth of the mound behind me showering us with dirt. If we stayed we might get killed as easily by accident as on purpose. We wouldn’t be any less dead if it was intentional or not.
 
   “How? If we move we are likely to be killed by one side or the other. I do not think we can make it back to the car under fire and with all those voices calling out to us.” I could see that she was actually more afraid of the whispers than she was the bullets and I couldn’t really blame her for that.
 
   “You’re right. We can’t make it back to the car. But at the same time , we can’t stay here. It’s only a matter of time until someone gets lucky and actually manages to shoot us. It looks to me that everyone is basically ignoring us here at the base of the mound but that situation is time limited. When it gets dark they will be able to make a move. We need to be gone by then.” Marty was more exposed, although he was shielded by the Ogre’s body. I couldn’t see him too easily, but I knew he could see me, so I waved him over and was rewarded by seeing movement towards us. Stray shots from above pocked the ground around him as he worked his way toward the mound.”
 
   “Again, How?” Dalia was exasperated and it showed.
 
   “We can’t make the woods, which if I am reading the situation correctly, is full of people who are not shooting at us but at whoever is on the top of the mound and Jeryn’s bunch. We don’t know that for sure, but it doesn’t matter anyway. Our basic problem still hasn’t changed. We have to get to the Bright Kingdom and now is just as good a time as any to go. We’re right against the mound. If we open a gate through the Veil, it will be right behind us and we should be able to slip through.”
 
   I saw her work though my words and as realization hit her I saw an actual smile cross her face. The idea of leaving everyone fighting over nothing appealed to her. It certainly appealed to me.
 
   “Here’s what we’ll do. As soon as Marty gets over here, we’ll brief him on what we are going to do. The thing will really come down to timing. We need this happen when all our friends make their move, at nightfall.”
 
   Marty had managed to get close to us. There was only a small distance to clear and I could see that he was carrying something and that it was making it harder for him to move. He made a dash across the open space as a gun from the top of the mound spat at him, throwing little clods of dirt into the air. When he plopped down next to me he grinned.
 
   “How could you throw a party like this and not have any party favors? Luckily for you our Ogre friend brought plenty for all of us.” He started handing out a some small daggers, well, small for an ogre is pretty man sized for us. It wasn’t much, but it felt better to be armed, even if it was only a dagger.
 
   “What else did you get?” I could see Marty had a bundle under his arm.
 
   “Nothing. He had a purse attached to his belt but I couldn’t get it free. This isn’t the best time to be looting bodies.
 
   “Agreed.” I filled him in on my plan and he nodded. It would be tight. As the last rays of the dying sun filtered through the trees, the gunfire had nearly stopped. Occasionally, a shot would be snapped off at a supposed target. It looked to me as if everyone had decided it was a waiting game. It wouldn’t be a long wait, ten minutes at the most.
 
   “Be nice if we could get the guns, or least some of them.” He point to towards the weapons that Dalia had dropped at the spot where Jeryn Callisandra had been standing. I agreed with him but couldn’t see a good way to get them.
 
   “How about when she opens the gate? I’ll grab ‘em and make a beeline for the gate. I feel better if the only people who don’t have guns at this gunfight were better armed.” His eyes searched mine and I nodded. It was risky, but getting the guns could only help.
 
   “Okay,” I said,  “ But you better let me do this. I’m quicker than you.”
 
   “The hell you say! Doesn’t matter anyway. It has to be me. If you get shot, I’m not going to able to protect Dalia on the other side of the veil. If I get shot, while a tragedy of Homeric proportions, you’ll still be able to function, albeit unarmed. It’s got to be me.” His logic was unassailable as it was uncomfortable. I didn’t like asking my friend to take a risk I couldn’t, but at the same time I couldn’t leave Dalia alone to face whatever waited over there. I knew I could count on Marty to do whatever he could, but He would fail and she would fall. 
 
   I nodded. There really wasn’t any choice. “Okay, but here’s how we’ll do it.” I called Dalia closer so she could hear above the sporadic gunfire. “As soon as it gets dark, I‘ll give Dalia the signal and she’ll open the gate. It should be flashy enough so that everyone out there and up there will be distracted. At that instant, you rush forward and grab what you can. Without stopping, you turn and run as fast as you can for the gate. If you can’t get to the guns, don’t worry about it. We’ll handle whatever comes up. Dalia, as soon as I give the word we all hit the gate. Once Marty and I are through, I want you to smash the gate closed. Don’t let anyone else through and don’t leave any traces that can be followed. Got it?”
 
   She nodded but looked troubled “Will they not just open the gate and follow us?”
 
   “Not right away. They’ll have to settle who has control of the mound. Jeryn and his crew could probably do it, but they won’t get the chance. Because once Marty and you are through, I’m going to use this on the passage between worlds.” I opened my shirt and pulled out the cross of iron that I had fashioned. I could feel where it had ridden next to my skin, leaving a burning rash. I may not suffer burns the way a full blooded Fey would, but it still made me uncomfortable.
 
   Dalia visably recoiled. “That is iron. It is forbidden to carry that through a gate!” I looked at her and smiled. 
 
   “Yeah, it is forbidden. But I’ve got rules of my own and the number one rule is that Mrs. Underwood’s little boy does what it takes to survive, damn all rules!”  She slowly nodded.
 
   “How does that help us? I thought you said we couldn’t take any iron through?” Marty seemed a little puzzled by my about face. 
 
   “I said we shouldn’t and we’re not supposed to. But actually, I won’t be taking it through, or at least not all the way through.” I turned and saw that the sun had almost set and long shadows covered the sparse scrub between the forest and the mound. It wouldn’t be long now.
 
   “I don’t get it.” Marty had a confused look on his face, a look that I seldom saw there.
 
   “By dropping an object of iron during the passage through the Veil he will ground the Veil, disrupting it, possibly tearing it.”
 
   “That sounds ‘Bad’.”
              “It is indeed “Bad” Marty. The iron will twist any rituals used near it and a gate will not form. No one will be able to follow. It’s not something a full blooded Fey could try, for obvious reasons. That is the most likely event. But there is another possibility, it could tear the Veil and in this spot that could be worse than anything that might happen to us on either side of the Veil. If the Veil were to tear, the forces of the Adversary could come through. They are drawn to this place and if a tear does not draw them quickly, it will draw them surely.” She paused “Even if a tear does not occur, the Veil will be chaotic and unstable. It would take many months to cleanse the area and settle it enough for a gate to be opened safely. “
 
   “We’ll either be safe of dead by then. We can deal with the consequences later, first we have to survive.” It was almost dark and I knew that it would only be a few moments before someone made a move. I decided to steal a march on them. I signaled Marty and Dalia to begin. I interspersed my body between Dalia and whoever might be looking, hoping to hide what she was doing.
 
   Either someone out there saw what was going on or they decided to move on their own. Just as Marty erupted into action I heard movement from above. It was near dark, but the Fey have excellent night vision. Dalia pressed her hands against the mound and began to chant in a very low tone. I couldn’t hear her words, but I knew what they were. She was opening the gate.
 
   A low rumble coursed through the hill and the ground beneath her hand began to ripple like waves on a still pond. The sickly looking sod parted, a drape of grass and dirt, revealing a milky glow. The white light came out of gash in the mound that was about 5 foot high and 3 foot high. The light was a beacon to anyone who was watching, but there was nothing to be done for that. We had to open the gate. I only hoped that it would distract attention away from Marty. The rumbling stopped and I could hear a low humming sound that I always associated with a temporary gate. Dalia turned to me and nodded and I noticed that her face was flush and beads of perspiration dotted her brow. 
 
   “Go on! Get to the other side and keep the gate open!” I shouted. She looked confused, unsure what to do. She didn’t want to leave us behind. “Go! I have to be the last through. I’ll bring Marty and as soon as we’re through, close the gate!” She didn’t look happy, but she went.
 
   At my signal, Marty had leapt into the darkness and I could barely make out his movement in the darkness. There was fire from above and I could see the muzzle flashes as slugs tore into the ground about two feet in front me. I suspected that was just about as far as they could suppress their fire from the top of the hill. There was answering fire from the woods, directed at Jeryn Callisandra and his crew as well as the interlopers on the top of the hill. 
 
   Marty had reached the spot where Dalia had dropped the guns. I could see his silhouette as he searched in the deepening darkness. If he had been Fey, he probably would have seen them. Even as a human he would have found them if he had been given a little more time. But time was the one thing that he had run out of.
 
   I wasn’t positive where the bullet came from that hit Marty in the back. I think it was from the top of the hill but it could just as easily been a stray from the woods. I had, by this time, worked out that the guys in the woods didn’t want to shoot me or any body with me. They’d had plenty of chances to do that in better light. Most of their fire had been directed at Jeryn Callisandra and whoever was on top the hill. Those guys had kept the troops in the woods from crossing the cursed open ground around the mound, None of that mattered to Marty who jerked and spun with the impact of the bullet.
 
   I heard him grunt as he dropped to his knees and fell over. He looked confused, but not surprised as if he had always known it would come to this. I said nothing as I rushed into the darkness only to see the ground in front of my jump with the impact of bullets from above. Marty raised himself up on his elbows.
 
   “Jake! I can’t make it. I’m bleeding like I got gallons of this stuff running through me. You best get to steppin’.” He sound calm, but his voice wavered a little bit. I could tell that he was struggling to stay awake.
 
   “There’s no way I am leaving you. You are my sworn man and my friend. I ain’t leaving so forget it.” I cursed whatever candy ass god or gods let me lead my friend out here to get shot.
 
   “You can’t do anything for me but you can still help her, if you go now.” He coughed a little and spat blood. That wasn’t good. It probably meant he had internal bleeding. I hesitated. What he said made sense. The problem was that I wasn’t in the mood for sense. I wanted something that defied both logic and sense. I wanted a miracle.
 
   “Go on! Now! I can see the muzzle flashes from the top of the mound. They’re working their way down. They’ll be here soon!”  I still couldn’t move, my mind racing through what actions I could take, discarding the suicidal and the insane, trying to settle for the ridiculous. I was paralyzed between my fear for Dalia and my friendship for Marty. 
 
   “Damn it, don’t waste this! Go! You got to be alive to make the motherfuckers pay! Go, now!” He was shouting and I could hear the sounds of booted feet thudding into the earth above as whoever was on the top of the hill realized what was going on. I could also see people moving around in the scrub and I knew it was only few moments before someone was in a position to take shot at me.
 
   “Goodbye Marty. I’ll see you on the other side someday.” 
 
   “But not today Jake, not today.” Marty relaxed and sank back to the ground and all I could see was a still shape in the darkness.
 
   I clenched my fist tightly and pounded the mound with the unfairness of this. I turned to the tunnel of light and crouched. It was a little too short for me to enter running. 
 
   Inside the gate was the veil, thick and waiting. I pushed into it and felt it part before me. It was like a rushing sensation in my ears. Passage though the veil is timeless. It’s forever in an instant. I reached in my coat pocket and pulled the iron cross that I had made out and flipped it behind me. Immediately, I could feel the Veil twisting and straining. My vision was distorting and I could feel the currents around me whirl as an immense amount of energy began to build behind. I hurried through the bright light that was now tinged with whirls of red and black. I stumbled through the far side of the Veil and into the sunlight of the Bright Kingdom. I could hear the sounds of static discharge behind me and I turned to look back through the Veil. I could see dark clad figures moving into veil. Inside the Veil there was a monstrous sound. A sound like steel crying and moaning, stressed beyond the breaking point.
 
   Dalia was here, her face streaked with grime and sweat, her hands pressed against the low green hill that was the exit on this side. She looked at me, surprised to see me. I suspect she thought Marty would be coming through first.
 
   “Shut It! Shut the damned gate down now! I knew that I was shouting, even though the words sounded like whispers to me. I could see Dalia’s lips moving and I could tell she was asking about Marty.
 
   “He didn’t make it. You’ve got to shut it now!” I screamed.
 
   She pulled her hands from the hillside and the portal began to collapse immediately. I realized that she had been keeping the gate open through sheer force of will since I had dropped the iron in the veil. No mean feat, considering that she was wounded and still didn’t have full use of her arm. Once she stopped forcing it to stay open, it snapped shut.
 
   As the gate closed, I could see a brilliant flash of light as the Veil buckled. Incredible energies must have been released because even with the gate shrinking to the size of tennis ball, there was an enormous gout of light and heat that shot forth into the Bright Kingdom. I was thrown from my feet and into the air. I could see the ground rushing to meet me and that was the last thing I remembered.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty Three
 
    
 
   How long I was unconscious I wasn’t sure. Dalia couldn’t tell me because when I came to she was passed out herself. In addition to the stress of the working and the fact that she had an injury that had nearly taken her shoulder off, and I was a little surprised that she had held out as long as she had. I guess that guy who said that the prospect of being hanged concentrated your thoughts nicely had it about right. I knew we never would have made an escape without her but I might have pushed her too hard
 
   I got to my knees and regretted it immediately. My head swam and my vision grayed out and I landed back on my ass, my hands flung out to steady myself. I could see that Dalia wasn’t the only one with injuries. The last few days had been rough on all of us. It occurred to me that perhaps I had added another concussion on top of the one that I had received the night before. As I moved, slowly, I discovered that each movement was a new expedition into a land of aching pain. I had scratches and tears aplenty but every bone seemed to be in the right place, but that didn’t make them hurt any less. In fact, I think maybe the only part of my body that didn’t hurt was my instep. But I wasn’t taking any bets on that.
 
   I finally made my way over to where Dalia lay and began to perform a cursory exam. I couldn’t see any new injuries other than a few new bruises. I checked the shoulder wound. Whoever the doc was who packed her shoulder had known his stuff for all that he was probably unlicensed. It was oozing a little but not too much. I felt her forehead and she wasn’t feverish. That was good. She was probably just exhausted. 
 
   I shook my head and wished that I could let her sleep, but we were out in the open and it felt too exposed. I knew it was unlikely for somebody to wander by and wonder what we were doing way out here in the middle of nowhere, but it just didn’t feel safe. 
 
   It was still day and that meant that I either had lost time or gained it. In general, these things never work out in my favor, but this time I thought that they had. In fact, I suspected that this was the same morning of the day that had just ended on the other side of the veil. Time flows funny in the Bright Kingdom. I was pretty sure that Cuthbert Brightwater had given me his time limit in Mortal time, because that was where we were when he delivered his message. Typically, time flows slower over here than it does in the world of man. At least I hoped so.
 
   As I looked around, I notice that the mound we had entered in Texas had its mirror on this side. The warm sunshine broke through the canopy above and dappled the ground below. The mound was thick with small trees and shrubbery; in fact the entire area was overgrown. That was good. It meant that this side of the mound wasn’t visited very much. It was quite likely that we would not be disturbed. So I sat there, in the warm morning sun and cradled Dalia’s head in my lap, trying to decide what to do next.
 
   I couldn’t have been sitting there for more than a few minutes when the sound that came burbling from the woods finally penetrated my daze and I realized that there was a brook or stream nearby. Good news. It meant that I would be able to clean the newest wounds that Dalia and I had acquired. 
 
   This time when I got to my feet it took. I was able to keep my balance and get Dalia on hers. She was barely conscious and didn’t look too steady but we were able to walk, not confidently perhaps, but with purpose toward the woods where I had heard the water. 
 
   Now, I just want to make one thing very clear. Faerie woods aren’t filled with cute nymphs and fauns like some Disney movie. In fact, they can be downright scary at the same time that they are beautiful. The other thing about them is that they are crawling with the fey. Most of these Fey are pretty harmless; little wood spirits really, that guard a tree or a stone or some such thing. If you are familiar with Shinto, you get the idea. Most of the spirits can’t communicate with anybody but each other and nobody really knows what they are saying. It doesn’t really matter, because unless you are dicking around with their stone or tree or pool or whatever the hell it is, they won’t mess with you. However, if you have an evil intent towards some sacred rock or such you will stay in the woods forever. It pays to tread lightly in the woods of the Fey.
 
                  Don’t get me wrong, they are plenty of things in the woods that every Fey with a lick of sense would avoid as assiduously as possible. There just aren’t as many of them as there used to be. Since the Compact got signed most Fey Nobles don’t have any other Fey nobles to kill so they spend their idle time scheming at Court or hunting the Unclean or those creatures who refused to sign the Compact. I would have prayed not to meet any of them if I thought it would help.
 
                 The stream was crystal clear and cool. I let my eyes unfocused and sure enough, there was a guardian spirit. It’s not like the guardian of the spring should have a problem with me, but it pays to be careful. Streams like this are meant to be drunken from and the spirit should know that. They usually only got upset if someone polluted the stream or tried to dam it up. 
 
                 It didn’t take much prompting for Dalia to relapse into unconsciousness so I let her slip to the ground and tried to remember what the proper protocol was for thanking the guardian spirit. I couldn’t remember, exactly, so I just winged it.
 
                 “Thank you kind spirit for allowing me the use of your stream. The water looks cool, sweet and refreshing. Truly, you will have saved my life and the life of my lady and I will always remember this debt.” The Fey love speeches like that. I was pretty sure that the Guardian spirit of the stream was just as amenable to a flowery compliment as any high lord.
 
                 I saw the spirit flit about and dance. I guess it was happy. Hard to tell. But it wasn’t trying to stop me so I cupped my hands in the cool, clear water and raised it to my lips. It was the most delicious drink I have ever had. I tore part of sleeve off and dipped in the spring and set about tending Dalia’s cuts and bruises. I knew that she would probably heal faster than I would by being in the Bright Kingdom. Technically, this was really the Court of Dawn, but this far out no one really cared about such fine points. We were far enough away from the hustle and bustle that this land was probably unclaimed by any noble. I just hoped that I could find some way to get to the court proper quickly enough. But that was a problem for later.
 
                 Dalia began to stir. She had a little water from the stream and she was more alert. She looked at me with those searching eyes. I could tell what they were saying even if her lips had never spoke a word; “What happened to Marty?”
 
                 I looked at her and tried to think of the best way to tell her. I mean, she had to know already, but speaking the words seemed to make it more real. 
 
   “Marty didn’t make it. He…he took a slug to the back, just before he made it to the guns. I think it was from someone on top of the hill, but it could have been a stray shot from the woods. There’s no way to know. But I guess it doesn’t really matter anyway, the only thing that does is that he’s gone.” Tough guys don’t cry, at least not in the time I was raised in, but that doesn’t mean that they don’t want to. I had lost two good friends in less than a week and wasn’t just sad, I was pissed as hell. I added Marty’s name to the list of those needed to be paid for by someone.
 
   Dalia didn’t have my prohibition against tears and let her grief have free rein. I suspected that she cried not just for Marty but for all that she had lost I did my best to comfort her, but my own mourning was too close to the surface and I had to stay frosty if I was to get us someplace safe.
 
   We sat there for an hour, maybe a little more, Dalia and I talking about what to do next. I knew the general direction of the court and was trying to decide the best way to get there when I heard the soft pop of a twig breaking from the edge of the spring’s clearing. There was a Faerie standing there, dressed in well worn leather armor. His boots came up to his knees and for all the wear they exhibited, they were obviously well cared for. He had traditional weaponry for a Fey lord, sword and bow. The bow was slung, but this hand rested on the hilt of the sheathed blade. He stood easy in the wood and it seemed to me that he was part of it, that it flowed around him, yet contained him. I could tell that the snapping twig had merely been his way of announcing his presence to us. His long, gray hair was swept back and tied in woodsman fashion, a long braid, secured with leather ties. He was looking at us, trying to figure who or what we were and if we were a threat to him.
 
   “Well met, travelers.” His voice was a deep baritone and it sounded to me like he had a trace of a human accent. He stood waiting for the correct response. I tried to think of some clever story to tell him but I was just too tired and didn’t really care what he thought.
 
   “Well met, my lord.” I wasn’t actually sure what the proper form was. There wasn’t supposed to be anybody out here so I had no idea what he actually was. For all I knew he could be a shapeshifter. I let my gaze soften and could see that he was probably just another Fey, but there was so much magic here that it kinda blurs together. He laughed.
 
   “No sonny boy, not “My Lord”, not for a long time now. I am Jervlas Stormcrow Gate Warden of the Nassoni Temple Mound for his most majestic muckety-muck,  Lord Belsoumnde, Lord of the Court of Dawn and chief dishwasher in these parts.” He said the words with a smile but his hands never strayed from the sword hilt and it seemed to me that even while he jibed at the Emperor of the Court of Dawn, his words were not really as mocking as they seemed. 
 
   “Gate Warden? I thought that they dismissed all the wardens a few centuries ago?” I seemed to remember that while the Gate Wardens had been a high post of honor when travel between the mortal world and the Court had been more frequent, that had all changed with the signing of the Compact. Precious little came through and most of it used gates closer to the court. Of course, there were always rumors of smuggling but never through such ill-omened gates as this one. Only the desperate or idiotic would try to move goods through here. 
 
   “No, they weren’t dissolved exactly. It was just that when they fell vacant his lordship let ’em sit vacant.” He paused for moment and took in Dalia and myself. I knew we looked bad. Torn clothing, scrapes, bandages and dried blood tend to give one a bad impression or at least a correct impression that I didn’t like people to have.
 
   “Well, you look pretty beat to hell. Why don’t we go back to my cabin and let’s see if we can’t do a little something to amend your fortunes. You can tell me something to put in my logbook that no one ever reads and we’ll see what’s what.” He turned to go and started back into the woods. His hand never left the hilt and I stared after him as he vanished into the thick, green copse. I looked at Dalia and she shrugged. I guess I agreed with her. We didn’t really have much to lose and I certainly wasn’t in any position to challenge him. Besides I suspected that he knew perfectly well how to use that big bow of his.
 
   He popped out of the woods with a quizzical expression on his face. “Well? Are you coming? I suppose we could talk here but I’m getting old and I need my afternoon tea. Besides, my chairs are a lot more comfortable than the ground.” I stood up, my legs decided that they were game for little walk and followed him into the woods.
 
   The trip through the woods was and remains to this day a blurry spot in my memory. I suspect that combination of fatigue, blood loss and grief made it so, but I wouldn’t have put it past Stormcrow to have used a clouding glamour on us. To this day, I don’t think I could find my way back to that little freehold far into the woods. Dalia was equally clueless as to how we ended up where we did, but that didn’t shock me too much because she actually passed out twice. Jervlas always seemed to be handy whenever she got too heavy for me or when I got to feeling lightheaded. 
 
   I like the woods as much as the next guy, but I am city guy. I like my trees planted neatly and benignly. These old growth forests give me the creeps and this was no exception. I was sure that all kinds of nasty little things were lurking in and about these monsters and I was never more relieved to see a bright patch of sunlight ahead, breaking through the ancient canopy of wood and vine above us.
 
   In the sunlight was a small building, possibly a farm, but not dedicated to the cause of agriculture. There seemed to be a small vegetable garden and a smoke hut so I surmised, using my sleuthing skills, that farming was a bit of sideline rather than the main pursuit. Jervlas seemed to know his way around the place so I assumed, rightly as it turned out, that it was his.
 
   He motioned us into the main room of the small cabin and I saw that this was an old place.  It was a combination of stone and wood that seemed to say that all these had been placed before the age of man. The dark, lanky elf guided us to a seat around a wooden table whose top displayed the wear of many years of use. He sat before us stoneware mugs which he begin to fill with some horrid combination of herbs that made me pine for Adriana’s coffee. He paused for a moment perhaps considering exactly what to put in there. He started to withdraw and cease with some brown, withered leaf, but though better of it and dropped it in. Pouring steaming water from a copper pot he made the mugs began to hiss and spit. A noxious cloud of steam filled the air with a less than healthy aroma. I almost expected skull and crossbones to form in the steam like in a Warner Brothers cartoon.
 
   “These are medicinal herbs. They taste like crap but they will restore your energy and get you on your feet. They ain’t a substitute for real rest and healing, but they’ll let you struggle through. ‘Course you’ll hit rock bottom in a few days and feel like pounded shit, but at least you’ll be able to tell me why you’re invading the Court of Dawn.”
 
    Me? I don’t mind but, Lord Belsoumnde might not like it. He’s a might particular about who comes in collapsing gateways and spewing eldritch light all about.” 
 
     
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty Four
 
    
 
   I didn’t know what to say to that, but I will tell you one thing, he was right about the hell’s brew he had in those mugs. One little sip of that stuff and I felt like I had, well, a bolt of lightning shot straight at my private parts.  My vision cleared and became very sharp. My various aches receded and my head stopped throbbing. I felt great. I shook my head as if to clear it of the influence of the herbs. I started choking, as did Dalia.
 
   “You just drink that all down. The initial rush will pass and you’ll need the rest of it to keep you going. You two look pretty hard used.” He smiled a friendly enough smile, if I was to believe it, and finally took picked up his own mug and took a sip. I didn’t want to tell this guy anything and I was trying to think of a good tale to tale this guy when Dalia spoke up. 
 
   “Forgive me my bad manners sir, but as you have observed this has not been the best of days for us and as much as I thank you for this restorative, I have to wonder what your interest in us is?” Her eyes were large above the mug as she stared at him.
 
   He smiled and held a shark like grin and then relented. “Fair enough. As I said,  I am Jervalas Stormcrow, Gate warden of the Nassoni Temple mound, at your service. You can call me Jarvelas if you’ve a mind to.” I got the impression of a bow even though he didn’t move an inch. “My interest is that I ‘m supposed to keep track of comin’s and goin’s from there to here and vice versa. While it’s not strictly illegal to use this gate it’s damned peculiar and…  I ain’t such a fan of damned peculiar. It means trouble and that means paperwork and testimony among the bunch of idiots that make up the third and fourth circles of the Court. You ain’t goin’ to cause any trouble are ya?” He directed the question at me and I sighed.
 
   “Probably. Lately, I can’t seem to get away from it. I won’t intentionally make trouble but it seems to following on my heels pretty closely.”
 
   ‘I knew it the moment I saw that blast of light at the mound, I knew it. I said ‘Jervalas, that there is trouble, no mistaking it, trouble!’” His face got a gloomy cast over it as he considered all the trouble we were likely to cause and how many reports would have to be filed and officials of the court spoken to. He clearly wasn’t a happy fey.
 
   His unhappiness lingered in the air and Dalia stirred uneasily. “Forgive me Lord Stormcrow,” Dalia said, “But your manner of speech is most strange and seems ill met with your aspect as an official of the Bright Kingdom. I mean no disrespect but frankly, it seems very odd to my ears.”
 
                 “Well, that don’t surprise me much.” He sighed, “I always did have a way of putting folk of quality’s nose out of joint.” Dalia started to protest, but he held his hand up to forestall her. “No, it’s all right. It’s true that my speech is a little odd, by court standards. Part of that comes from living in the boonies for so long, but most comes from spending too much time in the Mortal realm.” 
 
                 I was surprised and showed it. I guess I shouldn’t have been. It was clear from his speech that he had spent some time in the mortal world. Apparently, it had rubbed off.
 
                 “Yes, It’s true. I spent many years there over the centuries. I grew to quite like the place, up until World War II. Then it got a little nasty.” He sipped at his mug. “I was part of the Mortal Initiative for a couple hundred years. Some of it was bound to rub off. “  He narrowed his eyes and looked hard at me.
 
                 “Do I know you boy? You look familiar to me.” 
 
                 “We’ve never met to my knowledge. My name is Jake Underwood.” I was surprised to hear myself give my name. I had planned on telling him something innocuous, but out slipped the truth. I realized with a cold chill that I had little choice. Jervalas must have seen the look of surprise on my face.
 
                 “Now never mind about that. It’s just a slight side effect of the restorative that your drinkin’. It won’t make you do anything foolish. It just puts you at ease and makes it easier for you to trust good ol’ Jervalas. It doesn’t last long.” He smiled and I agreed with him. Inside a small part of me was seething, I was angry at him, but even more at me for being so stupid as to trust any Fey I met at the Court of Dawn.   
 
                 ‘Jake Underwood? That don’t ring any bells. Is that your Fey name?” He looked at me intently. “Com’n now! How are you known at court?”
 
                 “I don’t spend much time at court, but when I am there I go by my mortal name.” I tried to stop my traitorous tongue from talking but it had a mind of it’s own. “But you might know of me by my father’s name, Lord Stavros Melliscant, I’m his son.”
 
                 “You’re his son?!? Well, well, we haven’t seen much of you around these parts. Now that you name him, I can see a certain cast about the eyes that reminds me a little of him. Hmm, I seem to recall some bad blood between you.”
 
                 “Yes”, I smiled cheerfully, “I am his bastard son and he despises me. I hate him for abandoning me and my mother.  He has never had a kind word to say about me, I’ve been told.”
 
                 He frowned. “Stavro’s boy. Well, that explains a lot. I think you might be doing your father a disservice, but that ain’t my problem. What are you doin’ comin’ through the Nassoni Temple gate?”
 
                 “My Naming Day Ceremony is tomorrow and I have to be present for it.”  I told him the truth as far as it went, I had to after all. But I realized that I didn’t have to tell him all the truth, just what he asked.
 
                 “Hunh. What about her?” He pointed at Dalia who looked slightly astonished by what was going on.
 
                 “She’s my cousin. She ran into a spot of trouble in the mortal world so I’m helping her out.” Spot of trouble? That was a slight underestimation. It was like considering World War I a bit of a dust up. I could feel the power of the compulsion fading and I knew that I few minutes it would pass. I waited for more probing questions from Jervalas but none came. He sat there, cheerfully humming and rocked back in his chair, his hands behind his head as if he were watching clouds drift by. I started to say something, but he shook his head.  
 
                 “No, just wait a minute or two and the effect will pass. I think this is something I am better off not knowing.”  
 
                 In about ten minutes I felt the truth compulsion fade away. “You bastard.”
 
                 “Now, now. That ain’t no way to be. I got my duties and I’m all by myself out here. I had to know if you were a danger to me.”
 
                 “Why should I be a danger to you? I don’t even know you!”
 
                 “You think I’m out here in the middle of nowhere because I felt like a little vacation in the woods? I’m here for my health.” He paused and considered, his face wrinkling as he gazed at me. Some internal decision reached he continued. “His lordship, Lord Belsoumnde, decided that perhaps, if I wanted to be around for a while, I should get out of court for a spell. It seems that my …blunt ways… may have offended a few of my fellows enough so that they thought it might be a idea to push a lot of sharp, pointed objects directly into my body, so he assigned me here. I just wanted to be sure that you wasn’t any of those humorless fellows.” He smiled.
 
                 “Umm. You look like you can take care of yourself.” I said dubiously. While he had done nothing that could be constituted as threat, he had the sure, deadly moves of a predator. 
 
                 “Maybe so. But there are certain risks to killing members of Lord Belsoumnde’s court willy-nilly. Besides, if his lordship wants me to keep a low profile, who I am to argue?  But enough of my issues. What can I, as a proxy to his lordship, provide for a member of his court?”
 
                 I said nothing. I didn’t trust the guy and I wasn’t sure about exactly his game was. The thing you have to remember about the Fey is that everyone of them is tripled faced and six hearted. The most charming of them could be waiting to slide the blade in. Still, there was something likeable about the man. Maybe I was lulled by his folksy speech or maybe his drugged tea.
 
                 “The thing is, I could have used the compulsion to get a lot more out of you if I had chosen to, but I didn’t. I know as well as you that you were a bit dodgy in the answers you gave me, mind you, I don’t blame you for that. I woulda done the same meself in your position. But I can be more helpful if you’ll tell me a little about what your’ doing here.” He casually reached behind him and put a jug of apple cider on the table and produced clean mugs to go with it. He poured and waited for use to drink and wash the taste of the restorative out of our mouths.
 
                 I realized that he was probably right. I didn’t know much about what was happening in the Bright Kingdom or either court. Kevin had been killed before he could have told me anything. I just didn’t know who to trust and what games were being played at court. Such ignorance could get me or worse Dalia killed. So I decided to tell him the least dangerous part of my story.
 
                 “Basically, my whole world turned to shit about a week ago and hasn’t gotten remarkably better. I’ve lost two friends in the past week and all because they were trying to help me out. I discovered a cousin that I didn’t know I had and she’s been forced to flee her home because of some crap about her relationship to me. I am forced to come here because everything seems to be leading me here and on top of all that I let myself be drugged by you. I have been shot, exploded and insulted and I am getting really pissed off.” I paused to take another swig of cider.
 
                 “I have a bunch of hard cases after me for reasons that I don’t understand and on top of all that someone from the court is reaching out to bring me here. Well, they succeeded. Here am I am and that is why I came crashing through your gate and making such a racket that every sensitive from here to Lord Belsoumnde’s privy heard it. 
 
                 He considered for a moment. “Well, that didn’t tell me much except that you are in trouble, which I knew already.”
 
                 “Okay. How about this? Sergeant Bermuda is looking for me, but probably isn’t trying to kill me. He’s investigating the death of one of my friends and I’m pretty sure that he tried to protect me when I came through the gate.”
 
                 Stormcrow looked confused. “Sergeant Bermuda? Do you mean Angel Bermuda?” When I nodded yes he actually smiled a grim little smile. “ He and I are old comrades. I knew him long before he became “Sergeant” Bermuda. He ain’t no “Sergeant” and he ain’t no cop.”
 
                 “He sure sounded like a cop when he spoke to me. He had all the police moves and talk down and the other cops listened to him. Well, except for Crosswich, but he never listens to anyone.” 
 
   “I don’t know that name, But Bermuda is a very tough customer and a good bastard to have on your side.” He looked thoughtful for a minute. “I could see Bermuda as a cop. He’s got the brains and a motivating passion for doing what he thinks is right. If you’ve got a break coming he’ll make sure you get it. More than I can say for most cops I have met.”
 
   “Amen to that.” I smiled. “I could use a break, let’s hope he thinks so as well.”
 
   “What are yer plans then? You got to have a plan. You can’t just show up at court and hope that everything will just turn out peachy.” His intent look told me that he was trying to reach a decision about what to do with us so I chose my words carefully.
 
   “I don’t see much choice. I have to get to court and attend my Naming Day Ceremony or risk being declared Unclean. I can’t have that. I still don’t have a clear idea of exactly what is going on, but it involves the Court of Twilight and some kind of domestic mess involving the Lady Klaris here.” I thought about how much to say about Kevin and the identities of his killers. Nope. That had high level stink all over it and until I found out if it was a rouge squad or a sanctioned hit it would be best to keep it under that table. ”One thing is certain, there have been violations of the Compact and somebody high up in court needs to know about it and deal with it. Hell, I’ve had some friends killed and a house burned down around me. That certainly is not in line with the way the Compact is supposed to be executed.”
 
   “No, you’re right about that. Too showy and it doesn’t seemed to have worked.” He smiled.
 
   “Yes, that certainly seems to be the kind of thinking that is going on here. Break the rules, but make sure you succeed.” I looked at Dalia and despite the pickup from the drugged tea she seemed miserable. She had been very quiet and I wondered what was going on in her mind. I needed to get moving. If I remembered correctly, I could still make it to the court in time if I hustled. I couldn’t miss that ceremony. My trouble meter told me that things were escalating and that perhaps they would come to head in the next day. 
 
   “Frankly”, I said, “My plan is pretty simple. Get to the Court. I can just make if I leave now. Once there I find my father and scream for a Noble’s privilege and hope that he cares enough for the family name to exert enough influence so I won’t be killed on sight.  He may not give two shits about me, but he seems to care bout the name at least. Honestly, I’m not sure if I am wanted by the authorities at Court of Dawn or not, but I know that someone from the Court of Twilight is trying to kill me and I hope somebody at the Court of Dawn will care enough to offer sanctuary until the dust settles.”
 
   “Huh. They should at that.” He again looked thoughtful. “Well, I can help you with gettin’ to the court. I have mirror portal and can pass you through. That should save you hours of traveling time. Also, if anyone is looking for you on the roads from here to the Court, they will certainly miss you. But you will have to trust me that the mirror is safe.” His eyes asked the question and I before I could answer Deila shook her head yes.
 
   “Lord Stormcrow, that would be an excellent plan! It would give me time to meet my mother’s family, whom I know by name only.” I saw the naked need in her eyes.
 
   I shook my head. I doubted she would get any answers about her mother that would satisfy her, but she surely had earned the right to them if she could get them. I looked at Jervalas Stormcrow who had followed this exchange with studied ignorance. 
 
   “I don’t want to offend you, Jervalas, but would you be willing to be swear by the Compact?” It was always risking asking something like this. The Fae are ticklish about honor and asking him to swear by the Compact could be interpreted as saying that I thought he might be a liar.
 
   He smiled. “You’re a cautious one, I’ll grant you that. Well, I reckon I can swear that it just goes to my private quarters at the Court. They’ve been closed since I got sent out to the boonies. No reason anybody should be waiting for me. How formal do you need it be?” 
 
   “Never mind. If you are willing to swear, then there is no need for an oath. I’ll take your word as spoken.” 
 
   “Well, In that case, I reckon you better be off. Soonest done is soonest mended as my mam used to say!” Jervalas walked across the room and uncovered a six foot tall mirror with ornate scrollwork and little goblins laughing and cavorting in gilded wood. He must have noticed the expression on my face. “Horrible, isn’t it?” 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Well, it’s ugly but useful. Its lack of beauty is probably what got it sent here. In that, it and I have somethin’ in common!” He laughed. His expression turned more serious as he started a low mumble that I recognized as a short ritual designed to activate the mirror. The mirror was tuned to him and he was the only one who could operate it without having to realign it to a new owner. We would literally be putting our lives in his hands.
 
   As he finished the surface of the mirror lost its reflective nature and clouded over. The mist in the glass cleared and a dark, still room appear on the other side of the now clear glass.  
 
   Jervalas Stormcrow made a lavish sweep of his arm and a mocking half bow. “Right this way sir and madame!”
 
   I stepped into the mirror and felt the familiar feeling of being squeezed through the glass and I stepped into the darkness and the unknown territory of the Court.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty Five
 
    
 
   I arrived and waited for my eyes to adjust to the dim light that was filtering into the room from the heavy drapes that covered the windows. Before I could see much of anything Dalia came through. Her eyes adjusted more quickly than mine, another benefit I supposed, of being a full blood as opposed to a half blood.
 
   Despite the fact that it was dark and a little musty, I could feel that almost indefinable quality that I always associated with the Court of Dawn. I always put it down to the magical feeling the in air making one feel better and more energetic. Some boffin that I met at the Silvertree told me that the realm of the Court of Dawn was “suffused with a high energy state” and “excited quantum and ether particles”. Whatever. All I knew was that I always felt a little on edge, like something was about to happen all the time. Some people like it I suppose. I always found it hard to relax and it made me wish I had my gun, even if it was mostly ineffective here.
 
   As advertised, the place was a little dusty and it was obvious that whoever lived here was a little off. There was clutter, but it was organized efficiently, perhaps by relative bizarreness. A saw bits and pieces of things that looked like they came from the mortal realm. It was a collection that ranged from a 1946 Viewmaster to what looked like a lump of iron in the shape of a pug dog. It was an odd thing for a Fae to possess, about as weird as a mortal keeping a jar of concentrated sulfuric acid on the shelf above the door. 
 
   I crossed the room and opened the drape just enough to allow a crack of light to creep about the room and plopped myself on the dusty lounge which responded with an exhalation of dust. Evidently, Jervalas Stormcrow really didn’t use the place much. 
 
   Dalia was anxious, as she gracefully seated herself on a divan and looked regal despite her tattered clothing and bandages. Her entire posture screamed “What now?”
 
   I thought about that unasked question for a moment and considered it. I would need clothes that didn’t stand out quite so much. Dalia could get by with a glamour. In general it was considered to polite for a fae lord or lady to make the glamour match what they were actually dressed in, but it wasn’t uncommon for someone to be different under the spell. 
 
   It would be more of a problem for me. Like I said before, glamours don’t always work on me or for me. I suppose a highly trained and powerful will worker could probably settle one on me with a lot of ritual work, but who knows how long it would it stick? Besides, I would need to do some legwork to get in touch with the kind of Fae that could not only do the work but would be willing to do it for pay. There isn’t a huge market or calling for that matter, for black market glamours at the Court of Dawn.
 
   I went upstairs to his private chambers and let my sight unfocus a little and saw that there was nothing but a little alarm ward. I carefully wedged it aside and stepped under the ward and into the dark room. Apparently, internal security here was pretty light. I bet the outside was far more warded. Luckily, we were already in. 
 
   I opened the wardrobe and found an assortment of clothes that seemed to go with the décor. There were bits and pieces of clothing that were probably in fashion at the court a few years ago as well as World War II Army air corps flight jacket. I fingered the jacket and thought about my own experiences in the Europe. 
 
    
 
   With regret I let the jacket go and dug deeper in the oak wardrobe and pulled out various non-descript outfits that I thought I could wear. Non-descript for a Fae generally mean that it doesn’t have gold thread woven through it or isn’t gilded with emeralds. 
 
   Like most Fae he was a little taller than me, but I could work around that by tucking the pants cuffs into a pair of boots that I pulled out of the wardrobe. The shirt and jacket were more of a problem. The jacket I could carry and the shirt I could gather at the wrist. I changed into the clothes and glanced down. It wasn’t a perfect fit but it might do.  
 
   A quick search of the room revealed a jewelry box that contained a small selection of perfunctory adornments, really just the bare essentials for a member of the court. Jervalas Stormcrow was a Fae after my own heart. There was a hidden drawer in the jewelry case that contained something more interesting. 
 
   “Son of a bitch.” I murmured. Inside was a good size collection of service awards. I saw a couple of Service to the Crown stars in various metals and a couple of Majesty’s Thanks as well. The most notable was that he also had a few awards from the mortal realm as well including two bronze stars and a silver one and Distinguished Service Cross.  Paradoxically, there was an Iron Cross as well as a Croix de Guerre. The real surprise was a Hero of the Soviet Union medal. I wasn’t sure if I hoped that this was just a collection of souvenirs or if he had actually earned all this metal.
 
                 Dalia came up behind me looked at me with a critical eye. “This will not do at all Jake. These clothes are no longer in style and will surely garner unwanted attention, if not for the style than the ill fit.” She went to the wardrobe and searched through it. Dissatisfied with her efforts Dalia went to a second wardrobe and begin digging through assorted pieces of cloth. A happy murmur told me that she had found whatever she was looking for as a blue cape designed to be worn the shoulder came arcing through the air at me.
 
                 “Capes”, she began, “Are back in fashion. It will also help hide the ill fit of your clothes.” She continued to dig through the large wardrobe and pulled out a rapier in a fancy sheath. It was polished, black wooden sheath with a piano finish and gems inlaid in filigree silver near the hilt and tip. 
 
   “Can you use a sword?” She asked me like it was a perfectly ordinary question, as if it was quite likely that I would say yes, I can use one of those great big letter openers.
 
   “No. They aren’t used much in my world except for ceremony so all I know is that the sharp end goes into the other guy, if you’re lucky. Guns let you kill people from further away so you don’t have to get all that sticky blood on your clothes.”
 
   She nodded and drew the blade from the scabbard with a ring. She tested the edge “That is well. This is a blade for decorative and ceremonial purposes. The edge is dull, although it does have a point that with enough brute force you could manage to put it through someone.” She looked at my uncomprehending glance and continued.
 
   “It is expected, as the son of noble, that you would have your own blade or the honor blade of your house to carry for the Naming day ceremony. No one in your position would be about with out a sword, a working one for those proficient in its use or a ceremonial one to avoid challenges.  At least, “ she paused, “ it is that way at the Court of Twilight. It may be different here.” Here eyes searched my face for confirmation.
 
   “Yeah, you right. Now that I recall, I remember most Fey with these overlong pigstickers running around the court. I never bothered about it during my thankfully all too brief visits here. You’re probably right.” She deftly sheathed the blade and tossed through the air.  I strapped the belt around my waist and noticed that the sword seemed to be hanging in way that would make it hard for me to run if I had to. Dalia “humphed” and came to my side and rearranged the blade so that it hang at my side and attached a much smaller belt around my thing securing the blade so that it stayed in place when I moved. I was little embarrassed by the whole thing, but this was more her world than mine for all the fact that she was raised in the Court of Twilight.
 
   “The nice thing about this blade is that it is a ceremonial one, you will not be called upon to use it. That is well, I think.” She smiled and I noticed that this little play amused her. She didn’t smile often, but when she did, it could make a cloudy day seem like clear day with an ozone warning.
 
   “Funny. Very Funny. I promise that the cops back home would arrest me in a second if I routinely walked around with a sword strapped to my side.” I had to admit that I did feel a little silly, almost through that the sword did look pretty good strapped to my hip. Glancing in the mirror I could see that while a careful examination would probably notice the bad fit, at first glance, it looked pretty good. Given my druthers, I would have shown up in a pinstripe with a snap brim fedora, mainly because I didn’t care who I offended or how badly. But now I didn’t want any one noticing me until I was ready. Once that happened, I would be glad enough for the attention. I let my vision slacken for a moment and I saw that Dalia looked presentable and ready to go. She was wearing a plain smock under her glamour. It was serviceable and looked fairly comfortable.  As my vision refocused I saw that she appeared pristine and beautiful in a satiny dress that displayed her body and yet hid all the important parts in a seductive way. There was a faint nimbus of yellow light that surrounded her hair and made it glisten like it had dew on it or diamonds. I pointed at the faint light, the question evident in my gaze.
 
   “It’s the style. Not a halo but a crown of light. With my coloring, yellow is just right. At my age, it shouldn’t be showy, just highlight my looks and underscore my potential future prominence. At least…it would if I still had any future.”
 
   “Hey. We’ll fix this mess, somehow. Besides I owe a few of these bastards a bloody snoot and I plan to make sure they get it. Once that’s cleared up, you should be able to go home.” I hoped I hadn’t lied to her. I knew less about the Court of Twilight than I did the Court of Dawn and I just wasn’t sure how much trouble she was in. Being forsworn was bad enough although it could be covered up with enough influence. But who knew how much trouble Jeryn Callisandra had caused since she left?
 
   The door downstairs let us pass and I was glad to discover that it was mainly designed to keep people out rather than in. I felt a slight tingle as I passed through it, probably an alarm ward was letting the owner know that we were passing through. It was a one-way, automatically resetting ward so we wouldn’t be going back.
 
   Once I got into avenue I tried to place exactly where I was. It had been a long time since I had needed to know which estates were where and who lived next to who and how far the estate was from the actual Court lands and all that kind of thing. I had only the vaguest notion of where my father lived and that was only good if I came in the gates I always used, not some random noble’s house. I should probably have asked directions, but I didn’t want to attract attention. Now I have heard plenty of women say that a man won’t stop and ask for directions. That just isn’t the case here. I was plenty ready to admit I didn’t know where I was, just not to anybody living here.
 
   Looking up the avenue, I could see the street curving towards the monstrous mountain that was city and palace all in one. The Court of Dawn is divided into ten concentric rings that gradually climb up the base of the Court mountain. Each circle has its own ritual and meeting areas and apartments for when the full Court is in session or for when they have business to conduct. There are also private solons that cater to the noble and ignoble.  At the top of the heap is Lord Belsoumnde’s Palace. Actually, it’s really called the House of Dawn, but it always gets named for the current Lord of the Court of Dawn, for at least as long as he lives. You might think that could take a long time considering how long Fae live, potentially for centuries, for a name change, but it’s a pretty dangerous gig. The longest reign on record is 1003 years. Next longest is 506 years. The shortest was 6 months. It had taken very long for Lord Achelmiad to have an “accident”, a fatal one, which precluded him from continuing his reign. 
 
   Radiating out from the Tenth circle were twelve roads that led to the great landed estates of the higher ranked Lords and Ladies of the Court of Dawn, like my father, Lord Stavros Melliscant, master of Lord’ Kareen’s Blight an estate named for distant ancestor’s unfortunate experiment with a magical insect, that while quite beautiful, turned out to eat like a pack of shrews. On these roads were the town houses of those who didn’t live at court. Usually these townhouses had minor lords and lordlings in waiting, second or third sons, disgraced nobles and of course, the servant classes. Of course some fine artisans lived here and there were even exiles from other places here as well. Out one of these long roads was my father’s manor. Luckily, I didn’t think we would have to trek all the way to the Blight. By custom, he would have to attend my naming day ceremony tomorrow and that probably meant that he was in attendance at either his townhouse on the 7th road, or the Road of Distant Opulence as it was known, or perhaps he was already in residence at his suite in the 4th circle. He was still considered a power at court despite being demoted from the 3rd to 4th circle, over what I had recently discovered was likely the scandal involving Dalia’s mother, my cousin. 
 
   That meant finding him would either be pretty hard or impossibly difficult. If he was in his rooms in the 4th circle there was almost no way of getting to him without a bunch of goons with little sense of humor knowing all about it. Getting arrested right now seemed like a bad idea to me. That meant that I had to hope that he was in the townhouse. The only problem was that I didn’t know where it was or how to get there. My best bet was to ask someone and that also seemed like a bad plan.
 
   As we walked toward the Court Mountain, I considered my options. Dalia would have to do it. She was full blood and actually was raised at Court, just not this one. She should be able to get directions and was less likely to be noticed by any of the authorities that might be looking for a certain half blood son of a certain noble.
 
   I outlined my plan to Dalia and she was delighted to help. I guess she was getting pretty tired of being a bystander in the battle over her fate and would probably have done just about anything to help her situation. Luckily, this shouldn’t be dangerous.
 
   “What if your father is not in residence when you arrive?”
 
   “Well, the thing is that whether he is there or not, he will have the house open. From a visit a few years back I discovered that it is customary for nobles to consider these satellite townhouses as if they were actually on the Court Mountain. Isn’t it that way at the Court of Twilight?”
 
   “Not exactly, Jake. The Court of Twilight is located inside a mountain rather than outside it. The lord of Twilight’s Court is located deep within the core of Court Mountain. Townhouses like you describe are on the surface of the mountain and are highly desirable because of the excellent starlit sky. “
 
   “It sounds pretty grim. Who would want to live in the ground like a rat? No offense.” I realized that I was being pretty tough on her home.
 
   “I realize that the beauty of the night is lost on many from the Court of Dawn. You must not think that the Court of Twilight is a hole in the rock. The mountain is hollow and has galleries open to the night air, crystals refract the light of the stars and the moon and bring them into the heart of court. It is a glorious display that you must see to believe. Also consider that many of our court members are more at home in the dark than the light. While many of us can function in both a lighted and a darkened world, care must be taken for those who would be harmed by the light. You must simply come and visit the court as my guest and as my fathers.”
 
   “I guess so. Maybe one day I will accept your invitation to visit the Court.” I motioned towards a small shop ahead that seemed to be selling candles or glowing spheres. Hard to tell with magic in use exactly what anything really is. 
 
   As Dalia made her way into the shop I considered whether she would ever be able to go back to the Court of Twilight, let alone whether I could ever take her up on her offer. See, this whole situation had stink all over it, the kind that you can never completely remove. How the hell could I ever prove I wasn’t this Count Trellsor? This was clearly a case were mistaken identity could be fatal. Dalia was naïve to think that the Twilight Order was going to ever forget that she was connected to an “agent provocateur” that had caused such mischief. I sighed and realized yet again that it was days like this, when I have been shot at by an ogre, jumped through haunted gates and been pursued by heavy hitters from both sides of the Bright Kingdom that made me miss boring loss prevention and divorce work. You hardly ever got burned out of a house by a hit squad when you were following a cheating husband.
 
   I was keeping an eye on the street and letting my mind wander a bit. I was considering what exactly it is that women find so damn appealing about shopping. Buying I get. Shopping and not buying? What’s the point? It’s no excuse I know, but I think I might still have been a little muddle headed from Jervalas Stormcrow’s draught and that was why I didn’t notice anything until I heard the sound of breaking glass inside the shop.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   It only took me a moment to gather my wits and I hoped that a moment wasn’t too long. I should have been thinking clearer and that is my only excuse for not realizing that I was heading into a trap.
 
   I opened the door and charged into the candle shop. My eyes adjusted to the lower light level and I saw that I had a real problem. An elf, probably the shop clerk was laying in a pool of slowly spreading blood oozing from a second smile right below her first one. Spasmodic twitches told me that it had just happened. Through an open door I saw the slumped body of Dalia being carried by somebody I reckoned was probably the dwarf. They are strong little bastards and Dalia didn’t weigh very much. I started after him and I can’t really say what exactly happened at this point. I don’t know what made me glance into the reflection ahead of me instead of staying focused on Dalia. Whatever it was it saved my life.
 
   In a dimly glowing crystal globe I saw an arc of metal cutting through the dimness of the shop, my neck its obvious goal. I threw myself down and away, sending a display of globes flying through the air. Many shattered, releasing a magical snowstorm of light and scent as each captured spell fizzled and burned quickly exposed without containment. I felt a slight sting as the tip of the blade grazed my back instead of severing my head.
 
   I hit the floor about the same time as the glass did so I landed clean. Rolling over, unfortunately ground shards of glass into my back. Luckily, the cape took most of the damage. By the light filtering in from the street I could see my old friend from the previous day, the elf with the iron scarred face. He was wearing a glamour that made him appear normal, but I ignored it. The only good news that I could see was that he couldn’t be wearing Black Watch armor. You can’t wear a glamour and the armor at the same time. So he was only armed, not armored. 
 
   I could see hate and spite sparking in his good eye and flecks of spittle on his lips transfiguring from a noble fey into a mad dog. He swung wildly at me, shattering a display of candles. His depth perception must have been off because I can’t think of any reason for him to have missed at that range. He was fighting badly, very badly for a Black Watch member. Later it occurred to me that perhaps he actually was suffering from iron poisoning. In many Fey it can lead to dementia and death with stages of disability and madness all along the way.
 
   He growled something unintelligible and positioned himself to make a lunging attack. He was using a short sword of some kind and I am sure that he would have preferred something with a little more reach. I considered pulling the ceremonial rapier at my side, but quickly dismissed the idea. Like I told Dalia, I know damn little about how to use one of the damn things and besides, it was for show not fighting and I didn’t want to try and play his game.
 
   I jumped back and twisted as he lunged, committing himself to the thrust. The point passed through my cloak and tore a swath of cloth from it. He stumbled forward and as his momentum carried him forward I shoved as hard as I could into his back, sending him flying towards the floor. His blade flew away and he screamed in rage. He screamed again when he pushed himself off of the floor and the broken glass ground into his palms.
 
   He was off the floor quickly before I could take advantage of his fall. Damn, he was quick. Before I could think about my next move, he was at me, his fingers seeking purchase on my throat. His weight was less than mine, but his pain and hate lent him enough strength to send us both to the ground.
 
   We rolled into yet another display and this one contained burning candles that spilled hot wax on both of us and ignited the some of the lamp oil that had pooled from previous damage. His fingers hooked at my throat as I tried to break his hold. I could see his ruined face above me, his glamour falling as he lost concentration. The wound was not well healed and has split in several places with blood and a clear liquid oozing from the suppurated wounds. His good eye focused grimly, on the task of throttling me. I was using my right arm to hold him off. He was strong, stronger than me. I would hate to see this guy when he wasn’t already injured. My left hand groped for anything I could used as a weapon. I felt a sharp pain as a piece of broken glass cut into my palm, but I didn’t let go. I gripped it harder, trying to ignore the biting pain, a swung it in a low arc that cut across the bridge of his nose and into his good eye.
 
   He screamed the agony of a wounded beast as he threw his head back. He stumbled to his feet, blindly. I hadn’t thought it was possible for his face to look worse, but the blood streaming from his eye poured down his unscarred cheek as he flailed madly about. I felt faint when he pulled the dripping piece of glass from his eye. He raged incoherently as he stumbled around the now burning shop. He sobbed as he stumbled into counters and displays, his path traced by wreckage and blood.
 
   I looked around for anything that I could use, a piece of wood or a bit of broken furniture. Nothing. At least nothing that I could get to. His sword was clear across the shop and I would have had to go by those grasping hands to get. It was then that I remembered the largely useless sword that hung by my side.  I pulled it from the sheath and it made a faint rasping sound and he jumped towards me and the sound that drawing the blade made. He couldn’t see, but he could still hear. 
 
   I don’t know what he thought at that final moment. Maybe he was full of regret for what he’d done or what he hadn’t done. There is just no way to know. As he threw himself toward the sound he heard I raised the blade and felt his weight on the point as it entered his stomach. He stood transfixed against the light of the burning shop and I heard a raspy gasp as he stopped. Then he clawed his way, up the blade toward me. 
 
   Blood began to trickle from his mouth as he staggered toward me, the blade pushing further into his vitals. I lowered my shoulder and shoved with every bit of strength I still had and rammed the dull sword blade completely in to the hilt and shoved him backwards, impaling the point into the wooden counter. I felt his weakening hands scrabble at my back but my own momentum carried me and him forward. I felt a great shock as he fell backwards, the blade jerked from my hands.
 
   He hung there, his hands now gripping the blade, slippery with his own blood and viscera, his mouth making little awkward sounds as he was dying. I stood staring at him, the blade protruding from his back and pinning him like a grotesque butterfly against the counter. Finally, he slumped and his face relaxed. One half dominated by that terrible scar, the other half perfect except for the blood from his eye. 
 
   I realized that I wouldn’t have much time. The shop was on fire and somebody would be coming quickly to see what was happening and I would be just as happy if I wasn’t here when they showed up. I tried to pull the blade from the body, but it was really embedded into the counter. I did a cursory search of his corpse and discovered about what I had expected, nothing except a small fortune in moonstruck silver, which I pocketed. It would have been nice to find a map that said “hideout here”, but I would just have to think of something else.
 
   I could see that the fire that had started was probably going to be easily controlled and as much as I hated to do it, I couldn’t let that happen. Anything that slowed the court down in figuring out what was going on here would give me more time to figure out how to recover Dalia. I took some bottles of scented lamp oil and fed them to the flames. The fire was hungry and only needed a little encouragement to grow monstrous.
 
   I pulled myself over the counter and grabbed the cashbox. There wasn’t much in it and I didn’t really need it, but I empted the contents into the pouch at my side and pushed through the open door at the back of store and into the stockroom. Behind me I could feel the heat growing as the crystal globes began to pop in the heat and flames.
 
   The dwarf hadn’t bothered to close the door to the service road and I stepped out into it. It was clear at the moment but wouldn’t stay so. There was no sign of Dalia or the dwarf. I couldn’t follow.  I could hear shouts behind me and the breaking of more glass and hiding my bloody hands, I sped down the service way and vanished into the city.
 
   I’m not sure how long it took me to come to my senses, as I wondered the streets through the poorer districts of the outlaying court. I finally figured out which of the major roads I was near, although it didn’t matter anymore. There was too much turmoil to try and get to my father’s townhouse.
 
   The area I was heading towards was mostly filled with descendents of mortals who were brought here when such a thing did not violate the Compact. Occasionally, someone new would crop up by falling into an open portal or getting caught up in something like Marty had. I would be less conspicuous here and most of those who live here don’t have a much higher opinion of the Fey than I do making them unlikely to say anything to court officials who might come asking.
 
   I used to have a favorite inn that I stayed at when I was on business here but going to old haunts was a very bad way to stay undetected. I recalled that there were several inns with an unsavory reputation and that sounded like just the place for me. I had more than enough money to stay anonymous for a few days and more than enough to make myself invisible in the right place.
 
   I ended up at a joint called Titan’s Club. It was a typical three floor inn with common rooms on the bottom floor and two floors of quarters. I made arrangements with the owner, a mortal name Webber, who was perfectly happy to take my money and forget to put me on the registry. A few extra coins got me some bandages and a healing salve. I have to hand it to him, he acted like all my cuts and bruises were really invisible. He even offered to get “non-existent” cuts and tears in my clothing fixed by his wife. I think she disapproved of me, mainly because of the scowl that she gave me, but that may have been habitual in this part of the court.
 
   I sat on the reasonably clean bed and took stock. On the plus side my funds had bought me a temporary bolt hole. It even had a window with a drainpipe outside the window along with what looked suspiciously like handholds to enable an occupant to come and go without being seen. This cost a little extra, but was well worth it if you ever needed it. On the negative side there was a lot more. I had lost Dalia and had no idea if she was alive or dead. Somehow, they had found us again and had taken her. Then I realized that I had never bothered to take the tracking spell off of her. Shit. I was too distracted by what had happened to Marty and I had gotten distracted again and Dalia had paid the price. Why they didn’t just kill her as they tried to do to me I had no idea. I realized that I couldn’t go out on the streets because I didn’t know who was or what could be looking for me. The only card I hadn’t played was the one that caused me the most distress, my father. I would have to get him to come to me.
 
   I thought about method for a few moments and then decided that a sealed message would do the trick. It was running a risk, I knew that, but I didn’t really have many cards left to play or much to lose at this point. He might hate me, but I knew he valued the family name and reputation. I hoped enough to at least hear me out.
 
    So I sat and wrote a note that I felt sure he could not ignore, calling on the family name, and suggesting a meeting at yet another bar in the same neighborhood. When you are a fugitive it’s helpful to have someplace to get off the street. If this meet went south, I wanted to have a someplace off the street so I thought neutral ground would be better.
 
   When I am actually in the Bright Kingdom, Magic is easier for me. I’m not sure why exactly, although I believe it has to do with a higher magical energy state to start with, plus the fact that my fey heritage is more prominent here. Most half breeds that I have met look pretty Fey and they usually live at the court. I look almost entirely human. I sometimes think that if I moved to the court, I would gradually look more like a Fey, but that ain’t ever going to happen.
 
   I prepared my mind for a simple binding ritual. It’s basically a will working that seals the message to it recipient exclusively. If anyone other than my father opened the note then it would be destroyed. I am sure a high powered will worker could overcome it, but Jeryn’s team didn’t have one anymore and at this point I would almost welcome Sergeant Bermuda showing up to take this mess off my hands, but still I decided that it might be a good idea to make it stronger by pledging blood. This would be even more effective since I was sending it to a blood relative. 
 
   “Hear me powers vast and small. I, Jake Underwood, son of Lord Stavros Melliscant and master of Lord Karen’s Blight do call you to hear my vow of blood.” 
 
   As I have said before, the spirits are a lot thicker here than in the mortal realm and I good feel unseen eyes observing me and weighing my words. The power was much thicker here. In the mortal world it was like quicksilver and elusive and I also had to strain to grasp it. Here it was like molasses and all I had to do was reach and grasp thick ropes of the stuff.
 
   “By the powers that watch and the will that moves, I do abjure thee to guard this message and vouch that none but my Father shall read it or else consign it to flame and smoke. I offer blood as payment and as token of oath.”
 
   It wasn’t hard to find a place on me that was bleeding. Clenching my fist caused the gash in palm to open up a little and blood trickled out. I dipped my finger in the warm blood and begin to trace a symbol on the folded paper. Some mages like to seal the envelope with power but that always seemed like doing things backwards. Once you got the past the seal on the envelope you were in besides, it was dead giveaway something was important inside. Me, I put it on the letter itself. Nothing to see on the outside to draw attention and no way that someone could read the letter without dealing with my binding. 
 
   The blood began to darken as the symbol set and gradually faded from sight, although I could still see it vaguely glowing when I unfocused my vision and concentrated.
 
   “By The lord of the hunt and the stalker of the stars, I call onto you who watch to attend this message and let none but my blood break this seal and read my words.” Power poured into the blood and I could feel it saturating the note with power. I closed off the flow and felt the spirits turn to other interests although they were still attached to this note in some small way. 
 
   I went down into the common room and found Webber arguing with a customer who wasn’t sure if he should really pay for the beer he had drunk because he felt it didn’t meet his high standards. Weber countered his argument with a blackjack and that statement seemed to carry a lot of weight with the customer, who went face first onto the bar. Webber came around the bar and undid the customer’s purse and took out a few coins and retied it and put it back on the unconscious man. Apparently, Weber was not a thief. He signaled to a largish looking bouncer who slung the fully paid customer onto his back and took him through a door and closed it behind him.
 
   “Trouble?”  I asked as I took a seat at the bar.
 
   “No not really, Sometime Mueller drinks a little too much and doesn’t want to pay. He’s got no head for beer and gets a little nasty. I give a little tap, take what he owes me, along with a little for a room and let him sleep it off. I would just kick him out when he comes in, but he’s always got coin, so I let him drink. Get you something?”
 
   “No, my head hurts already. What I could use is someone to run a message for me. Somebody trustworthy enough to stay bought.” I searched Webber’s face to see if I had pissed him off. Apparently, the concept of someone staying bought was fine by him and didn’t offend.
 
   “I got a nephew. He’s okay. Not real bright, but scared as hell of me and he’ll do what I say.” He look questioningly at me.
 
   “He’ll do. I need this,” I said, holding up an envelope addressed to my father, “delivered to the addressee as soon as possible.” He took the envelope and scanned it. His eyes widened a little.
 
   “Don’t get nervous.” I told him. “I just need to get this to him quickly.” I slid ten pieces of moonstruck silver across the bar. I didn’t even see them disappear. “We have a deal then?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll make sure that he gets this to Lord Stav-.“ A harsh look from me stopped him midsentance. “I mean, to whoever it says here on this envelope, right away.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I was hoping for. Discretion coupled with speed. He is to wait for a reply and then delivery it as quickly as possible. How soon can my cloak be repaired?” I asked.
 
   “Jenna’s already got your cloak sewn and cleaned. If you give me the rest and I can have’em ready to go in an hour or so.” 
 
   “No. Just the cloak will do.” There was no way that I would take a chance on sitting around in a dive like the Titan’s Club in my skivies, while being hunted by a ruthless gang of murderers in a city I hated. I would hope that my cloak would cover any obvious defects in my attire, at least until it wouldn’t matter anymore. 
 
   I went back to room and waited. Waiting is something you have to get used in the game. Most of the time as a detective you spend a lot of it waiting for something to happen. You develop little tricks to help pass the time. I usually imagine what I would have done differently and try to determine if my position would be better or worse. I usually fall on the slightly better than average side. I don’t always make the right choices, but I usually avoid the abysmally stupid ones. I thought back to the decisions I had made in this case. There were a lot of mistakes, most of them flowing from being personally involved in it. It’s a lot harder to be dispassionate and coldly analytical when your own are under fire. Not removing the damned tracking spell, especially when I should have remembered that Jeryn had already used it to find us at the mound. Really, I should have thought of it before then and that mistake had cost me Marty. Not removing it had cost me Dalia.
 
   A soft knock came at the door and I got and opened it and a young man with dark hair. He wore clothing that had often been mended but was clean. His eyes were sharp enough and he held out an envelope that bore the seal of my father’s house. Really, I guess it was my house too although I had never claimed it. I gave him a few small coins and closed the door.
 
   I broke the heavy seal and felt a locus of power loosen as it verified that I was indeed the correct person to breaking it. A single sheet of paper was in the envelope and I pulled it out and quickly read it. My father’s elegant script agreed to the meeting place I had suggested. Wonderful.  Now all I had to do was show up and hope that I was correct in thinking that my family name meant enough to him so he would hear me out. Of course if it was a trap then there was little I could do. It was time for one last draw in the last hand. All the chips were on the table and this was my last play unless I won this pot. I just hoped what was there was enough to get me back in the game. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   The mortal district is always tumultuous and today was no exception to that condition. I had chosen a meeting place that was on the edge of the mortal district. Often fey will like to slum a little and want to keep it quiet. Such places are popular for many purposes. I suppose the main one is sex, but occasionally as a neutral meeting site to conclude deals. I suppose that I may have given the impression that mortals are an underclass, and to some extent that is true, but in many ways the Bright Kingdom could not exist without them. They do a lot of the work and since most Fey wouldn’t consider taking time from amusement to actually engage in business, a lot of business. Sure, the Fey are still the cocks of the walk, but without mortals and half breeds there wouldn’t be much to crow about since the fey have so few children between them. It’s a screwy system, but everyone knows the score and as long as nobody gets too pushy about who’s doing what, things will keep going along nicely.
 
   Aran’s Staff was ostensibly a bakery and it did bake bread, but it’s most lucrative product was privacy. They make a decent cup of joe and I am told that you can get incredible beignets there. I wouldn’t know. More importantly, for a few coins it was possible to engage a room that was shielded from magical eavesdropping. I suppose someone could use conventional bugs like I use on the other side of the veil, but I think Fey would find it gauche to use technology when they have access to magic. They are all about magic and use it even when not doing so would serve them better. 
 
   I rented a private meeting room and ordered a pot of coffee, full service and told the waiter that my guest would arrive shortly. While I waited I unfocused my vision and saw that there were indeed wards up. I couldn’t tell their exact nature, but I would guess they were privacy wards rather than defensive wards. These were pretty good ones and looked like they were renewed regularly. When you lay the same spell on a place time and again it sort of resonates with a kind of thumping beat. You have to listen for it, but it’s there. These laid a solid beat that seemed etched into the wood. I let my vision focus as a waiter brought in a pot of coffee held in some kind of magic carafe, probably designed to keep the coffee hot. There were several cups on the tray along with the full service I had requested. I poured a cup and waited.
 
    It didn’t take too long. My guess is that he was watching the place and waiting for me to show up and get settled. He stood framed in the door waiting for an invitation. He was tall, I noted, and as well formed as almost all Fey are. He had the ageless look that they exhibit so easily. He wasn’t wearing a glamour which was a little unusual for a Fey but not unheard of. He looked like he was in his mid thirties, but that meant nothing. I looked about the same age and I was 104.
 
   Back when I was much younger and more curious about such things I had investigated my father.  He was over 1500 years old, from the heyday of court during Oberon’s reign and was probably born around the time of the signing of the Compact. I suppose it is possible for a Fey to die of old age, but I have never heard of it. Death by misadventure is much more common. He had his rises and falls within the Court power structure, depending on faction and fashion. He was currently an unknown quantity as he should have been at least 3rd circle and maybe 2nd just due to his relationship with the current Lord of Dawn. My guess was that something involving Dalia’s mother, Lady Mayletha, had gotten him demoted to 4th circle. How much political clout he had I did not know, having not kept up with court politics for a long time. 
 
   My father was handsome as most Fey are and his demeanor was kind, even though I knew better. He was well dressed but not ostentatiously, as many Fey do, but well enough to avoid notice. He carried a blade, probably a rapier and probably a live blade instead of a ceremonial one like the one I left in Serlish’s crispy corpse.
 
   “Mr. Underwood?” My father had strong voice but kept it subdued. He seemed to be calm and in control, I wished I had felt the same way.
              “Straight to it, huh?”  I asked as he nodded grimly. A note of agitation and perhaps of anticipation appeared in his eyes for a moment as he squelched them. He glanced at an empty chair and I waved him into the seat. He sat and waited.
 
   “Fine. We’ll play it that way ‘Father’, if that is how you want it, I have no objection.” I was having trouble reading his face. I wasn’t used to this. Most Fey wear glamours and don’t bother to control their feelings beneath the mask. I had gotten used to knowing what their faces showed. Lord Melliscant face was a mass of conflict kept under pretty tight control. Occasionally a hint of something would slip through, in this case disappointment.
 
   “Why are you here Mr. Underwood? Why have you called me here?” His voice was again calm and level.
 
   “Lord Melliscant, I can’t imagine that you have forgotten my Naming Day ceremony. It is tomorrow, is it not?” 
 
   “That is correct. But that does not explain why you have summoned me here.” Flat and inflectionless still.
 
   “You know, ‘Dad’, I find it hard to believe that someone with connections as high up in the court as you are could possibly be so clueless.” I was taking my anger out on him for all the slights of the past century and I suppose my frustrations over recent events had made me a little rude and testy. He didn’t react. This actually made me more pissed off, if possible. I hadn’t realized that I had so much anger stored for later use. I decided to make it even worse.
 
   “Nothing to say? Very well, then I will do the talking. I have come to claim a Noble’s Privilege. You may not care to admit it, but I am your son and as such I have certain legal rights that not even you can deny. I am your son and of your house and I claim my privilege and if you don’t want the name Melliscant smeared across two courts and several realms and sub-realms then you better unload with a little of that political clout that I am sure you still carry around like so much loose change.” I inwardly smirked as I thought about the difficulty I was placing him in. I studied his face and was shocked to see not anger, but joy. Restrained it’s true, but it was there none the less. I was damned confused but could see no path but forward.
 
   “Do you ask freely and claim my name of your own will?” He stumped me with that one. The look of confusion must have been apparent on my face because he asked again. “Are you under some compulsion or geas to release my vow or will you release me from it freely?”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about? What this vow crap? Will you grant my request for a Noble’s privilege or not?” I had no idea what he was talking about but I wish I did, because just once on this damn case I would like to know what the hell was going on.
 
   “I cannot. Not until you, as an Underwood, release me from the familial vow I gave your grandfather.” There was obvious excitement in his face and I have to admit I was intrigued. I knew nothing about this vow, though, and in general I don’t like changing the status quo, especially when I have no idea of the consequences. I had learned that the hard way in the Depression. Still I had no choice. I had to have the protection that a Noble’s Privilege would grant me. I needed his influence to save Dalia and to get that bastard Callisandra.
 
   “I release you.” He said nothing and I sighed. It probably needed to be more formal than that. The Fey are sticklers for this kind of thing. So I tried again. “I, Jake Underwood, scion of House Underwood through matrilineal descent of Mary Underwood, by way of Mathis Underwood do hereby relinquish any vow that House Underwood holds over Lord Stavros Melliscant, holder of Lord Kareen’s Blight and House Melliscant.” I paused to catch my breath. “Will that Do?”
 
   A look of triumph crossed his face and unfettered joy and I hoped that I hadn’t just signed my death sentence but I couldn’t imagine why he would have waited all these years to deal with me just because of a vow. There were ways around such things. It was difficult, but not impossible for a full blooded fey lord.
 
   “Alright, tell me about this vow you gave my grandfather that I just lifted and whether you will grant my request for a Noble’s Privilege or not! 
 
   “I have waited a long time for this, so very long, over a century, and now that the time has arrived my son, I am not sure how to proceed. First, let me ease your mind about your request.” He was smiling. The bastard was actually smiling. What the hell was this all about? 
 
   “I gladly grant your privilege and will use all my influence and resources to help you in any way I can. I have waited so long to actually talk to you, so long and there is so much to say and little time to say it in.”
 
   “I appreciate that you want to save the family name but you don’t have to pretend so hard. I know how you feel about me and have made peace with your indifference a long time ago. You have ignored me for over a century and you can right back to despising and ignoring me as soon as we get this little problem taken care off.” I was very confused but figured this was yet another odd Fey game that I just didn’t get.
 
   “You think I hate you? Whatever made you think that? It is true I was never able to talk freely to you, but I never did anything that should have led you to that conclusion. I was enjoined by my vow from seeking you out or having anything to do with you and curse me, I kept it. Nevertheless, I never did anything that should have made you think I hated you.” 
 
   I was stunned but even as he said it I thought about my interactions with him over the years and more importantly his with me. They were damn few and they were also kept to a bare minimum that custom would allow. Now that I thought about, the few times we had collided had all been events that I had instigated. At all those meetings he had been taciturn and distant. I tried to think of personal incidents that I could point to that showed his dislike of me and other than an assiduous kept distance of me I could find no direct actions.
 
   “What the hell is going on here? My grandfather told me-“ 
 
   “He lied.” He spat. “He lied to you from the first time he ever told you anything about me. Oh yes, I am sure that he broadly told you some of the truth but never all of it and often in details that could not help but make you feel abandoned and unwanted. Worse, it’s my fault that he could do this.” He looked down and I could see that this was dragging up old pain and despite what I thought about him, I regretted seeing that pain.
 
   “Great, what exactly do you mean by that? You have been a non-figure my entire life and you say I have it wrong? What exactly do I have wrong about the fact that you wouldn’t have anything to do with me?”
 
   He sighed. “It is a long story, a story for a time when we are not pressed by matters that cannot be postponed. For now, know this; I loved your mother with a great and powerful love. It consumed me in a way that few can know. She was my life and I ignored all else. I knew her father disapproved of me but when you are blinded by the sun, who cares about the night? When…when your mother, my wife, died, I was insane with grief. I wanted to follow her into the dark lands. There was nothing but darkness and insanity. There is no excuse for it and to my eternal shame I forswear you to your grandfather. I told him that I wanted nothing to do with the son that had taken my love. I am ashamed to say that I was crazed with grief and that I couldn’t love you or even want you near. I swore by the Compact that he could have you, Adversary take you, and that by my will, my eyes would never see you nor my lips speak one word to you.”
 
   That was pretty much what I had always figured. I knew he hadn’t wanted me around and he never said anything to me unless I spoke to him first, which I had done damn few times. Even so, hearing it said from his lips, with such vehemence brought up all the old feelings again. I could feel the rage that I thought I had extinguished to indifference burning again.
 
   “Days passed and even my dark grief was not a great enough pool to drown my responsibilities as I was reminded by those to whom I owe fealty to. In a few days my rage and grief lessened to a point where I was once again sane. I realized with horror what I had done and I went to your grandfather and I asked him, no, I begged him, begged him to release me from hasty and ill spoken vow. He flatly refused. He was a crafty mortal and knew the strength of my vow. I surmised that Mary had told him of the Compact and somewhat about how it worked. He told me that I had taken his daughter and that I had taken enough. I had given you up, by a vow of the Compact and he would hold me to that vow as long as he lived and he would do his best to make sure that you would have nothing to do with me or would ever release me from the vow I had made.”
 
   I was stunned. How long I sat there trying to piece together this story and match it with what I knew of my grandfather and what he had told me over the years, I don’t know. My grandfather had loved me. I was sure of this. But how could he have done this if he had? I could not believe it. I wouldn’t believe it.
 
   “So you’re saying that it was a vow to my grandfather that made so many Fey treat me like crap over the years?  Half breed whelp always seemed to be a particular favorite.” 
 
   “No. My vow only kept me from seeing or talking to you. Most of the insults you received over the years arise out of the considerable prejudice among many full bloods about chimera. Further, my enemies enjoyed insulting you knowing I could nothing about it. But most of that is just pig headedness and fear.”  He sadly shook his head. “No, I am afraid that most of what you experienced is just an outgrowth of an older problem.”
 
   “My oath kept me from seeking you out, contacting you or doing anything about letting you know how much I wanted you in my life. All I can do is ask for forgiveness. I tried many times to get you to come to me, but your grandfather had done his job very well indeed. You chose not only to have anything to do with me, but almost nothing to do with your Fey heritage as well. All I could do was watch. I petitioned the emperor to be released from the Compact and all my lands and privileges, anything that would break the vow. The Emperor refused of course. No one is ever released from the Compact, especially close acquaintances of the Emperor.”
 
    “I don’t believe it. This is all just some story, some deep Fey plot that just doesn’t track for me. You’re lying.” He looked sad, but not surprised.  “Look. I have no reason at all to believe anything you’re telling me. All my life I have thought of you as a bastard and so far I have no reason to think otherwise. This could be just another elaborate Fey plot, especially if what I think has been going on is true, then you would pretty much say exactly what you said because you might still need me. I know what I am about to say is damn insulting, but would you be willing to swear by the Compact at the risk of being declared Unclean that what you have told me is the truth?” He said nothing for a moment. I had just told him that his word wasn’t trustworthy and that unless he was vouchsafed by some outside source I wouldn’t believe what he said.
 
    “I can understand why you think what you think.  The last time I swore an oath that strong by the Compact I lost you for over a century. But if that is what it takes, then I am willing to do so.” 
 
   I looked at my father with new eyes. It was hard to see past all the pain and hate I had stored up over the years, but there was a core of me that knew he always kept his word and that his family honor was very important to him, more important than his own life.
 
   He stood and walked to where I was setting and before I could protest kneeled before and pulled out wickedly sharp knife that he carried at his waist. With a quick movement that I had trouble following he sliced open his palm and squeezed, letting the blood drop to the floor.
 
   “Jake Underwood Melliscant, my son of flesh and blood, I swear by the Compact and by this blood that I freely offer that everything I have said this day to you is true not only in word, but in intent. This blood is my pact and may it boil forth from my body and the Adversary claim my spirit if I am forsworn.” He looked at my face impassively.
 
   Yikes. That was probably the most powerful oath I had ever seen sworn. He risked not only a declaration of being Unclean but offered his spirit to the Adversary, who we do not name, if he spoke untrue.
 
   I could feel the power of his oath in the room. It was bond that was watched by great powers, baleful and benign and it made me shudder to feel their gaze upon me. A sort of reddish tinge clouded the edge of my vision and everyone else seemed so far away. It was like a cloud of crimson smoke that swirled about me and my father with tendrils seeming to pierce my flesh. It burned but left no mark.
 
   I was enough of Fey to know a true oath when I heard it and enough of man to accept that I could be wrong about what I had thought. Years of bad experiences with the Fey part of me that refused to let anyone get close warred with a human desire to believe that it was true, that my father did want me and that I wasn’t a castoff. My human heart won over my Fey side and I reached out with my hand and grasped his bleeding hand and stood, pulling him to his feet. I could think of only one thing to say:
 
    “Father” 
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   I wish I could say that we said all those things that fathers and sons, long separated are supposed to say. Unfortunately, there wasn’t time. My confrontation with Serlisch had stirred up the local police pretty well and while they probably didn’t know where to look, they were looking. Besides, time was pressing. My Naming Day ceremony was the next day at the midday hour and there was no avoiding it. There was a lot to do in a pretty short time. My father, it still seems odd to use that word without cursing, had a carriage waiting on a nearby street and we waited until nightfall and then we made our way to where it was parked.
 
   We were met by a smallish mortal who stepped down to meet us. He was dark skinned, but not black. He might have been from India or someplace in the tropics. Inwardly I sighed. Sometime the Fae really take the British model too far. He started to speak but my father quieted him with a glance.
 
   “Gunga Din” gave a polite bow and opened the door to the carriage and we piled in. It was comfortable, naturally, and when I started to tell my father about the past week he shook his head. I realized that I was being foolish. He was a noble Fey and that meant there was a pretty good chance that he was being watched by somebody, maybe court security, maybe his enemies, who knows? The point is that I didn’t know and that could get us killed. We needed someplace quiet and safe to talk that was absolutely secure. This was his world more than mine and he undoubtedly knew it far better than I did. 
 
   The trip through the darkened streets was tantalizing. Here and there lights would move and play in windows and in the sky. With so many craft users about illusions and phantasms were common and were for amusement more than a serious attempt to deceive. The Fey think of themselves as artists and they extend this to every aspect of life. Using illusion as art is a logical step. At home I can do some minor things like bumps and flashes of light. I could probably do more here but nothing like what I was seeing. There were dragons of course. The Fey fear and love dragons for many reasons, one being that they are one of the few creatures that have as long a potential life as their own and another for the awesome beauty and fearsome destructive power of the beasts. Luckily, the Dragons all slept in distant realms and didn’t disturb the mortal or Fey worlds. Some were better formed than others and I took this to be young will workers learning their craft. The best one was an iridescent blue serpent that cavorted about the sky. It pranced and peeked into windows and chased people. I saw other things in the night too and wished again that Dalia was here to share it with and to tell me how it compared to the Court of Twilight. The trip was not long and neither of us talked.
 
   This was the first time I had seen my father’s townhouse. It was a great pile of stone and it looked old. I wondered if perhaps it was a remnant of some stronghold once built as a garrison or something. I could see murder holes here and there and hoped that there was nobody planning to use them anytime soon. A large wooden gate opened and we drove into a small courtyard. The door to carriage was wrenched open by Gunga Din, (whose name I learned later was James) and we got out of the carriage. Other servants came boiling out of their holes to deal with the horses and we made our way into the massive pile of stone.
 
   It was surprisingly light inside. From the outside appearance it looked like it would have a dank, dark look. Instead there seemed to be a warm breeze wafting through the halls and a diffused light that seemed to come from unseen recesses in the wall. As he led me past archways framed with gossamer curtains, I noticed that the breeze was scented with some flowery scent but that it didn’t move the curtains.  I let my vision unfocus a little and a saw a plethora of magical effects. The place was lousy with it. At some point we went up a flight of stairs because when he opened the door to a large drawing room I notice that I could see a terrace looking out onto the early evening. 
 
   He beckoned me to a comfortable leather chair and he sent James for refreshments. I ordered Bourbon, neat, and my father had some local brew with a long name that sounded vaguely musical. After James served us, leaving me a bottle, he closed the doors and I was again alone with my father. I took a sip of very good bourbon and waited for him to make the first move.
 
   ‘Jake, my son, now is the time to tell me exactly what has brought you to me at this time. Of course, I know about the Naming Day ceremony, after all I could hardly be excluded from that no matter the oath. I had believed that it was requested by you for some reason that I couldn’t understand, perhaps as a matter involving your investigation business, now I think that must not be correct.” He saw me look at the open terrace and smiled. “This room, among others is heavily shielded from scrying. In here, even my own men, well meaning as they might be, can’t hear us. Everyone needs a private space and this is mine. Use your sight if you don’t believe me.”
 
   ‘You know about that, huh?” It wasn’t that I didn’t believe him but caution is one of those things you have to practice all the time or the time you really need it, you won’t have it. I let my vision fall about the room in the magical light and could see that this room was heavily warded indeed. The place bristled with defenses. They weren’t just passive either. There was a scrambling ward that turned attempts back on the scryer. I recognized it from a case a few years back. There were many I couldn’t identify, 
 
   “First it feels a little weird to call you “Dad” or “Father”. Can I call you Stavros?” he nodded. “Stavros, I have to admit that a lot of this case is beyond me. It’s a huge tangle and stinks of politics. Most of the cases that I deal with are just basic human, well mainly human, emotions like greed, hate and jealousy. My usual method is to find a place to start and keep pulling at things until something bites back. There’s a too much going on here that I don’t know about, so I am just going to tell you what I know and what has happened. Maybe you can make some connections from what I tell you with the political stuff that you know about.”
 
   There didn’t seem to be any reason to hold anything back, especially if I wanted his help, so I didn’t. I started with Kevin’s death following my summons to a Naming Day ceremony I didn’t know anything about. I told him about the Sergeant Angel Bermuda and about the odd signals that were coming from the investigation. He wasn’t happy when I got to the part about Jeryn Callisandra and his face got even stormier when I mentioned Dalia. I don’t know how long it took for me to get through the thing and end with Serlisch being pinned to the burning counter, but eventually I did. 
 
   “Unacceptable!” I started to protest. “No Jake, not what you told me but what has happened. Someone is rolling dice and playing with my family. My family! I won’t have it.” He stood up and paced, considering his course of action. Perhaps five minutes passed and then he stopped and opened the door to hall. He turned to me.
 
   “I think I have an idea of who can help us with this problem. He’s an old friend of mine and he owes me a favor or two and I cannot think of a better reason to call them in. At this time of night he might be difficult to reach, but I think I can find him.” He smiled. And once I know who is responsible for this dog’s dinner then I will have satisfaction.”
 
   And that was just like a Fey; debts of honor, vendetta and vengeance were bread and butter for them. I couldn’t let it go down that way. I mean, sure, I wanted someone to pay for Kevin and Marty, but if there was a chance that I could get Dalia back I would take it and worry about revenge later.
 
   “Stavros! Don’t forget about Dalia! I am sure she was alive when she was taken from the shop. We need to save her and worry about feeding the ghosts of the dead later. She’s important.”
 
   My father smiled sadly at me. “My son, you do not know me or you would know that I could never forget Dalia. Family is very important to me. Now that you are safe, Dalia is my most important concern. But if my suspicions are correct, I will need help to set things right. In that regard, I ask that you stay here, at my house until the ceremony.” 
 
   That didn’t make me even a little happy. Trapped here while Dalia was being held by Callisandra? Not Hardly.
 
   “Think. Use the skills learned on all these investigations of yours. I have far more resources available here than you could possibly have. Wandering around a city you barely know, while constables look for the “murderer” and arsonist who set part of a block alight is foolish. In fact, the only thing probably keeping Dalia alive is the fact that Callisandra doesn’t know where you are. You know too much about his crimes, more than enough to get him strangled as a traitor to his oath to Lord Cabor Klaris. He will keep Dalia alive as long as he thinks he has a chance to get to you. Once he has you, then your life and Dalia’s no longer serve useful purpose. He will kill you and drop your body in some well where no one will ever find it. The only way you can help Dalia right now is by staying safe and staying alive.” He was calm, I’ll give him that. I was seething, but he was cool as water. Worse then his unshakable demeanor, he was right damn it and I knew it.
 
   “What do you expect me to do, sit here and drink bourbon all night?”
 
   “That is one option, although I do not recommend it. You will need to be sharp tomorrow and a hangover can’t make that easy.” He smiled as James came in and received orders to get the carriage out again and put his best pair of blacks back into harness. The instructions came fast and furious; a bath to be drawn for me and his personal physician and his tailor to be summoned at once. It was easy to tell that he was used to giving orders and having them obeyed.
 
   “Personally, I would recommend the bath, some food and rest. My personal healer will attend you. He is loyal to my house.” He turned to go but paused at the doorframe. “And certainly a visit with my tailor is in order. He can be here in an hour or so. Those clothes you are wearing are not appropriate for a Naming Day ceremony and certainly not for my son. You need something that befits who you are.” 
 
   “Look, I appreciate it, but that’s not me. The closest I get to fancy is well pressed pinstripe suit.”
 
   “That is as may be, but you are my son and you have claimed a Noble’s privilege. You have claimed the name of Melliscant and it is right and proper that you be dress as befits the House of Melliscant. Remember, claiming my name carries not only privilege but responsibility as well. You are a Melliscant and you will dress the part!” He finished with a flourish and a dramatic exit.
 
   I smiled. That speech was pure fey. I wondered, if maybe deep in the house, there was room, suitably warded where Fey nobles went to practice that kind of thing. Maybe they did a bunch of different ones and saved them up for every occasion. I guess it didn’t really matter because he was right. My makeshift clothes were good enough in dim light and for the street but would never pass muster in a proper ceremony and it looked like I was going to have one whether I wanted it or not.
 
   I sat back in the comfortable chair and tried to rest. Unfortunately, I couldn’t sleep. Whether it was Jervalas Stormcrow’s hell brew or worry about Dalia or grief over Marty, it just wouldn’t come. It was hard to believe that it had only been a day since he died. To me it felt like a bridgeless, unfathomable gap, a distant land that I could see but never get to. 
 
   After about an hour, another Fey showed up who looked to be a chimera, like me. I couldn’t tell exactly and it is considered rude to ask so I waited for him to tell me what he wanted. It turned out that he was a tailor who was being paid an obscene amount of dough to gussy me up. He was very insistent.
 
   How long he took measurements and showed me swatches of cloth, I’m not sure. When he finally he had enough he created an illusion of what he was going to create for me. It was a little disconcerting to see a double of myself so stylishly dressed and smiling at me. The clothes that he showed me were intricate and handsome and I told him so, nevertheless, I think he was a little disappointed that I didn’t have more suggestions for him. I think he was more used to customers who were really into court fashions and knew their own tastes well enough to ask for exactly what they wanted within the bounds of current taste. My only input was “nothing too flashy” which I suppose was not of much help.
 
   I have to say that he did really fine work. I looked damned good.  I’m not sure if it was the current fashion or not but he seemed to think it would pass the court’s and more importantly, my father’s muster.
 
   When the physician showed up he was friendly enough but had enough of a haughty manner that he was either a doctor or a Fey. As he was both you can probably get some kind of idea of how high handed he was. Smug as he was, he knew what he was doing. It didn’t take too long for him to fix me up. He was, as you might figure, a practitioner of the craft. He healed all the superficial stuff pretty quickly, although the effort made me lightheaded. Healing magic is like that. Too much of it can use you up. 
 
                  He tried to do something about the headache that I’d had since I got the concussion in the first firefight. He frowned and when I asked him what his problem was he said there was some kind of stimulant running through my system that he didn’t know of or approve of. I told him about Stormcrow’s little pick me up and he informed that just taking such things was a bad idea and interfered with his work. He was leery of giving me any kind or drug or magical aid because he wasn’t sure what kind of interaction it might have and that what I really needed was a few days rest. I told him not to worry about it and that after tomorrow I could rest as long as it took, one way or another. I don’t think he liked the way I said it, but I didn’t give a damn.
 
   My father came home at some point, but I don’t know when it was. The sleep that had escaped me finally made itself present and I dozed. I almost wish I hadn’t. It wasn’t restful. The dreamed of Marty and Dalia and my long ago torture session, only this time I was asking the questions with them alternating in the hotseat. Neither of them knew anything but the questions kept coming. I wanted to wake up from that but I couldn’t. I kept seeing Kevin’s severed head whispering unintelligible, sweet nothings in my ears. The scene would shift and I would find myself at the Nasoni mound, trying to open the gate while my friends were being slaughtered by Jeryn Callisandra. I dreamed of my father and my grandfather and both pulling at me, trying to tear me in half.
 
   It was early morning when my father awoke me. He probably hadn’t any sleep at all but he looked a hell of a lot fresher than I did. 
 
   “What time is it?” I asked as I rose stretched. I regretted it almost immediately. Despite the doctor’s ministrations, I was sore from head to foot.
 
   “It is midmorning. The ceremony will begin in two hours. We can leave whenever you wish. It will only take a score of minutes to arrive,” He seemed calm. I guessed that whatever he was planning was ready to go.
 
   “I’d like to get there early so we can see who arrives. It can help to avoid unpleasant surprises. I have had too many of those lately.” He nodded. A servant shoved a mug of hot java into my hand. It was incredibly strong and inexplicably delicious. I wonder what the penalty was for stealing a servant who actually knew how to make coffee was.
 
   “What have you been up to all night?” I asked.
 
   He smiled that Fey smile that always reminded me of a puzzle that can’t ever quite be solved.
 
   “I have been making arrangements for the ceremony. I have called in favors from family and friends to make sure that nothing goes wrong. My servants have spent much of the night notifying various members of my family that there presence is required to greet a new scion of House Melliscant. Any who wish to remain in my favor will be there.”
 
   “We don’t want too big a crowd! It might scare Callisandra away.” Today would probably be my one chance to get her back. Nothing could interfere with that.
 
   “Do not worry my son. Everything has been arranged. All will play out as I have planned. We will have Dalia back and Jeryn Callisandra will be yours to take vengeance against. I give my word as your father.” Knowing how hard he hard worked to be able to say that to me reassured me. I knew I was out of my depth on this one. I just had to wait until the right time to make my move.  
 
   As I drained the cup of coffee he motioned to another aide who came up carrying a scarred wooden case. I could see that the top of the case carried the crest of my house. How odd for me to think that way. My House. A day ago I wouldn’t have wanted to be a Melliscant or if I could arrange it, a Fey.
 
   “Before we leave, I feel you should have this, at least for today.” He opened the case and inside was a sword. It was a long blade, nearly three foot from tip to hilt. It looked old and while it was well maintained, it carried few adornments. The scabbard was plain but well oiled. I could that it was scratched and I could see more signs of battle on the hilt itself. It reeked of age and use, but appeared to be anything but unloved or uncared for. It was obvious I was puzzled because before I could ask he explained what I was seeing.  
 
   “This is an honor blade. It carries the honor of our house. It has seen combat on many occasions and carries the scars of conflict. It has been captured, but always ransomed or recovered. While I have better swords and certainly have more luxurious swords, no blade I possess says ‘Melliscant’ more than this one. It has been present at our victories and our defeats. It has been bloodied but its honor is unstained. It is fit and proper that you wear it today to your Naming Ceremony for today you gain not just a name but your family as well. As my son, you will carry my honor into the future.” He held the sword and scabbard out to me
 
   I wasn’t sure what to say to all that. It seemed like an awful lot for a professional snoop like me, let alone a beat up sword to live up to. He was obviously expecting me to say something and I probably would have known what the protocol was if I had been raised here, but I didn’t so wing it was all I could do.
 
   “I thank you for this honor and I will wear this sword in honor today and will always try to act with honor and not bring shame on our house.” I took the sword from his hands. “I pledge this on my name and with my personal honor.”
 
   He smiled and I knew that even if they weren’t the exact right words they satisfied him. I carefully buckled on the sword and smoothed out any wrinkles that may have been created by my fitful sleep. 
 
   My father looked me up and down and I knew for the first time since my grandfather died what it was to bask in the glow of parental approval. It made me a little giddy, like a double shot of bourbon on an empty stomach will do, but it was as fine a feeling as I have ever known. We said nothing as we left the house and went into the courtyard where a finally matched set of horses waited to draw us to my Naming Day ceremony.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   I knew it was a trap when I saw him. Try as I might now to find some other way I might have resolved it, nothing but minor modifications of my decisions come to me.  I made the best choices I could with the knowledge I had. Maybe things would have turned out differently if I had known a few things then that I know now, but maybe not.
 
   I was nervous, watching the roads pass as we neared the Court of Dawn proper. I was mainly nervous because I wasn’t sure what to expect. My father had told me that relatives and friends of his would be there to give me a proper Naming Day ceremony or at least as proper as he could arrange in such a short time. My efforts in directing the conversation toward the situation regarding Dalia were politely but deftly sidestepped. He told me that was plenty of time to deal with that after I was named. 
 
   The carriage slowed and finally stopped and I heard my father’s driver dismount. He stepped towards us and ducked his head around through the open window of the carriage.
 
   “I am sorry my lord, but there seems to be some dispute between two cart men ahead.” He frowned for a moment. “It seems to be getting worse. Should I call for the bodyguards to clear the road of rabble?”
 
   “James,” he smiled, “We don’t call them rabble, even if they act like it.” He thought for a moment. “No, I think we can wait a few moments or just take another path if need be.” He relaxed back in his seat. But I didn’t.
 
   It was too coincidental and I hate coincidences. They are almost never what they seem. This one was certainly no different. 
 
   I saw him at the edge of the small crowd that had gathered to watch the cart men argue about who had the right of way. He made sure I couldn’t have missed him and the same time kept concealed as much as possible. It’s a gift I suppose, but tailing at the Court of Dawn isn’t that much different than tailing any where in the mortal world. He was pretty good, but Marty was about the only guy I know who could shadow me without getting caught and even his record wasn’t a shutout.
 
   It was a dwarf. The same one I had seen with Jeryn Callisandra’s crew. He wasn’t exactly trying to stand out, but he was trying to catch my eye. Once he did, he casually point to a lock blonde hair pinned to the edge of his cloak. Bastard. I suppose there was some miniscule chance that it was someone else’s but I figured it was Dalia’s. Our eye’s locked and he nodded once and pointed to the lock of hair. He wanted to talk. So did I, but I had hoped that it might be my Glock that did the talking. No such luck today.
 
   My father looked relaxed, at least I thought so at the time, and when I said I wanted to stretch my legs for a bit while we were waiting I thought I saw his eyes narrow a bit, but I dismissed it. Had I known him better I would have recognized it for what it was, agitation and concern. But he said nothing and didn’t stop me from getting out of the carriage. When my feet hit the ground I looked around and saw that the argument continued. I took it for granted that it was probably staged to stop my coach. I was equally sure that this was a trap and it might get me killed. But the first step to avoiding a trap is being aware of its existence. Besides, damn it, it might be my only chance to save Dalia and I was willing to risk it, I had lost too much already.
 
   I glanced about and saw that Fey wearing the livery of the house of Melliscant were about, infiltrating the edge of the crowd, but they were moving toward the coach. These guys were good. They saw this whole thing as a potential danger as I did and they were trying to secure the primary, my father and make sure he was safe. It was a stroke of luck for me. They were distracted.
 
   I moved through the crowd easily. Most inhabitants of the Court avoid getting in the way of highborn Fey, which dressed as I was, I certainly appeared to be, because drawing the attention of the mighty is never a good idea at Court or in the mortal world.
 
   The dwarf stood at the back the crowd, his back against the wall but with a handy corner to duck around if he should need it. His arms were crossed and while I didn’t see any drawn weapons, I was sure that he was probably bristling with them. He was about average height for dwarf about 4’5”. His beard was scandalously short for a dwarf, but I understand from a dwarf that drinks at the Silver Tree that is currently in fashion to wear a little shorter than waist length. I figured he kept it short so he could get it under the Black Watch helmet. His face showed his experience. He smiled a knowing little smile and nodded to me as I got a closer.  
 
   “I told Serlisch he was fool to try and take you without help, especially being blind in one eye like he was. But he was always like that. Never could get that guy to listen but hell, a lot of you tall fey are like that. Think you’re the Creator’s gift to the Court. I guess he found out different pinned up against that burning counter, didn’t he?” He grinned and played with the blonde lock on his cloak.
 
   “You don’t seem too broke up about it. Did I do you a favor?”
 
   “Naw, don’t get the wrong idea Underwood. I would have killed you just as soon as he would have, but that wasn’t the time or the mission, see? With Serlisch it was always personal. It had to be for him to get into it. Hell, it was always about honor or some damn fool thing he believed. It was just rationalization so he could live with himself and what he did. Me? I got no illusions. It’s all about business. I got a mission, I do it as best I can. Mission goes south; it’s nothing to me, just a deal gone bad. Plenty of other deals out there that might go right. You start takin’ things personal, you can get yourself killed.” He turned and looked down the alley, checking his line of escape. “By the way, I’ll take that sword, if you don’t mind. You ain’t supposed to be any good with a blade but you couldn’t tell it by Serlisch.” He grinned. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure it gets back to yer house whatever happens. You’re father’s a real stickler about this kind of thing. Take it from me. I wouldn’t want to be on his bad list, you don’t last there for too long. He takes the honor stuff personally and he’s got a bad temper and long memory and damned competent when it comes to vendettas and that, my friend, is a very bad combination.” I unbuckled the sword and regrettably handed it to him.
 
   “Take you for instance. There is no sane reason why you should walk down this alley with me. I already tried to kill ya once and you know I work for a guy that basically thinks he has to have you dead if he has any chance of getting out of this jackpot he’s in, it’s crazy for you to do it, but I make it 5 to 2 odds that you will.” I nodded.
 
   “See? That’s crazy.” He turned to the alley. “Now maybe you gotta plan. Maybe you think that you’ll get me in the alley and start kicking the shit out of me and get me to tell you where your girlfriend is.” He looked up into my eyes assessing my mood.
 
   “The thought has occurred to me.”  Besides, I thought, beating the hell of this guy would certainly make me feel better. 
 
   “Nah. You don’t want to do that. Firstly, because I hired some local muscle to help deal with any such situation. Yeah, they ain’t too good, not in your league or mine, but there is a bunch of them, too many to take easy. Second, I won’t even know where we need to go until I get to the first checkpoint. By that time, You won’t be in a position to do much but come along quietly.” He paused for moment. “I don’t suppose you’re one of those honorable types are you? Give your word that you’ll cooperate and keep it? On your house honor or some crap like that?”
 
   “I can promise that the first chance I get to kick your ass up to your ears I will, regardless of anything I say or do.” I couldn’t help but like the guy. 
 
   “Tha’s the spirit. But don’t kid yourself. You may not be as hung up on this honor gig as Serlisch was or your father, but if you really didn’t care you would have assured me in glowing words of power about how sacred your word is and all that crap. See? You didn’t even want to lie to somebody who will probably be asked to kill you later. That’s honor for ya!” He grinned and waved me down the alley. I looked back at the carriage and wondered how long before my father decided I had been gone too long and decided to look for me. Not too much longer, I thought, as I followed the dwarf down the alley and out of sight. 
 
   “Ya know,” he mused, “If I do get the word to kill you, don’t take it personal. You seem like a right guy, but the job’s the job, and if I started killing only those who deserved it or that I didn’t like or refusing to kill you honorable types, I’d be out of business.” He paused for a moment and looked me square in the eye. “Here’s how it is. I’m to take you to his lordship and you are supposed to work it out with him. You just come with me, don’t give me no trouble and as soon as I find out where I’m going, we’ll see Jeryn Callisandra and Dalia Claris.”  I didn’t look happy and he didn’t either. He sighed. “Look. My guess is he means ta kill ya. But maybe not. I can’t imagine how he can think that he can work this out by killing you and the girl but I ain’t too sure that the boss is tightly wrapped, ya’know? Really, his best move would be to disappear and just let the both of you be. His original plan is shot to shit, there’s too much noise and heat and all he’s asking for is a vendetta by doing the two of you. His house against two powerful families on both sides of the court? Please, it’ll be a slaughter, he and all his kin.”
 
   “So why is he doing this? If you don’t think it makes any sense, why do you think he believes he can get away with this?”
 
   “Beats me. I was never the brains of our team. Cavanaugh was always the one for deep thinking and double thinking. He had a mind like a corkscrew and evil imagination. It’s a shame he got killed by your partner back in that first firefight, he could probably have figured a good way out of this mess, but them’s the breaks!  He was the only one of our team who really could work the boss. He’s plans were always a little too deep for my taste but he always had a trick to two to try. Real shame he got killed but I told him to keep down and always wear that damn helmet. It probably would’ve saved him.” 
 
   We turned a corner and boarded a rather plain looking coach. There were three Fey hanging about, who tried to look tough, and one who might actually be able to pull it off. I had seen a few other furtive figures skulking in doorways. He wasn’t kidding about having a lot of help. There must have been at least seven that I had spotted and probably some I missed.
 
    As soon as we were seated the driver got us moving. It wasn’t as comfortable a carriage as my fathers, but it was taking me towards Dalia, at least I hoped it was.
 
   “What’s your name? As long as we have to share this carriage, it would be nice to know my potential killer’s name. That way I can leave a clue when they find the body. Dwarf bastard isn’t much of name to leave as a hint” I quipped.
 
   The Dwarf laughed. It was hearty laugh, the kind that comes from the gut and runs all the way to the top of the head.
 
   “You’re a caution, you are.” He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. “You could call me ‘Dwarf bastard’, I’ve been called worse, but you can call me Duntar Redcap though, if you have to have a proper name. It’s not my real name, but even the boss doesn’t know that and it’ll do. Serlisch was always little careless like that, slingin’ his name around, kinda free like. Poor, dumb bastard.”
 
   “Forgive me if I don’t cry any tears over his death. It was either Cavanaugh or Serlisch who killed Kevin Unglunblasch, with you and the Ogre helping. If I get to kill you at some point I will have avenged him. Something to look forward to.”
 
   “Whoa! We didn’t kill this guy! The boss was straight about that. We didn’t know then and we don’t know anything about his death except for what you’ve said.”
 
   “Don’t bother, Sergeant Bermuda showed me the re-enactment! It was two tall Fey, an Ogre and a dwarf. Sound familiar?” I sneered but inside I was having doubts. I’m pretty good at reading people and he was convincing especially when I remembered the look on Jeryn Callisandra’s face when I had accused him of the murder back at the Nasoni temple mound.
 
   “I don’t care what you think you saw. It wasn’t us.” He seemed pensive and continued. “Look, we would have killed him if we had to, no doubt. But killing him would be about the last thing we would do if we could help it. He was a Hidden Watcher, man! I knew him back when I served the Court and he was sneaky and a top guy for the Watchers. Killing him would just draw all the wrong kind of attention.” He paused for moment studying my face. I wasn’t sure why it was important for him to convince me that he hadn’t killed Kevin, but it was. “Look what happened when he got slotted;  big pressure from the court, every field agent checking under rocks and stirring the pot, making life hard for independents like me and my team to make a safe living.”
 
   “What about Chris McNeely and his secretary. Did you kill them? Somebody used Magic on them. It had to be somebody who had a reason and the ability, just like your team.”
 
   “Who? I never heard of them and I never met them. We didn’t kill them.” 
 
   He thought for a moment. 
 
   “You got any other murders you want to pin on me? I grant you, we did try to kill you, your partner and the girl at the house. That was Cavanaugh’s idea. He figured if we presented the boss with a bunch of stiffs that he would be easier to manage and he could basically tell Lord Klaris any story we choose. His daughter, dead in the world of mortals, in the company of a disgraced cousin, what could he do?” He sighed. “It probably would have worked if Cavanaugh hadn’t gotten iced by your partner and if you hadn’t taken Serlisch and Karl down.”
 
   “Karl?”
 
   “The Ogre. Tough bastard but even he couldn’t live without head.” He chuckled. “But that’s the game for you, one damn thing after another went wrong with Callisandra’s plan. Dumb bastard.” 
 
   He considered for a moment and then continued, “But I’ll tell you this, he ain’t getting me killed. I’ll pop the bastard myself if he does anything else stupid.” 
 
   “Well, then why go through with it? Help me rescue Dalia and I will see that you are well paid. What do you owe the man who got so much of your team killed? Stop this carriage right now and let me call my father. We can rescue-“
 
   “Can’t do it. It’s not a bad offer, but I can’t. It’s not the money and it ain’t about my honor or anything like that. You just can’t have a reputation for backstabbing your boss. It makes others reluctant to hire you.” With that he lapsed into silence and I sat back to digest what he had said. I had been positive it was his team that had killed Kevin and McNeely, but now I wasn’t sure. It could have been anybody in that Black Watch armor that I had seen in Gilley’s. If it wasn’t Bermuda’s guys and if it wasn’t Callisandra’s crew then who was it? There was only one answer that fit and it was damn scary one. I had a chilly thought and I prayed that I was wrong. I considered mentioning it to Duntar, just to see how he would react to it, but I didn’t want to push him over the edge and have him do something that I would regret.
 
   We made some twisting turns and I heard some cursing from above as the help was flung about the top of the coach.  We stopped abruptly, to the sounds of more cursing, and a kid ran up with a sealed note which he handed through the window to Duntar. He opened it and grumbled beneath his breath and passed it back with instructions to give it back to the driver. He smiled at me and said, “Now we’re cooking! We’ll get you to your lady friend in a jiffy. Hopefully the reunion can be long lived.”
 
   He seemed calm and I couldn’t think of any reason for him not to be. He was stronger than me physically and I didn’t have any weapons. He was well trained and probably forgot more about dirty fighting than I will ever know.
 
   The ride wasn’t terribly long. That probably meant that the place we were at was not too far from the court. The shades were drawn, so I couldn’t see anything that would give me any hints, but the ride had been rough. We were no longer on paved roads, probably at some local estate. Most Fey nobles have a country house or two. 
 
   “Here’s how it goes. When the coach stops we get out, me first. If anybody but me comes out and doesn’t give the all clear, they get pincushioned. The lads may not be the sharpest knife in the drawer but even they can point a crossbow and shoot. Once I’m out, you come out, slow like. I told the boss you ought to be tied up, but he ain’t impressed enough with you as he ought to be. Still, you keep it cool and we’ll go in and have a chat and see what he’s got to say. You understand?”
 
   I nodded and he pulled out a dagger that looked like a cross between a bowie knife and an autopsy blade. I also noticed that it was coated with some green shine.
 
   “Now, I would surely hate to use this on you, but I will. The boss may take you lightly, but I don’t. Because of you my whole team is dead and you killed Serlisch personally and even with just one eye that’s a feat.” I started to protest.
 
   “Naw, relax. We all knew the score when we signed up, we just didn’t know it would get messy like this. Nothing personal, like I said, but a nick from this blade is enough to kill a Fey in a few moments and it ain’t a good death, what with the vomiting and all. Half breed like yourself? It might kill or might not, but I don’t think you want to chance it.”
 
   “Not particularly.” I answered.
 
   “All right then, let’s be all friendly like and see what the boss has to say, shall we?” He gestured with the knife motioning for me to stay still as he opened the door. There was a small cloud of dust around us, but not enough to obscure the sight of the ruined villa. Apparently we were headed for an intact out building. Duntar jumped out of the carriage and waved to the guards on the carriage. He then motioned for me to get out.
 
   The light was bright, as it usually was in the Court of Dawn. I could see a few guards positioned near what appeared to be some kind of barn, possibly a storage silo. To be honest, I never really bothered to get any real information on the farmer so I still don’t know for sure where we were. I counted three guys on top of the coach all nervously point cocked crossbows at spots would surely ruin this nice outfit I just got, not to mention making my bad day worse. Scattered around were a couple more local muscle similarly outfitted. Probably the same guys I had spotted earlier.
 
   “You must think I’m a mighty dangerous fellow.” I smiled.
 
   “You are dangerous and Duntar doesn’t take chances unless he has to.” He moved away from me and used the knife to gesture toward the barn.  I saw one of the goons open the door and all I could see was darkness within. Shrugging my shoulders, I went in followed by the cautious Duntar, and the darkness closed behind me as the door was slammed shut.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   My eyes adjusted quickly to the dim light and inside I could see that this place had not been used for a while. There was dust gathered in some places and the air was heavy and stale. I saw a female figure which I took to be Dalia. She was tied and had a bag over her head. Pretty pointless I thought, she had to know who nabbed her, probably just another pointless cruelty. I counted about three thugs who had me sighted with crossbows. 
 
   Jeryn Callisandra stood there, looking worse for the last few days. His Armani was torn and dirty in a few places and I could see a few cuts and scrapes that marred his cheek. Of course, he had a glamour up to hide all this. He looked cool and collected, but under the glamour he was shaky and seemed hardly able to focus on me. He kept glancing at Dalia and beyond her to another room. Probably more guards. He had a small hand held crossbow in his hands and was waving it about pretty freely. It was no good for penetration, but it would probably mess up a civilian pretty good.
 
   “Mister Underwood. So good of you to come.” He smiled that dagger smile of his and turned to Duntar. “No trouble I hope?”
 
   “Naw. He came along peaceful like.” Duntar carefully slid his poison blade back into the holster and moved to a position where he could watch me, Jeryn and the door.
 
   “That’s excellent. Excellent indeed!” He smiled some more. Damn if I could figure out what he was so happy about. He motioned for me to sit so I found a crate and sat. 
 
   “I really wish you’d be careful where you point that thing. From what I can tell when you need someone killed, you hire it done. You don’t look proficient with that thing and I would hate for it to go off accidentally and ruin a perfectly good conversation. Besides, you’ve got three guys on me, probably your three best guys. If they can’t kill me with those crossbows you aren’t going to do it with the little thing” 
 
   He grimaced and sighed and I saw the tip of bolt point towards the floor. “You are quite correct. I have never been this deeply involved in any mischief. I wouldn’t be here now if people would just react like they should. I really do blame you for that, Mr. Underwood, I really do. It’s very impolite. Very bad manners.” He giggled.
 
   Uh oh. I glanced at Duntar who looked a little nervous himself. Not too tightly wrapped he had said? This guy was a hop, skip and jump away from gibbering. I forced my panic down and tried to remember Marty and Dalia. He was gone, but maybe she could be preserved. 
 
   “You can hardly blame me for all these problems. After all, you were trying to kill me. You did kill Marty after all.” I tried my best client pleasing, placating tone on him. The same one I use when a client has lied to me and everything has turned to crap but I haven’t been fully paid yet.
 
   “That was not me. No. No indeed. That was those fools from the Twilight Order, probably looking for the bitch!” He flung his arm around and pointed the mini-crossbow at Dalia. 
 
   “Whoa, there Tex. Let’s just calm down and talk about this. You wanted this meeting, so let’s talk, shall we? ” He grinned and pulled a stool and sat. The crossbow was pointed at the ground again. “Now how do you know that was the Twilight Order on the top of the mound?”
 
   “Silly man, I arranged for them to be chasing the bitch. I had no idea that they would be right on top of us. I thought it would take them a few days to find her and you.” He looked puzzled. “Odd, they never seemed all that efficient to me, but they certainly found us quickly.”
 
   “Twilight Order? You called the Twilight Order down on us, on yourself? Are you crazy? Those fuckers won’t stop coming no matter what you do! How much did you tell them? Do they know who we are?” Duntar stood and crossed the floor to Jeryn in a near instant and looked like he was ready to throttle him despite the fact that Jeryn was taller and a little crazy.
 
   I was pretty close to panic myself. This was bad, bad for me and Dalia and was exactly who I thought had been cleaning up at McNeely’s. Great. The Twilight Order was a slightly more efficient and definitely more ruthless crowd than the Black Watch. I was little fuzzy on how they were organized mainly because most fey hope never to meet them certainly not on the other end of a weapon. The guy was walking dead and didn’t even know it but a glance at Duntar told me he did.
 
   “Let’s all stay calm now.” I said as placating as possible, “Maybe we can work something out. Maybe we could get you asylum with the Court of Dawn.”
 
   Duntar sneered. “Yeah sure, pull the other one while you’re at it, it’s got bells on. We got a despised son with no juice and a fugitive from her own court who knows nothing of value. Why the hell would they make any deal with us other than our choice of funerary rites?” He turned to Jeryn Callisandra again. “You fucker! You’ve killed us all!” His hand was resting on the dagger and he was eyeing Callisandra the way dog eyes a piece of meat.  The guards were nervous. They didn’t know exactly who was in charge. Callisandra was paying the bills, but Duntar was very dangerous and they knew it.
 
   “Duntar, really, you must keep a hold of yourself! We have cards yet to play.” He glanced at Dalia and then at me. “We give her to the Twilight Order, sadly dead, killed during capture. So very sad. And then we hand them him as Count Trellisor. Nice and tidy.” He smiled. He actually smiled and I heard Duntar curse beneath his breath and turn away.
 
   “Yeah. That’s a great plan.” I said “It’s damned stupid and hasn’t got a prayer of working, but it’s a great plan if you’re a psycho nutbar. Don’t you think they will deepscan me to point of imbecility? They will know more about me than I do! They’ll find out I’m not this Count Trellsor pretty damn quick!”
 
   “Careful, Mr. Underwood. You needn’t be alive or whole when you are “captured”. I can do things that would make you wish for death.” He was close to edge. A little push would be all it took. 
 
   “I could see you being the sort who thinks he knows things like that. Trouble is, I been tortured before, by pros. I don’t think you got the chops, Jerry. ” He was near livid. But he was still. “Let me tell you why it won’t work. First, you’re laboring under the delusion that I have no backup. That just ain’t so. My father and I reconciled last night. Ask Duntar here if he didn’t fetch me out of couch and four with a Lord’s crest.” Callisandra looked at Duntar who nodded. Duntar was looking a little more nervous and began glancing about.
 
   “That was my father’s coach, Lord Stavros Melliscant. He’s a 4th circle lord I believe at the moment. He’s got a lot of pull and a helluva long memory. He’ll either find us alive or he’ll make every fey here as dead as iron.” I paused and I saw that I had everyone’s attention, including the guards. 
 
   “Duntar, do you remember that sword you lifted off me? “Duntar nodded, a look of horror slowly spreading across his face as he began to realize where I was going. “That was an Honor blade of my house. It has always been recovered, always.” I shrugged. “I figure it won’t take him long to track a blade like that, one tied to his house for generations, one he wore himself. Seems fair, after all you did use a tracking spell to find us didn’t you?”
 
   Duntar was really starting to sweat and he was easing his way towards the closed door. But Callisandra was a little slower on the uptake. He thought for a moment and looked confused. But it finally hit him like a load of concrete. I could see his expression grow grimmer and I could see a visible tick under the glamour, which began to waver.
 
   He made an effort, I’ll give him that. He hesitated and considered shooting but I guess that wasn’t visceral enough for him. He needed to get his hands dirty.  He flung the crossbow aside and came at me with his claws. I would describe them as nails, but that really didn’t do them justice. They were more like talons. He was trying to rip my face up and while I would never be a beauty, I certainly didn’t think his version of plastic surgery would make things better. I threw myself backward and rolled. His claws missed my face and tore into my back. My back burned as his claws ripped through the cloak and dug deep into the skin, raking furrows into my flesh. He was so intent on flaying me that he didn’t see Duntar charging him. I’m not sure why he did that. But I certainly appreciated the distraction.
 
   “We need him alive, damn it! We have to have something to trade!” Duntar shouted and put his shoulder right into his hip. He didn’t stop or slow. It was like he was trying to move right through him. Duntar’s charge caught him right at hip level and I thought I heard a crack or maybe a pop and Jeryn Callisandra went down hard. He had to be pretty tough because all he did was grunt and shout. Unfortunately all I heard him say was “Kill them all!” as the Duntar rolled past him.
 
   For a moment, nobody moved, but then things began happening all at once. The gaurds began aiming and to my surprise so did Duntar, but not at me. He was fast, damn fast as a dagger flew from towards a guard. I didn’t have time to look because I was moving myself but I heard a gurgle behind me and the sound of a falling body from above.
 
   I got to my feet and began running as hard and as fast as I could. I hoped that being a moving target would not only attract fire but make it harder for that fire to land. Something pulled at my cloak, a bolt I supposed, but it didn’t hit me. The next one buried itself in my arm, pinning that now useless limb to my chest. It hurt. A lot. My chest was burning and I knew the quarrel head had passed through my arm and into my body. But those two shots bought me enough time. By shooting me, they had lost their best chance of hitting Dalia.
 
   It wasn’t pretty, but it was damned effective. I was staggering as I finally reached her and tried to pull her to her feet. But it was a no go. I needed to get her and myself to cover but they had tied her to a damn chair and she couldn’t move. So I did the only thing I could do to buy her a little time. I collapsed on her, pulled the chair with her.
 
   The chair couldn’t take the combined weight of the two of us and shattered, but she was still tied and couldn’t move. Worse, she couldn’t see and didn’t know who I was and she was struggling to get out from under me.
 
   All I had to time to say before another bolt struck me was “Dalia! Lay still. It’s gonna be okay!” This bolt was in my lower back and the edges of my vision began to go gray and black, but I held on. I didn’t know it at the time, but that bolt had shredded one of my kidneys and lodged in my liver. I just knew I was bleeding bad inside and figured it was a mortal wound. I didn’t want to die here but it would be worth it if I could save Dalia. She was family. I couldn’t lose her too. 
 
   The world looked strange. I could see Jeryn Callisandra trying to crawl towards me, his useless leg dragging after him. The world sounded funny. Distant, like when you’re dreaming. But this was a bad one. A saw another guard go down, I’m not really sure why, but I think it was Duntar who killed him.
 
   It was about that time that the door of the barn blew inward and the splinters flew through the air. The passed over those of us who were prone and it looked like they couldn’t get through the Black Watch armor that Duntar wore but they were hell on the last guard. I could hear the sound of combat outside and I knew that my father had come for me. I just hoped I could last till he got here to save her, because Callisandra was getting pretty close and I couldn’t move. I tried, I told my arms to move but the damn things just grasped Dalia closer, the blood from wounds soaking her clothes.
 
   As I looked at Callisandra crawling ever closer I saw a pair of boots. Callisandra looked up, his mouth frothing with rage and I saw a knife slam through the air pinning his arm to the floor. I can’t be sure, because things were blurry, but it looked like to me that he would have to amputate his own hand to get free. He screamed in pain and thrashed around, probably doing more damage to his pinned wrist.
 
   The boots walked closer. Through the mist of my blurred vision I thought I could see Duntar’s face. The dwarf leaned closer.
 
   “Just remember, I could have killed you, I could have killed both of you if I wanted to, but I didn’t.” I heard screams outside the barn and more explosions as Callisandra’s men fought their attackers. I grunted.
 
   “Yeah, You and I know it wasn’t no act of charity, this just wasn’t his day or mine” he said pointing to Callisandra.  “Now I gotta go before some mighty pissed off bastards from my old outfit show and decide to retire me permanently. If we meet again-“ he thought about it for a moment as trying to decide what to say. He shrugged “Well, just hope we don’t meet again.” He pulled his helmet on the bastard turned invisible. That Black Watch armor was damn handy. My eyes were already unfocused so I could see a shape moving through the darkness and the door beyond and he was gone.
 
    I’m not sure how long I lay there, bleeding to death. It felt like hours, but it was probably only a few minutes. My sense of time was badly confused. A shadow blocked the doorway and I realized that it had gotten quiet for the most part. I could still hear Callisandra screaming and I could feel Dalia struggling underneath, trying to push my dead weight off her, but she just didn’t enough brute strength or leverage.
 
   I had thought the shape in the door was father but even in my current state, I could see that it was too big for that. Sergeant Angel Bermuda came closed flanked by two big constables who were sweeping the barn with careful cop eyes, which I noticed had started to burn in a few spots.
 
   “Ah, Mr. Underwood! I see you are somewhat worse for wear. You really should have met with me. It would have made things so much easier.” He sighed. “Ah well, nothing for it now I suppose. I really hate to do this, but you are under arrest for a long list of infractions. But we can wait on the charges until after the medics have seen to you and your cousin, who you appear to have bled all over in a rather shameful manner.” 
 
   I wanted to punch that half troll right in the kisser but the best I could do at present was a rather non-menacing gurgle and frothy blood stained sputter.  Thankfully, I realized that I was about to die and that he would never get to press those charges, but at least Dalia would live. I quit fighting to stay awake and let the blackness around me claim me. It was probably the best decision I made all day.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Waking up was painful and unavoidable. At first there were lights and I could feel a tingling in my back. At least I wasn’t in pain anymore. I thought at first that I was dead and that this was a just really crappy afterlife. Then they moved me and the pain came back. While that didn’t rule out the crappy afterlife theory, the fact that it went away made me doubt it. Eventually, despite my herculean efforts to stay comatose, I woke up.
 
   The first thing I noticed was that I couldn’t move anything except my head. I was in a softly lit room with what looked like muslin or gauze shears moving in a gentle warm breeze. Even though I had only been there once, I recognized that I was in my father’s house, in that secure room where I had waited for a tailor and a healer. Since I wasn’t dead, I assumed that I was once again under the care of a healer.
 
   I heard a sound and a soft voice that said “He’s awake. Get Kralisch. Hurry!” The voice was familiar and in few moments I worked out that it belonged to Dalia. I think that more than anything helped restore my thoughts to better working order. She was alive. Despite the way I felt I was probably alive as well. We had survived. 
 
   A Fey that I recognized as the same one who had tended my wounds when I first arrived was quickly hovering over me and I could hear him mumbling some kind of ritual. I could see a faint red nimbus around his hands and I immediately felt more alert and refreshed. I tried to move, with no success, and started to question him but discovered that he was aware of my questions before I could even start.
 
   “You can’t move. I placed a neural block to keep you from re-injuring yourself. You sir, are an awful patient and thrash about far too much. As soon as I finish my examination and I am convinced that you can’t do any more damage to yourself, I’ll take it off so you can move if you have to. But I suggest that you do as little of that as possible. I had to grow a new kidney in situ and the damage to your liver was severe. I suspect exsanguination was quite close. Your wounds are all closed now and beginning to heal. You wouldn’t be conscious if you hadn’t recovered enough reserves to do so but strenuous activity is out of the question for the next few months. Your wounds took a lot of effort to heal and I would hate to see you undo all my hard work. I was thinking about doing an article on you for my fellow healers because we had to use some very difficult rituals to save you and I had to invent a few new wrinkles to make it work but Lord Delbarra convinced me that it would be best to keep the whole affair quiet. I certainly hope that you appreciate all the hard work I did in keeping you alive and won’t do anything ungrateful like die.”
 
   All the while he was talking I could hear people coming into the room and while his lecture about what a crappy patient I am were mostly lost on me I could appreciate the list of wounds and cause of my near death. I watched the halo around his hands flicker in color from red through the spectrum to blue. He then placed his hands on either side of my head and chanted something I couldn’t quite hear. I heard or felt a sharp click in my skull and suddenly I could move again. Apparently, I had been straining to do so because as soon as the block was released I raised half way up from my prone position. It didn’t take and I fell backwards and coughed.
 
   “There! That is exactly the kind of impetuousness I am talking about! No quick movements. Slow and easy.” He said as he helped lower me back down. It took him a few moments to bring me to a sitting position and his look was scornful and disdainful. He might be a hell of a Doc but his bedside manner was awful.
 
   My voice was hoarse and low from disuse. “That’s a neat trick, that neural block thing. Can you teach me that? It would be awfully handy at times.” I said with as cocky a grin as I could muster on my lips.
 
   “Yes, certainly,” he said “after about a hundred and thirty years of studying and heaven knows much improvement in your craft training; I can teach you how to do that.” He smirked. I have never been sure whether it was mortal doctors or fey ones that were more annoying. I guess it’s a pointless debate because they are all arrogant bastards. “Now, if you are through trying my patience, I have other patients to see.” A pun. He made a lousy pun and then sauntered off.
 
   Now that I was sitting I could see that I actually had several visitors. My father was there. He looked concerned and a little haggard but he seemed relieved. This look was mirrored on Dalia’s face. You could see a hint of strain here and there relief,  I supposed, by my consciousness. I could see another Fey lord there who I didn’t recognize and the resolute Sergeant Bermuda. 
 
   “Didn’t you arrest me? I’m pretty sure I remember being arrested.” I tried to raise my arms with my hands together, as if to await the cuffs but it hurt so much I decided to save that gesture for another day when I felt better.
 
   “Ah. Yes, well that was necessary. As my prisoner I was able to take certain liberties that allowed me to get you taken care of in an expedited and private fashion. I couldn’t risk you ending up in a public house of healing. Besides, Lord Delbarra insisted.” He gestured at the Fey lord who stood and bowed at his name. I couldn’t place him at first but it gradually dawned on me that there was only one Lord Delbarra that could possible issue instructions to Sergeant Angel Bermuda and that was Lord Greyson Delbara, the Head of the Court of Dawn’s intelligence service but more commonly known as the Hidden Watchers, although no one believes that they just watch. 
 
   Lord Delbara was an older and thin fey. He also looked like he didn’t get out very much. His physical presence said dusty cubicle just as I was sure he probably didn’t actually sit in one. Curious how one of the most powerful men, save the Emperor, was so unassuming. There was hardly any blood dripping down his chin and I couldn’t see any fangs.
 
   “Yes, I did indeed insist.” Lord Delbara confirmed. “While I know that you have done nothing personally to violate court security or break the Compact, you have gotten caught up in events that do. It is vitally important that we…discuss the situation and arrive at an agreement.”
 
   “What is vitally important is that he heal from the wounds that he suffered putting right the mess you made!” I hadn’t known my father long enough to judge his moods, but he seemed pretty pissed to me. 
 
   “I agree completely. But I just wanted to impress on him how important discretion in this matter is. I ask that you discuss the events of the past week with no one who is currently not in this room. Knowledge of this incident must be contained as much as possible. I will be happy to answer any of your questions, but I am due at court to brief the emperor on the incident and your condition. We can talk later when you are rested and I am further along in unraveling what went wrong. Your father vouches for you, that is enough for me, for now. I will let your father bring you up to date on events that you may have missed.” Lord Delbara gave a slight bow to me and my father and left, trailing Sergeant Bermuda behind him. I was alone with Dalia and my Father.
 
   “Are you alright? I asked Dalia, “Were you hurt?” 
 
   “No. Thanks to you I am well and alive and currently in the custody of my grand uncle, your father.“ Dalia looked happy and I was glad for her.
 
   “Custody? Are you under arrest too?”
 
   “No. It is protective custody. It appears that I am wanted by the Twilight Order for questioning. I am willing to go, but your father and mine have decided that for know it is best for me to remain here.”  She was quiet and seemed less animated than I remembered. My guess was that she found sanctuary with her mother’s family somewhat galling considering she couldn’t go home to her father. 
 
   “How long have I been out?” I was stiff and sore and not just from where I had been shot. My legs were cramped and didn’t seem have much strength in them and moving caused pain in all my joints.
 
   “It has been three days, my son.” 
 
   “Hunh. It looks like I missed my Naming Day ceremony after all. But I suppose being shot twice and nearly dying is probably a good enough excuse to get it rescheduled. Given a choice between being shot and attending the ceremony, it’s a little bit of a toss up.” I smiled, but he didn’t and I knew something was up. Frankly, I didn’t have the patience to wait for them to let me know what was bothering them. I had a suspicion that I wasn’t going to like it.
 
   “Don’t tell me that Jeryn Callisandra got away! He was pinned to the floor with a great damned knife!” I sat up straighter and immediately regretted it. 
 
   “No.” He assured me, “He was still there when Lord Delbara and Sergeant Bermuda arrived.  But he is the crux of the problem. I have been told that its resolution is entirely in your hands as it involves our family and your word.” He was serious. Dahlia did say anything. She just glanced down and wouldn’t meet my eyes.
 
   “Cryptic I don’t need, from either of you, so why don’t you just spill it.”   
 
   “He was captured easily and his wound treated. He wouldn’t say much of anything until we received a protest from the Court of Twilight demanding that Dalia and Jeryn be turned over to the ambassador. That got him talking. His vituperative tirades, blaming Dahlia for just about everything he could imagine, leads us to believe that he might not be entirely in command of his faculties. He also mentioned someone named Duntar in one his screeds, but wouldn’t say much about him. Do you know him?” 
 
   “Yeah. He was part of the same rouge Black Watch team that Serlisch was a part of. He claims that he was the only survivor of that team. He was smart and pretty ruthless, but damned likable in a smiling killer kind of way. He was there, in the barn, but the little bastard went invisible! I take it from your question, that he got away?”
 
   “That is correct. They found no trace of him in the barn. If he was ex-Black Watch, that would explain it. Sergeant Bermuda was using men he requisitioned from the Sheriff’s office. It would be unlikely that they would find him, especially considering that they had other matters to concern themselves with, namely, your bleeding and dying body.” Neither of them said anything. And I felt vaugley embarrassed about getting shot. It makes no sense whatsoever, I know, but I felt like I had messed up by getting tagged.
 
   “Did you hand him over yet? I still owe him a few things, but I guess that the Twilight Order can collect for me.” They would probably kill him. Strangled most likely, a traitor’s death and richly earned in my view. If they didn’t, he had committed enough crimes here to earn death, banishment at least.
 
   “No, we are still holding him. Turning him over to the Twilight Order would go a long way towards clearing Dalia of anything other than a few bad decisions but there is a complication.” I sighed. Damn it to hell, nothing but complications on this case.
 
   “What? What complications?” I restrained myself because I didn’t want another lecture from that healer if I reopened my wounds.
 
   “I want you to stay calm when I tell you this.” My father moved closer to the bed. “He is offering a trade. He claims that if we let him go, effectively exile from the Bright Kingdom, then he will tell us the whereabouts of a mortal. Martin Obromowitz.”
 
   I seethed and tried to rise but my father gently pushed me back down. I mentally counted to ten. “So let me see if I have this straight. In exchange for exile and freedom he is willing to give my back the body of my friend.” My father started to say something but I overrode him. “He can piss blood! I’m not giving him freedom for a dead body. Marty wouldn’t want it and neither do I. If we don’t make him pay, then the Court of Twilight will.”
 
   “Jake!” Dalia cried, “You do not understand! It is not a dead body. Marty yet lives. I saw him myself. He is gravely wounded, but he lives!” 
 
   I felt the world get a little woogy as the enormity of what I was being told sank in. Marty was alive! Could it be true? I had seen him shot, how could he be alive?
 
   “Are you sure, Dalia?” I probed, “Are you sure it wasn’t an illusion of some kind or some changeling trick?” 
 
   “I am as sure as I can be. He was unconscious and seemed to be in the thrall of some kind of magic. Jeryn Callisandra told me it was a preservation spell to keep his last few moments of life from escaping.” She looked down at the floor. “He told me that he planned to use Marty to force you to betray me. You would have to affirm what he said about me or he would let Marty die!” She was as angry as I have ever seen her at that moment. 
 
   I looked at my father. “Do we believe him?”
 
   “Provisionally, yes we do. This is a desperate gamble, a last throw to save his life, He knows that nothing could save him if has lied to us, so I think he speaks true.” He paused for a moment. “But be aware, if we make this deal with him, we will lose any sure way to prove beyond doubt Dalia’s innocence to the Court of Twilight. She may never be able to go home again. There is no one left who will be able to verify what he said to her that caused her to flee. The accusations that he made concerning her relationship with Count Trellisor will be shaken, but not dismissed, because of the false evidence that he presented. He made sure that there was no one left alive who could forswear him. I am told that it is believed that Dalia is responsible for the deaths of Lady Tessa and her maid in an effort to cover her trail to the mortal world. ”
 
   Poor Lady Tessa. I guess she finally read the cards so wrong that it got her killed, not to mention her servants who might have seen something. Callisandra had a lot to answer for. I really did want him dead. No, worse than that. I wanted to kill him myself. But that wasn’t going to happen no matter what choice I made. If I sent him to the Court of Twilight, then eventually Dalia would be cleared and he would be executed. If I took the deal then I might get Marty back, but Dalia would be an exile from her home and family for who knows how long, maybe forever. Neither choice involved me ending up with my hands around his neck. 
 
   “Dalia? What do you think I should do? I looked at her as tears streamed down her face.
 
   “Oh Jake! I do so wish to go home and back to my life. But how I could go there in honor if I had to walk through Marty’s blood? You have no choice. He is your sworn man and you owe him aid. You must do this if there is any hope of saving him.”
 
   I nodded. There were a lot of things I could have said but anything I could utter would just make things worse. She was willing to accept exile at the Court of Dawn and I was willing to let her and that said everything that needed saying about the matter. Being who she was, there was no other possible choice.
 
   “Make the deal. But you tell that slimy bastard that if I ever see him or hear of him, all deals are broken and he dies. If he comes near me or mine that I will skin him and use him for a rug. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m tired. I just had to do something unpleasant and I need a damn nap!”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   A week of recovery passed for me and I waited for word of Marty. They only let me see him one time, the man whose life I had bought with Dalia’s freedom. He looked more dead than alive. In fact I thought I had bought a corpse but my doctor shooed me away and told me that with enough magic, he could be saved. It was expensive, I was told, but the Court picked up the tab. I didn’t find out why until another week had passed. Dalia and I were kept under close watch and not allowed to leave the townhouse. I probably couldn’t if I wanted to, but it was the fact that I was a prisoner despite Sergeant Bermuda’s assurance that I was a “guest”.
 
   In the meantime my father told me a lot about my family but I won’t bore you with all that. There are apparently a fair number of us and many of them don’t like each other. Typical of Fey noble’s house, actually. I also tried to find out more about Dalia’s mother, but nobody in my father’s house or employ would talk to me about that. That included my father.
 
   It was during another long session of genealogy, when James interrupted my father’s lecture, for which I promised any powers who might be listening that I would treat James to the best booze I could find, with a few whispered words.
 
   “Now?” he asked and James nodded. “Very Well. We will await him here.” James left and my father fixed me with a stare.
 
   “Lord Delbara and Sergeant Bermuda are here and they want to talk to you, me and Dalia. James will bring them directly. I have told him to send for Dalia and to have them wait until she is here.”
 
   “Should I be worried?” I asked.
 
   “No, not if I judge things correctly. I have been using some clout to get some explanations of Lord Delbara, who is naturally reluctant to tell me much of anything. But I have used an irresistible force on him and it turns out that he is not as unmovable an object as he thought.” He smiled. He resisted my prying until Dalia came in. She was wearing an orange gown with gold thread woven throughout in some insanely intricate pattern. She always looked good but she looked classy, even though I would preferred something much more subdued. When you have spent as much time in the mortal world as I have, you develop simpler tastes I suppose.
 
   Dalia took a seat and shot me a questioning look, but I shrugged. This wasn’t my game, I didn’t have a scorecard. At least I didn’t have to wait long. Within a few moments, Lord Grayson Delbara and Sergeant Angel Bermuda came into the room. James left the room and I heard a bolt sliding closed and I felt a tingle of power as the heavy wards settled tightly about the room.
 
   “Lord Melliscant, I understand that my presence is required here at this time and that I am at liberty to discuss any detail of this case with you, your son and your grand niece.” I had to admit that was interesting to see someone with his kind of power flustered. He clearly wasn’t happy. Sergeant Bermuda on the other hand, seemed amused. I took that as a good sign. “I must say that I was...unprepared to receive the summons I received today and quite surprised to be given the instructions I was given. Being surprised is not a feeling I relish and I hope that such future summons will not be required.” He glared icily at my father.
 
   My father nodded. “I am sure that you do. All you have to do to avoid that particular discomfort is to not involve my family in any of your plotting. I have no desire to interfere with your work, but I will if you cause my family any more harm. I promise you, I still have friends at court, powerful friends as you have come to learn in the last few days, and I will not hesitate to use whatever influence I have to protect my house. If that involves bring the entire edifice of the Hidden Watchers down, then so be it! ”
 
   “Peace, Lord Melliscant.” He shook his head bowed his head toward my father. “I am tired and not used to being outmaneuvered in such manner. It has been a long time since you were active at Court and I had forgotten how long your reach could be.”
 
   I glanced at my father and realized again that I really didn’t know this man. He was pushing around one the most powerful and feared men at the Court of Dawn and making him dance while he called the tune. Impressive. 
 
   “In any event, you and your son are owed an apology. I am here to deliver it and to answer whatever questions that may yet linger.” I had to give him credit for pulling up to table for a big plate of humble pie. He was no shirker even if he had screwed the pooch.
 
   “Fair enough,“ I said. “I think I have figured out the what and who for a lot of this, but I am pretty fuzzy on the why and how. If you would indulge me, let me tell you what I think happened and you can fill in any holes that I leave.” He nodded.
 
   “First, let’s deal with the good Sergeant here. He’s not just a cop is he?” 
 
   “No, he is far more than that. While his duties are often concerned with lawbreakers, his interests are more…free roaming. He has done many things for the Court of Dawn through the years. He has served in the Black Watch and the Hidden Watchers. He has served at foreign missions as an ambassador’s aide. He currently is attached to the Sergeant of Arms office. Normally, this is a relatively inactive post. But tradition does define its power rather broadly and the emperor has used him in that capacity to unstick sticky problems.” Lord Delbarra deferred to Sergeant Bermuda who merely smiled.
 
   “So you serve…?” I looked quizzically at the Sergeant.
 
   “ I serve the Emperor, as all Fey at the Court of Dawn do. While I am not just a cop, I do have an interest in justice and my warrant runs the entire length of the Court of Dawn. I can arrest if I need to and execute when there is no choice” His face grew more serious. “My official rank is with the Master of Arms of the Court, but I report directly to the Emperor Lord Belsoumnde. I go to the places that he cannot go and do things that he cannot do. Mostly, it is diplomatic work and some regular police work, but occasionally it is something complicated and unpleasant like this little tangle that we are dealing with now. I try to keep a low profile and most Fey are happy to accept that as fact. Those who know better are more than happy to keep it to themselves or are those whose opinions matter to none but the others who have passed on to Arcadia.”  He said it simply but it was plain that he took his service seriously. It made me wonder if he could be what I thought he was. He might not answer, but it was worth the question.
 
   “You’re a Companion aren’t you?”
 
   “I do have that honor. I must tell you that few know this and I would prefer to keep it that way. It is a singular honor but one where I may serve better anonymously.” 
 
   “Excuse me, but what is a Companion? This is not a title I am familiar with. ” I had almost forgotten my Cousin was there. My only excuse was my relief over finally getting some answers.
 
   “A Companion, ” my father answered, “is an elite warrior or servant who owes fealty or allegiance only to the emperor and reports directly to him. They are essentially his War Companions and he can use them in whatever way he chooses. They answer to no one but him and are sworn to his life. They are utterly trustworthy. There has never been a case of betrayal, at least none that anyone has heard of. They hold no formal office, yet no one doubts when they act that they have whatever authority they choose to want.”
 
   I was a little confused. “I have never heard of a secret Companion. How does that work?”
 
   “Very well.” Sergeant Bermuda said in a low rumble and a smile. “It works very well indeed. I do things for the emperor that while vital, must be kept quiet. In this case he had a personal interest in this case and asked me to oversee it. While he has the utmost confidence in the Sheriff in solving most crimes, there could be no question about a need for discretion in a case involving the Hidden Watchers and the son of an important court member, especially considering that it was involved in an ongoing operation at the Court of Twilight.”
 
   “Right. Well, that does explain a few things. I wondered why both you and Crosswich, along with the Sheriff were on the scene at the Silvertree for Kevin’s murder. A lot of heat and a little competence.”
 
   “Aron Crosswich is a bit of a bigoted moron, certainly. But don’t think the Sheriff shares his faults. He is quite good at what he does, unfortunately he is hampered by not knowing all the facts and from politics that constrain him from using his abilities fully. Suffice it to say that I respect him and he respects me, when we work together we share what information we can, and what results we can.”
 
   I considered what he had said and what it had to mean. Kevin had been important. More important than any ordinary Fey.
 
   “Kevin was an operative for the Hidden Watchers, wasn’t he?” It was really more of a statement than a question. It was the only answer that could have put all that heavy duty craftwork in his apartment and Lord Delbarra in this room. Duntar had told me this, but this confirmed it and so did Lord Delbara when he nodded yes.
 
   “That brings us nicely to Kevin’s death. Duntar, who was a dwarf in the rouge Black Watch team that Jeryn Callisandra was using to dog my steps, told me that they didn’t kill him. Now, you and I both saw some Black Watch troopers decapitate Kevin. And yet, I believed Duntar when he said that his guys didn’t murder Kevin or Chris McNeely.”
 
   “People that ruthless and accomplished aren’t as common as people believe. If it had been the sanctioned execution by the Black Watch or the Hidden Watchers, the Sergeant would never have been involved. That doesn’t leave a whole lot of people it could be, does it?” I looked at Lord Delbara who said nothing, but at least had the grace to look down. 
 
   ‘The Twilight Order.” Dalia said, her face pale as the implications set in. Lord Delbara set mute and all I saw from the Sergeant was a tiny nod.
 
   “That’s right Dalia, the Twilight Order. We know that Jeryn Callisandra involved them and dangled you as bait, as a possible lead to Count Trellsor. They can be vicious, but I can’t see them operating in the mortal realm and killing with such ruthlessness over a forsworn parole. There has to be something else, something important enough to bring out the big boys.” I looked at Lord Delbara, who was about as miserable a Fey as I have ever seen. He clearly didn’t like where this was leading. My father was still wearing the same scowl he’d worn since he welcomed these two into his company.
 
   “You almost have it,” said Sergeant Bermuda. “You are just missing a few pieces.” Lord Delbarra looked accusingly at him and Sergeant Bermuda stared him down. Interesting. It appeared that a Companion actually had more clout, at least in this situation than the spy master did. 
 
   “Ah” The fog cleared a little and I remembered what brought Dalia to my door. “Count Trellisor. He was an operative of yours? A Hidden Watcher?” Dalia gasped, I presumed at the thought that the Court of Dawn had spies at the Court of Twilight. 
 
   “Not quite. There is no Count Trellsor.” Lord Delbara shifted uncomfortably. 
 
   “That can’t be true. I spoke to him. He was real!”
 
   “No Dalia, you probably spoke to someone who claimed to be Count Trellisor. Was Kevin, Count Trellsor?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. And No.” Lord Delbara began, “You see, there is no actual Count Trellisor. There were at least three individuals who went by that name. All deceased now, swept up by the Twilight Order in the last few weeks or so and disposed of.” He wasn’t smiling anymore, thinly or otherwise and his eyes had turned sharklike. “They were good operatives. I have a hard time believing that things could have gone so wrong so quickly, but it did. I don’t like it when my men are killed.”
 
                 “I can certainly understand that, even if I can’t help but notice that you put a plan in motion that got a bunch of people killed and my cousin hunted. I hope you can appreciate the irony when I say I don’t give a damn about what you like or don’t like.” 
 
                 Dalia was certainly focused. “I do not understand what you are saying. Count Trellsor was you. I saw him. He removed his Glamour on occasion and he looked like you.”
 
                 I looked at Lord Delbarra. “Well? How did you do it? Both of us know it wasn’t me. So how did you do it?”
 
                 “I can’t really tell you because I don’t completely understand it myself but it apparently some clever will worker came up with a way to nest glamours, one inside each other.” He smiled smugly.
 
                 “What?” Sergeant Bermuda interjected. “You can’t do that. It’s been tried before and the harmonics of the spells interact and fight each other for dominance and you get a nasty backlash.” 
 
                 Lord Delbarra shrugged. “I can’t help it. That’s what I’m told by my technical people. It’s classified, of course, and the technique is difficult to perform and expensive as well.”
 
   “That brings us to a telling point. Why in the hell did you put my face on Count Trellsor?” 
 
   “That was a mistake.” Lord Delbara said sheepishly. I grunted.
 
   “It was unintentional. Kevin was in a tight spot and using the spells that he had cast on him he came up with your image. Once it had been seen as Count Trellisor’s “true face” there was no changing it.” He sighed. “Kevin, and I must admit that I agreed, felt that because of your bad relations with the Court, it was unlikely that anyone would make the connection between Jake Underwood and Count Trellsor. 
 
   “You see, Count Trellsor was very useful to us. He disrupted ceremonies, delaying events and discredited those who might be a threat to the Court of Dawn and in some cases, the Court of Twilight.” Lord Delbarra was looking at Dalia’s stricken face. It was easy to forget that she was a member of a Court that Lord Delbara had just admitted spying on. “Everything went well until Jeryn Callisandra connected Dalia to you, or rather to Count Trellsor. Then things went bad very quickly. We believe that Kevin was killed not because of the favor you asked of him, but because the Twilight Order had discovered his connection to Count Trellsor.”
 
   “And Chris McNeely and his secretary? Why’d they kill them?” 
 
   “Loose ends. Mr. McNeely  was a local and the Twilight Order needed someone local who knew the terrain. Once they had taken care of Kevin they decided to clean things up a little. While they were at it they decided to send a message. I believe they intended to kill both of you as well to let Lord Delbara know that they didn’t appreciate his agents causing trouble at the Court of Twilight.” Sergeant Bermuda was grim. Dalia was pale.
 
   It was quiet for moment as I digested what I had heard. There was something still not quite right. Then it came to me. The Naming Day ceremony.
 
   “How long ago did all this start to fall apart? Let me guess, about two weeks ago perhaps?” I addressed Lord Delbara and he nodded. “That tracks. I would also guess that it was about that time that my father began to hear some disturbing rumors about his son. Is that right too?”
 
   “Well done.” Lord Delbara smiled. “Yes, the Naming Day ceremony was indeed a ruse to draw you to the court, to protect you and get you where we could keep you safe.” I noticed that Sergeant Bermuda looked a little uncomfortable and I knew why. Lord Delbara was lying.
 
   “Bullshit. If you wanted me at the court and safe a writ or immediate summons would have had me here in less than a day. No, you wanted me out there, stirring up trouble and seeing what shook out. You used me as a stalking horse so you could find out where your leak was. Whoever tried to kill me would probably be a good candidate, I suppose.”
 
   “Is this true?” My father looked really angry as he stood. Sergeant Bermuda stood as well and interposed himself between my father and the head of the Hidden Watchers. Lord Delbara said nothing.
 
   “Is it true? Answer me, damn you!” My father demanded again.
 
   “Yes.” Lord Delbara said quietly. “It’s true. But in my defense it wasn’t supposed to be like this. Damn amateurs! If she hadn’t been so foolish as to confront Jeryn Callisandra, none of this would have happened!” He shot a glance at Dalia.
 
   I wanted to get up and smack the crap out of him, but he was still being protected by a rather large Sergeant. Instead, I limited myself a string of profanity which basically boiled down to calling him a damn idiot.
 
   “You didn’t bring me here to protect me. You brought me here to protect yourself and your scheme.  If I died, then my father would demand answers and some heads. I’m guessing that yours would be top of the list. If there is a little collateral damage like some mortals or a Court of Twilight cousin, well, we all know the saying about omelets and eggs, don’t we?” I looked at him with contempt.
 
   “It’s easy for you to sit there and say that! You don’t know enough to be scared. The Adversary is out there! He’s active at both Courts! I will do what I have to serve the Emperor and stop the enemies of the court. If that means a half-breed son or some silly cousin must be sacrificed then I will do it.” 
 
   His outburst stilled the room. My father was cold as he walked back to his chair and sat. He rang a small silver bell that summoned James. He spared Lord Delbara a frosty glance. “James. Show this people out. They are leaving.” 
 
   There were almost out the door when he glanced at Lord Delbara. “Lord Greyson Delbara. You are not welcome here in this house or any land that owes fealty to me. In the interest of the Emperor and because my family is safe I will pursue no vendetta against you…at this time. But know this, if ever you think to endanger my family again, I will destroy you, regardless of price, skin torn from bone and blood spilled! Mark my words, Lord Greyson Delbara!” Lord Delbara never looked back as he left the room. Sergeant Bermuda shook his head and nodded to me. It was a nod of a cop who knew all too well what it was like to have rank pulled on him, although they are damn few who would try it on him, and could appreciate the discomfort of Lord Delbara. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   It took another week before the healer would let me leave. Even then I was feeling pretty punk. My side still ached and my kidney, while regenerating still burned. Worse, I was told no bourbon for a month. Still, I got off better than Marty. He had to stay here for another month before they would even consider letting him go.
 
   My father and I agreed that we should pursue a closer relationship. He pledged that he would do all he could to help Dalia get back home, although some kind of accommodation would have to be reached with Twilight Order before it could happen.
 
   I thought that the whole matter was closed, at least until the day before I was headed back to the mortal realm. I was having breakfast with my father and Dalia when James came in and whispered in my father’s ear. James was usually a rock, but something had him seriously spooked.
 
   My father paled. “Now? He’s here now?” He didn’t waste anytime telling me anything. “James, The secure room. Make sure it is ready and summon my retainers. They must stand the honor!” He got and pulled me to my feet. “You must hurry! There is no time to change. Go to the secure room and wait for me there. Don’t leave and don’t do anything. Oh yes, and take Dalia with you!”  Without waiting for my agreement he stood and stalked out of the room. 
 
   I was left alone with Dalia and since I didn’t know what else to do I grabbed her hand and pulled her along after me, ignoring her questions. I had no answers for her anyway.
 
   Once we reached the secure room, I could see that James had somehow gotten here ahead of us and rearranged the furniture. Actually, he had moved it around quite a bit, leaving one lone chair against a wall.
 
   Before I could contemplate what that meant there was a noise at the door and it opened and I saw my father’s retainers pour in. Most were only partially dressed and were trying to finish buckling swords while they took positions on either side of the double door that opened into this room.
 
   I didn’t have to wait long to see the reason for all this early morning hustle and bustle. I’d never met him, but there is no Fey or even half Fey who wouldn’t recognize the Emperor. After all, his face is on the coins.
 
   He came in and went directly to the “throne” that James had set up for him. About six of the most dead eyed fey I had ever seen came in and lined up on either side of the chair. I recognized Sergeant Bermuda. That probably meant that these where also Companions of the Emperor. Great.
 
   My father came rapidly to my side and kneeled and I noticed that Dalia was also kneeling. In fact everyone but me and the six companions was kneeling. I quickly dropped to one knee and waited. 
 
   “All rise.” His voice was steady, each word measured out carefully, like he only has so many to use before they were all gone.
 
   “I welcome you to my house my lord.” My father began the traditional welcome. “Anything that I have is-“ He was waved to silence by the Emperor.
 
   “Let us dispense with the formalities, Stavros. I had to duck out of a council meeting and I don’t have much time. We shall have to make this quick.” He looked us all over and it was like being looked at by a bright child who is waiting for his pet monkey to do something clever.
 
   “I am led to understand that there are those here who are due justice and, as high purveyor of justice, it is my privilege and my right to do so. To business!” He motioned and three chairs were brought to us and we took seats.
 
   “First, I understand that you Stavros have threatened to kill my head of the Hidden Watchers. I can’t have that. A vendetta between your house and the Hidden Watchers would mean disaster for the Court and the Kingdom. This I cannot allow. He’s usually very competent and I need him. There is no disputing that he made egregious errors in this matter, and I have told him so. He had no right to involve your son in this matter. Your son had made it quite clear on more than one occasion that he did not consider himself part of our court. He has taken no oath of loyalty to us and is not bound to us save by the Compact. On his behalf I apologize.” Damned if it didn’t sound like he meant it. “For what it is worth, he seems sincere in having offended you. As a loyal servant, I would ask that you forgive another overzealous loyal servant.”
 
   “Your Majesty, I…I will abide by your words if he will abide by his not to risk my family unaware.” My father clearly still wanted to throttle a certain lord, I was sure of it, but when the emperor commanded, he nodded and agreed.
 
   “Excellent! I can’t have one of my most valuable servants and one of my oldest friends feuding. He made a mess of it and he knows it. He’s trying to make it right.” He turned to Dalia.
 
   “You must be Lady Dalia Melliscant Klaris. I can see what I heard was true. You are quite lovely indeed.” Compliments finished, he dove right into business. “Through no real fault of your own, you find yourself stranded in our realm. I am given to understand that you wish to return home.” Her eyes brightened at the thought. “As soon as that is possible we will speed you there. Rest assured that all possible steps are being taken to ensure that this is so. Until that time, you are welcome at my court. My lady wife has need of some young eyes in helping here with various functions and if you would be so kind, she could only benefit from your aid.” Dalia was shocked and clearly stymied and it took a few minutes for her to respond. 
 
   “In as far as I am able to serve in good conscience I will be glad to so. But my heart and loyalty lies with the Court of Twilight. I can do nothing that would dishonor that claim. Short of that, I will serve.” She bowed and the Emperor smiled. 
 
   “Well spoken indeed! It would hardly be fair reward to further poison your relationship to my august counterpart’s court. You will not be ill-used, by my word!” He turned to me.
 
   “Jake Underwood Melliscant, you represent an interesting case. As I stated previously, you have sworn no oath to us and don’t even have a name yet. Technically, I owe you no justice at all.” He paused in thought, “And yet, I do owe you much. Men in my name have injured your family and your retainers. Worse, mortals have died because of their actions. This is a violation of the Compact and must be set right even if none know of it. The foundation of all we have built rests on this and it cannot be ignored.”
 
   He looked at me with those incisive eyes. “I must confess that I know little of the mortal world and those who could remedy that situation cannot be told enough to be of value. So I ask you, Jake Underwood Melliscant, how may we fairly compensate the dead of the mortal world?” It took me a few seconds to realize that this wasn’t a rhetorical question and that he actually wanted me to answer.
 
   “For Chris McNeely and Patricia Jo Horvath, there is nothing anybody here can do. They’re dead. Worse, the killers are not likely to ever see justice in the mortal world. In fact, their murders will remain unsolved and their families will never know why they died. The best and only thing I can suggest is making sure that any family they have doesn’t suffer financially.”
 
   “So the best you can recommend is that I offer money as compensation?” He seemed to be probing me for some reason.
 
   “Unless you have some way to raise the dead, I can’t think of anything you can do besides that. It would break the Compact to even tell them what happened. They can never even know where the money comes from. I would suggest some documentation be produced to verify an insurance policy or maybe an investment.” He seemed to waiting for something more so I added;” I have a guy working for me who is a whiz at making these kinds of things appear legit. I can take care of it, if you like. Really, setting them up for life is about all you can do.” 
 
   “Yes. That would be appropriate, I think.  The emperor turned to his Companion, Angel Bermuda. “Is this the style of speech that is passing for polite conversation in the mortal realm?”
 
   He smiled. “No, your Majesty. Some of his idioms are no longer in vogue, others are current. As far as polite conversation, he is, despite the evidence of your eyes and ears, on his best manners. He has little respect for authority of any kind and has little problem in breaking rules that he doesn’t think apply to him. Rudeness is almost habitual with him, especially with authority figures. I am sure that he has told me the truth at least once or twice although at this moment I can’t recall when it was.”
 
   “Now just a damned minute, I didn’t ask for any of this! Your boys come tromping all over the mortal realm without any thought of the consequences and got people killed. I am supposed to be happy and polite about this? Besides, it’s not like you weren’t lying to me as well. You could have just come clean about what was going on. If you had, maybe Kevin would be alive, as well as the others. This doesn’t even consider how many expatriates lives will be disrupted when the Silver Tree closes. Frankly, I give as good as I get and your Lord Delbara is owed more than just a few lapses in court etiquette.” The nerve of some Fey still astounds me. They make a mess and take me to task for lack of civility. Typical.
 
   “As I was about to say,” murmured Angel Bermuda, “He is exceptionally loyal to those to whom he chooses to offer loyalty. But it is always personal loyalty and never institutional loyalty. In this regard he is not unlike other retainers that I can think of, Jervalas Stormcrow for one. Also, it would not do to slight his father in this regard who threatened to expose the Hidden Watchers entire if justice was not done in this matter.”
 
   “I think I have heard enough to render judgment in this matter.” The emperor looked at me with a cold gaze.
 
   “Now just a minute-“ I started.
 
   “Quiet.” He never raised his voice, but his one, simple word carried such authority that it never occurred to me to say anything else. It was easy to see why he was emperor and I was a PI. He had a voice accustomed to being obeyed and undoubtedly seldom faced any other response but obedience. His eyes drilled through me as he rendered judgment. 
 
   “I find this Fey to be worthy of a name. While his deeds of valor are few in number, they are momentous and meaningful. The chronicles of the court show that he has stood by the spirit of the Compact when the letter would have served him better. He is unafraid to fight for what he feels is right, even when he would do better to compromise. He foregoes Vendetta to spare his vassals, even going so far as to allow his own house to suffer for the sake of loyalty. He has offered his own life to protect ladies’ life and honor. He has shown the spirit of courage and sacrifice. He has shed blood on our behalf and won honor for this court by his actions. As Emperor of the Court of Dawn I do name him Jake Underwood Melliscant, scion of house Melliscant, holders of Lord Kareen’s blight. In recognition of his deeds, I promote him to the 8th circle of the court. Let all in the court know his name and let all give him the due he has earned and the responsibilities to go with it. We shall need many like him when the Adversary begins to move again.” 
 
   One of his companions produced a parchment that he signed and sealed with his sigil. I could see a faint burst of power as he touched the page with the seal. The Eighth circle! That made me a member of the court proper if I remembered correctly. Uh oh. It also meant that I owed service to the emperor, direct personal service should he ask for it. I could feel my face go pale.
 
   “You were right Angel, it only took him a few moments to catch the hook.” The emperor smiled. “The ceremony was more of a formality and a public recognition of your deeds rather than a trap to snare you. Having given you a name and a rank does indeed bind you to my service, but you have already bound yourself to me when you claimed a Noble’s Privilege from your father. As the Father, so the Son. He is my man and you are his, therefore, you were mine already. Let us now consider the true purpose of this meeting.”
 
    “My Companion Angel Bermuda and my servant Lord Delbara both tell me that you are the kind of Fey who values his word and will stand by it. They were also impressed by how far you are willing to go to succeed. The Court of Dawn owes you a debt. You kept a bad situation from getting worse and exposed the true author of the events that lead to our loyal servant’s, Kevin Ungblasch, death. You made right errors that were made in my name and redeemed my honor. Therefore, if it is your wish, I shall release you from all vows of service to me. You will be as free now as you were before.” He paused for a moment, “But consider this Jake Underwood Melliscant. Whether you serve directly or not, your lot ultimately lies with the Bright Kingdom. The Adversary is stirring in the far realms, things asleep since the time of the Compact’s signing are being seen. There is even a report that the Dragons are waking and moving in their domains. A man like you, comfortable in the world of mortals, could be invaluable to me. They may come a time when all beings who live in the dawn and dusk must unite to fight the Adversary, when that time comes you will be needed.” He looked at me and I was sure he could see the confusion suffused with and smiled sadly. “You do not need to give answer now. As you know, it is our custom for the newly named to have a full turn of the seasons to decide how they will serve.” I nodded.
 
   “In a year I will have your answer. If you come to the court, then you will serve. If you do not come, then we are done with no ties to fetter us.” 
 
   He grinned hugely.  “But enough talk of service. Your name does not discharge my debt to you. You earned your name, I merely recognized it. I have already promoted you as high as I may at this time, but still I feel that I am in your debt. So I have decided to award crown property to you. This will provide you with income should you choose to live here.”
 
   Great. Some landed estate in the wilderness just waiting for some luckless fool to settle on it and move to the boonies. 
 
   “Your majesty, I appreciate the thought, but I am no farmer or a noble with skills of land management. This gift would be wasted on me. I could not, in fairness, do a good job of taking care of the land’s tenets.”
 
   “I suspect you would do a better job than many who have held land for generations. But it is of no matter, as I am not giving you land. I said property. I am giving you title to the Silver Tree. Kevin was not the true owner but held it in my name. With his death the property returns to me to do with as I please and despite pleas that I hold the place in perpetuity as its usefulness has not ended, I do not think it will be of much use to the Hidden Watchers now that Kevin’s true nature has been exposed. I give it to you, free and clear of whatever you decide.”
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 
 
   “Your Majesty, that is a fine and handsome gift, but I’m not sure-“
 
   “In your hands it will be safe and those who need sanctuary in the mortal world will have it. Many who live there may yet serve me or my counterpart at the Court of Twilight. They are also served by this.” 
 
   I looked hesitant. 
 
   Sergeant Bermuda murmured, “It would be shame, don’t you agree, if Lucinda were forced to leave her cozy sanctuary?”
 
   I sighed and agreed that it would. He really knew how to handle me. I could turn down the “reward” but only at the cost of others.  But, he was as good as his word in letter and spirit, and that was how I got my name and acquired the Silver Tree and all the headaches that came with it. The jury is still out on who got the better end of that deal.
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