
        
            
                
            
        

    Live and Let Fly: From the Case Files of DragonEye, PI 

By Karina Fabian 








Introduction: A Drake Called Vern 
Once upon a time, people entered the dragon's lair at their own peril. I try not to get too nostalgic for those days. That was back when dragons were dragons, virgins were snacks I took because the townsmen were too stupid to toss out a nice, plump cow, and the knightly entertainment was delivered to my cave entrance in full armor-clanking glory. I was top of the food chain and happily snoozing on my hoard of gold and precious jewels—and valuable artifacts, I was something of a connoisseur then—in an abandoned dwarf mine in the mountains of Caraparavelenciana. The High Elves consulted me for my wisdom and didn't mind tarrying for a week or two for storytelling. Humans gasped in awe and fear as I flew high over their lands, and even if they didn't get my take-out orders right, at least they kept me well fed. Mages of all races sought my magic, and occasionally, when one was smart enough to trade or inept enough to amuse me, I'd grant them the spare scale or let them fill an ampoule with my blood. The human religion of the Risen Christ had grown strong and united throughout the known world, and Satan and his minions had retreated for the most part. Life was overall pretty peaceful. As an undying creature of God, I was feeling lazy and looking forward to a quiet millennium. 
However, an upstart holy mage named George trapped me in a spell and conscripted me into service in his Church. Maybe blackmail is the better term. By the time his magic worked through me, I'd lost my size, my strength, my knowledge, flight and fire, and most of my magic. 
I wasn't much more than an attractive iguana when he laid a doozy of a geas on me: I could earn everything back by becoming a faithful servant of the Church. So instead of relaxing in the Golden Age, I worked as the Pope's pampered pet, a bodyguard, scribe, mascot, and David to many a pagan culture with a Goliath for a god. When Satan decided to assert himself again, I got drafted into the Inquisition for the Great War, taking on supernatural baddies I never want to see again and getting into scrapes I was never sure I'd get out of. Yeah, the gig has been depressing and brutal at times, yet interesting overall. We immortals do enjoy novelty. 
But at least people understood I was a dragon; they knew what I was and what I would become. Further, our world was still magical and more importantly, self-contained. 
Until a combination magical mishap in my dimension and a nuclear accident in yours opened a stable link between our worlds, that is. Call it what you want: wormhole, portal, gate. 
We call it the Gap, and yes, the clothing retailer wept with joy when the scientists slapped that moniker on it. Less a cause for shouting are the names of the dimensions: Faerie for us and Mundane for you. Must have been chosen by committee. 
Magic and technology do not always mix well; and despite the best efforts of the United States government (Mundane), the Duchy of Peebles-on-Tweed (Faerie), and Faerie Catholic Church, some nasty things happened. And who do you think God sent over to straighten things out? 
Not the Church. God.  For the first time in my unending life, I'd felt a Calling. 
It led me to the Mundane city of Los Lagos, Colorado, home of the Gap, where I found myself unappreciated by the authorities and treated with suspicion or disrespect by a disproportionate amount of Mundane inhabitants. Even worse, the Duke decided to exile me here as a practical joke. Now I live in a cleaned-up part of a bad neighborhood—cleaned up by Yours Truly, thank you—with a run-down warehouse for a lair, eking out a living as a professional problem solver. 
Not that it's been all bad. I've actually earned back more of my dragoness in a few years on this side of the Gap than I did in centuries in Faerie. Plus, I've made some real friends here—
the kind who offer you dinner, and it's not their first born, but the first born wants to know if you'll come to his school for Show and Tell. Those kinds of friends. Then there's Grace, whose part-siren heritage made her a wonderful singer, an incredible magical talent, and a long-lived being. Although a mage of the Faerie Catholic Church, circumstances led to her partnering with me in my detective agency. DragonEye, PI. That's us. 
Like I said, I try not to be nostalgic for my pre-George days. After all, what I'm doing now's not a bad way to spend a few hundred years. 
And sometimes, I get to do something I'd have never gotten to do otherwise... 







Chapter One: Kick of Evil 
If there's anything worse than getting a panicky call from a teenage star, it's getting one from her high-strung assistant. 
"Oh, Vern!" Roscoe's squeaky tenor assailed my ears. "You've got to come to the set! 
Right away! Oh, it's too awful! I thought I was going to faint—" 
"What's too awful?" I demanded, exasperated. "Is Heather all right?" Heather, a.k.a. 
Rhoda Dakota, pop star and the Power-babe for the latest Guy Powers spy movie, Live and Let
Fly, was a good friend and one of the select humans I considered "mine." 
"What? Yes, fine. Thank God—and I mean that the right way, really—" 
"Then what? Spit it out." 
From the kitchen, Grace, my partner, dropped the basket of strawberries she'd been picking through into the sink and joined me in the office. She glanced a question at me; I shifted my wings in a shrug. Together we listened to Roscoe blather over the speakerphone. 
"It was so horrible! Okay, so they were filming, and I thought, 'A little me time,' right? I was going for my smoke break—yes, I know, filthy habit, shame on me, shame—and I heard this moaning from behind the dumpster, and I thought it was someone playing a joke, but then I saw his legs. I mean, who can mistake those tights? And I ran over, of course, and there was all this blood—" 
Tights? "Charlie? Something happened to Charlie Wilmot?" 
"Isn't that what I just said? Charlie was attacked. You've got to come right away. Heather is so upset—and I think he was hit by black magic." 


* * * * 
 "Who would attack Charlie?" Grace wondered aloud as she signaled for the turn onto the lot of Live and Let Fly. Reporters lined the entrance. Not surprising, really; when the herald of the Duchy of Peebles-on-Tweed gets mugged on the set of his fiancé's first movie, it's bound to make the news. Fortunately, our battered old car didn't draw much notice; although I saw Ronnie Engleson, entertainment reporter of the Los Lagos Gazzette, jerk his chin up in a quick nod. 
Even if Grace could have seen me shrug, there wasn't enough room in the back for me to flex my wings. I said, "How should I know? We'll find out in a minute." For the most part, we both disregarded Roscoe's wild claim of black magic. Roscoe came from California and knew very little about the Faerie. His view of the magic and creatures from our dimension oscillated between Disney and Stephen King. 
The security guard leaned toward the window as Grace rolled it down. Tom Thatcher had been an actual thatcher, right up until a few years ago when his allergies got the better of him, and he crossed the Gap from the Faerie to the Mundane universe looking for a different job. He enjoyed the glamorous and exciting career of road construction while working on a GED. Once he passed the test, he joined the local private cops just before the studio set up filming here. 
"Where's your sign?" I asked him. My head, as usual, was stuck out the sun roof. Grace doesn't mind my putting my head out of the car nearly as much as our friend Bert does. 
"That joke's almost as old as that job, Vern. You need new material." 
I grinned. Tom had held the "Go Slow" sign to guide traffic around the construction crews. He'd also held a real fear of me, which, while completely understandable, had made him hard to work with—like shriek-and-pass-out hard to work with. The studio psychologist had recommended a sedative combined with aversion therapy; Grace had suggested treating him gently; I decided the continual application of lame commentary worked for me. Even though it took a little longer, I had more fun. Eight hundred years ago, St. George took my dignity along with everything else that made me glorious, but it's only been in the past few years I've loosened enough to enjoy it. 
"You're picking up the Mundane idioms," I said, letting my admiration show in my voice. 
I can be nice, too, after all. 
"No way to avoid it here," he said but smiled at the compliment nonetheless. His voice grew serious. "They're back behind Studio Three. No one's used that set for anything except a short cut for a couple of weeks. Roscoe found him out cold behind some dumpsters. Looked like he'd been slammed into one a time or two—I mean into the side of it. Let the ambulance in 'bout fifteen minutes ago, but the studio EMTs were taking care of him, and they said he'll be okay. 
Checked the wards; they're all intact, so no one crossed them to break in. Inside job, if you ask me. Gave Captain Santry a copy of everyone who'd come in and out." He handed Grace a sheet with the same information. Smart man. 
We didn't ask about security cameras; there weren't any where unused sets were stored. 
No one was going to be carrying off panels of scenery without getting noticed elsewhere, and the cost-benefit analysis said it'd be cheaper to paint over graffiti than to bother with cameras. Not that this was a high-crime area, anyway. 
Which made Charlie's mugging all the more suspicious. 
Of course, the show went on, and as Grace drove us past the various sets, I saw a couple of guys in T-shirts and paint-splattered khakis tearing down Number Ten Downing Street. The Prime Minister wouldn't be too happy about that. A few yards away, a couple of dwarves and a Filipino dressed in a flowery loincloth and a Harley-Davidson T-shirt had pulled a couple of cheap plastic chairs in front of a façade of a French bistro and were smoking. 
I called to one dwarf. "Hey, Kent! How's Brunhilde?" He and Bruni had met at the Mundane Mensa convention we'd chaperoned. People expected the typical cliché of interspecies True Love, but they ended up only good friends. Just as well, with him acting and her splitting her time between Valhalla and her business of designing lingerie for large women. 
Kent waved and hollered, "Griping about her sweaty men, but she's taught them to brush their teeth. She starts working on her fall line next month. I'll probably see more of her then." He wagged his eyebrows at his smoking buddies, and they shared a laugh. 
Grace stopped to let a truck loaded with tropical plants that would never survive a Colorado winter pass by. Live and Let Fly, the latest in the Super-Spy movies, starred Dirk Everett as Secret Agent Guy Powers and our own little Rhoda Dakota as his spunky sidekick. 
While not the first movie to feature Faerie folk, it was by far the biggest. Director Gar Abernath (known as Y2 to his friends because he dropped the letter from the ends of his names) wanted this movie to cover the entire world and then some, and the producers, encouraged by his last three blockbusters, agreed. 
He didn't stop there, however. He wanted  Interdimensional!  Unfortunately, his script included too much adultery and glorifying of sin. The Faerie Church put its foot down on filming there, so they set up shop in Los Lagos. 
Why not Hollywood or Vancouver? Magicals such as myself don't much care to stray far from the Interdimensional Gap that links our two universes. Elves and dwarves have been known to make exceptions for a short time—"short" meaning decades for High Elves, of course—but most of the creatures that you humans think of as creatures—pixies, unicorns, and the like—are not comfortable in the non-magical world. Aside from the way they're treated (varying from sideshow freak to a human's personal wish come true), the enormous amount of metal (iron-sensitivity is more an allergy than a poison, but a problem nonetheless), and the general pollution, there's the simple fact that Magicals don't feel right if they get too far from the Gap and Faerie. I've experienced it myself: a kind of general malaise combined with achiness, slight nausea... You know—flu-like symptoms. The folks at the Colorado State University branch at Los Lagos think it might be tied to the slight flow of magic from the Gap. At any rate, if anyone wants to do anything involving Magicals—from study, diplomatic negotiations or having them star in a film—he or she is stuck with coming to Los Lagos, Colorado, USA. This caused quite an uproar—both from other nations who think the U.S. isn't sharing nicely and from the folks of Los Lagos who liked their town the sleepy backwater it was pre-Gap—but things are settling down. 
Doesn't mean we don’t have more than our fair share of excitement, however. Keeps Grace and me employed. 


* * * * 
 We found the ambulance sandwiched between the foot of a volcano and the fake storefront of Gloria Quattrinis. Even without the neon lights, the store’s name, flanked by gaudy platform shoes with stiletto heels, demanded attention. Never understood how humans walked in those. Great scene, though: Rhoda stares longingly at some six-inch heeled silver sandals with rhinestones just before Dirk's motorcycle comes crashing through the glass. Swarming around the ambulance, and occasionally getting pushed back, were about a dozen of the cast and crew of Live and Let Fly. Tuxes and gowns—must have been doing the casino scene. A cameraman was hanging out, his equipment on the ground beside him and his back against the ambulance. 
Wonder what his story was? 
Yellow police tape made border crossings down the narrow alley. Santry lounged in one corner, watching as Officer Kelly, the crime scene investigator, paced the area, methodically stopping to pick up a stray something and put it in a bag. I got the feeling that if she found a straw, she'd grasp at it. Kelly was good at her job; her feeling perplexed this soon in the investigation gave even more evidence that this was no ordinary theft. 
Santry looked up as we exited our car. He jerked his head toward the ambulance. Talk to
Charlie first.  Like we needed his permission. 
Or maybe it was a request because we heard Charlie shout, "For the last time! I will not lie down like an old granny when I can bloody well sit!" 
"Party's over," I called in a voice that out-directs a director, out-commands a commander, and even out-shouts Santry. "Ed, get your people back to work so we can do ours." 
The crowd pushed apart some, and Grace squeezed through. 
Ed, the assistant director, peeled himself out of the group to complain. "You don’t think I've been saying that? We're losing valuable light so Miss Dakota can swoon over her wounded beau. Not that it wasn't beneficial," he added, turning his head toward the crowd, and I assumed, Heather. "We got some wonderful footage, and if she can recapture the same emotion in the scene with Dirk... But come on, people. Get your make-up fixed, and let's move on. They should be done with the stunt scene by now." 
Footage. I snorted. Leave it to Ed to take advantage of situation. 
Charlie was sitting on the stretcher, his legs covered with a blanket, his chest bare but for the bandages, an ice pack wrapped in a towel held to his face. 
I glanced at the Halloween orange and lime green shirt and tabard that made part of his uniform. They were ripped, and blood stained the already nasty boar's head on a pike which was the duke's symbol. 
Everyone trailed back to the filming area except Heather, who sat next to Charlie in the ambulance, at once trying to comfort, be comforted, and keep from spoiling her silver sequined dress. Her co-star, Dirk Everett, stood at the door, where he could place a comforting hand on her knee. She, of course, held Charlie's hand, the one not pressing the ice pack against his nose. 
"I want to stay." 
"Go on, luv," Charlie urged, his voice muffled and stuffy sounding from the swelling. 
"I'm fine, more embarrassed than anything. Falling off a horse hurts worse." He kissed her hand before making a little shooing motion. She let Dirk lift her from the steps and leaned on him as they walked away. 
I overheard him whisper to her, "Three cracked ribs and a broken nose, and he says he's fine. Oh, that Faerie machismo—and the accent! I'm sooo jealous of you, darling!" She giggled. 
One of the ambulance attendants stopped her to ask a question. I turned my attention to Charlie. 
"'Falling off a horse,' eh?" I asked. 
"So I've heard." He groaned. The swollen, purple bruise on his nose extended to his forehead and cheeks, and one eye was partially closed. He held himself unusually straight, as if slouching would hurt. 
"Here. Stay still and pray," Grace said as she took the ice pack from him. She crossed herself then let her hands hover over his nose as she sang a song of healing. After a moment, she set a hand over his right side. 
"Oh, much better," he murmured and swayed. Grace caught him. "Just the relief, just the relief," he protested. 
"You still need to come in and get x-rays," the EMT protested. Grace agreed. 
"Soon as I tell you what happened," he insisted. "Please, you've got to find my pouch. 
Without it, I—" His plea ended in a wince as he leaned toward us. 
"Something important in it?" 
"The most important thing I've ever carried—Heather's engagement ring." 


* * * * 
 We got the full story from Charlie and watched the ambulance attendants carry him off. 
He'd finally acquiesced to lying down, in part, I'm sure, because of the pain killers they'd stuck in his IV solution. I saw the one attendant show his clipboard to the other: it was full of autographs. 
In triplicate. Humans. 
We crossed the police tape, and Grace started walking her own pattern, eyes half-lidded, and humming a tune that was both spell and prayer. I joined Santry, who was growling in low tones to Officer Kelly. 
She shrugged and shook her head. "I know the difference between trash and evidence," 
she told him, "and what we've got is trash. This was no random mugging; this was a professional hit, and I'd say a magical one as well. Or by a Magical, although I don't see any heavy footprints, or hoofprints, or anything to indicate a particular species." 
Santry rubbed at his eyes with one hand but didn't yell at her. Amanda Kelly knew her job. She'd keep digging, no doubt, but if she said the place was clean of traces of the attacker, odds were she was right. 
So instead, Santry turned his anger to me. "Well?" 
Normally, I'd ask if the city was going to pay us, but Charlie is a friend. Besides, I'd marked the lot as my territory; that made this personal. I'd bill the city later. 
Even though I already had his answer, I made a show of concentrating on my dragon senses. I alternately took in and disregarded the stench of the decaying garbage in the dumpster, the flowery perfume Kelly wore—Elvin Sun, I thought—the chemical odor of Santry's cheap deodorant, the distinctive wood-chip and glue of the plywood making up the Gloria Quattrinis façade... Once upon a time, I could have smelled the blood running through my human companions' veins, but that was pre-George. My magic sensing picked up Grace, her spell, and the wards around the area. Nothing more. 
"Damn," Santry muttered when I reported my findings. He always watched his language around Grace but didn't have any problem cussing around his people. "So what'd Charlie tell you?" 
"'Bout the same as he told you, he said," I replied. "He was taking a shortcut though here. 
Said they were filming some noisy scene—Mardi Gras or something—when somebody kicked him from behind, and he went sailing, ten or twenty feet, to impact face-first into the dumpster. 
That's all he remembers." 
"And no magic. So we know it's not a human. Which leaves half the cast—" 
I sat down and wrapped my tail around my feet, cat-like, twitching the end. It always annoys Santry. "The cast is clean. Grace and I checked them." 
"Yeah. I know how good your police records are in that medieval—" 
" Grace checked them," I emphasized. Faerie do not have the technology or the fanatical need for record-keeping that Mundanes so coveted, but some of our methods outshine yours. 
When a Mage of the Church says a person is clear of immoral behavior or criminal intent, you can be sure she didn't merely guess based on some paperwork. 
Santry knew this. "Fine. Outside job, maybe. I'm not ruling anything out yet. People can change, can be tempted." He said the last with a sarcastic twist. "Unless your Sister has everyone under some kind of compulsion spell?" 
"She won't mess with free will. You know that." 
Santry puffed out a sigh and surveyed the scene, thinking aloud. "So something kicked him hard enough to break ribs, knocked him into a dumpster with enough force to kill him if it hadn't been a prop, yet didn't bother to finish the job. Instead it drags him—" 
"Lifts," Kelly interrupted. 
" Lifts him off of the smashed dumpster, steals that courier's bag of his, and tosses him behind the dumpster. Why leave him alive? There was time to slit his throat—" 
"Blood evidence?" Kelly ventured. "Not that a bloody nose isn't messy, but the only blood we found was confined to the immediate area or on Charlie himself. If the perp got anything on him, he didn't leave a trace." 
"Step on his windpipe and crush it. If who- or what-ever could kick him this far, it was strong enough to do that." 
"That would leave imprints on his skin. As it was, we didn't get anything immediate from the bruising on his back because the shield he wears diffuses the energy of impact." 
Charlie's shield was a spell woven into the fabric of his uniform. Although not quite as efficient as Kevlar, it could stop a bullet, yet was lightweight and comfortable on hot days. No, I don't know why it tears yet can stop a bullet. I suspect the work of a cliché, personally. Faerie are nothing if not cliché. 
"So is our perp smart or rushed?" Santry rubbed his chin. He looked at Grace, who was now kneeling in front of the destroyed dumpster, face tilted upward, rocking slightly. "That's not a good sign, is it?" he asked, jerking his head in her direction. 
"She's not finding anything," I said. I didn't snow Santry; we were on the same team this time. Besides, it never worked on him anyway. 
"Fine. Motive. What was in the bag? He refused to tell us. If it weren't for diplomatic immunity, I'd—" 
"He can't tell you; we'll have to ask the Duke. Besides, the diplomatic pouch is ceremonial more than anything, and he was done with his runs for the day. His briefcase should still be locked in his car. Anyone check that? Okay, then. Only thing in the pouch was a print copy of an article he got online and an engagement ring." 
Kelly's eyes lit up at the news, which didn't surprise me. I knew she was a big Rhoda fan. 
Then she sighed. "Poor guy. All the rotten luck." 
"Much of a rock? Worth attacking a herald?" Santry asked. 
I shrugged. "Some diamond chips surrounding a dragon stone, but not one big enough to have any real value. More of a pebble, really." 
"Thought dragons were all crazy about those things." 
"Not ones so small, usually. Not much magical use, either. Have to be pretty desperate to want that stone. Charlie chose it for the symbolism." Since they'd met through me, I'd given him the stone, from where it lay hidden with my other treasure in Caraparavelenciana. I'd also brought back a useless but interesting artifact, a statue from the Sumarian era. Cambridge Ramada, an investigator specializing in finding unique items, had a customer for it. We used the profits to buy Grace a used car. 
Kelly sighed again. Santry gave her a dirty look. "Don't you have work to do?" 
"Don't you have a romantic bone in your body?" 
Santry snorted. "Not since my divorce. Go on." 
Kelly rolled her eyes as she passed me, but then her brows furrowed in thought as she focused on a platform on the back of the volcano set. "Vern? Can you fly me up there?" 
I stood, stretched, and with a little magic and a flap of my wings, rose. Hovering over her, I grabbed her arms in my front claws and wrapped my tail around her waist. She gasped as I pulled her from the ground, but she stayed focused on the platform. "I can't tell; is it big enough for both of us to stand on?" 
"Two humans, maybe. Not me and you." 
"Okay. Set me on it then. Can you not flap? I don't want anything disturbed." 
A little more magic, and I set her on the platform. First, she looked over the edge, gauging the angle to the dumpster and the place where Charlie had most likely been kicked, holding tightly to a two-by-four brace behind her. Next, she scanned the wood beneath her feet. 
"Gotcha!" she breathed as she pulled out another baggie and scraped a little bit of blood-stained wood into it. "Our mugger was here!" 
"Not for long,'" I growled. I sensed magic—the barest traces of a portal. 
Chapter Two: Murky But Present Danger 
Grace tossed the keys onto our desk, flopped into an office chair, and sighed. "I've spent the last three hours chatting up the customs officers on both sides of the Gap, and none have noticed any unusual travelers." 
I grunted. We'd expected that. The Gap had special detectors to alert us of the crossing of any high-powered Faerie, whether wizards, demigods, or someone packing a lot of magical hardware, and since Grace had helped set them up, she had woven a hidden "code" into the system to let us know, too. 
Weaving codes into spells. Yep, we've acclimated to the Mundane world, all right. I pushed away from the computer—or rather, I pushed the trolley bearing my computer back into its nook. The virtual keyboard that had displayed itself on the floor in front of me vanished. I love the set-up; saves me from having to sit on my haunches all day long like a technophile gecko. Manny Costa, second-born to the large family of one of my first friends and sometime source of information, Jerry Costa, put it together for me. Thinking of Jerry made me wonder if I shouldn't wander over to The Colt's Hoof tonight and see if I could dig up something from the less law-abiding types there. Jerry, a former fence gone straight thanks to a good woman and a boatload of kids, probably wouldn't be much help, but there were other contacts there with their ear to the underground. Couldn't do any worse than I'd done all day. 
"No luck retracing Charlie's footsteps?" Grace asked when I told her my plan. 
I shook my head. It had been a lousy day all around. We'd come home from morning Mass to find Kitty McGrue, yellow journalist for the Los Lagos Gazette,  sitting on our porch. 
When I accused her of not being able to pick our locks, she'd reddened and countered with a demand to let her on the set of Live and Let Fly. 
"So you can stir up celebrity dirt for FMQ?" I'd sneered. A couple of years ago, a spell had turned me human, and while Grace had retreated to her workshop to find a counterspell—
and to avoid me—I'd tried to find the villains responsible. Unfortunately for me, McGrue, for all her biases and faults, is the best investigator I know, and in a moment of weakness, I sought her help. 
Humans are weak, and being a dragon-turned-human confused me, as did the bizarre attraction I felt toward her, no doubt faerie cliché helped along by the enchanted perfume she was wearing... 
It ended rather badly for all three of us. I still get nightmares, and I know Grace still prays about it. Kitty got her catharsis by writing an exposé for Faerie-Mundane Quarterly. "I Dated a Faerie Dragon." Fuagh! I still get comments about it on EgoPages. 
"So I can investigate this mugging! This is local news. The Gazzette has the right—" 
" The Gazette isn't barred," Grace had pointed out. 
"Just you." I'd grinned. Needless to say, banning her from the set of Live and Let Fly was a fringe benefit of our taking on the security job. 
Kitty had snarled. "And let Ronnie Engleson write it? Please! He makes his living reviewing movies and interviewing high school thespians. Mark my words, there's more to this than a simple mugging. My Kitty senses are tingling—" 
"Well, don't look at me. I'm not human anymore," I'd said, and after a moment of shocked silence, she'd given a wordless yet very articulate shriek and stormed off. 
Grace had a few words for me afterward, and we didn't part on the best of terms, either. 
So while she'd gone to sing at a wedding, I'd gone to visit Charlie to get his itinerary of the day before, acting on the suspicion that our assailant had a lousy sense of timing and hadn't expected him to make all his drop-offs, or that he, she, or it had expected him to be picking up something. 
I told Grace, "Seven-thirty, he crossed over, dropped his car off at Dave's for work, then walked over to the municipal building and spent the day doing the usual governmental rounds. 
Took a taxi back to the Gap and crossed over at two-thirty, came back at four, where Dave picked him up and drove him to the garage for his car. Wouldn't let me in on what documents he delivered or picked up—said we'd have to get the Duke's permission on that—except that one of the henchmen on the set gave him a printout of the  Evil Overlord List. Thought Duke Galen would get a kick out of it." 
I snickered. The  Evil Overlord List contained very funny advice on how to avoid the usual clichéd downfalls of your average villain. Things like "Shooting is not too good for my enemies." Funny, and quite sound advice, actually. I wondered why more villains hadn't committed the list to memory. 
"So I called the manor, talked to Seneschal. He said the Duke is 'confident we can solve this case without knowledge of such minor details as comprise the mere administrivia of our humble duchy,'"—I mimicked Seneschal Ayers' nasal tone—"but could we please fax him a copy of the Evil Overlord List? I gave him our website link. I was due to blog something, anyway." 
"Of course." Grace closed her eyes. "Seven-thirty and two-thirty? Was he supposed to be back in Peebles-on-Tweed by eight?" 
"Probably not. He was groaning about it being his first night of freedom in weeks." 
Grace nodded. "That's what the Gap guards said. They told me he's been crossing the Gap at seven-thirty in the morning and two-thirty and seven-thirty in the evening every day for the past two weeks. 'By order of the Duke' was all Charlie would say. It was getting to be quite a joke." 
I snorted. "Sounds like one of the Duke's jokes all right." Duke Galen ruled Peebles-on-Tweed, where the Gap happened to form, and had used the opportunity to exercise his own puerile sense of humor, from sending over a bunch of peasants after the Mundane President gave him the "tired, poor, huddled masses longing to be free" speech, to exiling me to this side of the Gap. While he never went so far as torturing small animals for fun, he was known to torture small pages with pointless, inconvenient errands. This sounded up his alley. "He didn't have to return at four?" 
"Nope, as long as he crossed the Gap—not was in Faerie, but physically crossing—at two-thirty. They said he checked his watch each time." 
"Sure it was two-thirty, exactly?" 
Grace pulled off her shoes and massaged her feet. She wiggled her toes. She's never cared for shoes. "They didn't say exactly. Why?" 
"Something about that time..." 
Grace waited patiently while I mulled it over and then wracked my brains. Once upon a time, everything I learned I remembered; now "Wisdom of the Ages" is just a tag line on my Yellow Pages ad. I had my excellent memory back, but only of more recent events, and not always with immediate recall. There was something about the Gap and two-thirty. Two-thirty. 
Two hundred thirty. Two-Three-Oh... 
I felt more than heard Grace begin a prayer. She did that sometimes, prayed for a particular bit of knowledge to come to me. In fact, in our first case, her novena caused me to translate a popular song which turned out to be an ancient summoning rite—in the nick of time, too. 
I let it go. If there was something about the time we needed to know, God would help me remember. I settled myself down, arms tucked under my chest, and said my own dragon-style prayers until I saw Grace cross herself. "Hungry?" 
"Ach, no. I've been filled with snacks." 
"Sure, nuns get pastries, but who feeds the dragon? After all, by now they know I prefer lunch meat over lovely maidens." 
She chuckled. "Well, someone hit a doe on the Gap road. Randy asked me to see if you were interested." 
"Best tip I've had all day. So how was the wedding?" 
"Beautiful. Very simple; very heartfelt. A pleasure to sing at." 
I couldn't help grinning at Grace's starry gaze. Who said nuns can't be romantics, too? 
Then her expression changed. "Vern, do ye not think it's time to apologize to Kitty?" 
"Apologize?" I resisted the urge to ask, "What for," since she'd come up with a list as long as my tail. "If I apologize to McGrue, she'll only consider it evidence that she's won somehow. That woman is as bad as—" 
"A dragon?" 
There were times I'd rather face McGrue's accusative stares than Grace's guileless looks. 
Couldn't she at least arch an eyebrow or something? 
"I'm going to see what I can pick up at The Colt's Hoof," I growled on my way out. 


* * * * 
 It was early yet, and I was hungry, so I headed down Highway 292 toward the Gap. This early in the summer, a lot of incautious animals end up losing the bet that they can cross the road before the big shiny thing hits them. The sheriff and state troopers as well as animal control have always had the unpleasant duty of dealing with the carcasses until Sheriff Bradley got the brilliant idea to let the dragon do it. I work strictly on a volunteer basis so I can be picky about what I dispose of. Nonetheless it relieves them of a couple of calls a week during the heavy road-kill season, so everyone's happy. They even put my silhouette on some of those "Adopt a Highway" road signs. 
It felt good to stretch my wings after sitting in the office all day banging at a keyboard and talking on the phone. That's what PI work is most of the time: checking records and asking questions. Not that we didn't get our fair share of excitement—more than our fair share. We'd had so many Save the Universes Cases, we've given them their own code—STUC. Now if we could just arrange to get paid more for them. I was still working that angle. We had a rates scale, but asking for more money and getting it were two different things—and of course, we weren't going to not save the world while we negotiated. Grace was pretty firm on that point. 
Grace and I no longer worried about where our next meal came from, and we didn't have a lot of material needs, but the corrugated steel roof of our lair was finally succumbing to years of weather and neglect, and Grace's magic can only do so much. Re-roofing a twelve thousand square-foot warehouse doesn't come cheap. 
I spotted the carcass easily enough. I hovered above the tree line until the road was clear, so I wouldn't startle some driver, then swooped down, and snagged it in my claws to carry it somewhere more discreet. I tore into cooling flesh—fur, flies, and all—stretched my neck to savor the raw meat sliding down my throat, licked congealing blood off my chops—in short, indulging in all the table manners the wild kingdom takes for granted but which send humans racing for the nearest bathroom with their hands over their mouths. And I didn't think about Charlie's mugging, the Duke's humor, McGrue's "Kitty senses," or the look Grace gave me. 
When I was sated but not full enough to need a nap, I left the rest for the crows and went to rinse off in a nearby stream; then headed to The Colt's Hoof for something to wash my meal down with. Cheap beer, looked like. We didn't have a lot of discretionary funds, and I was thirsty. 
The Colt's Hoof started life as a cowboy bar, but as Los Lagos fell into decline during the 1970s, so did it. As such, it was one of the first places to cater to the non-humans. Guess the management figured if you could handle the rough clientele, you belonged, regardless of your species. The proprietor didn't allow fights—much—and drug dealing and obvious illegal activities got you escorted out the door, usually on your head. Otherwise, it still served as the perfect spot for shady deals and information "off the record." 
Speaking of. 
I settled myself at my usual spot at the end of the bar where the stools had been taken out—the rest were bolted down so they couldn't get tossed around in a fight. I ordered a beer and took a casual look around, nodding at the regulars who recognized me and giving my "leave-the-dragon-alone" glare at the rubberneckers who pointed or stared. Another thing which encourages the Faerie and discourages a large percentage of Mundanes is that The Colt's Hoof doesn’t have a problem with tobacco use of any kind. Smoke from cigarettes, cigars, and pipes made a bizarre nasal bouquet and covered the room with a hefty haze. The jukebox was playing some old country song about friends in low places, and the tables were full of creatures of various species talking, laughing, and drinking, the noise rebounding off the walls to create a general din that worked almost as well as noise-canceling technology for hiding conversations. It still didn't stop me from noticing Jerry Costa, Jr. talking to someone in a corner booth. The guy he conversed with had his back to me, but the way he hunched and spoke in low tones despite the general ruckus of the room said, "informant." My suspicions were confirmed when Jerry, Jr. slid a bowl of peanuts at him, a couple of bills folded underneath. 
Amateur Informant barely took time to finish his drink before bolting out the door. He didn't even glance at my six-foot-at-the-shoulder, scarlet-and-black scaled and winged self nursing a beer. I was trying to decide if that meant he was scared, stupid, or had seen it all, when Jerry, Jr. approached me. 
"Vern! 'Sup." 
"JJ. Your dad know you're in here?" 
"Just don't tell Mama." It was an old joke; Jerry, Jr. had gotten his job as background reporter for the Gazette in part because he had contacts thanks to his old man's former career. JJ 
had actually shined shoes here as a kid until Rosa found out. 
He glanced at the beer I held in my tail. "Can I buy you something better?" 
JJ got a cola for himself and a whiskey for me. I decided to save it for after the cheap beer and raised the bottle in salute. "Thanks. Nice transaction earlier, by the way. Smooth." 
JJ shrugged and sipped his soda. 
"Anything you can share?" Again the silence. "Look, normally, I wouldn't ask, but Charlie Wilmot was hurt, and he's one of mine." 
"Yeah, heard about that. But no, McGrue has me working on something else. What'd you do to her anyway? She came in this morning, started printing up pictures of you so she could burn them." 
That was...new. "Told her we wouldn't give her a pass for the Live and Let Fly set. Told her to let Ron handle it." 
JJ laughed. "Ronnie's a great guy, but he can't investigate his way out of a paper bag. 
Thinks everyone is a nice guy or misunderstood. But that ain't it. I haven't seen her so hot in years." 
"She's got issues." I poured the rest of my beer into my mouth, followed it with the whiskey and ordered another. Human alcohol doesn't affect me: not only do I have eight hundred pounds of well-toned body to absorb it, but my digestion and chemistry are different. Getting me drunk takes the alcoholic equivalent of one hundred forty-some-odd shots of whiskey—or five gallons of ethanol. Trust me: if I want to get drunk, I head to Gas 'N' Grub. Even with gas prices nowadays, it's the cheaper route. 
"You're telling me. Half those pictures were from when you were human. You got under her skin, amigo.  Wish I could get to someone like that," he muttered into his drink. 
Someone, eh? That was a relief to hear; not too long ago, he'd had a crush on McGrue. 
"Not worth it. Look for what your parents have, instead." 
"Yeah, well, not gonna find it here. I'm gonna go write my notes and get a shower. 
There's a street dance in Pueblo—better music, more women. Barbeque at Mom's on Sunday. 
Hasta luego." 
I spent the next hour nursing my second beer and buying drinks for other people. That had been the routine for a while now: I set myself up at the end of the bar, folks come to me. 
Some shoot the bull; some have information to sell; some hope for a free drink. Every now and then, someone wants a photo. I picked up gossip about a new Faerimet mine from a dwarf; the latest Despredatores gang activity from a disgruntled school counselor who thought he was just grumbling about a student; some tidbits we could use for our next report to the Bishop on the status of Faerie beings in the Mundane. Nothing to help me, though. I made a little prayer that someone who knew something would come my way. 
I'd almost run out of money and was ready to call it a night, when the doors swung open, and thirty members from Live and Let Fly burst into the room. A few caught sight of me and shouted "Vern!" It’s not actually my real name, but it’s nice everyone knows it here. Mostly extras and the guys who worked the sets—the kind who were out and about instead of in their trailers memorizing lines. Maybe my prayers had been answered. 
I mingled as well as my bulk and tail allowed. If I got much bigger, I'd no longer be able to maneuver a lot of Mundane establishments. As a pleasant change, people gossiped freely and bought me drinks. In fact, after hearing about my capacity for alcohol, they decided to expand my repertoire of alcoholic beverages, trying to see if I could pick out the different flavors. I declined the mudslide—I don't like chocolate. The hurricane was nice, as was the Danish Maria—the caraway seed flavor makes a nice complement to the tomato. In between my analysis and judgment, I listened to folks gripe about production schedules and the problems they had with the new animatronic monster McT-A delivered day before yesterday. 
I started to feel tipsy. Not falling over drunk but around three-and-a-half-gallons loose. I thought back to the drinks I'd had, added the alcoholic content, and came up with a cliché. 
Someone had slipped something into one of my drinks. I tried to remember who'd been handling my drinks and realized I hadn't kept track. When was I going to learn? 
I laughed at myself. It was funny, in a Duke Galen sort of way. 
I wasn't going to pass out, but the conversations were beginning to merge and flow until they were like waves crashing on the shore; I was having to concentrate extra hard to keep track of the individual speakers. So much for getting anything else useful. 
I excused myself and walked carefully back to Cory, the bartender. "How many glasses of mine have you washed?" 
Cory pointed to the rack of glasses rinsed, wiped, and waiting for the dishwasher. 
"Damsels and Knights! Call Grace for me; tell her to come get me. Someone's drugged my drink." 
It was Cory's turn to swear. "You all right?" 
"Yeah. I'll wait outside. Do my gargoyle imitation." I snickered. 
"Sure you don't want to hang out here?" 
I shook my head; the room slid. Whatever it was, it was gaining strength. "Dragons make mean drunks, and I'm pissed." The double meaning of my words caught up with me, and I stifled a laugh. It came out as a snort. Cory jumped back. "Don't worry. I won't flame you. Not unintentionally, anyway." I started out snarling and ended snickering. 
A part of me was thinking this drug was suspiciously well-tuned to dragon physiology. 
Another part of me was thinking, Duuuuude! What a ride. 

"Go wait outside. I'll make the call." 
I left with the best intentions of sitting still and quiet outside the door. The Colt's Hoof's own live statuary. In fact, I was pretty well convinced I was standing still, and the rest of the world was moving around me. Another part of me considered flying over to where Despredatores hung out and reminding them who the real predator in the area was. If School Counselor Jackson's observations were right, that gang was getting uppity again— 
With all this and the need to coordinate four feet, it's no wonder I didn’t notice the police wagon on the curb until Santry called my name. 
"Oh, look," I said. "The heat's come to help me up my street cred." 
"Funny. Get in. I'm taking you to the station." 
"Why should I?" The words popped out of my mouth. They seemed about right. 
Santry took three steps forward, then stopped, and folded his arms. "Vern, get in the van. 
I've had a bad day, and I'm not interested in taking any crap from you." 
Suddenly, I was the one who was tired of taking crap: crap from cowards who attacked me with drugged drinks instead of swords and lances, dukes who thought exiling creatures made a great joke, reporters who burned me in effigy and got all the sympathy, and police chiefs who thought their bad day meant they could lord it over the dragon. 
I pounced. 
I heard a gunshot, dismissed it. I pinned Santry to the concrete. I leered at him. A little bit of drool dripped off my canines and splattered on the sidewalk beside him. "Want to try that again?" I growled low in my throat. 
Santry's face paled, but he just cocked an eyebrow at me. "Please." 
"Better," I purred and minced into the back of the wagon. Santry was all right. Too bad he didn't have a lance and a white charger. Then we could have some real fun. 
I threw up on the way to the station. 







Chapter Three: Gapraker 
I woke up in one of the interrogation rooms with my head pillowed on Grace's lap and no idea how I'd gotten there. 
"Feeling better?" 
"No." Unconsciousness was preferable to the ice-pick in my skull and the roiling seas that replaced my stomach, and— "My shoulder hurts." 
"Well, that would be because Captain Santry shot you. Care to explain?" 
Shot me? You'd think I'd remember something like that. "I was drugged." 
"So we kenned when you staggered in alternately roaring and laughing. Gave a few of the prisoners quite a fright." 
"Oops?" I ventured. I tilted my head to look at her face. 
Grace bit back a grin. "Michael threatened to put you in with some of the less savory ones, and I took the opportunity to make a few suggestions. So it all worked out. Your shoulder should be fine in a day or so." 
I didn't want to nod; I had a nasty hangover. Memories were coming back, slow and blurry. "Why'd Santry arrest us?" 
Grace chuckled, a low mezzo in deference to my headache. "He didn't. Some federal agency is taking over the mugging case, and Duke Galen's named us as the Faerie representatives." 
No wonder he was having a bad day. "I'm not arrested now? Good, because I want to go to the roof and burn off this hangover. And maybe vomit again." 
I strolled out, Grace beside me. I held my head high, reminding myself I was the top of the food chain, even if I did feel like the bottom of a dung beetle's breakfast special. I gave up on dignity when we got to the dumpsters. There went the last of dinner. What a waste of a good road kill. I flapped up to the roof. Between the emptied stomach and several long flames, I was feeling more dragon. An unexpected advantage of breathing fire is it cures my hangovers. (Don't try it at home.) I hadn't known for certain if it would work on whatever had sent me flying last night—or rather, pouncing, snarling, laughing, and vomiting. I wondered if that meant the drug had mixed with the alcohol in my blood. What had my blood alcohol level been? I'd have to ask Santry if they gave me a test. 
I looked down and saw him standing with Grace and some other suit. Did Santry ever go home? I unfurled my wings and swooped down, easy and unthreatening-like, to land in front of them. 
Santry spoke first. "Recovered? Good. Vern, meet Agent Eugene Calloway, Federal Bureau of Investigation." 
Calloway gave me a curt nod, but his eyes sparkled, and he couldn't quite hide a grin. 
Yeah, I know. I'm awesome. It's a gift. 
"Must have been some serious shit you were on last night," he started then excused himself to Grace. 
She smiled. "It's all right, Gene; I understand." 
"I don't. That stuff was engineered for dragons. You happen to get a blood sample from me?" I directed my question to Santry. 
"Matter of fact, Calloway suggested it. And, since we had to pull a bullet out from between your scales, anyway..." 
"Yeah, about that. I, um..." I was bad at apologizing. Comes from being at the top of the food chain. Humans are the only species I know of that would apologize to prey. 
Santry let me off the hook. "That's why I didn't aim for the head." 
He wasn't going to apologize, either. I caught a glance of Grace's exasperated roll of her eyes, but I understood. Knights don't apologize to foes wounded in fair combat. 
"We believe there's more to the mugging of Herald Wilmot than meets the eye," 
Calloway interjected, "and I think the attack on you last night confirms it. Because of the interdimensional scope, we're taking over administration of this case, and by request of Duke Galen, we're including DragonEye, PI in the investigations." 
Santry kept a neutral, professional face, but I could smell his ire at being cut out of something that had happened on his turf. I'd have felt the same way. Probably, after not finding me at home, Calloway—or someone else in his department—had "requested" the aid of the police department to find me. Naturally, Santry wouldn't pull someone off patrol to play delivery boy. I could almost forgive the guy for his attitude last night. 
Calloway continued, "We've got some local offices. I've already given Sister Grace a card. This could take most of the day as it is, but if you need a couple of hours..." 
I stretched, gave my wings a good flap. Yeah, it was show, but it did feel good to stretch. 
"All I need is a meal." 
We agreed to meet at ten-thirty. We never got me any food, however. I snoozed in the car while Grace swung by our office to change and pick up a fresh vest for me and what few notes we had, and by ten-twenty-five, we were pulling into a little strip mall on the west side of town. 
Opposite the Goodwill stretched a long row of low stucco office buildings. We found number 5—Multidimensional Information Technical Services. MITS handled the Interdimensional Internet, one of the few technologies to be allowed into Faerie, and in my opinion, the most potentially troublesome. But no one asks the dragon. Well, fine, Bishop Aiden did, which is why there are all kinds of strict guidelines concerning what is and is not allowed across the Gap, and anybody who cries about their "First Amendment Rights" gets reminded that Faerie doesn't have a United States of America. 
Interesting place for an FBI meeting. Grace and I exchanged glances and went in. 
A receptionist wearing headphones smiled and held up a finger for us to wait while she tried to explain to someone on the other end that their annex only handled government contracts, not tech support. While she intoned a litany of "uh-huh" and "I really sympathize, but...," she pressed a buzzer on her desk and motioned for us to sit. I'd barely gotten my tail wrapped around my legs when the heavy door to the left of us made a sound like an overweight mosquito and opened. A thirty-something dishwater blonde wearing pinstriped pants, a cotton shirt, and a sweater came out. She introduced herself as Susan Thompson and asked us to follow her. At the door, she swiped her card through the reader, then typed in a code, called out, "Thanks, Heidi," 
to the girl at the desk, and led us down a standard office-building hall: nice but inexpensive carpet, two-toned walls, water fountain, and bathrooms. Some of the doors had additional locks, but that in itself was not remarkable. 
"I'm so glad Charlie's all right," she said. "He's just a great guy. He'll be joining you along with a few other agents. We got your clearance paperwork from Peebles-on-Tweed yesterday with the official request that you be involved in this case." 
Grace and I traded another glance. Clearance paperwork? I imagined the Duke saying, 
"Of course I trust them, you idiots," and the Seneschal writing it out in flowery phrases the Duke would snort at before affixing his scribble-n-seal. I wondered what clearance that got us but didn't want to bust our rep by asking. I'm sure it was enough to do the job. I'd look it up later. 
Grace's and my only experience with the world of "black ops" was from American cinema, so we expected something impressive and high tech—an elevator ride to a bunker, long banks of computers manned by grim experts all facing a wall-sized screen that displayed live feed from spy satellites... Instead, Susan escorted us into a conference room with a large pill-shaped table surrounded by comfortable chairs and bearing a large box of donuts and a laptop computer. More chairs lined the sides in two rows. Our "high-tech screen display" turned out to be the laptop and a flat-screen TV of about the same quality as our friend Bert's. I hoped it was HD at least. A handful of people sat in the side seats, including one Navy officer—commander stripes. Five people sat at the table: an Air Force lieutenant colonel played a game on his cell phone, and two men in suits were chatting about the Broncos' chance at the Super Bowl, while Charlie was waxing poetic about Heather to an agent whose conservative outfit fought stylistically with his slicked-back hair and trendy five-o'clock shadow. Then again, compared to Charlie's uniform, he looked positively GQ. 
The uniform of a herald of the Duchy of Peebles-on-Tweed consisted of a large, green, blousy shirt that hung to mid-calf over orange-and-green-striped tights and ankle-high boots of tanned leather. The matching belt worn snug on the waist held a dagger. A pouch for message scrolls completed the accessories. His orange tabard bore the livery of the Duchy of Peebles-on-Tweed: an unappetizingly ugly boar's head with overlarge tusks messily severed from its body and spiked onto a spear. Among all the subdued hues, Charlie stood out like a badly done art nouveau road construction sign. Yet he wore it so naturally, no one even blinked, and certainly no one snickered—not to his face. Heralds wore the uniform of their noblemen with pride—and their daggers within easy reach. 
Conversation stopped when I entered the room, of course. A lot of these guys probably flew in for this super-secret meeting, but even the locals would perk up at the sight of me. 
Although I've lived in Los Lagos for years, I keep a pretty low profile. Unless you attended Little Flowers Parish or frequented Grandma Natura's Restaurant or my usual stores (Los Lagos Thrift Shop, Fae Foods, and the Gas 'N' Grub in Territory), chances are you've probably only seen me in newspapers, the occasional television newscast, or on the Internet. Naturally, I'm far more impressive in the flesh, even in my greatly reduced post-St. George package. 
Susan introduced us as the Faerie agents of Peebles-on-Tweed. Then she pointed to the end of the table and introduced us to Tom Mordash. The forty-something human, large enough to keep me fed for days, bearing a walrus mustache, hefted himself out of his chair. "Sister. Dragon. 
Welcome to the Bureau of Interdimensional Law Enforcement." 
BILE? There's a name that must have been made in committee. Grace landed a subtle kick on my ankle, however, so I held off the snide comments and made nice while Mustache Mordash introduced us to Harvey Heffner of Homeland Security and Stan Rakness of the CIA. 
There was a quick exchange of nods, and we were directed to a spot beside Charlie where a chair had been removed to make room for me. Charlie and Slick Shadow Stan both stood and went to pull out Grace's chair; Charlie was slightly closer, so Slick contented himself with taking her hand and introducing himself again. "I'm Rakness, Stan Rakness. Call me Rak," he said as he bowed over her wrist. He pronounced the Rak with a schwa so it sounded more like “rock.” Had to wonder if it was the actual pronunciation or an affectation. 
Once we settled, I leaned toward Charlie. "I'm an agent of BILE," I muttered. 
"Welcome to my life," he replied. 
Just for fun, I lashed out with my tail and pulled the donut box toward me. Charlie coughed to stifle his laugh. Grace took a glazed and waited attentively. 
Susan dimmed the lights, and the first slide showed up: THIS BRIEFING IS 
CLASSIFIED SECRET US/FEO. 
"Secret we're ugly?" I translated aloud. Charlie didn't bother to hide his snickers, nor did Rakness. Someone in the audience snorted. Mustache glowered, and Heffner just looked blank. I guessed that Mordash had heard it before, and Heffner didn't know enough Spanish to know what " feo" meant. 
"United States/Faerie Eyes Only," Agent Calloway clarified before continuing. "Two days ago, person or persons unknown accosted Charlie Wilmot, Herald of the Duchy of Peebles-on-Tweed..." 
Well, the briefing was high-tech, at least—if by that, you meant the latest version of Power Point. The slide split along the diagonal to reveal a scrolling timeline. 'Course, all the whiz-bang graphics couldn't make the small, crowded type any more legible. Fortunately, God had returned to me most of my keen eyesight. 
"Do I need to know this?" Grace murmured subvocally. 
"Don't worry; he's reading it verbatim." 
Next followed some photos of the scene, the report proving the blood Kelly found on the platform was Charlie's—no surprise there—and our own report that we'd picked up no traces of magic or even of another presence on the scene outside of the minute residue of a portal, along with our suspicion that the evidence suggested a magical heavyweight. 
At this point, the slide blossomed into "DragonEye, PI Input." The lights came on, and all eyes turned to us. I let Grace take the lead; too bad we didn't have time to make our own slideshow. 
"Portals like the one we suspect was opened on the set are very rare and require magic only a certain kind of being can manipulate—we refer to them as demigods." 
"Like Ra? Or someone further down the hierarchy like Baal?" Heffner asked. 
Bet he learned his Egyptian mythology from TV. Why haven’t they made a handbook yet? Why hadn’t I? I bumped it up on my To-Do list . 

"Either is a demigod in our classification. There is only one true God." 
"So why did He even create demigods?" Rakness, Stan Rakness asked. 
Grace gave him one of her "God is ineffable" smiles before saying, "For the most part, the demigods were not like the ancient gods of your universe. Many have been and still are wise and fine rulers. There have been those, of course, who wanted greater power, worship even, but we take care of them." 
Here was a crowd that understood what "take care of them" meant. 
"We?" Calloway asked. 
Grace nodded, "It's one of the missions of our Church's Inquisition. Vern and I have done duty with them." 
I watched as the way they looked at Grace changed. For some, their estimation of her abilities increased. Yeah. They'd better respect her. She's earned it. She's taken on some powerful nasties in the name of God; bigger baddies than they've ever seen, I'm sure. In fact, her last battle with Satan's minions had left her so damaged of mind and soul, she'd been a danger to others and herself for a long time. The opening of the Gap had been a special blessing to her, as her order sent her to the Mundane psychiatrists for treatment for Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. I wondered if these guys had her psychological records from Walter-Reed. 
Others, of course, heard the word "Inquisition" and drew conclusions based on your own world's past. I won't debate Mundane history—I wasn't there—but I can tell you our Inquisition had a somewhat broader and more combative role in battling evil and clearly identified enemies, as well. Without our Inquisition, there wouldn't be much of a human race now. 
She, of course, didn't notice the slight arching of eyebrows or straightening of backs that said they'd realized she was more than just a nun with an unusual job. 
She said, "Even in Faerie, such portals take a lot of energy to create, so they don't do it unless they have a great need. In our Great War, Quetzalcoatl used them to transport Inquisitors across the Americas.” 
"Wait!" Heffner said. "Quetzalcoatl worked for the Inquisition?" 
"The Spanish Inquisition, as a matter of fact." 
"Bet no one was expecting that," he muttered. 
I held back a grin. He may not know Spanish, but he did know Python. This might be an okay group after all, despite the name. 
Grace continued. "On this side, the only instance of a portal we've encountered was when Sekhmet opened one to smuggle pixies in for a gang war she'd started. She'd needed their deaths to increase her own power, a percentage of which she was using to fuel the portal. Her proximity to the Gap helped as well, and we're fairly certain she had a dragon stone for her focus." 
I ground my teeth. She'd also used a dragon stone to bribe me into helping her deliver the message that started the whole pixie turf war. We'd had to destroy it to close the portal and stop the war and her nefarious scheme. If I'd known she had another stone, I'd have found a way to pick her pockets before we banished her. 
"Do you think it's Sekhmet?" Mustache asked. 
I shook my head. "Not her modus operandi.  She prefers tricking people to whacking them from behind." 
"There was a dragon stone in the ring, right?" Calloway asked. 
"Too small," Grace answered. "Imagine using a gem to focus a laser—the more energy you need, the bigger the stone, and portals take a lot of energy." 
"Did the portal originate on this side of the Gap as well?" Homeland Hefner leaned forward as he asked. 
Grace grimaced. "Yes—at least I'm ninety percent certain—but I couldn't tell where. By the time we arrived, there were the barest traces left. It'd be like catching a whiff of perfume in an open field and trying to determine which direction the bearer came from. I can tell you power was not drawn from the Gap. The Order of Our Lady of Miracles tracks that now. It was the first thing we checked." 
"It's not local, either," I added. "If the exit is a trace of perfume, the entry would smell like a smashed perfume counter. I flew a search pattern—there's nothing within a thirty-mile radius of the Gap." 
"So how else could he get power? Should we be looking for a mass murderer?" 
"Why bother?" Rakness countered. "Pick a war zone. Set up shop. Who'd know?" 
A couple of agents nodded, but Grace replied, "That's really Sekhmet's style, and I'm certain it's not her. Most prefer a more...personal...approach." 
"Human sacrifice, you mean?" 
Why'd people start looking at me? I never asked anyone to toss an untried adolescent outside the gates. I'd rather have a big juicy bovine anytime. 
Grace intervened before I said something nasty. "Human sacrifice is not as prevalent as you might expect. It does tend to draw the Church's attention, and we would come in and stop it." 
"But if they're on the Mundane side—" 
"We will come in and stop it," Grace reaffirmed. 
Before this could devolve into a different kind of argument, I said. "Your governments can duke it out with our Vatican lawyers after the fact. At any rate, sacrifice along with worship is certainly a powerful combination. Different demigods have different preferences, however. 
Sekhmet, death; Coyote, practical jokes and general mischief—" 
"Adonis?" Rak asked with a cocked eyebrow. 
Grace cocked her brow in return. "Crying over dead plants, actually. He has a special fondness for women with black thumbs, but he's not powerful enough for a portal. He's really a very sweet soul. Plus, other than finding Chia Critters amusing, he's not especially interested in the Mundane world." 
"This is getting us nowhere." Mustache glowered. "How do we narrow this down?" 
"The Inquisition is already checking on the usual troublemakers. However, only four demigods have emigrated here at all: Coyote, Athena, Shiva, and Polyhymnia." 
I took up the conversation from there. "Coyote's done his usual low-scale trouble and is on parole in Montana; Athena's stressing over her genetics dissertation; Shiva's living it up as GNN's war correspondent; and Polyhymnia's president of the production company that's releasing the Live and Let Fly soundtrack. She's clean." 
Mustache's look said, "We'll check her anyway." 
I let it slide and went on. "Venus and Eros cross over quite a bit to check on their online matchmaking service but not lately. More likely, our demigod in question snuck over disguised as a common human. Not every superior being will stoop to such tricks." 
"Loki?" Rakness asked. "He likes tricks." 
Grace nodded, "And he was again imprisoned for his 'tricks' during the Great War. He'll be living out his punishment until the next Ragnarok." 
"Next?" Heffner sounded incredulous. 
I explained. "Ragnarok is essentially a world-changing event, an asteroid striking the earth, or an ice age…or the Great War. That's what happened the last time. When Satan had brought the war to a critical point, Loki got released. Once we caught him, Odin was only too glad to give him a new punishment until next time. It can't have been him. As for who else it could be, we asked around, but no one's noticed anything suspicious. If we could get the actual records of those who have crossed the Gap...?" 
"How far back?" 
Maybe I could work with these people, after all. "A year? Five? Demigods have a different time sense—they don’t mind taking a long time to plan." Plus, I knew of a couple of open cases we might have a chance at solving with that particular information; kind of a peace offering for Santry. Just because we didn't get along didn't mean I didn't want him on my side, after all. 
Mustache glanced at Susan, who made a note in her Blackberry. "In return, can you get us a list of probable names and profiles? Maybe things we should look for on this side?" 
"Cult activity?" Grace suggested. "But not like Waco. This would have to be bigger." 
Mustache nodded. "Calloway, look for any rise in cult-like activity in the past year. 
Doesn't have to be an ancient religion. If they're smart enough to sneak in, they're smart enough to use a fake faith—" 
I was getting bored with this conversation; besides, something else was bugging me. 
"How about we talk motive? Granted, Charlie is important in the Peebles-on-Tweed government, but the only things lost were a ring with more sentimental than villainous value and a list anyone can find on the Internet. What did Charlie carry that warranted the attention of a demigod and the United States Government? We’re in a nice, classified environment, so spill." 
I watched the exchange of glances with interest. So, the military knew, and Homeland Security knew, and Mordash knew, the FBI seemed to know something…but Charlie didn’t. 
That in itself didn’t surprise me; he often couriered items without knowing the contents, but the cat was out of the bag, so to speak. We needed to know what we were up against. 
“Look. Maybe it was safer for Charlie to be in the dark before, but I think knowledge is power at this point.” I pressed and was rewarded with guilty starts. Yet no one spoke. Guess no one wanted to be responsible for making the first admission. 
Charlie spoke up for the first time. "It was a new bag. Heavier, too." No, he wasn't lamenting his loss but turning that piece of information over in his mind. 
Something clicked. "So you had to cross the Gap at seven-thirty in the morning and then later at two-thirty and seven-thirty in the evening, and a couple of random times in the day? 
Benchmarks! They had sensing equipment sewn into your bag, Charlie. What kind of readings was it taking? Something to do with the Gap, obviously." 
Heffner blinked and just managed to keep his jaw from dropping. I gave him my “please-that-was-easy grin.” 
“Two twenty-eight, to be exact,” Charlie muttered, not impressed with my intellectual prowess, but he’s seen it before. 
"Actually, the sensing equipment is inside the Gap itself," Heffner said, as he clicked through to another slide—this one a schematic of the Singularity Quantum and Tau Sensors: SQATS. I tried not to wince. The actual picture resembled a tiny cartoon ATM with satellite dishes for ears being attacked by speech bubbles listing its features. At least it did look like it was squatting. 
"We're seeking a way to effectively close the Gap or block it off in times of emergency. 
Temporarily, preferably, and it should go without saying that both the United States and Peebles-on-Tweed have committed to complete sharing of information. However, I'm sure you can understand why the general populace would object to such studies. Further, as you know, there have been attempts to close or destroy the Gap; you yourself have stopped some of these, though—you'll pardon my saying—on a small scale. Imagine this information in the wrong hands. Nations. International terrorist organizations." 
Without even trying hard, I could rattle off a couple dozen countries that wouldn't mind. 
Since the "small bang" that caused the permanent interdimensional wormhole between our dimensions, countries on both sides have cried "Foul!" as much as "Where's my share?" Things have settled down on the Faerie side, thanks to the intervention of Pope Patrick Martin II. 
(Sometimes, it's convenient to be able to say, "It's the will of God," and have the world accept that.) The United Nations still gets into a shouting match about it every other session. Even within America, groups—from the Christian sects which fear the power of the "Papist dimension" to the neo-Nazis who hate anything that doesn't look, dress, or smell like them—
wouldn’t mind closing the Gap and dealing with the refugees. 
Of course, there's another way to look at it, too: what could be used to destroy could also be used to create. 
Two twenty-eight p.m. Mountain Time, Mundane!  The exact time of the nuclear explosion that created the energy our magic mixed with to rip a hole in space-time and create the Gap. 
Calloway took up the conversation. "Fortunately, your assailant acted too late. The information had already been retrieved by one of our agents and the memory in your bag's equipment wiped. So while we have a reprieve, we're nonetheless vested in discovering who these foreign agents are." 
We exchanged email addresses for sending information—though Mustache cringed at it going over an open line. Before we could leave, however, I said, "There's one important matter we haven't discussed yet. Our fee." 
Agents at various stages of standing stopped and stared. I met their gaze expectantly. 
Finally Mustache spoke. "Your Duke—" 
Charlie snorted, sparing me the trouble and letting me take the regal—or maybe it's the seneschal—approach. "Pays minimum wage to subcontractors such as ourselves. Fine if all we were doing was desk work, but we could be going up against some major magical heavyweights, perhaps even a STUC—” 
“Save the Universe Case,” Grace explained. 
“Those are extra,” I concluded. 
I watched as Mustache's body tensed, and I knew his hands were strangling the arms of his chair, torn between fury at my audacity and fear of my teeth. I curled my lips up just a bit to see what he'd do. 
Susan said, "But your universe has as much at stake as ours." 
"Actually, the Faerie have a little more c'est la vie  attitude about the Gap. The Lord gives, and the Lord takes away and all that." I shrugged. 
Eyes turned imploringly to Sister Grace. 
"Our roof leaks terribly," she said. 
I added, "Let's not forget expenses. I feel medical bills in the making, and your insurance companies don't take mages and dragons. You telling me the U.S. government is too cheap to spare some petty cash to save the world? You toss it around enough any other time." 
Calloway rolled his eyes. Heffner slapped his chair. Mustache looked ready to explode. 
"I think we can take care of it," Rakness said as he reached around Charlie and took a donut from the box I was still protecting. Others took their cue and left. 
"So what's your role, anyway?" I asked Rakness. "I didn't hear Mordash give you any assignment." 
"I'm the field agent," he said, tearing a piece off the donut and popping it into his mouth. 
"Something needs a more...personal approach, they call me. I've never saved two universes before; could be fun." With a saucy wink, he snatched another donut and left. 
Five lonely donuts stared forlornly at me from the box. I offered Grace another glazed. 
Charlie took the jelly-filled. I ringed the other three on my thagomizer, and we let a giggling Susan lead us out. 
Once we were out in the sunshine, Charlie's faePhone went off. (Some things, Seneschal didn't skimp on.) The police had finished scouring his car, and Santry had deigned to release it on its own recognizance. We gave him a ride back to the station. 
"I can't believe you bought this," Charlie grumbled as he climbed into the passenger seat of our car. 
Even with the profit from the artifact sale, we hadn't had a lot of choices. We found the boxy foreign job at a scrapyard in Territory, where it was waiting to be put out of its misery after a semi took out its left side. Dave Casey, Charlie's trusted mechanic, had insisted that the working parts were in better shape than the exterior would suggest. A couple of thousand dollars worth of engine rebuild, new axles and wheels, and extensive bodywork later, we had what turned out to be a reliable, if ugly, machine. Of course, the two-tone effect was now multi-tone as we'd scavenged replacement parts from junkyards around the area, with ‘70s carpet green as the base, but with the seats pulled out in the back and a mattress tossed in for me, it made a comfy ride. 
Charlie had a thing for cars and owned a classic BMW Z8 he had tricked the duke into paying for—a sweet machine, even if it was in the duchy's colors. 
"It suits us," Grace replied as we pulled into traffic. "And your mechanic did a wonderful job of getting it into good repair." 
“Yeah, he’s talented. Calloway recommended him to me, actually,” Charlie replied. 
I grunted noncommittally. I still hadn’t told Grace about all the explosives and high tech gear I’d sensed behind the fake wall of Dave’s Garage. Just like I never mentioned what else was under the hood of Charlie’s souped-up sports car. Methinks there’s more to Dave than car repair. 
"I'd think you'd have some pride, at least, Vern." Unable to sway Grace, he turned to me. 
"I'm not allowed," I deadpanned. In the mirror, I saw Grace roll her eyes. I got serious. 
"You saw Dave the day of the attack, right? He did some work on the car?" 
"Yeah, had to replace a part a couple of weeks ago, and he wanted to be sure it was settling in okay. Great guy. Why?" 
"Did you have to cross the Gap at two-thirty?" 
"Yeah; then the Duke told me to enjoy the evening. I was going to propose to Heather. 
Kind of silly, really. We've already talked about it. Mum and I approached her parents, and they agree. But it's not official 'till I give her this ring—" 
"Charlie, who did you see in the afternoon?" 
Charlie huffed and leaned his head against the seat back until he was looking at the visor. 
"Guess it’s not much of a secret. Dave, for the car, of course; Seneschal gave me another document to drop at the Chamber of Commerce; I left it with the receptionist. Next, I dropped a thumb drive to Professor Gates (He pronounced it gay- tez) at CSU—" 
"Gates? The professor of Gap magics?" 
Grace read my mind. At the intersection, she took a left onto College Avenue. BILE may have thought we've dodged a bullet, but I wasn't so sure. I also didn't quite get the nature of these studies. The least we could do was warn Gates; maybe, we could also ask him a few questions to shed some light on this mess. 
The heavy wooden door of Gates' office and lab did more than keep out unwanted Mundane undergrads wondering if they could change their major to "Magic." It also prevented anything from entering that might interfere with a spell: from dust to sounds and even smells. 
Unlike Grace's holy magic, natural magic was more finicky about unwanted stimuli. 
The brass plaque on the door read: Professor William Gates, MT, PhD, GMM. Below it, a computer-generated sign in a page protector read: Pronounced Gay-TEZ. No relation to that Mundane computer fellow, thank you. However, if you are a Mundane and want to learn magic, I suggest computer science." On a map, he traced a path from his office to the Department of Computer Science. Below the map read: "Mundanes: You are not genetically suited to handle magic. I cannot change that. I will not change your major. So very sorry." 
A red light and a green light, like those over confessionals, told whether one could enter. 
The light shone green, but the door was locked. After some ineffectual knocking, I pulled out my lockpicks. 
As we pushed open the door, a metallic scent told me we were too late for warnings or explanations. 
We found Gates face-down in a congealing pool of his own blood, half-buried in books, his room having been thoroughly searched and left in disarray. 
I could sense the faintest trace of a portal near the window. 
Grace swept past me and, careful not to let her habit drag in the blood or her footsteps disturb any evidence, squatted beside Gates and set two fingers alongside his neck; a needless gesture, but you never knew. She murmured a Hail Mary, made the sign of the cross over the body, and moved to where the portal had been. 
Meanwhile, I turned to Charlie. "Call Santry, Calloway, and then every person you met with yesterday afternoon. Tell them get to a public area—police station, coffee shop, someplace that doesn't close—and stay there until you call them back. Got it?” Charlie, face pale and eyes wide, gulped and did as he was told. 
I turned my attention back to the body. From his posture, I'd guess someone had held him while they did the slaying and laid him down gently; that, or he'd been kneeling when it happened. I didn't see any injuries on his back, so my guess was they'd sliced him open or punctured an artery. 
All that blood. 
I licked my chops to remove the drool. Give me a break; I am a dragon. 
I pushed the smell of blood and the growling of my stomach aside and forced my senses to focus on the unusual. 
"I can't tell anyone's been in here," I said after a moment. "Present company excepted, of course." 
"I know." Grace rose, gathering the skirt of her habit close to her, and moved to the desk. 
I followed, employing a little of my own magic to levitate slightly so I didn't disturb anything. 
"Other than the trace of the portal, I'm not picking up anything, and I should, especially if a Magical is involved. Someone is pouring a lot into a cloaking spell—" 
"Meaning, they know us. I don't think he's been dead more than a few hours," I added. 
"I'm not so sure," Grace continued, doing a slow circle to take in the entire room. "About our murderer knowing us, I mean. The complete lack of magic calls out on its own. Someone who really understood us would have at least tried to make it look like a human had been here. 
But look how things are scattered—done physically, they would have made a lot of noise. There are no footprints and no traces of blood that I can see aside from poor Professor Gates." 
"Yeah, poor Gates." I ran my tongue over my lips. 
"Vern!" Grace scolded. "You had six donuts just half an hour ago. We'll go to Natura's next. Now focus." 
"You can eat after seeing a scene like this?" Santry asked as he sauntered into the room. 
A police photographer squeezed past him and started snapping shots. 
"He was a faithful Catholic," Grace replied. "God has him now. As long as his body doesn't reanimate—" 
Now I took a step back, my appetite gone. I had a thing about zombies. 
"Oh, Vern, don’t be a baby." 
Santry looked at the scattered books and sighed. "Why do I get the feeling there won't be any fingerprints?" 
I picked up a three-ring binder that had been searched and tossed aside. It had old clippings of the experimental reactor that blew up, making the Mundane contribution to the creation of the Gap. Happy, optimistic articles with photos of researchers standing proudly by their consoles and equipment, eager to usher in a new era for Mankind and economic prosperity for Los Lagos. If only they had known. 
I sniffed at the plastic cover and shook my head. No scent, human or otherwise. 
I followed a power cord from the socket to where the adaptor waited on the floor under the desk. "Took his laptop; bet they nabbed all the data storage devices." 
"Except these," Grace tucked her fingers into the sleeve of her habit and picked up a floppy disk. 
Santry motioned to another officer, who went to collect the disks. In the meantime, the photographer had finished taking shots of Gates' back and carefully turned the body over. 
Grace gasped and buried her face into my side. Gates had been pierced in the forehead, gutted, and stabbed in each shoulder, a mockery of the Sign of the Cross. The last time I'd seen a murder like that had been during the Great War, when the powers of Hell rose against the Church and all of Faerie. 







Chapter Four: Ace in the Hole 
"I managed to get hold of everyone except Dave, but Calloway said he’d check on him," 
Charlie reported as we met him in the hallway. Grace demanded his faePhone, and he handed it over, giving me a questioning look. She didn't even slow but nabbed it from his hands and started typing as we headed out. I could see she was accessing our email on the InterdimNet. 
I didn't reply until we were in the elevator. "Gates was killed with crucis iugolis." 
I hadn't thought Charlie could get any paler. He gulped hard. "You don't think that he—" 
He gulped again. 
Charlie was too young to have known much about the Great War or its aftermath, but his grandfather had fought in it, as did most of his generation; no doubt, he'd told him some horrible stories. And they all would have been true and mostly unembellished. One thing his family had taught him was about the crucis iugolis, the Butcher's Cross. Both his great-uncle and great-grandfather had been murdered that way, and his grandfather had indebted the family in order to pay for magical protection against it for three generations. Charlie was the last to receive the protection—and to pay the debt, which is why he was stuck serving as Herald when he really didn't like the job. 
He set his hand on his bruised face, and I knew he was thinking about what could have happened had his grandfather not made that deal with the late Duke's wizard... 
"Easy. Could be some minion just getting our attention." 
"Well, they got it," Grace growled. Her hands shook as she typed out an email. I pushed the STOP button on the elevator and snatched the phone out of her hands. 
"Vern!" 
"We're not calling in the big guns yet. We're not telling anyone the Powers of Darkness are back until we're sure." I deleted the message unsent and handed it back to Charlie before starting us down again. 
Grace was about to snatch it back when the elevator door opened, and who should be lounging outside it but Kitty McGrue. She gave the three of us a calculating look that belied her jaunty tone. "So, what's upstairs?" 
Grace tossed me a fast, pleading look and brushed past Kitty without so much as a "No Comment." Charlie followed. 
"That bad, huh?" She studied Grace's and Charlie's retreating backs then turned to the elevator. I unfurled my wings far enough to block her and advanced, driving her down the hallway. She tried to jink left then right, but there was no getting past me. 
"Listen, you stupid lizard. You might be able to block me from a movie set, but—" 
"Just shut up for once and listen to me, will you, McGrue?" 
Maybe I sounded a little more scared than I'd intended. She stopped trying to maneuver around me. "Really, that bad? What then? What's the scoop?" 
"No scoop, Kitty. Do not dig into this one. Let the authorities handle it." 
"Oh, and you and Grace are authorities, are you? Grace looks scared, Vern. I think when the authorities are scared, the public has a right to know what's frightening them. You know as well as I Santry won't give me a thing. You gonna comment?" 
I tossed my head. Why couldn't she take a warning, just once in her sorry human life? 
"McGrue, I'm not talking about the public. I'm talking about you. Stay out of this. I'm asking you as—" I gagged on the words that almost came out of my mouth. 
"As what?" she challenged. 
"As someone who doesn't want to waste his time wondering how long he's gonna have to pray to get your sorry soul out of Purgatory!" 
"I don't believe in Purgatory." 
"Well, that makes it worse, thanks! Listen, McGrue. If the public needs to be warned, you can bet I'll be the one flying around town sounding the alarm. Until then, back off. For your own safety." 
"My safety?" She laughed. "Because I don't have a big, strong dragon to protect me?" She pouted sarcastically. 
"What?" 
"I don't need you, Vern." 
Where did that come from? "You know, you've always been pigheaded and hot-tempered. You adding irrational to the repertoire?" 
"Go do your job!" 
"I'm trying to!" With that, I snapped my wings, folded them, and stormed out. But I listened and didn't hear her enter the elevator. 
Grace waited at the door, hands on her crucifix, eyes wide, shaking. Charlie hovered beside her protectively. "Maybe we should tell her," she said in Faerie Gaelic in case McGrue was listening. 
I answered in kind. "Sensationalist that she is? She'll have the city in a full-scale panic over what might turn out to be nothing." 
"What if it is something, Vern? We can't take them on alone! I can't—" She broke off closed her eyes, clutched her crucifix. "I can't," she whispered. 
Charlie chose that moment to put his phone to his ear and walk a discreet distance away. 
I moved close to her, wrapped my tail around her shoulders. I could feel her breathe fast and shallow, like a rabbit afraid someone might hear her. "We don't have to. We only have to investigate; we don't have to save the universes on our own this time. No matter what, you're not alone. I'll protect you. Always." 
"Promise?" 
"I'll die before I let anyone hurt you." 
Her shoulders relaxed, and she gave me a skeptical look. "Dragons can't be killed." 
"Okay. I'll be painfully inconvenienced." 
She laughed, a nervous, flighty sound, but a couple of years ago, she would not have done even that. I thought it was a good sign. She took a deep breath. "Someone could simply be trying to scare us off the case." 
"Which goes to show they don’t know us very well, do they?" 
She nodded and gave me a brave smile. Then she folded her hands in prayer. I held her in my own draconic protective circle, not caring what the Mundanes who saw us might think. I did hope no one who knew Grace well saw us, though, or they'd be worried. 
Finally, she crossed herself. "Thank you. You really are the best friend I've ever had." 
She leaned against my shoulder a moment before moving away. 
"Just get me to Natura's before I eat someone," I said. Despite the horror of the meaning behind the symbolism, seeing all those guts had reminded me of how long ago I'd actually had a meal that stayed down. 
"Vern! Grace!" Charlie ran to us. "They took Heather! They have my beloved!" He replayed the message that had come in while he was calling everyone: Charlie, honey? It's me. 
I've-I've been kidnapped. They said you know what they want, and if they don't get it, they'll kill
me. 



* * * * 
 Rather than take Charlie back up to Santry at the professor's office, which would only upset him and Grace further, we called Calloway from our cell phone and told him what had happened. I'd go to the scene while Grace took Charlie back to our lair. Charlie leaned his head against the dashboard muttering "Oh, God! Oh, God!" I saw Grace dig out her rosary and give it to him as they pulled away. 
I dropped by Grandma Natura's Buffet. If I didn't get something to appease my stomach, I'd start gnawing on limbs or snacking on a stray dog. Natura came through with a huge to-go platter of lamb—the good parts, too, bless her—liberally spiced with Indian ginger to help settle my stomach. I wolfed it down in four bites and felt a little less feral by the time I got to the set. I ignored the gate and flew straight in. 
I found frustratingly little. Heather, already upset by the attack on Charlie, had had a hard time with her lines and getting into character, especially since they were filming a romance scene between her and Dirk. After she'd blown up at the director and burst into tears, they'd called a halt, and Ed had suggested she take a walk and cool off. Her bodyguard had tried to talk to her, and she'd told him to leave her alone and tore off. In the time it took him to wonder if he really got paid enough, he heard her scream and went running—face first into a two-by-four someone used as a club. 
Signs of struggle but no clues I could find. Human scents but nothing out of the ordinary. 
No magic. No portal. That was some good news, at any rate. 
Detective Vialpando showed up with Officer Kelly in tow. He had a few snide words for me about the FBI being on the way to interfere along with everyone else and gave me the fish eye, so I reported my sparse findings to Kelly and headed home before I had detective for dessert. 
I got back to find Charlie slumped at the kitchen table. I told him to get us a couple of Bert's microbrews out of the fridge and meet me in the lair while I pulled out my computer and composed a somewhat less panicked message to the Order of Our Lady of the Miracles. Even though I doubted Satan and all his minions were involved, I wanted the Holy Hand Grenades on standby in case all Hell did break loose. Toward the back, the glow of holy magic in the works came through the high stained-glass windows of Grace's workshop and bathed the large room in a reassuring aurora borealis. 
Charlie flopped into the chair, twisted the cap off a bottle, and held it out for me to grasp with my tail. Then he downed half of his own bottle in a long series of swallows. "I promised her Dad I'd take care of her," he muttered. 
"You will," I told him as I finished the message. Next, I called up sites I shouldn't have access to, using codes I shouldn't know, and searched the databases for murders with victims bearing unusual wounds. Fewmets, humans have sick imaginations. I was glad Charlie couldn’t see the screen. 
When Grace finally emerged from her workshop, I'd nearly completed my search, and Charlie still hadn't finished his beer. She glanced at the screen, shuddered, and asked, "Any luck?" 
"No matches I could find. Not in the U.S., anyway." 
"Good luck, then. Thank God." She knelt in front of Charlie and handed him his phone. 
"The spell automatically starts when it recognizes Heather's voice or cell phone. Otherwise, tap the phone three times then trace a circle: three for the Trinity, circle for unity, then this." She traced a curved V. "It represents a lily, the symbol of St. Anthony. Try to talk to her if you can. 
We'll find her." 
"Her phone has GPS!" Charlie suddenly exclaimed. "Can't we—?" 
Someone knocked, and Grace and Charlie jumped. I'd heard the car coming up the street, so I'd already been shutting down the computer and removing any incriminating evidence from my drive. God, fortunately, had seen fit to return my perfect memory for anything new. I had to admit, I was pleased to hear the knock. Nice to know BILE could have manners. Grace murmured a little cantrip, and the doors opened. Showmanship, sure, but effective. Then she went to get a couple of chairs from the kitchen. 
Calloway came back in with her, carrying the chairs. He nodded at me and asked Charlie, 
"How're you holding up?" 
"Can you trace her phone? She—" 
"We found it in a bunch of weeds off I-25, between the two highways. Unless the kidnapper has a helluva throw, they're heading north." 
"They were," Grace confirmed. "That much I could tell. And they'd stopped to make the call." 
"You could tell that from the spell?" 
"The lack of road noise. I have a tracer spell going now." 
"What about the others?" Charlie asked. "Elaine at the state building? Joseph Whitney at Whitney, Whitney, and Ames?" 
"We've arranged for them to have police protection. We took care of your friend, Dave, too. They're safe. Let’s concentrate on Rhoda." 
"Heather," Charlie muttered. "Her real name's Heather." 
"We'll get her back to you," Calloway said, pulling his chair closer to Charlie's. He set a hand on his knee and looked at him until Charlie met his eyes. "The next time the kidnapper calls, the FBI will trace it." 
Charlie grunted. 
We fell silent, all eyes on the phone. 
After a moment, Calloway looked around our lair, taking in the second level constructed with two-by-fours and paneling; the nest of pillows, memory foam pads and blankets that made my bed; the industrial vents that hung under the rusting steel roof; the wooden double doors that led to the areas that still housed boxes of junk from the previous owner. "Interesting place." 
"It's home," Grace replied. 
"Sorry to hear about the roof." He glanced at the low cart I used to hold my computer. 
"Nice set-up." 
I sighed. "We can discuss the case here, you know." 
Calloway gave the roof a doubtful look. "We're not in a secure facility." 
"So don't give a Power Point briefing. There's nothing classified about what we saw. I don't think we're dealing with the same set of guys. The M.O.s are too different." 
Grace added, "Or maybe two portals in one day were too much. Our demigod's weakened or used up his or her reserves. I prefer that idea. Gene, the building may not look like much, but it's been magically reinforced. Rain gets in, but secrets don't get out." 
Calloway spread his hands. "Regulations. But you are right. The police are already blocking the highways, and we're checking the airports, plus the TV is blasting the news. 
Apparently, their producer's second call was to the press. At least he doesn't know why she was kidnapped." 
Charlie groaned. "How can I give them what they want? I don't even know what it is!" He turned over his bottle and finished it in a series of long gulps. He spat out the last one as his phone started to play Rhoda's latest hit. He grabbed the phone and choked out, "Heather?" Still, he did remember the tap code Grace taught him. Calloway went into our office to make a call on his phone. 
"Well, you finally listened to your messages?" I heard the voice on the other end sneer. 
"I want to speak to Heather!" 
A brief shuffling; then, "Charlie! Charlie, I'm in a—" Her sentence ended in a shriek. 
"Listen, if you harm one hair on her head, you bloody bastard—" 
"Sticks and stones—" 
"If that's what it takes." 
"Tsk, tsk, Herald Wilmot. How very unbecoming of someone of your stature. But to be honest, I have no intention of hurting your beloved. I'm a big fan, actually. I do hope I can coax her out of an autograph. In the meantime, you have information I want." 
"No, I don't," Charlie replied. He didn't have to fake the desperation in his voice. "I'm just the courier. I didn't even know I was carrying anything—" 
Laughter. "Quite droll, Mr. Wilmot. As a matter of a fact, I believe you. Your duke's twisted humor is well known even here. I also know he fancies your pretty little girlfriend. You have two hours—" 
"Two?" Charlie burst out. "To convince Galen of anything? Better make it twenty-four if you want this precious information of yours." 
A pause during which I could hear Charlie’s heart pounding; then: "You'd bargain with your true love's life?" 
"If it means having a real chance of succeeding, bloody hell, yes! Otherwise, just tell me where you are, so I can go die with her." 
There was silence. Then our kidnapper laughed again. Barrel of fun, this one. "Seven." 
"Fifteen." 
"You try my patience. Nine." 
"Twelve. He doesn't trust computers or phones. I'll have to do all of this in person. No matter how much he fancies my Heather, he won't see me privately until after he holds court. I can bribe him with take-out from the Mundane, but that's already putting me late into the evening. He'll have to keep his staff up through the night rebuilding the information. You know as well as I that the only complete copy would have been in my pouch, and if you don't already have it, it's gone. Then, I have to personally carry it across the Gap—" 
"You'd best thank the God you love so much that I understand the challenges of logistics. 
You have your twelve hours. Then I expect good news for me, or it will be bad news for us both. 
I really am quite a fan, you know." He hung up. 
Charlie stared at the phone a moment then crumpled. Grace reached over and took the faePhone from his hands. "Sorry 'bout the cussing, Sister," he muttered. His hands shook. Grace took them in her own for a moment before slipping away to her workshop. Soon a kaleidoscope of colors flowed from the windows and danced along our second level. 
Calloway strode in triumphant. "We have a trace!" 
"And only twelve hours," Charlie grumbled. 
"Ten more than we would have, thanks to you. That took some cojones. Let's make the best use of it. Vern, you and Grace pack what you need for a couple nights' work. Charlie, head back to the Gap." 
Charlie leapt to his feet. "Are you out of your mind? I'm going with you! My beloved's life—" 
"Is riding on their goodwill. If they don't see you making an effort to talk the Duke out of the information they want, they'll suspect something. Trust me. They'll have someone watching the Gap to make sure you go through. You want to give them an excuse to hurt her?" 
Charlie's jaw worked, but he said nothing. 
"A cab is coming to get you. One of our men is driving it. He'll give you a fake device like the one they're looking for, and then take you to your car. Go to the Duke's castle. Give your report. Make it look good and return when it’s time for them to call again." Calloway took in Charlie's look and grasped him by the shoulders. His voice gentled. "The more time you can buy for us, the better it will be for Heather. Understand?" 
Herald Wilmot nodded, once, hard. But I knew Charlie. 
"So where are we going?" I asked. 
"Airport. How far can you fly?" 
"In this country? Without causing a panic? LagosLines has a new airship: Skyhopper. We know the pilot. Bet you can get a flight in an hour if we grease the wheels. Where to?" 
Now it was Calloway's turn to chew his cheek. "We'll handle that. We'll pick a spot in the general direction. We can arrange flight plan corrections once we're in the air. Will he really need an hour?" 
"We need an hour. The farther from the Gap we travel, the weaker our connection to magic is. That's why you don’t see a lot of Magicals or mages outside Los Lagos, even a holy mage such as Grace. However, we can bring a stockpile of magic." I reached into one of my vest pockets and pulled out a small collection of medallions with saints inscribed on them. Grasping them between my claws I laid them one by one on his open palm. "St. Michael the Archangel for defense. Scapular for protection. St. Sebastian for healing of wounds. St. Zita for...opening doors, you could say." Because I couldn't say "picking locks," after all. I handed one to Charlie. 
"This is Grace's latest experiment, St. Kozma, patron of actors." 
Calloway pushed the small medals around with his finger, picked one up, and looked at the face of the saint and the inscription on the back. "Is that the spell?" he asked. 
"No, just a prayer. But once the spell is set, prayers can recharge them, to a point. Kind of like the first rechargeable batteries. Over time, they didn't hold the charge." 
"Yeah, my laptop is like that. So Grace needs to charge some up?" 
"Plus make some new ones. If we're dealing with a demigod, anyone who goes in with us needs protection, too. It isn't foolproof, but it's better—way better—than nothing. Who's going with us?" 
"Just Rak. He knows the Northwestern and northern Midwest states." Calloway poured the icons back into my waiting paw and then looked up at our walls as if noticing them for the first time. The lights flared; then a single ray began a slow circle, strobing around the room, pulsing. "Is that magic?" 
"Mm-hm. The outward sign of it, anyway. It doesn't always happen like that." 
Calloway didn't answer but continued to stare, his lips parted in wonder. I didn't blame him. I've seen a lot of amazing sites since the beginning of time, but there was something about Grace when magic flowed through her. "You should hear her sing," I commented. 
The light settled in a direction roughly north-northwest and faded. A moment later, Grace came out. She handed the phone back to Charlie as a cab horn blared outside. Charlie hesitated, looking from Calloway to me. I nodded my head encouragingly. We both knew what he had to do. He stormed out the door without looking back. The screen door slammed behind him. 
Calloway let out the breath he was holding. "All right then. Anything I can do to help you get ready?" 
Was he being polite, or politely trying to hurry us? "Get the  Skyhopper. I'll call my contact now, but you need to make the rest happen. We'll meet Rak there in an hour." 







Chapter Five: Strangers on an Airship 
Grace pulled us up to the private entrance of the LagosLines Airfield. We'd packed a bag with some working clothes for Grace and my riding harness and loaded ourselves down for a serious STUC, with magical items for every occasion from stealth to escape, including some passive protections for the entire team. She also bespelled four more scapulars; whoever found Heather would get one around her neck first thing. My lockpick tools and our earpieces and mikes finished the ensemble. On the way to the airport, we made a side trip where I called in a few favors for a little unexpected assistance. We should have been ready for anything, yet I couldn't help feeling we'd forgotten something. 
Walking along the tarmac toward the airship, I realized what was bothering me. 
"Why didn't McGrue call us? Rhoda Dakota, star and our friend, kidnapped off the set we wouldn't let her on. She must know we're all over it, but it's been hours, and she never called to nag us for details—" 
"Maybe she's given up," Grace replied. 
"McGrue?" I laughed. "If nothing else, she'd call to gloat about her 'Kitty senses.'" 
"After what you said to her?" 
"I tried to warn her!" 
"You called her irrational, among other things. Do you really think it's so unusual someone would not want to talk to you—no, to listen to your abuse—for once?" 
My jaw dropped. "Whose side are you on?" 
She just glared at me and strode ahead. Yeah, it was a stupid question. She was on God's side, the side of right and love. I, apparently, had crossed the line. But Kitty had, too. Did that mean we were on the same side? Not a pleasant thought. 
Why hadn't that annoying human called? I actually considered calling her to find out; then a myriad of reactions flashed in my mind, from her victorious laugh to her drilling me for information, and I pushed the thought aside. I hurried after Grace, who'd met up with Rakness at the foot of the gangplank to the airship. He was sporting a beard—neatly trimmed but long, with shots of gray through it that matched the sidewalls in his hair. His eyes were a new color, too. 
Didn't know contacts came in icy blue. 
Skyhopper was the hip little sister to Cloudskater: smaller and leaner, she also lacked the gondola, sporting instead windows that shone along the bottom half of her hull. The tail held an engine almost as large as Cloudskater's though, and the curve and angle of the wings whispered 
"speed." I knew that inside four compartments of various sizes and compositions could hold thirty humanoids, a dozen large Magicals with special needs like their own water tanks, or about two thousand pixies, but I didn't think we needed that many. 

At the top of the gangplank with the flight attendant waited Sam Nix, former First Officer and co-pilot of Cloudskater, now pilot of Skyhopper.  We must have caught the crew by surprise. 
Instead of wearing his WWII-style bomber jacket and flyboy scarf with the LagosLines insignia, he had on a pale blue polo shirt with the logo embroidered over the pocket and navy slacks. The cocky smile, of course, was there as always, as was the attitude. 
"Tell me again why I want to go to Seattle?" he called out as we walked aboard. Guess that was the official destination. 
"Great fisherman's market there, I hear," I replied. "We'll probably make a side trip or two. You'd have to ask this guy," I said, pointing to Rakness with my tail. "Congrats on the promotion, by the way. Sam, meet—" 
"We met," Nix said shortly. His eyes narrowed. "Randy Stapleton, reporter for the Denver Times. I knew you and Grace were doing liaison work with the press, but I thought it was all Faerie. Did you know he brought his own parachute?" 
Really? Wonder what he was expecting. 
Rak chuckled. "They're here to give me the Faerie opinion of the ship. Vern being a large creature and a Magical, my editor thought it was a good angle. And don't take the parachute personally. Nature of my business to be prepared." 
"Why? So you can jump if we don't like the direction of your interview?" Nix turned his glare to me. "I'm not taking a bullet for a reporter." 
I shrugged. "Me, neither." 
Rak laughed; seemed his Stapleton character did a lot of that. "Now why do I sense a story behind that statement? Clarisse, you lovely creature, are you going to show us to our cabins?" He slid his arm around the flight attendant's waist and steered her toward the interior of the ship. She let him. She even giggled when he whispered, sotto voce, "You'll let me interview you, an exposé perhaps?" 
Sam's jaw dropped. Grace did a sign of the cross. Clarisse and "Randy Stapleton, Reporter" walked on, oblivious and laughing. As we followed in their wake, I did some quick calculations. How old was this guy, really? Could Coyote have fathered children here? There's a disturbing thought. 
Rak's jovial attitude dropped as soon as we entered the cabin, and he saw Charlie wearing down a path in the carpet between the benches with his pacing. The Herald had changed from his attention-grabbing garb into a dark T-shirt and black jeans. I'd hardly seen him in civilian attire, except in publicity photos with Rhoda Dakota, and even then, he tended to wear Faerie dress. I noticed the tight jeans and wondered if that was because he was used to tights, or if Heather had influenced his fashion choices. A Herald's duty is to protect the secrets they carry, meaning they spend a lot of their day running or practicing dueling (and in Charlie's case, target practice with a Glock 26). So I expected the muscles in the shoulders and legs but the six-pack belly? That was for Heather. He'd once told me he wouldn't let some "boy band crooner" steal her away. Now that some potential terrorist who was a "big fan" had, he planned to put his skills to use, I'm sure. 
Rak recovered fast from his surprise and kissed Clarisse's hand before she left. Once her and Sam's footsteps had receded down the hallway, however, he burst out, "What are you doing here? Calloway directed you to—" 
"Calloway is a bloody fool! We both know neither your government nor mine will give secrets to a kidnapper. Did he really think I'd try?" 
"The point," Rakness snarled coldly, "was to make them believe it, old chap." 
"I realize that, old chap. A covered carriage with my cousin Philip met me at the Faerie side of the gate. A change of clothes, a little magic, and he's taking my place at the palace while I'm here." 
I grinned. I knew he'd figure out what to do with St. Kosmo. I wandered over to the large padded area, circled around a couple of times—yeah, dragons do that sometimes—then settled down. "A Faerie suitor rescuing his damsel in distress? Don't fight the cliché, Reporter Randy," I told him. 
Surprisingly, he dropped it. As he took his seat, he said, "I do write for the Times  as Randy Stapleton." He stretched and placed his hands behind his head, but it didn't hide the fact that he'd buckled himself in tightly. "So, is there some kind of standard safety briefing?" he asked with forced casualness. 
Just then the lights dimmed, and the inset screens on either wall came on. A smiling steward—or at least someone who played one on TV—began describing the many wonderful features of the DS-9 airship, Skyhopper. "Smaller and lighter than the workhorses like Cloudskater, the Skyhopper is the corsair of the LagosLines Fleet—fast and luxurious, perfect for businesses seeking an exclusive and fun way to reach your next offsite meeting." 
"'Lighter'?" Rak whispered. 
Steward Smiley seemed to have heard him. "But don't worry! We haven't scrimped on safety!" He listed the safety features—including iron-threaded puncture-proof air bags for the helium. Guess they learned from the incident when pixies snuck into the engineering section with a straw; they'd sucked out about a fourth of the helium from one of the bags before we found them. 
Clarisse came on, welcomed us all by name, and asked us to prepare for takeoff. In the background, I heard Nix give out orders. The ship shook then rose. Rak sucked in air through his teeth but otherwise kept a calm, if forced, composure. 
Nix came on with the usual pilot's greeting in his own style: "Welcome, gentlefolk—and you, Vern—to the last-minute, specially chartered for-the- Times’ convenience, flight of Skyhopper, heading in a roughly Seattle-ish direction with possible side trips. You can come up here and explain that one, Vern. Since we've all been called in on our day off, we're going to take this opportunity to put Skyhopper through her paces, have a little fun, and show you her stuff. 
We'll start out easy, skimming the prairie then climbing to a thousand feet. Hopefully the Air Force Academy isn't sending out amateur pilots, or things could get dicey. We'll give Pikes Peak a buzz for a photo op; then take her up to her maximum altitude. Maybe even higher." 
"Higher?" Rak squeaked. 
"The FAA requires us to install oxygen masks in all cabins. We'll see if we can get them to release, shall we? Since our arrival time is open, we'll hit cruising speed of three hundred fifty miles an hour for an hour or so to warm up the engines, during which time our lovely Clarisse will give you a guided tour. Then we'll open up the engines and see what she can do. Afterward, we'll probably do a simulated stall. Who knows? You may get a chance to use that parachute." 
"'Stall'?" 
"I don't think he likes you," I observed. 
After a long moment, Clarisse's voice came over the speaker. "Mr. Stapleton, as you can hear from the laughter in the background…" She paused, and I imagined her holding the keyed mike so we could hear the snorts and chuckles and half-hearted sorrys. "Captain Nix was having a very small joke at your expense. Unfortunately, our captain, while a superior pilot, suffers from a deficient and puerile sense of humor. On behalf of LagosLines, please accept our apologies and enjoy your flight." 
I couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing. Grace fought a grin as she rolled her eyes and shook her head. Rak even managed a half-hearted chuckle. Only Charlie scowled. "Vern, tell him to cut the antics and get us to top speed fast." 
"Easy, Romeo," Rak cut in. "We need to know where we're going first. We've traced the second call to an Arthur Decko." He pulled his laptop out from beneath his seat. Grace pressed the button beside the door, and we watched as the floor split and unfolded itself, reconfiguring into a small but functional table. He set the laptop on it and turned it so everyone could see. 
"Art Decko?" I said. "You're kidding me." 
He pulled up a Washington State driver's license with a really bad photo of a heavyset, balding man to prove he wasn't. "Ironically, that's his real name. He registered the phone under a false name. Decko is employed as a driver for Ping Cola. A Ping delivery truck was one of the three seen leaving not long before Rhoda Dakota's disappearance was discovered. Naturally, we checked it, but neither he nor Heather were in it, so the transfer must have been made before we caught up to him." 
Grace knitted her brows, and she played with the medallion in her hand. "Does he usually drive that route?" she asked. 
"No, he's located in Spokane. That's why we're going there. In the meantime, the police are searching for him." 
"It's the right direction, but..." Grace frowned and shook her head. Her fingers rubbed the small metal disk like a worry stone. 
Charlie leaned toward her intently. "Sister?" 
"It's not Decko," she whispered. "Who would have his phone?" 
"This some kind of magic? How accurate is it?" Rak asked. 
Grace had closed her eyes in prayer, so I answered. "You Catholic?" 
He nodded. "Been a while since I really practiced." 
"Well, start," I said automatically then continued, "Grace has implored the help of St. 
Anthony, patron saint of missing people in both our dimensions. I'm not sure exactly how he's working this—probably seeking her guardian angel—but he's leading us to her. And, no, he's not going to be able to give us a specific location. He didn't live in the United States, and even if he had, he might not know the town or even the type of building she's in. All he can do is light the way, maybe give some hints. The stronger your relationship with your guardian angel, the easier it is for it to perceive things around you. And even so, there's a matter of free will which can really clog the works. It's not like a phone trace, but in this case, if Anthony says Spokane's a bum lead, I'll trust him over a hunk of mechanics anytime." 
"As will I," Charlie said. "Grace, where do we go?" 
Sweat beaded Grace's brow, although her voice was calm. "A truck…but not Ping. There was a plane, small. Private, I'm sure. North, as I said. They can't tell how long the flight lasted. 
Heather was unconscious, and angels aren't particularly attentive to time. They landed in a small airfield—just a hangar and a dirt strip. Then a helicopter. A large complex near a river. The river has a curve, like a hook. A house in the butte above, a winding driveway. It's a large house. A pretty mansion, but twisted. The helicopter lands…and the waters part? I don’t understand what that means." 
"Can the angel look around? Find some landmarks. Maybe even a house number?" Rak asked. 
"It won't leave Heather. She's too scared, too vulnerable. The forces of darkness whisper to her, and her angel is afraid to leave her to battle them alone." 
"Tell her we're coming," Charlie begged. "Tell her—" His voice caught, and he swallowed hard. 
"She knows, luv. She's thinking of you and holding onto the hope that you'll save her." 
Grace set a hand on his. Then she leaned back and rubbed her temples. "That's all I'm going to get for the moment." 
"Calloway said you only have a limited amount of magical energy," Rakness said. "Did you just use it up?" 
Grace shook her head. "No, it's just...tiring. It's hard to explain. I'm listening to a language I don’t really know and translating it into a language they can't really speak—not in angelic form, anyway." 
"Can you draw me the shape of the river?" 
She nodded and drew a wavy line with a hook at the end. Rak's eyes bugged. "You're sure? There's a mountain range to the north, right?" 
She nodded again. 
"You recognize the river?" I asked. 
"Maybe. Let me do some research. I think I'll have our first course correction." 
Rak spun the computer back to himself, accessed the Internet, and started his research. 
Grace stretched out on the bench seats and fell asleep. I thought back and realized she'd probably had four hours’ sleep in the last twenty-four. Charlie alternately fidgeted and brooded, but after a few minutes, he pulled out the rosary Grace had lent him. He started reciting the prayers, mouthing the words without really hearing them or taking in the meditations. I joined him, making him slow his pace. We prayed quietly and in Latin so as not to disturb Rakness' research. 
About fifteen minutes later, Nix announced over the intercom that we'd reached cruising speed and "that lovely creature, Clarisse" would be there momentarily for Stapleton's tour. By the time she knocked on the door, he had the laptop stowed and his tape recorder, camera, and notebook ready to go. We waved goodbye without breaking stride in our prayers. 
After the last Amen, we fell silent. I watched as Charlie toyed with the beads and noted how his foot kept reaching back under his seat as if to reassure himself that his bag was there. I knew what was in it and what he was thinking. "Let it go, Charlie." 
He jerked guiltily and started to protest. 
"You've been dishonorably attacked, and items you swore to protect stolen. Adding insult to injury, a maniacal fanboy not only takes your woman but acts like it's funny. You keep thinking about those weapons you brought with you and how you'll use them. You don't think I know where this is going? I've seen this all before...except the fanboy part," I mused. "That's new." 
"That cad deserves to be punished!" 
"Leave it to the authorities—" 
"I am an authority!" he stood and shouted at me. 
Grace stirred in her sleep. I ignored Charlie and concentrated on her. A tightness in her face emphasized the wrinkles around her eyes and mouth and aged her. Her eyes flickered back and forth under her lids. I wished mind-reading was a magical ability. Still, it didn't take much imagination to know what her dreams were filled with. The crucis iugolis was an affectation of the brutal but less powerful of those that took Satan's side in our Great War. Grace had been in the thick of things, fighting baddies on a level even I didn't touch. We won the war, but her own battles continued for years afterward. Years after I'd taken her on as my partner, in fact. 
The first time her Mother Superior saw her laughing at some sarcastic comment I'd made, she'd pulled me aside. I'd thought I was going to get scolded. Instead, she had blessed me, and tears had filled her eyes. I'd made it my mission to keep Grace smiling and laughing ever since. 
No smiling now. I didn’t think waking her was such a good idea either. 
With the table still up, I couldn't sit near her, so I got as close as I could and settled my tail over her shoulders. She calmed slightly. I gave Charlie a reproachful look and waited until he got control of his temper enough to sit down. 
"When we get to this mansion, your objective is to get Heather and get out. If there's any spying to be done, any henchmen to be fought, any evil overlords who like pop music to be dealt with, you will leave them to us. Do you understand? Her safety comes first." 
"How dare you command me—" 
"Give that line to the demon masquerading as your dignity, will ya? Right now, I'm betting it's telling you you're honor-bound to off this guy, and the world's better without him. 
Forget it. Do you know how many knights I ate, fried, or both because they decided to come back to avenge their honor? Aside from that, how well do you think you can work with a Church mage when you're harboring thoughts of bloody vengeance? If you want to help us, if you want to save Heather, you're going to beg God for forgiveness and ask your guardian angel for help, and then we're going to really pray the rosary. For Grace." 
He glanced at the sleeping nun. "I don't understand." 
"She's sent her guardian angel to find Heather, and the forces of darkness are taking advantage of her vulnerability." 







Chapter Six: Ocrapussy 
By the time Rak had returned, we'd prayed the full rosary, including the Luminous Mysteries which were unique to the Mundane universe and the Miraculous Mysteries which were unique to Faerie. We could hear flirtatious laughter from down the hall, but as soon as Rak shut the sliding door to the room, he made a beeline to his seat and strapped himself in tightly. 
Then he looked at me and pointed. 
Charlie had lifted Grace off the bench and settled her next to me. She'd curled up against me with her head on my flank like the Costa kids used to do with the family Newfoundland. 
Between the prayers and my gravelly purring, she'd calmed into a deeper sleep. I gave him the same look the Newf did and dared him to comment. 
"She going to be okay for this?" he asked. "We can't jeopardize this mission for a..." His voice faded in response to my growl. I didn't even want to know what he'd intended to say. I don't think I'd have liked it. 
Charlie said in a low, contrite voice, "She's sent her guardian angel to find my Heather." 
"She can do that? Can all Faerie do that, or just mages? Why can't we humans—I mean Mundane humans—do that?" 
"Who says you can't? It's not magic; it's faith." 
Rak looked doubtful—which of course, was the problem—but asked, "Is that why she's unconscious?" 
"She's just asleep, but it is easier. Besides, she needs to be as rested as she can—if things get nasty, she's our magical tank." 
"Or songbird. 'The Tank that Sings.' Did she really defeat C'thulu with a song?" 
" We defeated him, thank you." I bristled, but mostly for show. I did not want his attitude about women transferring to Grace. "And he wasn't C'thulu like Lovecraft imagined; more of an ancient demon some insane songwriter conspired to release by putting his unbinding spell to music. I kept him contained while Grace bound him back up. Music is the easiest way for Grace to channel magic; both the neutral magic of spellcraft and the holy magic of Heaven." 
"Okay, then. Wake her up. We need to plan. I got to see the bridge. Kind of unusual after 9-11. Nix showed me the route. We're close. I think we should change direction in about half an hour. Landing, though, is going to be a problem." 
I nudged Grace. "Which is why you brought your 'chute," I concluded, but then I noticed the slight rise in his facial temperature. "That is why you brought the parachute?" 
Instead of answering, he pulled out his laptop again. He started tapping on the keyboard even before the screen lit up. 
"I'm gonna tell Sam," I teased. 
"Tell Sam what?" Grace asked as she pushed herself off my flank like it was the most natural thing for her to have awakened there. She yawned and stretched. "What'd I miss?" 
"If my guess is correct, and they usually are," Rak answered, "we're about forty-five minutes from our objective. I understand your guardian angel is doing some reconnaissance?" 
Grace smiled at me, but it was shaky, and her eyes watered slightly. She asked me, "Can you know me any better?" 
I grinned back. "Nope. Now call it back to you." 
She leaned back against my flank while she prayed the Guardian Angel prayer. 
Rak snorted, bemused. "I learned that as a kid." 
"There's a reason we teach it to children," she commented. She sat up, looking stronger. 
"You think you know where we're going? Then does this make sense? My angel said it saw...toys, gigantic toys." 
Rak nodded and once again turned the laptop so we could see. We all gathered close. 
The banner across the website read: Welcome to the McThing Animated Toy Mansion!!  I didn't have to ask if that one was real; McT-A, along with being one of the leading manufacturers of animated kids' toys, also had the contract for the animated creatures used in Live and Let Fly. 
To the left, a mechanical dinosaur roared in profile; then turned its open mouth to the screen and stuck out its tongue, while on the right, a white bunny did the Robot. Someone thought he was being clever. The center column gave the usual advertizing buzz about the museum: "Hands-on learning and fun for the kids!... Tour the factory and see how we build your greatest dreams—and worst nightmares! (So help me, there was a winking emoticon after that.)... 
Play in the life-sized FamilyGames™ room—a new game every season!!..." There were a lot of 
“TM”s after words. In bold. With a link to a pop-up box warning you that these were official trademarks of McThing Enterprises, and anyone using these in any way, up to and including works of fiction, owed the company $20,000 or risked lawsuit. An additional warning in parenthesis said they did regular searches, and George take my tail if I’m lying, there was a smiley face after that. 
Below the over-exclaimed description of all the fun at the museum was an illegible copy of a newspaper article about how the museum plays a vital part in the economy of Ocra, Idaho. 
The rolling caption below it read: "We love Ocra! And Ocra loves us!!!" Pretty typical tourist stuff, despite the fact that it read like an eighth-grader wrote it for a last-minute English assignment on the use of exclamations. The bottom glitter banner proclaimed: "Visit McT-A Today, okay!" The same kid must have done the website design, too. 
The left column had links to photos, a map of the exhibits, a video tour, "about the mansion," employment opportunities, and the homepage of the town of Ocra, Idaho. The right column had little graphics with the hours and tour specials. 
Grace clicked on the photos link. A slideshow flipped from pictures of families heading into a large covered entrance, the children rushing ahead while parents moseyed arm-in-arm, to a large garden with animated topiaries, to a movie monster room with skinless dinosaurs and fantasy and science fiction creatures showing off their gears and metallic bones, to people standing in various squares of a large Who's Da Perp? (TM!) gameboard and wearing hats to represent the various game pieces. Then it moved to more exterior views: the museum backed against a butte while at the top, the McThing Mansion stood watch over it all. 
Grace paused the show. "There! Heather's in there." 
"The mansion?" Rak asked. 
"No, no. The mountain itself. That's what Heather was trying to tell you, apparently, Charlie. They went through the mansion, but Operisiel—" 
"Operisiel?" 
"My guardian angel. Operisiel says we can't go that way. Too many guards expecting something. He thinks we can get in from the museum." 
"He thinks? I thought angels had perfect knowledge." 
"Of good and evil, not of architecture and human strategies. Operisiel never likes to commit to anything unless he's one hundred percent sure, which is very hard where humans are concerned. We make him nervous, actually. He's always come through for me in a pinch, however." 
"Can he lead us to Heather, then?" Charlie asked; hope creeping into his voice for the first time in hours. 
Grace shook her head. "It's all tunnels and doors. He got confused, but when we're there, he can point us in the right direction." 
Rak glanced at his watch. "We need to start heading north. How do we get Nix to alter course?" 
"Easy," I said. "I tell him the truth." 
"Hold on! This is a—" 
"Rescue. We tell him we need him to overfly the mansion. Maybe do a circuit around the town with the light shining on the logo, pretend to advertise as a distraction; I used to do it all the time. When it's dark, he heads back to the mansion and drops us off." 
He chewed on his cheesy fake mustache a minute then nodded. "Sundown's at seven-forty-seven; gets dark fast after that. Crescent moon, partly cloudy. Perfect for a jump. Charlie, can you use a parachute?" 
"Right." Charlie rolled his eyes. "Jump off flying objects all the time, I do. Maybe I'll just have Vern take me down, shall I?" 
"Good plan." Rakness attached a small printer to his laptop, printed up a tourist map of the museum, then a topographical map of the area. Another search found some more detailed floor plans. This one, he spread before us, orienting it with the landscape map, and used a pen to mark important features. With a few hesitant hints from Operisiel the Guardian Angel, we determined the best possible entrance was through a hidden service door; then across some exhibit areas and up the stairs to the second-level employees-only area. Looked like four, maybe five doors, but Grace could handle those. Any lock that responded to tones was hers for the picking. Any other locks, St. Zita or I would take on, easy-peasy. As for the rest of the mission... 
Grace pulled out a small bag from her knapsack and began passing out the tools of our trade. First, an extra throat mike and headset each for Charlie and Rak. Grace explained that she'd modified them so regular surveillance equipment wouldn’t pick up their signals. Next, she passed out brown scapulars for protection, medallions of St. Dismas for stealth, and miniature replicas of Gabriel the Archangel's horn, which would alert the others if one of us got in trouble. 
She gave everyone an extra scapular. "Put this on Heather when you find her. It'll protect her and help us find her if we get separated again." 
I and Charlie started putting things into our pockets, but Rakness pushed his back. 
Grace started, "Stan, just because you aren't a practicing Catholic doesn't mean—" 
"I know," he said. "It's not that I don’t think they'll help. I won't need them. I'm going on with Skyhopper. I will be in Spokane having dinner with Clarisse." 
Ever heard a "deafening silence?" We shared one of those for a minute. 
"Say that again?" I said in my most dangerous tone, the kind of tone that made stronger humans backpedaling and stumbling to explain their words and had lesser humans either fainting or doing embarrassing things they'd have to wash out of their pants later. 
Rak must have been tone deaf. He leaned toward Grace and me and threw Charlie an apologetic look. "We have the utmost confidence in you. You've saved the world, right? But one thing you need to understand: rescuing Rhoda is only half the mission. Person or persons in the McThing complex are involved in potential acts of terrorism against the United States and possibly both our worlds. We need to find out their plans. Get Rhoda out if you can but find any information you can on their scheme. Computer records, pictures of equipment, even overheard conversations." 
"Monologues?" I quipped, and Rak pointed at me and made a clicking sound. 
Charlie stood and slapped his hand out of the way. "Her name's Heather, and what do you mean, 'get Rhoda if you can'? And you're not bloody coming?" 
Rak spread his hands helplessly. "It's out of my jurisdiction. Calloway's been working on the warrants. He just needs the location. I'll phone it to him as soon as we're out of area, in case they have monitoring devices. That should give you a couple of hours to find her and the information and get to safety. Or, if you get into trouble, for the cavalry to come." 
"Coward!" 
Rak started out of his seat, but the lap belt held him back. He relaxed slowly, taking a long, heavy breath. His voice grew cold, though his eyes flamed. "Look, Faerie, I don't claim to know how things are done in your universe, but if I go with you, all the bad guys walk as soon as the lawyer finds out. If you want these guys to go down, you go in there as an independent rescue mission. I'll be your cover story. You used Reporter Randy as an excuse and acted on tips from Grace's magic." 
"What about BILE?" 
"We don’t talk about BILE. People don’t need to know the government has BILE and neither do the villains. Got that?" 
Charlie's jaw worked for a moment. "Heather's rescue comes first." He looked at me, then Grace. 
Grace studied the magical items on the table. She spoke softly in Gaelic. "Charlie. Your granddad told you about the Great War. If we can stop another before it starts, we need to make it a priority." 
I watched as every muscle in his body tensed against the urge to throttle someone. 
"Take it easy," I said to them both in Gaelic. "We can multi-task. Besides, did you think we were dumb enough to show up without a few tricks up our sleeves? Charlie, remember what I told you." I switched to English. "Grace, why don't you get yourself ready? Charlie, can you check the galley? Now is not a good time for me to operate on an empty stomach. Oh, and find Grace a six pack of Ping Extra and a shaker of salt." 
Grace nodded. "Good idea. Let's go to the galley first. I'll go with you." 
"Salt shaker?" Rak asked when they'd left. 
"Sorry. Not your jurisdiction." Yeah, I know. Petty, but I was not a happy dragon. Before he could protest more than the dirty look he was giving me, I asked, "What have you got on Aiken McThing?" 
He spun the computer back to himself and started calling up sites. He obviously didn't want me to see the screen or his hands, so I made a point of settling back on my cushioned spot with my head resting on folded arms. Didn't stop listening, though. Did you know that each key on a keyboard has a slightly unique sound? I knew, and I memorized everything he typed. I fought back a snicker at his password. 
Since St. George's curse and my subsequent drafting into the service of the Church, I'm not allowed to collect treasure. But no one ever said anything about information. What can I say? 
I'm a modern dragon in a computer world. 
He called up McThing's dossier and handed the computer to me. I settled it on the bench, so I could read from where I sat. The overall summary didn't tell me more than I already knew. 
McThing had been a brilliant engineer with degrees in mechanical and computer engineering and quantum physics. ("The physics degree was just for fun," he told one interviewer). He'd begun a brilliant career with occasional flights of fancy, usually inspired by science fiction shows. He claimed to have created a three-dimensional fax years before the first commercially viable ones came out, but "the materials hadn't caught up to the technology, and the patent work is such a bore; then it slipped my mind, and you know..." Despite his love for sci-fi, he had a pathological fear of magic. He'd led book burnings; wrote extensively on what he called the "crimes against rational thought by the fantasy genre." (I snorted at that one.) The opening of the Gap had pushed him over the edge when the first Magical—a pixie named Rog—crossed over and became the first victim of a drive-by video shooting. McThing turned on the TV, saw Rog's little winged self magically beating the snot out of the GNN reporter who had been following him, and flipped out. 
He went on a drinking binge and was arrested at Limerick Nuclear Facility in Pennsylvania for attacking the gate with a broken beer bottle while screaming that they had to shut down the facility before the pixies invaded. He got thirty years at the Hapivu Psychiatric Hospital's criminally insane wing, where he was treated with a combination of drugs and endless episodes of The Trickie Pixies, one of the first “Faerie-based” cartoons and probably the most embarrassing for the pix species. Three years later, he was declared "cured" and released. He went to work for his uncle, the toymaker famous for designing the tiny useless dreck found in kid meals, and took over the business when he died, expanding into animatronics. 
I was flicking though the other information he'd called up when Grace returned. Rak looked at her and gave a hoot. "Whoa! SWAT Sister!" 
Grace had traded her habit for militaristic pants and shirt of mottled blacks, blues and grays. A Kevlar hood replaced her wimple as a head covering, the mask part pulled down under her chin. Various pockets held her tools and a few other surprises we'd picked up on the way to the airport. A slight shimmer in the fabrics only I could see attested to the magic woven in the fibers. If she stood still enough, she could stand against any surface and be essentially invisible. 
I heard Rak unbuckle his seatbelt. He said, "You look like a Ninja. Not a side I'd expected to see from a nun." 
"A habit is hardly practical for this kind of rescue operation," Grace commented serenely. 
She set her bag down beneath her seat. "It's very clean in there," she told me with a wink. 
"Are you as tough as you look?" Rak cried as he leapt toward her. 
I smacked him back into his seat with my tail. "I'm the muscle. She's the magic." 
"Who's the brains?" he muttered as he rubbed his shoulder. 
"Someone mention me?" Charlie quipped as he walked in. Apparently, the walk to the galley—and probably a snack—did him some good. Charlie might be in his mid-twenties, but his stomach thought he was still a growing boy. I was pleased to see him carrying several trays. He set them on the table and sat next to Grace. 
Unlike standard airlines, LagosLines serves real food on its airships. Charlie gave Grace a chicken cordon bleu with steamed vegetables; for himself, fish and chips; for Rak, a ham-and cheese sandwich and Fritos. The last platter held a couple of raw T-bones, thawed. These he tossed to me one at a time. "Tough Guy" Rakness blanched and pushed his tray aside. 
He reached into the overhead compartment and pulled out the heavy black briefcase that held his camera equipment. There wasn't enough room on the narrow table for it and the food, so he set it on the seat beside him. He turned it over, pressed a different latch and opened it to reveal an interesting variety of small electronics. While we ate, he passed them out. 
The thumb drives, he explained, had a virus that invades the computer system, downloads copies of all files (including those deleted but not wiped), and removes itself. The narrow pens were document scanners. Sunglasses? Shades by day, infrared by night, with a teeny little camera. He started to hand a pair to me, glanced at my long, narrow snout, and stuffed them back into the case. 
"Won't this stuff tell folks we're BILE?" I asked. 
Rak snapped the case shut. "Everything I just gave you, you can buy online at your favorite PI spyware store." 
Great. Shanghaied by the government, sent on our own to do a dangerous rescue in unfamiliar territory, with limited magics, and we don't even get any BILE tech toys. Someone was going to pay. 
Chapter Seven: Seven Habits of Highly Defective Henchmen 
"Someone's going to pay for this," Charlie grumbled as he wiped the dirt off the seat of his jeans and examined the tear in the knee. 
We'd landed badly. What'd you expect when a twelve-foot dragon is carrying nearly half his weight in passengers? Nix had gotten us as low to the ground as he could without violating any regulations (much) or arousing attention, but sixteen thousand feet is still a long flight when you have one human on your back and another in your claws. Not to mention, I was flying on muscle power alone. In the end, I'd dropped Charlie just before doing a graceful face plant against the side of the butte. I flexed my shoulders and tried to ignore whatever I'd sprained. 
Better to save our healing magic for a real emergency. 
"Could've borrowed Rak's parachute." 
Charlie snorted, "I'd rather fall off a horse—or get dropped by a dragon." 
"Boys!" Grace hissed. 
I started to protest that no one was around to hear us, or I'd have heard them first. One look at her face shut me up. We may have saved the universes a time or two...or ten...but the only other times she'd ever operated so far from the Gap was when she chased down Coyote after he broke parole and when she'd chaperoned the Magical Mensans in Florida, both light duty. She was probably having visions of someone plunging a sword into us in a mockery of a blessing. 
Poor Operisiel must be working overtime. 
I didn't bother to ask if she was okay, which would make her lie, or reassure her that everything would work out, which might make me lie. "Our guests all right?" I asked instead. 
She hefted the large carryall off my back and opened it. I heard some grumbling, and "I want better accommodations!" 
"Want to fly home?" I asked. 
The half dozen pixies in American GI wear flew out. Faerie pixies in their natural form have the approximate dimensions of Mundane dolls—you know, the ones you Mundanes complain destroy the self-image of women even as you buy them for your girls? Anyway, a pixie tribe with entrepreneurial leanings decided to move to Los Lagos and start a lucrative business, first selling outrageous doll fashions to their own kind across the Gap; then designing their own line of pixiewear both for pixies and all those humans whose moral outrage can’t withstand the whining of a child wanting a pretty toy. Although patterned after the doll—excuse me, action figure—their BDUs were made from real material bought cheap by human employees at military surplus stores and garage sales in Fountain, Colorado. They didn't need combat boots, but their footgear made a good approximation. In all, they looked like a winged version of the toy—except for Matina, who apparently decided to dress out of the Waco Disco Queen collection. The swords and knives, for all their size, were real. 
"No," replied Terce, the leader, "but I expect us to ride First Class on the way home." 
I started to protest, but Grace looked like she'd have an apoplexy if we spent much time there arguing. Charlie didn't seem too pleased to stay in one spot, himself. Besides, we owed them after changing the plan. "Deal," I growled. 
Grace pulled off her backpack, took out a bottle of Ping cola, and opened it gently, wincing at the hiss that seemed unnaturally loud in the quiet night. She poured a little onto the ground, set the rest on the rock along with a half-finished Sudoku puzzle (with errors). Beside the rock, she poured out a little salt, hummed a spell, and drew an arrow into it. 
We headed off in the direction it pointed. 
After alerting Nix to our need for a sudden and mysterious egress, we'd abandoned a 
"clueless" Reporter Randy Stapleton and headed to the cargo area. There, we'd picked up the pixies, who had been hiding out in our luggage, and made our plans: After Operisiel led us to the entrance, and we got in, we would split up—Grace and the pixies to find the information and me and Charlie to find Heather. Getting Charlie and Grace to agree to that had taken some doing. I'd assured them that between the tracking spell and my nose, we could find her just as easily as Operisiel, and Grace was the most suited of us to handle Mundane computer equipment. 
Nonetheless, as we hiked silently toward the hidden employee back entrance, she tossed Charlie concerned looks. 
"What a stupid place to put an entrance." Charlie huffed as we rounded two boulders and came to a dirt-colored door in the butte. 
"It's not an entrance; it's an egress," I said, looking over the soundproof, roughly painted, and most importantly, handle-less exterior. 
Grace pinched the bridge of her nose and suppressed a sigh. Angels didn't always understand about doors, either. 
Charlie looked at me then his watch. Rak figured we had two, two-and-a-half hours before the Feds crashed the place. Not enough time to circle the mountain and find a new entrance. I didn't think I could carry the two of them again at once, either. I pulled out my St. 
Zita medallion and got ready to expend some magic. 
A scraping interrupted me. The door! 
Humans and pixies scampered around the boulders, but I was too big, and without using magic, my flapping to get off the ground would draw attention. I yanked off my vest, tossed it to Grace. I took a station beside the door, sitting like Isis' cat, tail curled up behind me at waist height, and froze. 
The door cracked open, and a stopper was put in the threshold. It opened fully, and two men stepped out, cigarettes in hands. 
"Whoa! Shit!" One of them yelled when he walked past me. He jumped back, bumping into his portly partner. I heard Charlie behind the boulder move forward then freeze; halted, no doubt, by Grace. Fortunately, in the scuffle, Tweedles Dee and Dum didn't hear him. Me, I didn't move. Regular McT-A Special, that was me. 
They straightened themselves out and peered at me closely. They looked like your standard rent-a-cops, blue uniform and black trousers, Taser and halogen flashlight hanging off a utility belt that even a comic book superhero would consider a fashion faux-pas, big badge on the left pocket with McThing Security/Safe and Happy!  on the rockers. Over the other pocket, a light blue leather nametag said, "Hi! I'm" and their names: Bob and Joe. Underneath the names were branded stars. Joe was on his second row: either he'd worked there awhile or he was a serious brown-noser. 
"That scared the hell out of me!" Bob said. 
"Watch your language," Joe the Starman said. 
"Gimme a break, Joe; we're on break," he replied, chortling at his own words. 
Not hired for their wit, these two. A mosquito on the night shift alighted on my nose. I wished they'd stop looking at me and light their stupid cigarettes. 
"You know what Mr. McThing says: ‘The habits you keep on break—’” 
"'Are the good habits you'll always take.’ Yeah." 
Oh, the dazzling banter. The mosquito crawled into my nostril. I really needed to breathe. 
When Bob waved a cigarette-holding hand in front of me, I took my chance. I tilted my head—
making them jump—and in my best Friendly Computer voice learned from years of listening to Mundane telephone systems, I said, "This is a designated smoking area," puffed out two precise bursts of smoke, and returned my head back to the original position. I blinked twice and waited. 
Their laughter rebounded off the boulders and echoed across the valley, probably scaring rabbits and coyotes. 
"This is classic!" Brilliant Bob exclaimed, finally lighting up his coffin nail. He tossed the match over his shoulder. With my peripheral vision, I saw Joe pick it up. Yep. Brown-noser. 
I twisted my head toward him. "Thank you for not littering." 
Bob glanced at the still-bent over Joe, then at me, and laughed again. "Shi—oot! This is some sophisticated equipment. What the...heck...is it doing out here?" 
"You know those guys in R & D. Probably needed to do a test run and decided it'd make a good joke." 
"Mind if I smoke?" I asked in my carefully modulated voice and let out some puffs. 
"Still," Joe mused. He must have been preparing for a deep thought, because he pulled out his lighter, lit up, and took a few drags before continuing. "Still, there can't be much of a market for it. I mean, I don't know about you, but I get treated like a gosh-darned pariah when I smoke…outdoors as well as in." 
"Billy Beaver's building a Fantasyland in Europe," Bob suggested. "Maybe it's for there." 
"¿ Puedo fumar?" I asked and blew some puffs. 
"There, see? Europeans ain't so snotty about a good smoke. You know, now that I'm thinking of it, my brother saw one of these in Florida. Swore it was real!" Bob barked a laugh. 
"Wait 'till I tell him! Told him he was an idiot…dragons, and elves, and mermaids." 
" Mag ich rauchen?" I blew out two puffs. 
They got bored with me, so while I methodically blinked, puffed, asked to smoke, and thanked people for not littering in a variety of languages, they discussed the relative intelligence and attractiveness of Bob's relatives. Fine with me. I didn't want them to see what I was doing with my tail. 
I'd finished with my task by the time they'd had their last drag. Bob crushed his cigarette under his heel and after a dirty look from Joe, picked up the stub. As he bent over, I said, "Thank you for not littering." 
"Dang! The things they can do with computers these days," he said. 
* * * * 
I waited until the door shut behind me and counted to twenty before relaxing my pose. 
My sore shoulder had seized up, so I was stretching it out when the others came out from behind the rock. 
"That was brilliant!" one of the pixies exclaimed. The others chortled their agreement. 
Even Grace had calmed enough to grin at me as she handed me back my vest. 
Charlie, however, did not laugh. "The door's still closed!" he hissed. 
I rolled my eyes. Silly human. I scrabbled at the door until I could get a claw in the crack then pulled it partway open. I stopped and listened. When I was sure the coast was clear, I opened it the rest of the way and retrieved the St. Zita medallion I'd crammed into the strike plate to keep the lock from engaging. Dragons can't raise their eyebrows like humans, so I tilted my head and gazed at Charlie expectantly. 
He smiled. "Bloody brilliant." 


* * * * 
 Most of the corridor was long, gray, and empty, but when it branched, Operisiel pointed Grace to the more public area. 
"Short cut," she mouthed. "Through museum." 
I hoped her angel understood shortcuts better than door handles. 
We paused; I listened, and we moved on. As we got nearer to the public areas, it began to resemble any corridor you'd find leading to the bathrooms and employee section of a hardware store. Bulletin boards flanked cheaply built, heavily deodorized facilities. One bore safety notices, policy change memos, and general administrivia including "McThing's Happy Thought of the Week." The other side (the ladies' room side, which had a flowery/cinnamon smell in contrast to the Eau de Lysol of the men's room) had—I kid you not—a star chart. Not astrological chart; a star chart, like I'd seen in elementary schools. Each employee—there were twenty-four, so I guessed we might have ten in the building—had a line of sticker stars. Some bore special messages in miniscule writing: Perfect Punctuality! Diversity Sensitive! Made a
Good Effort!  Teacher's Pet Joe's line had overlapping stars, while Bob's made a poor showing with only a dozen. We paused at the door for me to listen and Grace to activate our stealth charms; while they waited, some of the pixies pulled a few stars off Joe's line and added them to Bob's. 
The coast clear, we zipped down the short hall and entered the McT-A movie monster room. The large darkened room had walls which curved into the ceiling. That, combined with the air conditioning and the drip-drip of a water fountain, gave the room a cave-like atmosphere. 
Animatronic creatures, prototypes of the many monsters McT-A created for Hollywood fantasy, sci-fi, and horror flicks, inhabited the space. Dinosaurs, dragons (or dragonish creatures), and monsters no Faerie would have even dreamed of struck poses aggressive to amusing, while smaller creatures nestled at their feet, crawled on their polymerized bodies, or occupied their own displays behind glass cases in the walls. Spotlights still shone on all the exhibits, making the silver skeletons of some gleam and the glass eyes glow with a feral light even I can't duplicate on the best of days. The thin curved metal and gears cast creepy shadows all around. 
More important to me were the cameras placed along the ceiling. I watched them move, calculated the blind spots, and told the pattern to Grace. With well-timed stops and the charms working, we could make it across without anyone noticing us, if we went in two groups. Grace and Charlie struck ahead, and the pixies followed close to me. They kept turning their heads and gaping at the metallic behemoths and miniature crawlies around us. I kept my eyes on Grace. 
"I've got a bad feeling about this," Mpix murmured. 
"It's like their eyes are following us," one of the pixies said in a hushed voice. 
"Take it easy. Just fly casual," I told him. "But don't whistle," I added when I heard one take in a breath. 
"Can they smell us?" one, MacLeery, no doubt, asked in a squeak. 
"They're not real. They're machines—plus, they're powered down. Besides, I can take them." 
"Even that one?" MacLeery pointed. 
A twenty-foot model of Billy Beaver spread his arms and smiled welcomingly, but the light below his chin brought shadows to his eyes and emphasized his teeth. With his hands disappearing into the darkness, you could easily imagine a fork and knife instead of brochures in his grubby paws. I shuddered and moved on. 
At the exit, we paused for breath. I peeked into the next room, the FamilyGames (TM!) room, according to the museum map. Only a small light shone above the exit and did nothing to illuminate the space. Even with my eyesight, I could just make out a vast, empty area with six large mounds forming a wide circle. Almost directly across from us, a stairway led to an upper balcony that encircled the lower level. According to Operisiel, another secret entrance led into the butte complex from there. I only hoped it was an entrance this time. Charlie and Grace donned their IR glasses and peeked in, but they didn't help much in the climate-controlled room. 
Grace shrugged. My turn to lead. The pixies settled on my back, and we made a quick, quiet trek straight across. 
This time, Operisiel came through, and we found the door. Though it had no handle, a keypad disguised as a controller for the game below worked it. By actually using the magic in the St. Zita medallion this time, we got it open. 
Once we were in another utilitarian gray hallway, and the door had shut behind us, everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Don't know why; we were much more likely to be caught here than in the museum—and even if they caught us there, we could always say we had been in the bathrooms and got locked in. Well, Grace and Charlie could. Me and the pixies would probably have to spend the day in the animatronics room posing. 
A couple of pixies zoomed down the halls, high up, to scout. Charlie glanced at his watch: forty-seven minutes since we'd jumped. Another hour and a half or so until the FBI either met us or bailed us out. Plenty of time for me and Charlie, I figured, but Grace didn't know where she was going or exactly what she was looking for. 
"Forty-five minutes, and then you leave. Don't wait for us," I told her. 
She nodded, her expression terse, her mind already on the task ahead of her. She murmured a prayer for direction. 
"A map would be even better," I added. 
At that moment, MacLeery came zooming back, lugging a large piece of paper that flapped with each beat of his wings. "Thought this would help," he said. 
I grinned. Now that was service. 
"Where did you get this?" Grace asked. 
He shrugged, "Bulletin board behind the glass cabinet. Had to pick the lock!" He smiled. 
Nothing like a little larceny to make a pixie's day. 
We split up, Grace and the pixies following the map and me and Charlie following the St. 
Anthony medallion. For the next fifteen minutes, we made our way down dimly lit halls, thankfully empty, as the medallion increased slightly but steadily in brightness. I was starting to feel pretty good about this whole rescue when we came to a three-way fork in the halls. 
"Who designs a building with a three-way fork?" I grumbled. 
Charlie slapped my flank and pointed. On either side of us, doors led to staircases going both up and down. Seven directions to choose from unless further down, these halls had branches as well. 
While I kept watch, Charlie moved into the middle of the junction, holding the medallion in front of him. It dimmed and brightened, dimmed and brightened, as he spun a slow circle. 
Something was interfering with the spell, or several of the choices could take us to Heather, but who knew which was the fastest? 
I heard footsteps. I signaled to Charlie, and we rushed back into the hall we'd come down. 
I grabbed the first doorknob I found and twisted. Of course, it was unlocked. Got to love when a cliché works in my favor. 
Charlie started to close the door behind us, his other hand gripping the handle of his dagger so tightly I could hear the leather wrap on the handle strain, as we listened to the footsteps coming our way, slow, bored. My predator's instincts rose; then I had a great idea. I shook my head at Charlie and winked, and he shuffled out of my way, leaving the door ajar. I settled myself with my back to the door, just inside the shadows and let the script play itself out: CLUELESS MINION enters Stage Left. He pauses, hearing a noise, but does not report
it. Instead, he fondles the stars on his nametag and moves toward the empty hallway, his mind on
adding another. (Probably saying, "I was proactive today!")
CLUELESS pauses at door, hesitating. He stands and, back to the door, reaches for his
walkie-talkie. 
Suddenly, a well-muscled and gorgeously scaled tail whips out from the crack in the door
and wraps itself around his neck. He only has time to grab ineffectively at the tail before he's
drawn into the darkness. The door shuts behind him. 
Pan shot of the empty hallway. 
FADE TO BLACK

I slammed my victim on the floor and pinned him with my forelegs, then I leaned my face in nice and slow, making sure he got a good look at my fangs before he saw my eyes. 
"Where's the girl?" I growled low and menacingly. 
"Wh-What g-g-girl?" 
Charlie crouched down by Stutterboy and glanced at his nametag. "Look, Philip, we're in a bit of a hurry. We know Rhoda Dakota's being held captive somewhere nearby. Now you can be a good survivor and tell us where…or you can be dinner." 
"I-I don't—" 
"Phil A. Minion." I mused and drooled a bit for effect. I live for these moments, I really do. I licked his cheek and asked Charlie, "Can I have fries with that?" 
"Why not? This is Idaho." 
"No! No! Wait! I'll talk! I'll talk!" 
As he talked, I tapped out the truth spell Grace had taught me. Good thing, too; he stopped in mid-lie to change his story. I backed off enough for Charlie to relieve him of his gun (a Skorpion hand-held machine gun. Italian. Molto bene. ), Taser, billy club, flashlight, walkie-talkie, and handcuffs. Charlie handcuffed him, and I crunched the walkie-talkie between my teeth. I also ate his nametag, just for fun. As he sat there with a stricken look on his face, watching me chew on the leather and Velcro, Charlie clocked him with the butt of his gun. 
"We could have gagged him, you know," I said as Phil phlopped over. 
"I know," Charlie said. He slung the machine gun over his shoulder, stuffed the Taser into the back of his pants, and crammed the rest into his knapsack. "Do you mind?" 
"Not really. Feel better?" 
"Actually, I do feel more relaxed. Thanks." 
I shrugged. "He's probably better off. Most people don't laugh at an unconscious man." 
Charlie looked at the dark spot on Snoozerguard's pants and wrinkled his nose. "He did make a bit of a mess, didn't he? Shall we?" 
Phil's route took us down the left corridor, up two flights of stairs, and down another hallway. Through it all, we didn't encounter any guards or surveillance cameras, and the only locks employed simple keypads with combos our Phil-anthropic friend was only too glad to share. Made me suspect someone hadn't read the Evil Overlord's List of Top Ten Security
Mistakes. Not that I was complaining, mind you. However, it did make me a little suspicious. 
Too many years of easy cases gone bad. 
Not much I could do. I kept my senses alert and pressed on. 
The last door opened up into the common room of a dormitory, a bright and noisy room compared to the silent and industrial hallways we'd traversed. The walls were painted in trendy colors and abstract designs. A couple of free-standing video games in one corner made arcade noises. The neon blue couch looked both expensive and comfortable. A free-standing bar with tastefully mismatched chairs separated the room from the kitchen area. I had to wonder if they'd gotten a makeover from one of those home improvement shows, or if they were in line for one. 
Lairs by Larry. 
One of Rhoda's music videos was playing on the big screen TV that dominated the wall. 
Charlie started across the room, but I held him back. I jerked my head toward the couch then at the far hall. Two henchmen to take care of first. He nodded and reached for his dagger. I gave him a look, and he grabbed the Taser instead. 
The show had cut to an interview with Heather-as-Rhoda and Charlie. They wore matching fisherman's sweaters and jeans. Heather's chair was pushed as close to Charlie's as possible. She had her arm wrapped around his, and they held hands. The show host was asking them about future wedding plans. 
"Rumors on the InterdimNet say your parents have been meeting with the bishop. Isn't that as good as done in Faerie culture?" 
Rhoda declared, "Nothing's official until I have a ring!" She held up her empty hand. 
"And when will we see that?" 
TV Charlie squirmed (actually, real Charlie did, too), but all he said was, "I'm not ruining any surprises." 
"Well, that's hardly fair!" the anchor teased, as if she believed their engagement was solely for the titillation of her viewers. Maybe she did because she said, "Well, then, why don't you tell us what goes on when the parents aren't watching? Your hot and heaviest date?" 
Charlie flushed and stared to rise. "How dare you speak of my lady—" 
Rhoda, more used to celebrity interviews, just laughed and pulled him back down. "It's not like that. We aren't dating. We're courting. It's very old-fashioned by our world's view but, well, sweet. Of course, I think I've kissed my costars more than I have the man I love." 
"You're kidding me!" The anchor scooted forward in her seat and waved her hand at Charlie. "What's wrong with you? Rhoda is hot!" The studio audience hooted and cheered. 
"Her name is Heather." Charlie's quiet but commanding voice cut past the noise, and the audience calmed. "Love is patient. For now, it's enough to hold Heather's hand and gaze into her lovely, lovely eyes." For a moment they did just that, while the charmed audience let out an 
"aww." 
If we weren't trying to be quiet, I might have gagged. 
Apparently, Couch Potato Minion felt the same way. He threw popcorn at the screen. 
"You idiot! That Rhoda is sly. Man, if McThing wouldn't have my hide, I'd—" 
"You'd what?" Charlie called. 
Fanboy spun around, and Charlie gave him a face full of Taser. Ye-owch. 
So much for subtlety. While Charlie reeled in the darts, I made a dash for the hallway, choosing to barrel down the last guard before she could aim her weapon. She fell back with a squeak. I didn’t feel like wasting time. I glanced at her nametag. "Listen, Sally; open the door to Rhoda's room, and I won't eat you. Deal?" 
Eyes wide, she nodded, and I backed off of her. It took her three tries to get the code in right, but I could tell she wasn't stalling or activating an alarm. She was just shaking too hard. 
Fine by me. Charlie had joined us by the time she got the door open and muscled his way in ahead of us. I saw he'd already reloaded the Taser with a fresh cartridge. Smart boy. 
Heather was asleep on the bed, her wrists handcuffed to the headboard. Still in the sequined dress we'd seen her wearing the day before, she looked tear-stained and disheveled, but otherwise fine. 
"Heather!" Charlie cried and ran to her. 
Her eyes snapped open. "Charlie! Oh, Charlie!" 
She tried to sit up. The cuffs held her back. I nudged Shivering Sally with a claw, and like a wind-up toy, she sprang to let Heather free. 
Heather threw herself into her boyfriend's arms. "Oh, Charlie! I knew you'd come! I just knew!" 
Charlie kissed her forehead, pulled her close. "My darling, are you all right? When I think of what they could have done—" 
"Oh, Charlie!" 
Only in real life could you get dialogue that bad. I tossed my head in annoyance. 
"Enough with the chatter. We're not out of here yet. Charlie, go keep watch." 
Charlie pulled himself out of his love's embrace just enough to glare at me. 
"Unless you want to stay and watch these two ladies switch clothes?" 
Three humans reddened down to the neck. Charlie sped out of the room. 
Seven minutes later, Heather, now in Security Sally's uniform, had cuffed the be-gowned and gagged minion to the bed. Naturally, they were about the same size, except for the shoes. I love when a cliché works my way. 
Another cliché I love: finding our way back was easier than finding our way in. 







Chapter Eight: Toyland Royale 


As we hurried down the hallways, I decided our luck had run too good. Something was up. 
"Grace," I called over the communications set. If she didn't reply, I'd send Charlie and Heather to the rendezvous point and go after her. "We're almost to the door. What's your status?" 
A moment; then, "We're almost there, too." 
I almost stopped in my tracks in surprise. "Really? Did you get the information? 
Everything went smoothly?" 
"We got whatever we could. We left a few guards sleeping, so I think we'd better hurry." 
"No argument here." 
Two pixies hovered near the ceiling of the last junction. They glanced suspiciously at Heather's uniform, but when they saw her jeweled high heels, one flew off while the second alighted on her shoulder. "Miss Haskell, I represent the tribe and clothing retailers of Best Pix of Los Lagos—" 
"Later!" I hissed. Should have known they'd take this rescue as a chance to angle for celebrity endorsement. Not that I had anything against it necessarily, but this one's sense of timing left something to be desired. 
Grace had just opened the door as we arrived. Heather threw herself at her—I noticed the dragon had not been hugged yet. After making sure she was in control of her sobs, we made our quiet way down the stairs and to the exit. We crossed the dark game room easily enough. This time, however, we had to go through the animatronics room in three groups: Me first with a couple of pixies for the ride, then Charlie and Heather with one pixie to coach them on the pattern, then Grace with the remaining pixies. Three quick steps; then wait. Slow and easy and wait... 
Heather's heels sounded unnaturally loud in the cavernous room. 
"Charlie, their eyes are following us," Heather whimpered. 
"Told you," MacLeery whispered in my ear. I shook my head as if shooing an annoying insect. 
Charlie was telling Heather, "It's all right. They're just machines." 
"But Charlie!" 
I heard a high whine, beyond human ears, of power running through cords. 
"Just keep close to me, luv. Nice and steady." 
"Guys," I started, but the sound of gears moving and metal shifting said it for me. 
"Run!" 
We took off toward the door. Damnation Dino and The Ape-Thing!  stormed ahead and blocked the way. What a time for them to team up. Throwing stealth to the winds, I roared my defiance and blew fire. The fully furred primate singed but didn't light up in the satisfying fireball I'd expected. Figures McThing would use fireproof materials. Heather and Charlie tried to run around them, but apparently undersized dragons do not distract maniacal mechanical monsters like you'd think they would. Other monsters of varying sizes and relative ferocities began taking their places between us and the exit, like a bad soccer team with only one mode of defense—block the goal. 
Heather jinked out of the way of a lapdog-sized demon-hound of Baskerville. Her heel slipped out from under her, and she shrieked. Charlie grabbed her up while whacking the mechanical beast on the nose with his sword. Despite the mechanical cacophony, the clang echoed in the room. 
"Vern!" Grace cried and made sweeping motions at the still-open door to the game room. 
"New plan!" I yelled. Scooping up Heather with my tail, I dumped her on my back and ran, keeping her pinned in place with my wings. Charlie sped ahead, sword drawn, slashing at anything daring to get in our way, while Grace used magic to keep the path clear from her end. 
I barreled through the door, skidding and doing a cool one-eighty on the cheap tile, while Charlie slammed it shut, and Grace sang a fast locking spell. Even so, the door shook and thudded as a pack of programmed prototype predators threw themselves at it to get their prey. 
Charlie ran to Heather who was draped across my back and clinging to my neck. He grabbed her ankles, and with a quick swing of his sword, he lopped off the heels of her shoes. 
"Those were Italian!" she protested. 
"Now they're practical!" he shouted back. 
"Sh!" I hissed. "We're not out of here yet. Can you walk?" 
"Yes, yes. I'm fine." She slid off my back but refused Charlie's hand. "I could have just taken them off," she snarled. "Men! So where are we going? I can hardly see a thing." 
As if on cue, the lights came on, blinding us momentarily. Charlie's IR glasses switched to shades. I looked at Grace, who threw up her arms in an “it-wasn't-me” gesture. 
"Guys, stay close to me," I said. 
Heather looked around then gave a delighted squeal. "Oh, my gosh! It's Munchy, Munchy Moles! I used to play this all the time when I was a kid." 
The mounds I'd seen earlier were actually the upper jaw and head of blue, green, orange, pink, red, and yellow moles, the primary pieces of the game. In the board game, each was hinged onto a swinging arm at opposing corners of the six-sided board; a button let you open and close the jaw to collect marbles painted like little bugs. Ladybugs were three points; beetles, two; and roaches, one. I'd seen Jerry Costa play it with his kids; he always won until one child noticed he was putting his weight on the board to make the marbles roll toward him. Of course, the new version had a mechanical board that tilted at random. Jerry to this day regrets not having taken out a patent on that idea. 
"I thought it was supposed to be Who's Da Perp?" Grace asked as she and the pixies joined us. She pulled out the museum map Rak gave us. 
"Must not have updated the website," I muttered. They needed pictures of the mechanical menagerie attacking patrons while they were at it. 
As if to remind us they were down but not out, the monsters smashed at the door again. It shook, but held. 
"This way's the fastest way out. Through the gift shop," Grace said. 
We started toward the double doors when we heard the distinct sound of a garage door opening. Five-foot marbles rolled toward us, their painted bug faces smiling gleefully. 
"Run!" 
A blue mole head raised its jaw and turned in our direction. I reached out with my own jaws and grabbed Grace by the backpack, pulling her out of the way just before the buck teeth came down with a crash. Heather screamed. The straps broke, but Grace hit the ground running. I spat out Grace's backpack. It fell open on the ground, equipment, medallions and bottles of Ping spilling everywhere. 
A crash, and the door to the animatronics room finally gave. The Ape Thing!  got himself wedged in at the hips, but smaller crawlies swarmed around him toward us. 
Then the floor began to tilt. 
"Find a way to cut the power!" I yelled at the pixies. I was sliding toward the red mole. I scrabbled, my claws digging but not finding purchase. A marble rolled by. I pushed off it, sending it rolling toward the mole. The mole bit down, and it cracked, sending up a cloud of chalky smoke. 
"Keep away from the jaws!" I shouted. 
"Right! Thanks!" Charlie shouted back. He and Heather had made it to the relatively stable center. Legs spread wide, he was managing to keep his balance while he fired the Taser at the animatronic animals with skin. He struck a wolf, which jerked, twitched, and fell. Two more leapt over it. Heather had been digging inside his pack and pulled out the Skorpion. She screamed "Down," and when he crouched, let fly with about ten seconds of uninterrupted and unaimed fire, shrieking the whole time. 
"Short bursts, luv," Charlie yelled. 
"You want to do this?" she screamed back. 
Ten beagle-sized spiders from Arachnophobia Millennium charged at me, so I turned away from their domestic squabble and let loose some flame. Naturally the table decided to tilt, sending me face first into their flaming bodies. I managed to spin, heard Grace sing out a spell, spun again, and saw her dodging Damnation Dino's little brother, Velocilla, part velociraptor/part spawn of Hell. A bottle of Ping rolled by me, and I batted it toward Velocilla. His foot landed on it, rolled, and sent him flying. 
Flying! 
Cursing myself for an idiot, I launched myself into the air and snatched Grace just as a skeletal frog monster grabbed at her leg. A moment of tug-of war, and her pant leg ripped. He was left holding a piece of fabric while I flew Grace to the door. I dropped her then dove back in for Heather. She was on her stomach and pulling at a lobster that was tangled in her hair. A three-foot fallen Howdy Hug Me Bear had attached himself to her legs, his weight pulling her with him toward the waiting jaws of the green mole. 
I saw Charlie bound for her, shouted for him to stop, and flew toward her. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a smiling roach boulder rolling toward him. Heather saw it, too. 
"Charlie," we yelled. 
He managed to leap away, at the cost of his balance. The board tilted, and he fell sliding toward the red mole. 
I grabbed Heather with my tail as green mole's jaws sliced through Howdy Bear like hot butter. She fought me as the table tilted again. "Charlie! Get Charlie!" 
Where was he? I twisted my neck and came face first with a grinning ladybug boulder. 
Three points. Something launched itself at my wings. I went down hard, barely missing Heather. 
We slid toward blue mole, fast, but not fast enough. I couldn't pull myself up, much less us both. 
One wing was trapped under me. The jaws were closing. I did the only thing I could. 
I pushed us into the darkness beyond its mouth. 







Chapter Nine: Gonefinger 
We slid down a long, winding, slick tube into the waiting nets of McThing's henchmen. I wish I could say I exited the tube snarling and ready for the fight, but it twisted and turned like some kind of sick joy ride. All I could do was fold my wings in tight, pull in my neck and tail, and hope I didn't break anything I might need later. As a result, Heather shot out face up and feet first, terrified yet nonetheless more dignified than the jumbled heap of dragon that followed. 
I plopped onto the floor, felt a kick, and looked up at the starry nametag of Joe Henchman. "¿ Puedo fumar?" I ventured. 
"Give it up," he snarled and wacked me in the back of the neck with the butt of his shotgun. I saw both stars and irony while a steel net was thrown over me. I struggled weakly and felt barbs scrape the thick skin of my wings. I forced myself to focus and saw Charlie and Heather, bound, gagged, and throwing each other helpless looks. I didn't see Grace or the pixies. 
A small truck, like gardeners use, backed toward me. I felt myself hoisted up and set on the bed. Spikes bit into my wings. Fighting a moan, I rolled quickly onto my side, where my weight was on my vest or my scales. With my face toward the front corner of the truck, I couldn't see where they'd taken Charlie or Heather. The puncture marks on my wings and skin began to itch in a frighteningly familiar way. Iron barbs, not steel. 
Dragons don't have guardian angels. I tapped out a healing spell and prayed Grace or the Feds would find us before Charlie or Heather got killed or I got painfully inconvenienced. Then I closed my eyes and waited. 
I was still aware of our progress up and through the butte, but every bump sent barbs into my skin and brought a new round of pain. I lost track of the turns. The spell kept the worst of the poison at bay; nonetheless, by the time we arrived at our destination, I felt prickly on my skin, sore in my joints, and vaguely nauseous. 
A voice over an intercom said, "Is that any way to treat such a distinguished guest? 
Surely, we can restrain him in a somewhat more fitting manner? And do wash down his wounds before you present him here. I appreciate the fine effort you put into making sure he was safely transported, but we don't want to distress his friends." 
I didn't resist—in fact, I didn't move—as my captors pulled off the net and placed manacles on the three legs they could reach. Let them think I was still unconscious. 
"Let's cut off his vest," Joe said. Bucking for another star, no doubt. 
He wasn't the only one who could be proactive. I lolled my head just enough that my mouth rested against my upper pocket. I reached in with my tongue, wrapped it around my lockpick tools and had them settled into the pocket of my check by the time they'd sliced my vest and pulled off one side. They wrapped a chain around my middle. Then they rolled me over, cut away the other half of my vest, and hooked the ends of the chain, effectively trapping my wings at my sides. I allowed my eyes to open marginally as they manacled my last leg. They forgot the tail as usual. Funny how humans underestimate the usefulness of a dexterous tail. No one was getting a star for thinking outside the box today. 
Someone turned a high-pressure hose on me. Maybe they intended it to hurt, but it cleaned out my wounds and felt wonderful. I actually let out a low moan of pleasure, though I'm sure they took it for pain. I heard the chrk-chrk!  of rounds going into the chambers of shotguns. 
"Where are my friends?" I slurred. 
Joe answered. "You'll see them soon enough. Off the cart, please." 
Please? Well, since he put it that way... 
I climbed out, miserable and slow, wincing as I stepped on one of the iron barbs. I twisted my foot; the barb broke off in the pad. Four guards surrounded me. I stared at them groggily; then my stomach heaved. I twisted my head and vomited on two of them. 
"Ugh!" One jerked back. With one hand holding the gun (now pointed at the ground), he used the other hand to brush off his uniform. The other henchman actually flung the soiled weapon away from himself. 
The third guard snickered, but Joe exclaimed, "That's disgusting!" 
"'Scuse me?" I replied. I leaned my head down to wipe my mouth with one manacled paw, palming my lockpick tools in the process. 
"You two can't see Mr. McThing like this. There are...pink chunks." 
"Those would be—" 
"I don't want to know!" Joe shouted. "What a mess. Ralph, Chuck, get a shower and change uniforms. You!" He swung his rifle so the barrel rested on my nose. "You get the urge to empty your stomach again, you turn your head away from everyone. It's only basic manners." 
Before I could protest I was surrounded, he gave my snout a poke. "I'll try," I muttered. 
Joe called to Ralph, "Pull off your belt and give it to me." With the other guard covering him, he wound the wet leather around my snout and buckled it. "It's loose enough so you can answer McThing's questions, but I don't think you'll be able to try anything funny," he told me. 
"You obviously haven't caught my night club act," I retorted without much energy. 
With two, rather than four, guards flanking me, I limped my way into the evil overlord's lair. 


* * * * 
Lairs by Larry had struck again. The large room they escorted me into held a huge flat-screen TV encased in a walnut frame that perfectly matched the hardwood floors. The screen alternated between the italicized caption, "Please enjoy your captivity," and various landscape videos of Alcatraz, Guantanamo Bay, Devil's Island... I could only hope they were being ironic. 
A macaroni-shaped conference table in a complementing wood, with plush office chairs in blue, green, and burgundy, presented its broad curve to us. The rest of the room seemed furnished for casual day—ottomans, poufs, and divans of matching colors were scattered about, along with some trendy little tables that looked like giant hands, elephant's legs, and British butlers. 
A henchman sat at either end of the table. Despite their casual postures, their hands caressed the triggers of their machine guns. They probably had to have a minimum number of "I can sit alertly!" stars before being allowed to take those positions—literally and figuratively, of course. 
At the center of the curve, not sitting, but leaning on its edge, posed McThing. I do mean posed. Butt against the table, ankles crossed, left arm across his stomach, one hand supporting his right elbow. He kept his other hand pressed against his mouth except when talking. 
He took one look at me and said, "Oh, my! This is wonderful! This is just...too amazing. 
A dragon. A real dragon." 
Yeah, even undersized, bound, gagged, and suffering from iron poisoning, I had that effect. I settled myself into as regal a posture as I could, sitting upright with my tail around my front paws. My tail was actually out of proportion to my present size—for some reason, when God gave me back bits of my length, He chose to put it there—but it's really quite useful at times like this. The wider part of my tail covered my clawed fingers, the end of my tail, which split into two independently moving appendages, tucked neatly behind my front leg. Thus, no one could see me pulling my lockpick tool from between my claw; nor would they hear me working on the locks if I could get a diversion. I finished letting him geek out on my greatness while I counted henchmen. Two more—one at each exit. Six total. I wondered if the appropriately named Chuck and Ralph would join us, and how much time I had until then, if so. 
"I just, so wish we could have met under different circumstances. But the muzzle!" He drew little circles with his fingers, his elbow never leaving the support of his other hand. He tapped his lips with a knuckle. "Joe? Was that your idea? Brilliant. Truly brilliant. VIRA, be a dear and register Joe for a star for initiative." 
Behind him the scenery (ocean waves lapping against the beach of some prison island) narrowed into a thin line, and a Doppler pattern showed when the voice said, "Of course, Mr. 
McThing. Congratulations, Joe. Good work." 
Through the corner of my eye, I saw Joe preen. I tilted my head at McThing. He had to be kidding. 
"Are you wondering about VIRA? Virtual Intelligence Reaction Apparatus. We use a somewhat simpler version in our toys. Howdy Hug Me Bears (Trademarked!) for example." 
"Where are my friends?" I sounded bored, even to me. I was too tired and sore to go for menacing. 
"Oh, they'll be joining us momentarily, Vern—may I call you Vern? But speaking of—
Joe? I thought we had four guards on our guest." 
"My fault," I said. "I lost my lunch. They got in the way. Joe sent them to make themselves presentable" 
"Which is why I wanted this time alone with you; to personally apologize on behalf of my staff for your deplorable treatment. I do encourage base-level initiative, but sometimes they get, well, overzealous." 
"So hard to find good help," I sneered. 
"Oh, on the contrary. I'm quite proud of my staff. But let's talk about you. Is there anything we can get you? Some ginger ale? Or maybe a bucket." 
"I'm fine." I snarled as my stomach heaved again. My cheeks bulged. 
"Oh, my! This won't do. Clay? Clay, please find Vern a large bucket just in case? I'm sure the janitorial staff can help you." 
And then there were five. 
"Tell me; iron…is it like kryptonite?" 
"I'm not an alien." But I was feeling my own natural magics fading under the strain of fighting off the poison in my blood. I was also getting an interesting blind spot between the eyes. 
I remembered one of the Costa kids who used me as a science project remarking that I shouldn't be able to see directly ahead because of the position of my eyes. Great time to find out she was right. The Feds will be here any time, I told myself. Just lower the odds and stall. 

My foot was really starting to hurt. I shifted my weight. 
"Something wrong with your paw?" 
"I think there's a barb in it. Want to play Aesop's fable and come pull it out?" 
"I hardly think that's wise." He smiled. 
I glanced at Joe, who glared at me and took a step back. I shrugged and, awkwardly because of the manacles, twisted my front paw around so I could pull it out with my teeth. Then I targeted a convenient foot and spit. 
Henchman Henry gave a most satisfying shriek as the narrow, sharp barb sliced through the leather of his shoe and embedded into his skin. 
Joe whacked me on the nose with the barrel of his gun. I saw stars of my own for a moment, but another henchman was out of commission. I opened my mouth as wide as I could, licked at my own wound, careful to keep the now-unlocked manacle in place, studiously ignoring the momentary chaos as a hopping mad—and just plain hopping—henchman was directed out of the room, to the first aid station, I assumed. No one came to take his place. My foot felt better, but I'd pricked my lip on the barb, and I could feel it swelling like a bee sting. I pursed my lips against the numbness, oblivious to McThing's commentary. I was losing my edge—and my patience. 
"My friends?" I demanded. 
He sighed. Give the customer what they want. "VIRA, do have Dick and Sue invite in our other guests." 
The buzz of an electronic lock, and two guards brought in the bound and gagged Charlie and Heather. They also had manacles on their feet. Nice touch. McThing did the twirly hand thing again. He had long, thin fingers. Must have his mother's hands. He ought to give them back. The guards removed the gags. Surprisingly, neither one felt the need to indulge in useless demands that we be released. Instead they gave their guards dirty looks. The guards merely shrugged and took places flanking them. Sue was short and chubby over her muscles. Dick was tall with a well-styled beard he kept reaching up to stroke. 
McThing took the opportunity to indulge in his own Park Avenue brand of maniacal laughter. "The daring rescue gone wrong. Did you really think we wouldn't expect this?" 
"I can count at least five of your henchmen who didn't," I replied. "Maybe you'd better work on your training program." 
Once again, the pointy finger in my direction. "You're so right, you know. But of course, part of this whole exercise was to let my employees learn, through natural consequences, the impact of letting one's vigilance slip. And of course, it gave us a chance to try out our automated systems. VIRA did an excellent job of subduing you, didn’t she?" 
"Thank you, Mr. McThing." If a computer could sound smug, VIRA could see its pretentiousness and raise it a "teacher's pet" attitude. 
While McThing waxed poetic about the automated security system, his one hand making little waves and McTwirls to emphasize certain points, I muttered to Joe, "I think he likes her more than you. How's it feel to be one-upped by machinery?" 
"Shut up, dragon, or I'll tighten that muzzle." He growled back. 
"Go for it, Starman." Joe didn't exactly flush, but I could feel his body heat rise and saw a slight increase in his breathing and the tension around his eyes. 
McThing kept talking, unaware of our dialog. "...Once this is done, we'll all touch base with an on-hands meeting to synergize our internal efficiency quotients with base-level methodologies to creatively reconcile our scalable goals with our core competency values." 
"Bingo!" I said. 
He just pointed that finger at me. I was getting very annoyed at that finger. But the other hand kept drawing my eye. What was he hiding? I wanted that other hand, and I didn't know why. 
I was getting dizzy. Where were those Feds? 
He continued, "Then we'll watch the video of you imitating pieces in the Munchy, Munchy Mole Game (Trademarked!) and have a good laugh. But I must say, Vern, I'm so disappointed you didn’t bring your partner." 
"Not her kind of party." 
"No, I suppose not, being a nun and all. So you brought an operative of BILE instead." 
"What?" We all three spoke at once. 
Fortunately for us, McThing didn't think about that coincidence. He laughed. "How droll. 
Please do not insult my intelligence. The black uniform. The Kevlar cap. The knowledge of computers. Even the infrared-to-UV protection eyewear. She had BILE all over her." 
"No, that was your henchmen. Oh, look here's one now!" Ralph, in a clean uniform and wet hair, had entered through the door to my left. "Charlie, Heather, meet Ralphed." 
They gave me quizzical looks, but that was okay. Ralph turned a nice shade of red. 
"Want your belt back? Come get it." I curled my lips to display my teeth. I puffed my cheeks out like I might ralph on Ralph. 
He started toward me, but Joe blocked his path with an arm. In the brief distraction, I managed to unlock the manacle on my front right ankle. 
McThing said, "Ralph, temper! Count to ten and try again. Here, come sit at the table. 
Matt? Why don't you go find out what's taking Clay so long." 
With a shrug, Matt vacated his seat and left. Ralph slid into place, mollified, but nonetheless hanging onto his gun with special attention. I saw Joe look from Ralph to McThing with a starry-eyed gaze that bordered on simpering. I could almost hear him sighing in his mind, 
"What a nice guy." I thought my stomach might heave again. 
"Where were we? Ah, yes, your BILE agent, Ms....?" 
"McGillicutty." 
"All right, then. Ms. McGillicutty has thus far eluded our security, but she has not, as they say with Elvis, left the building. We will find her. And of course we know about BILE. We are, after all, a significant organization within the Villains for Interdimensional Lawlessness Enhancement!" I saw the henchmen puff up with each word. 
"Oh! That's—" I started then let my voice trail off. Wait for it... 

McThing gave a modest shrug. "Say it." 
I turned to sneer at Joe. "Lame." I gave the last of my turned lip to Ralph, who sat forward. Still, both apparently took "Count to ten and try again" to heart. McThing shook his head, his lips pressed hard against his knuckle, elbow still resting on his other hand. 
Something kept drawing my attention to that hand. I was starting to feel a kind of tingly lightheadedness. I was going to have to act soon, or I'd have to take my turn as damsel in distress. "So, what's VILE—other than your stupid acronym? Come up with that in committee, or just use a suggestion box?" 
Oh, that struck a nerve. I got minion reaction all around. Charlie noticed, too, and I knew he would take advantage of any opening he could, but he was also going to be distracted by Heather. He shuffled a little closer to her. She stretched, pushing her cuffed hands from her like in some bondage yoga video. Charlie did a couple of shoulder circles. 
Hoped they knew what they were doing, because I didn't have a clue. 
Joe raised his gun toward me. Please. Try it. Make my day. I had the picks already inserted into the lock of the manacle on my back leg. Two free; two to go. Come on, yell. 
Posture. Give me a distraction.... 
McThing intervened like a nursery school teacher on Prozac. "Joe! Manners! What I have always said about such childish mockery?" 
Joe lowered his gun again and recited, like a schoolchild, "Mockery is just a defense of the ignorant who don't understand the genius of our great plan." 
"So you've been laughed at before?" I batted my eyes at Ralph. He started to stand. 
"Tough guy want a piece of me?" I jeered. 
Three loud bursts from his gun, and I felt three hot coals impact my hide. 
That was a little more distraction than I'd intended. I folded. 
"Vern!" Heather screamed. She tried to run toward me, but Sue yanked her back by the hair. Charlie turned toward his guard, but Dick punched him in the jaw. 
One bullet struck a scale and shattered it. The second pierced another and scraped my skin beneath. The third sunk into the muscle of my wing. It burned with an intensity I hadn't felt since the Branding Irons of Asmodeus. 
McThing lost his McCool and shouted, "Enough! Ralph, you are excused! Dan, take him to the reeducation center. And, VIRA? Remove a star." 
"No," Ralph screamed and fell to his knees, pleading. Dan pulled him away. 
Snickers the Guard left my side and took Ralph's place by the table. 
"There's initiative," I muttered to Joe. "Bet he gets a star for that." 
Joe glowered while Snickers preened at him. 
McThing glared at the empty door a moment longer; then he took a cleansing breath, and calmed. I grit my teeth in pain and frustration. I'd never seen such quiet, controlled bad guys. 
"I do apologize. Our core value is to impart real artistry and finesse to our operations. We really value subtlety—" 
"Subtlety?" I shrieked despite myself. My entire wing was on fire. Two sharp points of pain in my shoulder and chest made it hard to breathe. 
"Well, yes. Perhaps you can appreciate the—heehee— irony of what I tell you next. The bullets that hit you? They are of a special anti-Magical design. They dissolve upon penetrating the skin, carrying their iron content into your bloodstream. I do hope you can remain conscious long enough for me to explain exactly what it is you're dying for. We so value informed customers and the educational process. But let's all take a calming breath, shall we? Inhale..." 
My wing had started to go numb. My jaw was sore from talking with the stupid belt holding it mostly shut, and the rest of my joints ached from the iron in my blood. The blind spot in front of my eyes had expanded to a column. My tail felt heavy and clumsy as it handled the lockpick. I had to force myself to focus on McThing's voice, yet Heather's whimpers seemed unnaturally loud. The room was starting to feel too cold. The back of my mind was starting to whisper unwelcome questions. What if my immortality was tied to magic? What if it was possible for me to get so far from the Gap that I didn't get severely inconvenienced; I got permanently dead? If that were true, what would happen if they caught Grace? 
There's a difference between letting your enemy think you're weak and helpless and actually being so. Picking these guys off one by one, or driving them to distraction until Charlie and Heather could run for it, wasn't going to work. Four down from nine were good odds, if Grace and not Heather were standing beside Charlie. Showing spunk against mechanical monsters and going against human villains are very different things. 
Plan. I needed a new plan. I couldn't think; couldn't focus. Stupid henchmen with their stupid stars and stupid beards and stupid iron bullets... 
McThing finished his McBreathing. "Why don't we start again? I think we're losing our focus." He spread his hands placatingly. 
I saw it. On his pinkie. 
"That's an interesting ring." My voice was hoarse. I swallowed hard. 
"Do you like it? A present from the VILE CEO, reward for being such a valuable part of her organization. With this, we will power our plans and rule both worlds." 
"Some present. It's hardly a pebble. Any idea how big the ones in my treasure pile back home are?" I forced myself to sound disdainful. I tried not to follow his hand with my eyes, or one eye, rather; I had to twist my head to keep McThing in my sight. 
Heather's ring, but more importantly, a dragon stone. The most treasured gemstone in my universe. Forged from the beginning of time, so beautiful, bearing the kiss of magic. 
Didn't matter how small it was. I wanted that kiss like I'd never wanted anything in my life. I shivered with need. 
McThing chuckled but held the ring up, admiring it like he'd gotten engaged or something. It caught the light, refracting it in ways no human could see well enough to appreciate. I tore my eyes away from it. "Pebble. A useless trinket." I snorted. 
A sip of water to a being dying of thirst. 
He turned a delighted smile to me. "But you see? That's exactly what you Faerie would think. So simple-minded. Yet, when my scientists are done studying it, I will be able to artificially create perfect dragon stones, suitable for focusing the energies we need!" 
Energy. I needed energy. I needed that stone. Needed to get stoned. Hahaha. I blinked slowly, pulled in a deep breath. 
"Of course, I could have used the information Charlie had so deceivingly promised me. 
Nevertheless, I'm sure if we really drill down on this, we can discover alternate stratagems. Are you all right? Perhaps, while you still can, you'd like to make a suggestion?" 
"Bet you want to know gate mechanics. I'm a dragon. Wisdom of the Ages? Why don’t you just let the happy couple go, and I'll tell you what you want to know. Then you kill me and be done with it." 
"Oh, I'm afraid that's not possible. You see, I do intend to kill you…and the brave Herald." 
"No," Heather shrieked. She tried to lunge toward him, but her legs caused her to shuffle. 
Nonetheless, McThing snapped his fingers and pointed, and Bearded Boy and Squat Sue pulled up two suede ottomans and forced the couple to sit down on them. 
"Miss Dakota—may I call you Rhoda? I am a truly great fan. And...since your boyfriend was not able to give me—give us—the satisfaction we desired, you'll have to do that for us in other ways. Autographs, certainly, followed by a concert, then an after-show party. Of course, I won't attend that; I'd hate for my men to feel inhibited." 
Charlie lurched from his seat only to be pushed back down. 
"Oh, don’t worry. We'll find somewhere you can watch. And we'll have pictures afterward, of course. Then,  we'll be sure to send a copy to her parents and your Duke with our renewed demands." 
I snorted. "That's your alternate plan? Let your guards get out of control—and take incriminating photos? I got a reporter you should meet." 
McThing indulged in his Evil Fortune 505 laugh. "My dear Mr. Vern. I don't think you truly appreciate my genius. My trusted staff—the very men and women you have been mocking—are the gemstone of my master plan. VIRA?" 
The landscape scenes disappeared, replaced by an infomercial, or recruiting video, or something. The McMinions—some of the same ones pointing grim expressions and loaded weapons our way—were on the screen directing families and helping the wheelchair-bound up ramps; Dick giving an encouraging smile and a friendly wave to a child peeking from behind her mother's pant legs. Meanwhile, McThing narrated. 
"Behind the smiling, friendly exterior of each security guard at McThing lie the heart, mind, and soul of a hardened criminal; their lives in our society destined for persecution. But I saved them! I brought them to me, gave them purpose, taught them to value themselves, to embrace that side which society has condemned—" 
I rolled my eyes and opened my mouth in a yawn, being none too quiet about it. I felt the leather of the belt stretch. Cheap stuff. Good. Even better was how Snickers kept stealing nervous glances toward the door. He'd begun to notice that no one had returned. He gave an uncertain look at his employer, saw him caught up in the glory of his own brilliance, and decided to be proactive. He snuck out to do some investigating. 
Now there were three. 
Oblivious, McThing continued. "So, applying the most modern methods of self-esteem enhancement and quality management, I have gained their trust, given them purpose, but even more: I've taught them the value of a controlled evil. At times, they indulge their...appetites, as you will regrettably find out, Miss Dakota; yet to the world, they present the face you can trust." 
The video ended with the little girl at last approaching Officer Dick. He knelt down and caressed her hair just as it faded to the caption, "Try McT-A today, okay?" 
"Eww," Heather shrieked, but her frightened eyes belied her tart attitude. Dick leaned toward her, and I saw Charlie tense up. Wrong move, too soon. I pulled on my last reserves. 
McThing continued as if he hadn't heard her, spreading his arms wide and shouting, 
"Soon, I shall apply my methods to the undesirables of both worlds and create an army of disciplined, self-actualized Villains for Interdimensional Lawlessness Enhancement!" 
I laughed as loud as I could, bringing attention back to me while covering the sound of the last lock snapping. "Are you sure you don’t want to be called Losers And Maniacs Entitled? 
Purpose? Only the most limited of humans could find purpose in gathering star stickers." I sneered at Joe, then turned to Sue. "Or rewarding your half hour on the treadmill with a slice of cheesecake." She flushed and clenched her fists. "And you!" I spat disdainful laughter at Bearded Boy. He pulled his hand back from Heather as I'd hoped. "How stupid can you be, having a name like Dick and growing a Van Dyke beard? Or did you really think that was clever? Losers And Maniacs Entitled. L-A-M-E! You're all LAME." I laughed. 
Sue and Dick started for me, ready to pummel me for my insolence. Proactive Joe swung at me with his rifle. I ducked and slammed my head into his midriff, flinging him against the wall. Not hard enough, though; he shook his head once and pointed his rifle at me. With my tail, I threw my locksmith tool; it embedded itself in his cheek. He dropped the gun and fell screaming. I forced my mouth open wide, snapping the belt, and roared. 
Heather and Charlie tumbled backwards off their ottomans. When they popped back up, their handcuffed hands were in front of them instead of behind. They pushed their ottomans toward their guards. Heather's struck Sue in the back of the legs. Dick van Dyke tripped over Charlie's. VIRA sounded the alarm. The wailing echoed in my head, disorienting me. Joe was recovering and reaching for his gun. Henchmen alerted by VIRA's alarms came crashing through the door. I didn't bother with them; I leapt for the one McThing I wanted. 
My mouth closed on the evil overlord's hand. I felt the ring warming my mouth. I drooled and despite myself snickered. I was on the raw edge of my physical limits, and instincts were taking over rational thought. I had my prize. 
I heard the ratcheting of machine guns; I couldn't count how many in my current state. 
Didn't matter. I closed my teeth slightly on McThing's McHand. 
"No!" McThing held up his other hand toward his men. "Vern, let me go." 
I didn't answer; I growled. I let my tongue caress his finger, the stone. My growl became a purr. Mine.  The warmth spreading through my mouth made an interesting contrast to the cool numbness seeping through my body. I concentrated on the warmth, the smoothness of the stone. 
"This is...unexpected. Perhaps you should consider—ow!" 
I nipped his wrist, tasted his blood, heavy and thick with adrenalin. Sweet, too—bet he had donuts at some meeting today. How long had it been since I'd eaten? Too long; too long. I closed my eyes, scraped the skin, tasted. 
Behind me, weapons were raised. I found it hard to care. I had what I wanted. 
"You can't kill me, mortal." Even with my mouth full of his hand, McThing understood me. Why not? I was a dragon; his survival depended on it. 
"What about your friends?" 
A virgin squeaked, "Vern?" 
I turned my head without releasing my prey's hand, so that he flinched, and the other humans around me jerked their weapons but didn't fire. A maiden and her knight stood in bonds with guns pointed at their heads. 
Heather, something whispered at me. Heather and Charlie. 

My stomach growled. I glanced from them to my prey and back. This should concern me, I knew, but I couldn't quite figure out why. 
I was cold and dizzy, but I wouldn't let them know that. I remembered guns, knew they hurt. I was predator, but if I gave them an opening, I'd be the prey. My wings were chained to my sides. I could barely feel the left one, anyway. Only the fact that I had the valued one between my teeth stayed their hand. I sucked on the ring while I tried to think. All I came up with was how numb and tired I was. 
And hungry. 
Another voice—Starman?—called, "Release him, Vern." 
Fire. I could make fire. Couldn't I? 
Why couldn't I make fire? 
"Look here, dragon!" 
I heard a squeak and a scuffle behind me, but it was just humans dealing with humans. 
Above to either side, I heard the flutter of wings, smelled the distinctive scent of pixies. I dismissed them as well. 
I wanted to make fire. Why couldn’t I? I sucked on the hand, tasted more blood. I was hungry, but I didn't eat. Not sure what stopped me. 
My prey's voice shook as he spoke. "So, it would seem we have a Mexican standoff." 
"Faerie has no Mexico!" a high-pitched voice sounded from above. 
The vent covers flew off with the ripping of bolts and fell on human heads with a clang. 
Then there was gunfire and shouts, and my prey was pulling away from me, screaming. "Trickie Pixies! No—Not Trickie Pixies!" In his panic and need to escape, he punched me in my wounded shoulder. 
I bit down through flesh and bone. 
For a moment, there was only the sound of his screams and the intoxicating taste of fresh meat. I chewed, eyes closed in bliss, oblivious to the chaos around me. The stone left a warm trail down my throat as I swallowed. Dimly, I heard a song, like angels, pure and compelling, and calling for peace. I heard everyone around me still, but when I opened my eyes, I found my prey had fled. 
No matter, there were plenty more. I reached around, grasped the chains with my mouth and pulled. They cut into my wings when they snapped. No matter. I'd hide and heal once I'd filled my stomach. For now, I was dragon, wild, free, and on the hunt! I let out a full-throated roar and leapt at the nearest human. 
A virgin in mottled blues and blacks ran between us. She held her hands before her, as if her puny form could stop my magnificent bulk. "Vern! Vern! Stop. It's me! It's Grace!" 
Grace? 
"Vern," she spoke gently, and her voice called to something in me. I paused, blinking. I should remember something about this princess...no, maiden...no, nun. Grace. Sister Grace. I knew her. She knew me. We— 
"It's all right, Vern. Remember me." She stepped toward me. Her voice lilted; on a level beyond human hearing, it sang. So lovely, the singing. Trust me. 

My instincts warred against thought. Survive! Eat! I was so hungry. So empty. Cold. 
Numb. 
Grace. 
"Grace?" 
"It's all right. I'm here." She touched my flank. Feeling my chest heave against her hand, I became aware of how heavily I was breathing. 
Then the column of darkness in front of my eyes flowed over all my vision, and I felt my legs give out under me. 


* * * * 
 "Vern! You have to wake up. We have to get out of here!" 
"Grace?" I shook my head, trying to clear it. Big mistake. My stomach gave a lurch, but there was no way it was letting go of whatever was in it. "What happened?" 
I glanced around. A dozen henchmen lay on the ground, trussed up like cattle, a pixie standing on each them with their daggers pressed lightly against an ear, eye or other sensitive spot. Charlie was unlocking Heather's manacles. And Grace. 
"You're all right." That was all I could focus on. It was all that mattered. 
"For the moment. We have to get out of here. Operisiel says there are more coming." 
"What happened to the Feds?" 
Charlie ran up, hand in hand with a weeping Heather. "Never mind that! What's the best way out of here?" 
Grace started to the door Joe'd brought me through. Heather and Charlie followed, a protective cloud of mercenary pixies gathered around them. I hurried. Every step brought new agony to my shoulder, my foot, my wing. Sheesh, pick a body part. They all hurt. 
There was something in my stomach. 
Grace jumped into a small troop truck and started the engine. "Get in!" 
Charlie helped Heather in then glanced at me. I jerked my head to the cab, and he climbed in behind her. I leapt into the back, landed badly, and yelped as I shouted, "GO!" 
Grace took the turns at speeds that sometimes caused two wheels to come off the road. 
We might have capsized if I hadn't been there to play ballast. The whole thing reminded me of the trip down the Munchy, Munchy Mole tubes, only with a hundredfold times the pain. I curled into a ball and told myself dragons don't whimper. I concentrated on remembering what I'd put in my stomach, and what I discovered made me grin. My reconnected sentience began a tirade of bad jokes: I didn't get fries, but I did get the toy surprise. Got to hand it to that McThing. 
Especially now. 
I laughed, even though it hurt. 
Since a nun was driving, it's probably not appropriate to say we shot out of the building like a bat out of hell, but we did destroy a garage door without even slowing down. 







Chapter Ten: With Remorse 
By the time we'd gone from a fast bumpy ride to a fast smooth ride, I'd pretty much decided on hibernating for the next century or so. I was making a mental list of people I should probably say goodbye to, when the little window between the cab and the back opened, and Charlie squeezed his way through, a lunchbox and thermos in his hands. 
"Bye, Charlie," I managed to say. "Sorry I'll miss the wedding. You and Heather tell your kids about me, and I'll look them up, 'k?" 
He settled himself beside me and unscrewed the top off the thermos. I smelled the warm, heady scent of coffee. Other scents tickled at my nose, but I refused to acknowledge them. 
He said, "Don’t talk that way. You'll worry Grace, and she's got enough to think about right now. Smell that? Caffeine. Plus a sandwich—peanut butter and jelly, sorry—and some other junk." 
I was so desperate, I even ate the brownie. It wasn't enough. It wasn't what I needed. I barely registered Charlie going on about the discussion in the cab. I caught bits and pieces as I faded in and out of awareness. No way of contacting Rakness. Grace wanted to go to a church, but Heather said sanctuary didn't work like in Faerie. She wanted to go to the police, but how would they explain Charlie's bloodied weapons and Grace's stolen information? It wasn't like they knew where anything was, anyway... 
Sleep. I needed sleep. And food. Real food. Muscle and sinew and bones to suck the marrow out of... 
We hit a pothole, and I winced. Charlie said a few American idioms not for polite company. The scent I'd been trying to ignore blossomed. Strong. Undeniable. 
"You're bleeding," I gasped. I licked the saliva gathering around my teeth. 
"I know. Grace did what she could, but her power is drained, and—" 
"Get back in the cab!" 
He blinked at me, uncomprehending. "If it's all the same, I'd rather stay here. There's nothing more she can do, and I'd rather Heather not see me this way. She's already so upset." 
I barely registered his insignificant protests. Adrenalin surged through me. My vision both sharpened and narrowed on Charlie, his hand pressed on the again-open wound. I clenched my jaw against the desire to snap toward him. Survival instincts warred with friendship inside me. Idiot human! Why didn’t he run? 
"She'll panic more if you don’t leave!" 
"Vern?" Finally he caught the crazed, feral look in my eye. He rose slowly. "Easy. I'm going. Just relax." 
"Gas station!" I spat out Calloway’s phone number. "Pay phone. Map. Meat." 
He backed up to the window, wobbling in part because of the motion of the vehicle, in part from blood loss. Such easy prey. I grit my teeth, told myself he was a friend. I dug my claws into the metal of the floor, but whether in preparation to leap or to keep myself from pouncing was anybody's guess. "Real...meat." I gasped. 
He reached behind himself to open the window. "We'll try—" 
" Feed me! " 
He turned and ducked through. 
Forcing myself to watch his legs disappear through that hole and not lurch after him hurt worse than all of McThing's bullets. I howled; then bit into my own leg and let the pain carry me into oblivion. 


* * * * 
 Something furry and warm bumped up against my snout. I didn't even think. I just snapped out with my mouth and downed in three bites. 
"Eww!" 
I heard Agent Calloway sigh. "Heather, if it bothers you so much, why do you keep looking?" 
"Because I'm worried about him, you idiot! Oh, why doesn't he open his eyes? Vern? 
Vern, can you hear me?" 
Why hadn't I opened my eyes? It seemed such an effort. This time, something feathery and also recently killed was tossed in front of me. Smelled like chicken. I actually didn't much care for chickens. So much work with the feathers and all. Need overcame lethargy, however, and I held it in place with one sore claw while I scrapped off the feathers with my teeth and spat them out. 
"There, you see? The last two, he ate feathers and all." 
I did? I'd be paying for that later. I forced my eyes open. 
I was in the truck, but we'd parked inside something. My blind spot had narrowed to a pencil instead of a pillar, and with a little twisting of my head, I could compensate. A barn. A really old barn. Through the open tailgate, I could see a roof with slats missing, lots of hay, the fender of a rusting tractor. Heather, dressed in old jeans and loose T-shirt she'd knotted in the front, watched me worriedly from her perch on a hay bale. Calloway stood near the tailgate, a dead rabbit in his hand and another I could only smell. Probably near his feet. 
"Vern!" Heather squealed. Her eyes flooded with tears. She pressed her hands against her mouth to hold back her sobs. She didn't move from her spot, however. I must have really scared her. 
"Well, it's about time!" Calloway exclaimed with a mixture of happiness and impatience that told me he'd been worried, too. He waved the rabbit before him. "We really need to get you out of the truck. Shall I put these out here for you?" 
I'd have dearly loved to tell him where he could put that rabbit, but there was a lady in the room, such as it was. I pushed myself up. I didn't hurt quite as bad, though I still felt numb in the wing and shoulder, and my joints ached like I had arthritis. I had to move slowly, but at least I could move; and with a little effort, I made it look like I only advanced slowly for Heather's sake. As soon as I was clear of the truck, however, I folded back to a resting position. "Where are we?" 
"Around eighty miles south of Ocra. Sorry about the accommodations. We couldn't put you in the new barn. You'd spook the livestock. Rakness made the arrangements." He winked at me. 
I wanted to tell him what I thought about Rakness' ability to arrange things, but the thought triggered a rush of memories. To cover my disorientation, I reached out and took the rabbit from his outstretched hand. I bit slowly, savoring the textures of soft fur and slick muscle, enjoyed the crunching of each bone. I heard Heather make a gagging noise behind her hands. 
"Where's Grace?" I asked, my mouth still full. 
Calloway shrugged. "She insisted on going to Mass. Charlie is in the hospital. Bar fight is the official story. We've worked it out with the police. No one knows we've found 'Rhoda' yet. 
We thought it'd be safer to get you all back to Los Lagos first. He's lucky—the bullet missed the vital organs, and he didn't have any broken bones. Lost a lot of blood, though, so they've kept him overnight. We've arrange for his transfer this evening; he should be strong enough by then. 
The pixies are sleeping in the hay above us. Skyhopper is coming to pick us up; Grace insists you cannot fly in a Mundane plane in your condition. You'll be home in Los Lagos by midnight tonight." 
I nodded. Anything more felt like too much effort. I stretched my neck out, and Calloway handed me the last rabbit. 
"So you want to tell me what happened back there?" he asked. 
"No." At the moment, I wasn't quite sure myself, and I didn't really want to know, either. 
I looked at Heather. "You okay?" 
She nodded, but her head bobbed too fast. Physically fine, then, but eighteen was still very young in this universe. 
The agent's face softened. I wondered if he had a teenage daughter to go with the two-year-old. He wiped the palms of his hands on his jeans and went to sit next to her. He tried to put his arm around her, but she flinched and jumped off the hay bale. She took a step toward me, uncertain. Behind her, I saw Calloway shrug. 
I was sooo the wrong person for this. I wasn't even a person, if you counted the laws of this country and the opinion of many of its inhabitants. I'd come closer to losing my sanity than I had in over a hundred years, and for a perverse moment, I'd enjoyed it. I was an injured animal; aching and irritable, and I had no doubt I'd feel even worse once I'd digested some of my food and got some energy back. I still had a feather caught between my molars. I was not the right candidate for comforting a frightened child. 
But Grace had fled to the one source of strength and comfort she most desperately needed, and Heather's True Love, her Hero, was in a hospital listed as a bar fight victim. She'd refused Gene Calloway's offer of comfort; under the circumstances, a stranger was more frightening to her than I was. 
Where was the grandmotherly type when you needed her? 
She stood there, frozen and trembling. A scream waiting for an excuse. 
I met and held the agent's eyes. He took the hint. "Tell you what; let me go find a bucket of water for you to wash down that meal with." Without waiting for an answer, he hopped off the hay bale and headed out the broken and tilted door. 
Heather gave a little gasp and turned her head toward the exit to watch him go, but otherwise did not move. 
"Heather? You all right?" I asked as softly and gently as I could. 
"I. I, um..." She glanced from me to the exit and back again. Silence stretched. Her eyes flickered to my tail, the hay, my wings, the exit...anywhere other than my fangs. The feather started to irritate my gum, and I tried to use my tongue to pry it out from my teeth without calling attention to my mouth. 
I have comforted humans before; usually with my big dog act. But Heather didn't see a dog. She saw a beast, a fairy tale creature more befitting of Grimm's stories than Disney's. Even a rabid dog would be cuddly by comparison. No way would she fall for my soulful eyes routine and come lean her head against my flank. If I was going to help her, I'd need words. I prayed for inspiration. 
She wrung her hands and looked at the ground, tapping one foot nervously. 
"Did Charlie ever apologize for the shoes?" I asked. Yep. My inspiration always caves under this kind of pressure. 
She blinked at me. A laugh forced itself out of her mouth. "I loved those shoes!" she said through compulsive giggles. 
Her laughter was contagious; or maybe it was post-stress hysteria. I found myself grinning and snickering. "Well, I'm no judge of ladies' footwear, but—" 
"Those were Gloria Quattrinis. They cost six hundred dollars!" She grabbed her stomach and laughed. She staggered a few steps closer to me. 
I was chortling out loud, uncaring of the twinge of pain with each spasm. I, too, took a couple of steps forward, moving away from the blood-stained spot where I'd had my snack. I didn't get too far. It hurt too much, and I was laughing too hard. "I'll put it on my bill to BILE!" 
She closed the last of the gap between us. "No! No! Let's send the bill to McThing!" 
I laughed so hard, I coughed up feathers. Fortunately, this just sent her into renewed fits of laughter, interspersed with the occasional "eww!" She flopped down cross-legged beside me and leaned forward over her knees, wheezing as she tried to catch her breath. 
"You know…" I started, taking a few big breaths of my own, "I saw you and Charlie do that roll off the ottoman to bring your handcuffs to the front. Both at the same time! You looked like you'd practiced that stunt." 
"Oh, we have!" she said, looking up and smiling at me. "I have to do it in a scene of Live
and Let Fly. " Then the horror of the events rushed back to her. Her face paled, her eyes widened and stared both at me and through me at the same time. "Oh, Vern! I was so scared! I thought, I thought we were going to-to—" 
She threw herself forward, lunging into my wounded shoulder. My vision flooded, but I somehow managed not to yelp. The wing on that side was useless, but I enfolded her awkwardly with the other while she cried. 
And with each tear that fell on my hide, my wounds felt a bit better. 


* * * * 
 When Calloway showed up some forty-five minutes later, Heather had cried herself to sleep against my good shoulder, leaving me to think about how dry and sticky—and furry—my mouth felt. 
"'Bout time," I snarled. As predicted, I had entered the sore and cranky stage. I wanted to go home to my comfy lair, call in a Healing Mage and a veterinarian, send the bill to BILE, and then sleep for a week. I did not enjoy being kept waiting by a Fed whose contribution so far had been to send us into the fray without backup and toss me a few carcasses. 
"I thought I should give you two some time," he said, staggering in with the large washbasin. Water sloshed but didn't spill. It even sounded refreshing. He set it in front of me on the opposite side of Heather. I delved into it. 
"Thanks," I said when I'd polished off half the bucket. 
"I'm here to serve." He smiled. 
I'd have liked to wipe that self-depreciating grin off his face. Where were he and the other 
"public servants" when we were getting attacked by maniacal mechanical moles and shot at by a swarm of mad minions? "You want to serve? Go find me a gallon and a half of ethanol. Or ninety-three octane if you can't get that." 
"You serious?" 
I let him know with my glare how serious I was. 
"You won't, uh, set fire to anything?" He glanced around the dry tinder that made up the building. 
"Not unless you don't find me some." 
He looked at me like I'd grown a new head. "And this will make you feel better?" 
"You've no idea." 
He shrugged. "I'll do what I can." 
Heather stirred and nuzzled a little deeper into the crook of my arm. Calloway gazed at her. "She going to be okay?" he asked. 
"Hope so," I grumbled. 
He shook his head disapprovingly. "Grace wanted her to go to church, but she refused to leave you alone. So Grace just left her. I mean, I know she's a nun and all, but..." 
I felt my lip curl. Who was he to judge? He had no idea what we'd been through, no idea how piddling our magical advantage was compared to McThing's technological one. Not to mention Grace had lost her arsenal when I saved her from being chopped in two by a huge mechanical rodent. She'd been operating on her own inherent resources and the grace of God from then on; and if she didn't have enough to heal me, hide us, or even figure out a way to call for help, she'd been tapped dry. And, unlike what some Mundanes thought about a Holy Mage's abilities, God was not a vending machine to whip out miracles when she said the right words. 
She needed to go to Him: to pray, to worship, to receive the Sacraments, to be comforted before she could comfort anyone else. 
A voice I didn't always like to hear said, He doesn't know that, does he? Explain it to him. 
I was too tired and cranky. "When's the last time you went to church." I didn't ask; I scolded. Then I stuck my head back into the pail. The water was cool and felt so good. 
"Does it matter?" he asked. 
From by the barn door, my favorite voice called, "I'd say it matters a great deal." 
I pulled my head out of the pail. There was Grace, back in her summer blue habit and wimple, hands on her hips, a wry smile on her face that said, "I've no idea what you were talking about, but what a cue!" Behind her stood a priest in a cassock with a black book bag over his shoulder. 
I felt lighter than I had since I jumped off Skyhopper. 
"Feeling better?" I called. 
"Mm-hmm, and I've brought someone to help you feel better, too." She took his arm and led him in. 
I shrugged my shoulder, nudging Heather awake. "Heather? We've got company; good company," I added quickly, before she got scared. She shook her head and wiped her eyes. She looked like the Costa's youngest waking from a nap. Grace noticed, too, and smiled at me. Leave it to her to understand what had happened. I sat up straight and polite, pleased I could do so without grimacing. God had blessed me once already through Heather's tears; now it seemed Grace had arranged for Him to bless me again. 
Grace addressed us all. "Father Jacob, I'd like you to meet my partner Vern, our friend Heather Haskell, and Agent Eugene Calloway of the FBI." 
Father Jacob took Calloway's outstretched hand, but his eyes never left me. "Sweet Mary! 
A real dragon." 
I grinned my most harmless grin. "But not like in Revelations. Just one head." 
"I'm glad of that!" 
Grace patted his arm reassuringly. "I told Father Jacob within my Confession, how Vern, Charlie, and I rescued Heather from her kidnappers. We've already visited Charlie. He's doing fine, Heather, and sends his love. Vern, I explained about your unique situation, and Father Jacob agreed to hear your Confession and then give you Communion and Anointing of the Sick." 
"Gonna baptize him, too?" Calloway muttered. Grace glared at him. 
I gave him a mild “shut-up-before-I-eat-you” look before bowing my head to the priest. 
"Thank you, Father. I'd be honored." I raised my head slowly, but that didn't stop the dizziness. 
My vision grayed for a moment. 
Grace stepped toward me, her hand out, a prayer spell on her lips. I caught her hand with my tail. "Save your magic. We're not home yet." 
She nodded and stepped back without argument. I knew then just how scared that thought made her. "Well," she said with false brightness, "why don't we leave these two alone to talk? 
Gene, perhaps you can explain to me why you're not practicing your faith?" She grabbed him by the ear and led the crouching, staggering, and protesting federal agent out. Heather swallowed a giggle, made an awkward curtsy toward Father Jacob (like she had learned to do for Bishop Aiden of Peebles-on-Tweed), and followed. 
Which left me with a tongue-tied priest. 
We stood there a moment like two kids being told to make friends while the moms went off to have coffee and gossip. He toyed with the strap of his bag. Some of the numbness in my wing and arm was wearing off, and my front paw had prickles. I lifted it some and splayed the fingers, stretching them out. 
"Well!" He mimicked Grace in word and tone and fell silent. 
I decided to give us both a break. I jerked my head, gingerly, toward the tarp-covered hay bale. "Would you care to sit down, Father?" 
"I…Yes! Yes, I think I would." 
I followed in his wake, doing my best not to reveal what each step cost me. 
Once he'd settled, he reached into his book bag, pulled out his stole, and blessed it. It seemed to give him confidence, because he managed a couple of sentences this time. "You'll have to be patient with me, I'm afraid. This is the first time I've done something like this." 
"Heard Confession in a barn?" 
He smiled. "Yes, yes. That, too." 
"Well, it's new for us both. Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It's been four days since my last Confession." 
"Really?" He sounded surprised, though that might not have had anything to do with my species. He spoke his greeting, and I began listing my sins. I decided to go easy on him and work up to the big ones, so I catalogued the usual things he'd heard a thousand times before: moments of greed, resentful thoughts about my pre-George predicament, my nastiness toward Kitty McGrue. Once I saw his neck and shoulders relax, I moved into the more serious ones. I started with my threatening behavior toward Phil A. Minion—sans the jokes, though I confessed I still found it funny—then confessed to pouncing on Sally and scaring her out of ten years of life. 
Finally, I came to the big one. 
"I'm not quite sure what Grace told you about the rescue, but it got pretty dicey, and talking and making threatening pounces weren't going to cut it. In the chaos, I...bit off a guy's hand." I waited for his reaction. 
I didn't get what I expected. "I'm sorry. I'm really quite new at this. Is eating another sentient being considered a sin for dragons?" 
My lip curled in a smile. Good question. Points for the newbie. "For dragons under normal circumstances, no. My case is...special." 
He nodded. "Go on." 
You know, this could be the beginning of a beautiful spiritual friendship. And he'd made it easier for me to say what I had to say next. "For a moment, I enjoyed it, Father. I really enjoyed it. Like I haven't enjoyed something in nearly a millennium. And humans are not my first choice for a meal." I shivered with the memory of how good it had felt. 
"Grace did tell me a little more of what happened. You were not yourself then, were you?" 
"Injured, poisoned, imprisoned, my friends threatened. And I was hungry. So, no." 
"You've been given a great temptation in a time of extreme physical weakness and mental distress. But you did pull back from the brink of greater sin. Having tasted that temptation—" he winced when he realized his words, "you must redouble your efforts to resist it. I hope that makes sense?” 
"A lot of sense." See?  I said to the Holy Spirit. How come you never do that for me when
I ask for inspiration? 
He paused a moment, and when I didn't add any more sins, said, "Now, I'm not sure how dragon minds work, but what would be a normal penance for you? Five Hail Marys? Fifty?" 
"The usual for a human will do. Father Rich likes to make the penance fit the offence as well." 
"Ah, as do I. All right, then. I want you to pray an Our Father and a Hail Mary for each person you frightened or injured in the course of the rescue, plus a full rosary, meditating specifically on how Jesus resisted temptations and kept to God's plan for his life. And you should apologize to Kitty McGrue. You may say your Act of Contrition." 
I recited the words, and I did mean them; but in the back of my mind, I was thinking that, despite everything we'd just gone through, I had an even tougher task ahead of me when I got home. 
Apologize? To McGrue? 


* * * * 
 Father Jacob stuck around for a couple of hours. We shared stories of previous cases and talked about the differences between the Faerie Catholic and Roman Catholic rites. The pixies woke up and came out, to his delight, and put on a fair performance of their adventures in the ventilation shafts where, after our capture, they and Grace had retreated and had spent a frustrating hour crawling around trying to figure out where we'd gone. 
Some of it was kind of funny because, well, Operisiel was trying to lead her to us, and they kept moving us from one place to another. The pixies felt they could help by scouting ahead; but of course, they didn't know what they were looking for, and they argued over the easiest route versus the most likely route. 
In one scene, a tired, frazzled Grace—played by Matina—crouched in a major junction while MacLeery and Terce traded round after round of "This way!" "No, this way!" 
MacLeery cried, "Who's in charge of this expedition?" 
Matina/Grace plucked both pixies by their wings and said (in the perfect imitation of Grace's “you've-no-idea-how-much-effort-it's-taking-me-to-be-patient-with-you, -but-you'd-better-thank-the-Lord-I'm-making-it” voice), "God is in charge." 
Terce asked, "Which way does He say we go?" 
As Matina/Grace raised her eyes heavenward—or, more accurately, into the up shaft—
they moaned, "But we just came from there!" 
We all howled. 
I'd settled myself down onto some reasonably fresh straw, feeling much better. "Normal" 
seemed as distant as the Bermuda Triangle from my vantage point, but at least I could move and talk and laugh without too much discomfort, which was more than I was expecting when I threw myself onto that truck half a lifetime ago. 
Heather still stayed close to either me or Grace, but she'd managed to brush off some of her horror and told Father instead of the heroics of her Charlie. 
"So then he shouted, 'Bets, Gail, to me!' And his dagger just, like, appeared in his belt and his sword in his hand. And there was this guy about to shoot us, but Charlie swung and sliced his gun in half! Serious! And then he sliced through the handcuffs like they were butter. And he made me run for cover, then he tried to get to you, Grace, and he was so fierce and brave and..." 
She sighed and clasped her hands to herself. 
We gave her a moment to recover. Then Calloway said, "Swords, machine guns, a fire-breathing dragon. It's a miracle no one got killed." 
I glanced at Grace, caught her slight, satisfied smile. Cat that saved the canaries. No wonder she was tapped out magically. 
"Thank God," was all she said. 
"He could call his sword into his hands? Like Thor's hammer? And he called them 'Bets' 
and 'Gail'?" I could tell Calloway didn’t know whether to geek out or feel disappointed. 
I nodded. "Made by Scandinavian dwarves in the service to the Norse demigods. They were actually Charlie's grandfather's, a gift from Thor for heroics in the Great War. Named them for a couple of herding dogs he'd had as a child. They always came when called, too. Charlie hasn't told you his grandfather's war stories yet, Heather?" 
She shook her head. "Guess that's where he gets it then." 
She set her chin in her hand, her eyes taking a faraway look. She sighed, and a couple of the female pixies did, too. 
I turned away. I couldn’t afford to lose my lunch. 
Father excused himself to return to his parish for Confessions and afternoon Mass, and Calloway took his rental car to go fetch Charlie. Matina decided Heather needed a makeover before seeing her returning hero. She gathered Foxglove and Crystalis, and the three pulled Heather to a corner of the barn where they could do her hair and trade celebrity gossip. The male pixies hung around, bored, until I suggested I could use another rabbit. Gleefully, they headed out on a hunt. 
That left Grace and me some quiet time. I stretched out and then curled into a more comfortable position. Grace settled herself against my good—well, less hurt—flank. A nun and her dragon. Too bad the scene was more restful than our conversation. 
"We're out of our league," she said. We spoke in Klingon mixed with Tolkien's Elvish in case anyone might be listening. You'd be surprised how useful speaking fluent make-believe is. 
"I'd noticed. What happened to our cavalry?" 
"Problem with the warrant. Judge didn't like 'McThing complex.' They had to write up separate justifications for the museum and the mansion. Calloway was beside himself when I called." 
I grunted. "He should have been beside us in the first place." 
"This is America, Vern. They have rules they have to follow—" 
"So BILE is using us to get around them." 
She nodded, her gaze thoughtful and worried. 


* * * * 
 Calloway returned with a sore yet mobile Charlie, which made Heather squeal with glee, and four large pizzas, which nearly made me squeal. The pixies had managed to get me a rabbit, but a deep dish pizza with everything? No competition. He set the pizzas on a tarp, then went back to the car and returned with a cooler of beer and sodas. 
On the third trip back, he carried in a gallon of ethanol  and a gallon of ninety-three octane. Chilled, even. 
I glanced from the red plastic gas cans to Grace. She shrugged. Calloway was trying to make amends. 
I unscrewed the cap, sniffed. "Texaco?" I asked. 
"Hope that's okay." 
"Domestic's fine." I lifted the can to my lips, took a long swig. It burned down my throat and made a nice warm pool in my stomach. I'd have to force myself to go slow. I lowered the can, licked my chops. I swiped myself a slice of the Extreme Extravaganza. 
Heather's glance flew from the pizza in my claws to the cans at my feet. "Eww." 
The next few hours went without incident. We munched pizza, made small talk about nothing, and tried not to wonder where McThing was, or what would happen next. When we heard the engines of Skyhopper, we all let out breaths we didn't even know we were holding. 
Charlie and Heather went on ahead with the pixies while Calloway held the barn door for me and Grace. 
The barn sat in a large open field, surrounded by trees. Of course, "large" is a relative term. Skyhopper filled the space like bread dough that had been left too long to rise in the pan. 
The ramp was open, and Stan Rakness, a.k.a. Reporter Randy, and Clarisse stood on either side of the opening, waving their arms at us like madmen. 
"Hurry! The pilot says she can’t take much more of this!" 
"You’re a reporter, not an engineer!" I shouted. “What kind of ship do you think you’re on?” 
"One with warped balloons!" Rakness retorted. 
I broke into a painful lope. 
As soon as my back feet cleared the ramp, Clarisse punched the button to retract it. I had to pull my tail in fast before it got caught. 
"We have them, sir!" she called, and I heard cheers from the bridge. The ship was rising before we left the gangway. Clarisse smiled at me, embraced Grace briefly, and handed Heather a blanket. Despite the fact that it was still in the eighties, she thanked the flight attendant and drew it around herself like a cloak, clasping it with one hand while she returned the other to Charlie's waist. 
Rakness went straight to Heather. "Miss Dakota. Randy Stapleton of the Denver Times. 
I'm so glad to see you're safe. Perhaps on the way back, you would share with me your reaction to your captivity?" 
"Bugger off!" Charlie snarled. Pulling Heather protectively (and just a bit possessively) closer, he followed Clarisse to the passenger area. 
Rakness watched their retreating backs then shrugged at us. 
"Do you ever think you enjoy your job a little too much?" Calloway snarled as he brushed past. He made a point of bumping Rak with his shoulder. 
Rak gaped at him, before turning our way. 
"Don’t look at me. We don't like you, either," I said as I snaked my way around him. 
Grace shrugged at him as she passed, but she didn't contradict me, either. 
We walked down the main corridor in silence, but when we got near the smaller rooms, Grace said, "I'm going to join Charlie and Heather awhile." 
I tried not to smirk. Daring rescue, close escape from death, injured knight, and exotic and comfortable transportation? Add that to True Love, and you need a chaperone. 







Chapter Eleven: Mage Storm Rising 
"You know," I ventured, "maybe I should go check on Grace and the kids—" 
"Siddown and fill out your paperwork like a-a dragon," Calloway said as he handed me yet another form. 
I looked at the number on the bottom: US-BILE Form M1-00P5-135 Incidental Damage
to Private Property. I snorted. This was the best part of the forms; they must have had some Leetor assigned to giving these things designations. 
"So are these just my oopsies, or any damage caused in the fight?" I asked. 
"Anything you caused incidental to the investigation but not part of an actual physical confrontation," Calloway answered. 
"I see; because I listed all that in the kick-ass form?" 
"BILE Form 1-K1K-455, you mean?" 
Not so much as a grin. Either these guys were the best straight men I'd ever met or neither spoke Leet. I shrugged and returned to filling out the form. Half of the information, I'd already written on the half-dozen forms before it. At least my injured shoulder wasn't connected to my writing side. I ached everywhere, but the alcohol had dulled the pain enough to get me home. At least, I hoped it would. I hadn't accounted for the mental pain of government paperwork. 
They were checking my forms for errors. Rak snickered. "When they ask for a description, I don't think 'Evil Overlord with Six Sigma training' is quite what they meant." 
"I calls them like I sees them." I dipped my pinkie claw into the ink well and scribbled what I could remember about Grace making an open door with the truck. 
"You know, I can't get over how elegant your writing is, especially when you're so fast." 
"Seventy-five years in a scriptorium translating and copying. You should see my gilt work." 
"Vern," Calloway asked, "what's this about destroyed animatronics?" 
I looked up in surprise. "Oh, come on. You didn't see the chaos of the Munchy, Munchy Moles room? Which was not our fault, by the way. I didn't invite those mechanical beasts to come after us." 
"What are you talking about? Those rooms were fine." 
"What?" 
Calloway shrugged. "All the displays were where they belonged. The game room was clean. No sign of any kind of attack or vandalism." 
"What about Grace's backpack? It ripped, and everything spilled out." I remembered the salt and the Ping. I didn't know whether to chuckle or sigh. "You got a form 8R-0WN-135?" I asked. 


* * * * 
 Nix had announced they were taking Skyhopper east to the Great Basin, then down to Casper, Wyoming, then east again past the Front Range before turning south to Pueblo, and west again to home. We'd been in the air about forty-five minutes when he came back over the speaker. 
"Ladies and Gentlemen, this is your captain. Looks like we've got a storm front coming at us from the west. We're going to put on some speed and make a slight course correction to see if we can get the Wind River Mountain Range between it and us. We might be in for a bumpy ride, but if the weather clears, I can promise you a terrific view. In the meantime, please secure your belongings and make yourselves comfortable." 
Rak scrambled to gather up all the papers and dump them into his briefcase before shoving it under his seat and buckling himself in with a yank on his belt that would have forced the breath out of most people. If he'd had a shoulder harness, I'm sure he'd have used it. Of course, what made it funny was the, "I'm–cool-I'm-cool," look he'd plastered onto his face. I put the lid on my ink bottle, stuck it in my bag, stowed it, and lowered the table so I could mosey over to my spot. I did have a harness, but we'd have to have some real bumps before I gave up my freedom to move around. I figured I'd wait until the ride got really wild. 
Grace came in with Charlie and Heather in tow. Rak nodded to everyone; then apologized to Heather as Randy Stapleton. "Miss Dakota, my behavior was boorish earlier. I hope you'll forgive me?" 
She gave him a small, tired smile from where she leaned against Charlie. 
"Perhaps later, once you've truly recovered, if you want to share the story of your brave knight..." He reached with difficulty into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He took a card out and, straining against the seatbelt, leaned forward to pass it to her. 
As she reached for it, the ship gave a violent lurch. 
Almost immediately after came the sound of thunder, which nearly covered Rak's manly shriek. "Was that lightning?" 
I thought about making a sarcastic comment concerning the basic laws of meteorology, but the ship bobbed, making everyone but Rak bounce. Rak gripped the arms of his seat tightly. 
"That felt like we were in the center of the thunderclap. The lightning couldn't have been far away." His voice managed to sound strong, modulated, and panic-stricken all at once. 
"Easy, Randy, you're scaring the others," Calloway chided. 
"Everyone, this is Captain Nix. That storm came on us faster than expected; a lot faster. 
Support crew, please follow Flight Protocol One-Three—" 
Rak's eyes widened like a spooked horse's. "One-Three? Thirteen! There are eight crew 
…and seven of us! Thirteen! It's the thirteenth! Friday the Thirteenth!" 
"It's Tuesday," I reminded him. 
"Heidi, our sweet little receptionist, warned me not to fly. Airships! 'Remember the Hindenburg,' she said. No, I brushed her off. She's always been silly in a superstitious way, like so many wo—" He caught Heather's arched eyebrow and Grace's guileless gaze and quickly cut himself off. He gave a nervous laugh. "Never fails. Storm always hits when I fly." 
I glanced at Grace. Yep, even in the Mundane, some clichés are followed. 
Grace patted his knee. "We'll be fine." 
"Will we? Perhaps we won't return victorious to Los Lagos after all. Perhaps this is my last assignment—" 
"Oh, shut up, you nithing," Charlie said. He rolled his eyes then kissed Heather's head. 
"Don't mind him. You should have seen him carrying on, on the way here." 
Calloway also chided Rak, but I was only half listening. Something about this storm called to my other senses. If I had hair, it'd be standing up; as it was, my skin itched under my scales. Like a reaction to static, but not the physical kind. 
Magic. 
Rak, meanwhile muttered a little self-talk to calm down. "In the center of my mind, there is a room, like the tornado room in the basement of a house. A cell secure and strong, where the family retires when storm threatens to destroy the house and where they remain safe until danger has passed." 
"Hey, Grace," I said in a quiet but playful voice. I didn't want to scare Heather, or Rak now that he was in his Tornado Room of Solitude. "Want to go see the storm from the cockpit?" 
The others looked at me like I'd gone mad, but Grace unhooked her belt and headed to the door. She'd spent a lot of time on Faerie sailing ships, so she moved easily despite the unsteady rocking of Skyhopper. 
Charlie jerked his head at Rak, now breathing calmly in a half-meditative state, and said in Faerie Gaelic, "Hey, Vern. Ask Nix to shake the ship." 
Heather, who'd learned a good amount of Gaelic by now, smacked his arm. 
We headed down the hall in silence until we'd rounded the first corner. Suddenly, hail started pounding against the ship, filling the hall with so much noise I had to shout. "What have you got for magic?" 
"Whatever God gives me." 
I bit back a growl of anxiety, but it didn't stop my tail from twitching. I know most Mundanes—most any creature, for that matter—would expect me to be reassured. Grace was a nun and a mage of holy magic. God was on our side, right? 
Truth is, God didn't spit out answers to prayers like some kind of ATM. He took into account everything from Free Will to the Butterfly Effect in a complex system only He could fathom. Grace might be able to casually pray for our safe passage, but more likely, this would be more of the sweating blood variety of entreaty. Even then, God most likely would not just banish the storm, especially if a demigod had created it as I suspected. He would give her the means to work the spell, but what she did with that power and what it might cost her— 
We'd probably survive. Probably. 
I thought about the dragon stone in my stomach. She could use it to channel the power. 
The ship dipped unexpectedly, and Grace stumbled into me, bumping my broken wing. I gave a startled roar. 
"Vern!" 
"I'm all right." I lied. My vision cleared along with the realization that Heather's ring was all that was keeping me from a long healing nap—like decades of long. We were out of our league. I hope God accounted for that in His ineffable calculations. I started toward the bridge as fast as my sore and shaky legs would take me. "Get ready to pray your heart out." 
A crack of thunder drowned out half my words. Fortunately, over a decade of working together meant Grace didn't need me to voice my thoughts. 
"This isn't a natural storm." She crossed herself. 
A gust of wind spanked  Skyhopper, pitching it thirty degrees on its nose. Naturally, Grace had just opened the door, so she went flailing into the bridge, slamming into the back of a chair. I skidded in behind her and took her out at the knees. She clutched the chair to keep from falling back on me. 
Hardly anyone noticed. That's the kind of trouble we were in. 
"Nix!" I shouted. "Change course! Port!" 
"Vern? What are you doing here?" 
"Navigating! Go port and rise!" I pushed myself away from Grace. She dropped to her knees and started to pray. 
"You nuts? We have to land! I'm heading into the eye." 
"It's a magical trap! We're being herded into it! If we land, I can guarantee someone is waiting for us; and it's not the Triple-A of Airships!" 
"You're a jinx, Vern! The Albatross of Airships!" But he turned port and rose. 
I didn't think the hail could get heavier, but it did. The chief engineer shouted something about the outer skin tearing. Then abruptly, it slowed. 
We could hear Grace singing. 
Nix's grip on the stick eased. 
I felt a surge of magic, heard a distant roar gaining. 
"Down!" I yelled. 
He shoved the stick forward. Skyhopper dipped then rocked as the gust of wind that would have tumbled her on her side brushed against the top. 
So it continued for a tense half hour: up and down, port and starboard, dodging wind and lightning, Nix following my commands as the crawling sensations on my skin told me of buildups in magic or electricity. Through it all, Grace sang, Latin at first, then the Gaelic she'd spoken as a child, then something else, deep, eerie and compelling. The song of her Siren heritage, pulling at the storm, calling the sailors. Only this time, the song was enveloping the ship like a shroud, holding it safe as she subtly guided Nix's hand. Her voice grew stronger and clearer, but each time I turned my attention to her, I saw her body was growing weaker, her skin paler. Sweat beaded on her face and hands. 
I felt the charge of lightning, shouted directions to Nix barely in time. Turned back to Grace. 
The navigator, now without a job, was kneeling beside her, half supporting her weight. 
Her eyes were focused yet unseeing, but his were filled with fear as he reached out and wiped the pink tear from her cheek. "Nix, put on some speed," he said, his voice high and tight. 
I prayed even as I called a hard to port. 
My nerves were frayed—or our opponent was getting smarter. I began calling out false alarms. Grace was actually leaning against the navigator now, though I didn't think she realized it. As stress burned off the last effects of the ethanol, and the magic of the dragon stone faded, I grew more aware of the broken bones, torn muscles, and oh, yeah, iron poisoning that I'd managed to ignore the past couple of hours. I didn't think I could take much more. 
Then the storm faded. The roar of the rain became a trickle, the rocking slowed to a gentle sway and steadied. Grace's song filled the room, the promise of safety, thanksgiving to God. She collapsed against the navigator, eyes closed. When she opened them, he was still holding her. She smiled. "Thank you, my Simon," she murmured. 
My legs didn't want to support me anymore, and I gave them a break and sank to the floor. 


* * * * 
 I don't remember much about getting home. Rak drove us in our car. I slept most of the way. We managed to walk into our lair on our own power, but Grace looked at the wood staircase to her room and whimpered. I shoved off a mattress pad from my nest, and she was asleep almost before her head hit the foam. At least, I think so. Could have been me. 


* * * * 
 I awoke to the alternating sensations of sharp pain and healing warmth and found Brother Gustav of the Order of St. Luke healing my wing with a combination of magic, medicine, and physical manipulation. He hummed something tuneless and happy as he worked. 
I felt stronger but drained in an odd way. I spent a moment trying to identify it—not hunger, not illness… I decided it was too much effort. It also didn't seem worth my energy to engage Gustav in conversation, either, so I let my eyes shut and tried not to flinch too much as he snapped another bone back into place. 
"There we are!" he said in that satisfied “that-wasn't-so-bad-was-it?” voice doctors used after putting their patients through hell for health. "A simple fracture in the radius, two in the metacarpals of the second and fourth right digits, and a compound on the phalanx of left digit two. And two fractures of the ribs. That, of course was the easy stuff. I sewed up the tears in your wings, but the bullet wound to the shoulder…had to scrape that clean. Count your blessings you were still out for that one." 
I didn't want to think how far out of it I had been to not have noticed. "Where's Grace?" 
"Move over here, please. I'd like to wash all this filth off your scales, and we don't want to soak your bedding." Once I hobbled to stand over the drain in the center of the floor, Gustav turned to inspecting my hide, checking each scale, cleaning the iron and blood and dirt out with pick and water, settling scales back into place, and smearing more balm on any areas that had swelled. 
He answered. "Faerie. She called me for you, but I took one look at her and ordered her back to her motherhouse. Told the Bishop to arrange a portal for her. I've never seen so advanced a case of ieiunitas magnas." 
I nodded, but I couldn't quite make out what he was saying. I couldn't make myself bother with figuring it out, either. Grace was gone, but she'd be back. I was comfortable. Gustav knew what he was doing. I felt better. It felt good to have moved, especially closer to Grace's workshop; maybe when Gustav was done, I'd go curl myself in there and nap. 
"I shall work on you another hour or so; then we'll head to the Gap as well. You need to breathe the Faerie air, nap in the Faerie grass, and recharge in the Faerie ether. I don't know what the two of you did to exhaust your magical reserves, but I haven't seen any Magical so sick since Corranda the Unicorn tried to do that international goodwill tour to promote abstinence." 
I blinked slowly. Ieiunitas magnas.  Deficiency of magic. Yeah, that made sense. 
Gustav laughed, though I wasn't sure why. "Go back to sleep, Vern. I'll wake you when the taxi comes." 
Sleep sounded good. 
Chapter Twelve: The Reporter Who Loved Me 
"It's good to be home," Grace said as she unlocked the door to our office and lair and walked in. 
I grunted a noncommittal reply as I followed. I'd spent the last week and a half as a guest on the Duke's lands, hunting, eating, and napping under the sun in a flower-strewn meadow, or in the thick mulch of the forest where light filtered through the trees and made patterns to dream by. 
Only one thing could have made it more perfect, but I couldn't talk Seneschal into opening up the vaults and letting me roll in the family treasure. 
"Home" was a leaky warehouse with haphazard add-ons surrounded by a six-foot chain link fence, a concrete-and-dirt yard with a small garden and an empty dog run. Someone must have taken the dogs for us. I didn't remember eating them, at any rate. Inside, I expected to find messages from BILE with more demands, someone calling about hiring us—probably to find their missing cat—and a pile of papers with McGrue's byline. I'd lay money she's somehow implied that the damage to Skyhopper was my fault, but no one would take that bet. 
In all, I could have stayed in Faerie another week. Month. Years would have been nice. 
Grace went into the kitchen and started unpacking some of the things she'd picked up while on the other side of the Gap. I decided to get the worst over with and went into the office to play back messages while I pulled out the computer to check email: This is Calloway. Hope you're recovering well. The package Grace delivered wasn't what
we'd hoped for. Call when you return to Los Lagos. 


Vern, Grace? It's Rosa. Gracias de Dios, you brought Heather home and everyone is
alive. Mira, Gustav told us he sent you to Faerie, so we took the dogs. We were going to clean
up, but someone beat us to it, so we took any food that might spoil. Call when you get back. I'll
make you chili. 


Like, hey, guys! It's Natura. You saved Heather! We're so proud, you know? So, that Nix
pilot was like, here, and it sounds like you had some seriously bad karma coming home. He was
like, "Dragons on airships are bad luck." It's so unfair! Totally speciest. So, like, if you want me
to write a letter or something? Anyway, call when you get back, and we'll deliver some food from
the restaurant, 'k? 
I grinned. Okay, maybe it was good to be home. 
Vern, it's Jerry. I could get into big trouble for this, but Kitty's in over her head— 
"Vern! Look!" 
I pressed PAUSE and looked at Grace. She held up the backpack she'd lost at the McThing Museum of Maniacal Toys, repaired and cleaned. 
I grinned. "Calloway had said the Munching Mole and Man-Eating Animatronics rooms were in perfect shape. He also called. I don’t think they got anything off that thumb drive." 
Still smiling, she set the backpack down beside her desk and started up her computer. "I didn't think it had. I don't know a lot about computers, but the virus didn't seem to take nearly long enough to have downloaded a master plan." 
"Computer probably wasn't on the network." 
She grunted agreement. "Which is why I set up a back-up of my own. Open. Documents. 
DragonEye. Case Files. Evil Overlord Plans. McThing! Oh, they zipped the files, too. Wasn't that sweet?" 
"You told the brownies to steal computer files?" 
She tried to look insulted, but she was grinning too hard. "On the contrary. I merely suggested that a copy of those files really belonged here. A place for everything, and everything in its place. And backups are so important." 
I guffawed. "Well, let's download them and go visit Mordash. I'm seeing good karma in our future." 
Yeah. It was good to be home. 
I searched for the car keys while Grace downloaded the files. Brownies had sent us the information, but it was a more personal delivery, and, as long as they were here, they had taken the opportunity to clean our lair. Everything was spotless, gleaming, and in its place. 
Unfortunately, brownie definitions of "its place" often differed from the actual owner's. Grace's 
"spot" was in a chicken-shaped pitcher on the refrigerator, convenient yet out of sight from clients or the occasional baddie who made it through her wards and into our turf. Of course, she had the pitcher protected. Also "of course," that told the brownies this was a valuable item worth protecting. Once I figured out their logic, I discovered her keys and the pitcher in the safe. 
Grace called to let BILE know we were back and coming to visit; I hollered over her shoulder a suggestion for donuts. We arrived at BILE HQ (BILEHaq? HaqBILE?) just as Rak was entering the building, a double-dozen box of Los Lagos' own donut heaven balanced in one hand and a drink carrier of lattes in the other. 
"I'll take those!" I offered cheerily as Grace hurried past us to get the door. Rak rolled his eyes at me. He'd lost the beard and mustache, and his eyes were their normal color again. 
We greeted Heidi, and Rak slid his card into the slot. Instead of the conference room, however, Rak led us to Mordash's office. 
I looked around, took in the standard furnishings, computer on the desk with the screen's back to us, books and three-ring binders peacefully cohabitating on the shelves. Two or three knick-knacks told of service in the Air Force, overseas and in the Pentagon; intelligence, it looked like. Not surprising. One wall held an artist's rendition of the Gap at the moment of its formation, magical and nuclear energies mixing in a wild dance of swirling color. Not half bad, actually. A couple of certificates surrounded it. One said, "Colonel Thomas Mordash." 
In all, a nice collection, but not nearly enough "I love me" stuff for a retired colonel turned to government service. 
"Where's your real office?" I asked. 
Mordash blinked. "Colorado Springs. I'm usually only here two days out of the week. So, you're all recovered?" 
"Except the emotional scarring," I quipped. It was only a half-joke. I'd been scared before; but never such a prolonged, “fear-for-my-life-and-sanity” kind of terror. Grace and I hadn't had much time to discuss it, but I could sense the anxiety behind her calm, bright demeanor. We weren't just out of our league; we were amateurs in a new sport without any semblance of a home team advantage. 
"You get used to it," Rak said, and the tone of voice made me cock my head at him. He nodded slightly. Been there, done that, got the T-shirt to hide the scars. Maybe next time, I'd suggest some beers instead of donuts, and we could hang out in the secure facility and swap war stories. 
Later. Right now, I had a little bit of business and a little bit of vengeance to conduct. 
"Heard Calloway's message. He didn't sound too pleased." 
By way of answer, Mordash turned the computer screen so we could see it. A video popped up, starting with an aerial view of the McThing Complex. Then the title scrolled onto the screen: McThing Industries, Employee-Affirming Management, and You! 

"And you didn't like my description of the perp," I told Rak. 
Mordash punched a key on his keyboard, ending the program. "The entire thing was training materials. Videos, online tests, even a rather interesting counseling program. But nothing pertaining to our concerns." 
Grace shrugged. "I went to the only computer being used at the time. After I subdued the guard, I stuck the thumb drive in and worked some magic on the other computers while the program worked on that one. Since someone was using it, I thought it'd be the most likely to have important information, and I didn’t know if starting another computer up would set off an alarm, or if we’d have time for the boot-up sequence." 
The BILE director gnawed on his mustache, and I got the feeling he was fighting the urge to chew out Grace for failing an important assignment. I gave him a minute to stew. If he were a good commander, he would be telling himself he'd sent in an untrained, new recruit into a dangerous mission with no clear directions on how to accomplish her objectives. If he wasn't a good commander, then I was going to make things a lot harder for him. 
In the end, he just shook his head, as if telling himself there wasn't much he could do in either case. "So what's this magic you did?" 
Very good commander then. 
Briefly, Grace explained about brownies and the spell she cast on the computer room. 
"Brownies are, by nature, far more independent than your Mundane legends imply, but they do enjoy a challenge, so I suggested the McThing computer network could use some sprucing up. 
And when we returned home, I created a logical space on our computers for any information we might find useful." She reached into the flowing sleeves of her tunic and pulled out three thumb drives. "Now, no one can predict the thoughts of a brownie, although I did suggest files for world domination, illegal activities, Gap creation, and destruction, and 'unsavory acts by or for humans.'" 
Rak looked torn between laughing and applauding, but Mordash just leaned forward, his hand out, his eyes glinting. "I'll have our people analyze these—" 
Grace started to hand him the files. 
I set my large paw between them. "Not so fast. There's one very important detail we're missing," I said. I pulled out of my pocket one of the most important tools in the private investigator's repertoire. 
The receipt book. 
"What're you doing?" Mustache Mordash asked as I took out my small inkpot, opened the lid and dipped my writing claw into it. 
"Our rescue was strictly an independent operation, remember?" I tossed Rakness a dark look but spoke reasonably enough. "So any information we might have acquired on said operation would be our own—" 
"You mean to sell this information to us? I thought we were trying to protect this country; both our worlds, for that matter. What kind of patriot are you?" 
I looked at him like he was a stupid mortal and didn't mention that I wasn't a citizen of the United States—or any nation, come to think of it. "Funny thing about saving the world," I mused. "It always manages to get un-saved. Kind of wrecks the job satisfaction factor. 
Philanthropy, though... Grace, how much did the Christian Brothers say they needed to start that school in Territory?" 
Grace's eyes lit up. "Well, seven hundred fifty thousand, but the diocese and FlintCorp are contributing." 
"Right. Some kind of matching funds deal." Even though I had already done the calculations in my head, I wrote them down. Dramatic effect. Very important. 
Mustache blanched. "Are you out of your minds? You said yourself the forces of evil could be rising—" 
"Exactly. Which is why a morally-based education for the underprivileged youth is so important. Now if we consider operating expenses for the first year..." 
Mustache glowered. "And if the information you 'hypothetically acquired' is useless?" 
"Then I'll be glad to negotiate a discount the next time you hand us a mission and some commercially available tech toys and abandon us at twenty thousand feet." I ripped off the top copy with a flourish and handed it to Mustache. He looked from my hand to Grace's, but she'd already returned the thumb drives to her sleeve pockets. He snatched the bill out of my claw. 
"Let me make some calls," he growled. He spun his chair around, dismissing us. 
We left a latte and a donut for him and found our own way out. 
"You know," Rak said as we entered the hall, "that was blackmail." 
"Blackmail. Such an ugly word," I quipped. "To you Mundanes." 
"Aye," Grace added, her accent teasingly thick. "T'was naught but a wee bit of bargaining, that was. 'Tis nae our fault you Americans do it so badly." 
We were still laughing when we waved goodbye to the receptionist and headed into the heat and humidity of the day. We might get rain after all. I looked at the parched and dying grass and tried to feel happy about that. 
The cell phone rang on the way home. I answered it. 
"Vern? Chit, man, where the hell you been?" 
The Costas had raised their children well; it took a lot to make Jerry, Jr., swear and even more to do it with a Chicano accent. "What's wrong?" 
"Do you even listen to your phone messages? Somebody attacked Kitty. She's in ICU, and the last thing she did before she slipped into a coma was ask for you." 


* * * * 
 We met Jerry in the visitor lounge just outside ICU, talking with a nurse at the desk. 
Arguing actually, though he kept his tone polite. "She hasn't got any family," he was saying. The nurse was insisting rules were there for a reason. 
Grace cleared her throat when we got to human hearing distance. Jerry saw us and waved his hands in our direction. His camera bag slid off his shoulder and hung up on his elbow. He pulled it back up with an impatient gesture. 
"You see? This is the Vern she was asking for." 
The nurse, young and, I guessed, new to her job, gave me the exact look you'd expect when being told a dragon was some lady's "significant other." 
"I...can't authorize this," she said. "Let me contact the physician on duty." 
"Do that!" Jerry snarled, as he led us a little distance away. He didn't even bother with greetings or beratings, just went straight into the story. "She was outside, working on her patio. 
They shot her and left her there to bleed while they searched the house. Tried to make it look like a vandalism, but there're no data CDs or thumb drives anywhere, and the computer was totaled, but not the monitor. Papers and files scattered everywhere, and all her research related to Heather's kidnapping or the Gates murder is gone." 
I huffed. "I told her stay away from that. Can't that stubborn Mundane listen?" 
" Sí, she listened all right. She cut me out, told me she was handling this one alone." 
Jerry's biceps bulged under his T-shirt, and the pads of his fingers dug into his palms. Even as a kid, Jerry was the one protecting the butterflies from his bug-collecting friends, or bringing the fallen bird to his mom for help. Now, if he had a gun and a target, I didn't think he'd hold back. 
Grace moved to him, set her hands on his cheeks. He met her gaze then closed his eyes tightly. They stood like that, a moment, then two, while in the background, the nurse was on the phone saying she didn't even know dragons were allowed in the building. 
Finally, Jerry shook his head, pushed away from Grace, and reached into his bag. "She told me if anything ever happened to her, to give you this. She said you'd understand." 
The pretty silver bag was held shut with a tag saying, "For Vern—you know why." 
If I had a human face at that moment, my expression would have been a mirror image of the nurse's. 
I opened the package, Grace and Jerry leaning in to peek. In it was a half-full bottle of Siren Song, a perfume that had gotten all of us into a lot of trouble a few years back, and a CD. 
In marker, she'd drawn a heart and written Our Song on it. There was also something lacy and intimate under that. 
"Well, that's..." I couldn't think of an appropriate adjective and cut off my sentence by worrying my tongue against the groove of one of my fangs, the dragon equivalent of nail biting, I suppose. 
Jerry said, "The police didn't find nothing. Nothing. The cold-blooded hijos de—they even pulled the bullet out of her and poisoned her before they left. If the landscaper hadn't come by with a delivery..." He glared at me as if it were my fault. 
The doctor approached, sparing us all further discomfort. He introduced himself as Stephen Vialpondo. "Am I to understand you wish to see Ms. McGrue? Do you have ties to her?" 
"Not like you think," I said, though that sounded even more ridiculous considering what I was holding. This was just so wrong. In fact, there were a lot of things wrong with this whole scenario. 
Grace asked about her condition, and Dr. Vialpondo explained they'd managed to clean out a lot of the poison, but not before several of her internal organs had been affected. 
Why do you shoot someone and poison them? This wasn't a revenge attack. 
"The actual bullet wound was simple enough, really, though it did hit an artery—" 
"Was there a lot of tissue damage when the attackers removed the bullet?" I asked. My shoulder was twinging at the memory of my own recent wound. 
"Absolutely negligible. Dr. Rosen, the surgeon on duty, remarked on it, in fact." 
The bullets that hit you? They dissolve upon penetrating the skin, carrying their iron
content into your bloodstream. 
He continued. "She's a fighter, but there's really nothing else we can do." 
I handed the bag to Grace and spoke in Gaelic. "We didn't have a song. She's hidden a message in there, probably buried under things meant to mislead others and embarrass me." 
"Ah, like the underwear?" 
"She's got a sick sense of humor." As she led Jerry away, I said to Vialpando, "Doctor, has anyone ever mentioned to you the healing magic in dragon's blood?" 


* * * * 
 Half an hour later, Kitty's IV ran pink with a mix of solution and my blood. She should have had a nice worrisome convulsion and woke up asking what happened. Leave it to McGrue to disregard a time-honored cliché. 
My medicinal donation earned me the right to stay in her room and watch over her while Nurse Nightingale monitored patients from her station. So I sat there, watching the IV drip and listening to her breathe at the same steady but slow rate while the heart monitor continued its same steady but slow beat. Each seemed to tell me that nothing was easy, but some things are harder than others. 
Wake up, you stubborn woman. 
They say humans in a coma can still hear you, so I decided to take advantage of a loophole. 
"Listen, Kitty. About the curse that turned me human. I guess, it kind of cursed us all: me, Grace, and you. I mean, who could have known that perfume would have made the human me act so, uh." I stopped. No need to go there, and I was just making excuses, anyway. 
"The point is, I didn't mean to mislead you. And, I'm sorry if I haven't been particularly sympathetic about your feelings since. Look…just get better so we can find something else to fight over, okay?" 
The IV dripped. The heart monitor continued its slow steady march. Her chest rose and fell with the same rhythm. 
I didn't know what else to do, so I laid my head on her stomach and listened to the instruments and her breathing until I fell asleep. 


* * * * 
 I woke up feeling Kitty rubbing my cheek crest, tentatively, like she wasn't sure what to expect. I waited until her fingers explored one of the spikes along the edge before asking, 
"Enjoying yourself?" 
Her hand jerked away but not fast. "What're you doing here, anyway? Jerry give you my 
'gift'?" she murmured. 
I sat up and stretched my neck, one vertebra at a time. It took a while. "Saving your life; and yes, Jerry gave it to me, so you should thank me twice." 
Despite the tubes in her nose, she snorted. "Wish I could have seen your face." 
"Just be glad you haven't seen Jerry's." 
"So he's okay." She sighed with relief, and I realized she'd been worried he might be a target. "Did you listen to the CD?" 
"Grace took it home. I thought I'd stick around until you were conscious enough to scold. 
I told you to stay off this story. But, no, I might as well have—" 
"Waved a red cape at me. While you were off playing with McThing and his toys, then having your little vacation, someone had to keep this town safe." 
"That's Santry's job. You want to do that, join the force." 
"Right. And dance to the City Council's tune? Someone's gotta be on the outside seeking the truth." 
Where did she get the energy to argue? I wasn't sure if I was irritated or relieved. "You sound like a bad cliché, McGrue. Believe me, I know clichés." That earned me a small smile. 
"Listen, about trouble and clichés..." 
I hesitated. This was a lot harder when she was conscious. 
Her brows rose then lowered. "If you're going to apologize, don't. I'm not sure I can take the shock. Just go save the universes or something." 
"Works for me." I turned, carefully so my tail didn't upset any equipment. If I got much bigger, I'd have to give up hospital visits. At the door, she stopped me. 
"Hey! What do you mean, you saved my life?" 
I explained the "transfusion." She stared at me, wide-eyed, and I couldn’t tell if she was surprised or horrified. She studied the pink IV drip, then me, but didn't say a word. 
Wouldn't you know, the first time I strike Kitty McGrue speechless, and I'd just as soon she have a Lucy Van Pelt fit about cooties. "And if you tell anyone we were sharing bodily fluids—" 
She spoke so softly a human might not have heard it, "Vern? About that FMQ article—" 
"Don't apologize. They don’t have a crash cart for dragons." 
"Deal. Um…skip track three, okay?" 







Chapter Thirteen: For Your Ears Only 
Grace met me at the front step, shielding her eyes against the wash of dust as I backwinged in my landing. Someday, we'd spring for xeriscaping or something. We tried grass a few years back, but between the water bill and the hassle of mowing, we gave it up as a bad deal. 
Once or twice a year, I blew fire on the weeds. They'd started to take a hint—who said plants can't learn?—but a yard of dirt, while easy to take care of, did have its disadvantages at times. 
"How's Kitty?" she asked as I shook myself and followed her into our somewhat cooler home. Her accent was thicker than usual, a sign she was stressed or worried. I wondered what she'd found. 
"She'll recover, once she gets over the shock of dragon cooties. She said to skip track three on the CD, by the way." 
"Aye, that would have been good advice." There was an odd tone to Grace's voice I hadn't heard in a long time. She headed into the kitchen, and I followed. She opened the fridge and started rummaging through it, something she never does. 
"Do I want to know?" 
"No. And it's a wee bit late, anyway." I listened to the clinks as she moved a jar and then moved it back. I hated it when she didn't want to look at me, and I didn't know why. 
"Oops?" 
"I removed it. Permanently. I know how curious dragons can be." 
Great. The “not-fine- I'm-fine”  voice with a shade of “I'll-try-to-make-a-joke-of-this-or-I-may-scream.” 
 Besides, I knew what it took for her to use magic like that. 
"Uh, is this where I apologize for something I didn't do?" 
She paused, her hand on the door, her face somewhere near the milk, her back to me. 
"No. It's not your fault. And 'twas a good ruse on her part. I just wish I'd known." 
She reached into the meat bin and tossed a chicken leg my way. I caught it easily. 
"Still," she continued, as she came out with the rest of the chicken—a cut-up rotisserie job she'd picked up at the market—and a bowl of salad, "whatever information she's hidden on that CD, it's beyond my abilities. I really should have Manuel give me some lessons." She took her share before setting the plates on the floor for me. I can sit and eat like a human, and when Grace first moved in, I did so when we ate together. I was glad when she told me to stop. It's really an unnatural position. 
I snatched up a thigh, chewed and swallowed. "I'm sorry. You handle the magic; I take the tech. I thought she'd have had some kind of code—" 
"She may have. There are some references to events I didn't get. She was being very careful, Vern." 
I thought about the last few hours of sitting with McGrue, listening to monitors that marched a rhythm between life and death. "Not careful enough." 


* * * * 
 After dinner, I loaded up McGrue's CD and listened to it. Good thing dragons don't blush. 
Most of it was sappy and trite. Even after two years, she still thought about us; she hated how I’d wormed my way into her heart. (She emphasized wormed, making me think she was trying to be clever. "Wyrmed your way." Eesh.) 
"Vern, I know I made jokes and snide comments, but if you'd listen past all that, you'd know what I really mean to say, that I—" A theatrical sigh. 
I was about to turn it off and wait until my dinner was more digested before going on, but track four was a song by one of my favorite bands. How much harm could that be? 
Then I heard her voice, overlaid on the song and her schmaltzy narration, but at a pitch not even dogs would hear. "Thoroughly embarrassed yet? You'd better be glad you're not human anymore. I know I am, in more ways than one. Listen, I know someone in McThing Industries kidnapped Rhoda, but you're probably onto that. I think she's found out something she shouldn't. 
She and her boyfriend like to play spy when she's not in front of the camera, did you know that?" 
I thought about the neat double back-flip they did at the McThing hideout. I knew now. 
"I'm sure there's a tie-in to the Gates murder. I just haven't found it yet; and, if you're listening to this, it means I'm dead. Do me a favor and don't say, 'I told you so.' I've loaded everything I have onto this disk. Hope you have some good steganography software; otherwise, go ask those nuns of St. Censorship or whatever it's called. At any rate, when you find these jerks, do me a favor and breathe fire in their faces for me, okay? Now, for the four-one-one..." 
While I listened to her rather self-aggrandizing story of her investigation, I pulled up StegoFae. There were no "nuns of St. Censorship," but there was a secular and religious cooperative dedicated to screening information that came into Faerie. Unlike the Mundane, Faerie has a little different attitude on free speech, especially when it comes to the stuff you Mundanes spout. The Faerie learned early on that Mundanes harbored ideas that in our universe were seditious, heretical, or both. Did I say, "harbor"? In America, you can't keep an idea in port for long, thanks to a media that's ready and willing to pounce on any fact or factoid, news or rumor, theory or theology, and set it asail. Most Faerie can't handle the information overload, which is why so few stay on this side of the Gap, and those who do generally manage without television and radio, with its audio and visual barrage of information and misinformation. 
Of course there are exceptions. My dragon brain can handle plenty of input. Coyote is a big fan of reality TV—why am I not surprised?—and Athena? She's in heaven on earth. 
The majority of Faerie, human and otherwise, believe the Mundane race is horribly and pitiably drowning in its confusion of information. Even more, we don't want that sea of confusion overflowing our world. 
Not that we're going to dictate to your dimension how to run your affairs. We just hold a philosophy along the lines of "Your right to swing your fist ends where my nose begins." And to the authorities of Faerie, our nose begins at the Gap. 
Almost from the beginning, we kept a strong control on what goes into Faerie, including information. It's not that we don't believe in exploring new ideas, but we believe there's a time and a place—like a serious informed discussion among educated peers rather than a one-sided ranting among the innocents in the street. 
And leaflets! At first, people loved them but just because colored paper was such a novelty. I know the Duchess for years kept a collection and sent letters to her relatives written on the backs of flyers for everything from real estate to Mundane political candidates. Duchess Elaine never looked particularly closely at the printed side of the papers, and her unfortunate choices of stationary alternately amused, embarrassed, or offended the recipient. The last straw however, was when she sent the Archbishop of Canterbury a newsy letter written on the back of a photocopied anti-Catholic tract calling the Eucharist a "death cookie." After that, things tightened up. 
Of course, the more the Faerie said, "We won't allow that," the more determined Mundanes were about sneaking it over. Then, after seven years of intense negotiations, the Interdimensional Internet was approved, and now we really have our hands full. 
Of course, one reason Faerie stalled so long in approving such an invasion—yes, some folks call it an invasion—of Faerie space was to make sure we were ready for it. And that included gathering a team of highly skilled programmers, including Yours Truly, Jerry's brother Manuel, and a quite talented Griffin who goes by the name of Brock: the developers of StegoFae, a neat little program for lifting images and messages hidden inside a picture, video or other message. 
It didn't take long to find Kitty's hidden images, which included receipts, tax papers, some B &W photos of people loading things into trucks, transcripts of conversations that I didn't want to know how she got, and other papers that would make BILE drool. She'd probably make the Washington Investigator drool, for that matter. This was Pulitzer-prize evidence. 
Too bad she totally missed the big conspiracy. 
Half an hour later, I was snorting and chuckling loud enough Grace removed her headphones and turned to give me a scathing look. "I'm glad you find her so amusing," she said. 
It took me a moment to realize she was talking about the relationship narrative, not the real information. I'd tuned that blathering out long ago. 
"No. That's just a cover. The real message was hidden on another frequency. Just like she'd hidden all this." 
Grace sat on the floor next to me where she could see my computer. Soon, she was leaning forward, one hand pressed against her mouth while the other hit the key for the next page. She shook her head. "How does she do it?" 
I shifted my wings in a shrug. "She has talent. Plus a team of researchers and a budget that doesn't make even the most desperate informant spit out his beer laughing. Of course, she thinks the whole thing is about building a secret factory in Faerie where they can use peasants as slave labor and evade U.S. tax laws." 
"As if the Duke would allow that." 
"I know. Although apparently, McThing has contacts in Scandanavia." I pulled up a transcript of a phone conversation I knew had have been bought from an illegal source. 
"'Panda Bearyoo?' What's that?" Grace asked. 
"No idea, but this guy sounds anxious to see one." 
"I wonder if he means, 'Bhandar Baru.' McThing planned to send a lot of his minions there." 
"He did? And the brownies considered that part of an evil overlord plot to take over the world?" 
"No, silly. There was a flyer about it on the bulletin board in the computer room. I remembered because it had a guy in full McThing uniform standing in the tropics giving a thumbs up while two girls in grass skirts hung on his arms. Supposed to be a motivational week." 
I sighed. Humans. 
"What do we know about Bhandar Baru?" 
A few minutes on the Internet gave us our information. A small island on the Indian Ocean, located just below the Tropic of Capricorn on the eightieth longitude line, Bhandar Baru sits far enough from the major currents that it manages to catch stray ships while never becoming an important seaport. Thus, it maintained a small and isolated population. Even at the height of piracy, pirates stayed away from the rustic volcanic island, which is surrounded by shallow, reefy waters that make for great snorkeling and terrible docking. Even the modern-day Somali pirates have ignored it for the most part; and if they're stupid enough to take on an Indian battleship with a fishing trawler and a couple of rocket-propelled grenades and think they'll win, that's saying something about this island. 
It had some brief encounters with the Western World: the Brits during their Imperial Era; a lost ship or two during World War II. However, it wasn't until the tsunami from a decade or so back that Bhandar Baru got noticed. The floods and sheer force of the waves decimated many of the coastal towns, and aid from America, Australia, and elsewhere flowed in, along with Western ideas. The otherwise placid and untouched beaches and tropical weather made it an ideal vacation resort. After the rescue-and-rebuild crews came in and set up the basic infrastructure—
including a passable airfield—hotel chains and other entrepreneurs followed. With five pleasure resorts, powered, interestingly enough, by an Environmentally Friendly Nuclear subcritical nuclear reactor, it had become "the playground of the wealthy without the shadow of the politics of oil" according to a review on Island Getaway. The Bhandarbaruans welcomed the tourists and the prosperity they brought. They also welcomed the Christian religion. Within a year, nearly every village had Catholic parishes and churches of several Protestant faiths. The Missionaries of Charity had had a group there, but the relative wealth of the inhabitants grew in a remarkably homogeneous way. They left the island to the Christian Brothers, who established several successful Catholic schools. 
For the next decade, Bhandar Baru pretty much fell off the world's radar again, except as a famous resort catering mostly to the singles crowd. Then the volcano started getting active, and vacationers started thinking, "Maybe Maui this year." So did a lot of investors and a good chunk of the inhabitants. What was left was a small core of natives planning to milk the tourist trade for all they could before quitting the island, the elderly who refused to leave their homes or the ones too stupid or arrogant to believe a volcano would ever erupt on them. 
The Island has again changed personalities, drawing a wilder but richer crowd hungry
for danger and excitement and thinking they'll fill that need by dancing beneath the light of an
active and angry volcano, we read in a Christian Brothers' newsletter. Even worse, most of the
Christ-loving among the population have moved to calmer homes, and a significant number of
the remaining inhabitants have returned to a fierce and extravagant worship of Apikewa, the god
of fire and death. We brothers have been politely but firmly expelled from the city and not
allowed to return on ceremony nights. (We've tried to sneak in to gain more information but have
been invariably identified with disturbing speed.) However, second-hand reports tell of
hedonistic displays, fertility rituals, and most recently, the performance of "miracles." 

"Miracles? Or magic? Halfway around the Mundane world." Grace crossed herself, and leaned her face onto prayer-folded hands. 
I let her be a minute; then bumped her shoulder with my cheek. "Come on. You go call your Order then Mordash. I'll fire up Power Point." 


* * * * 
 Mordash sat forward in his chair in the briefing room. "Where did you get this information?" he demanded. 
We were all together again. The Duke had paid for some expensive magical healing for Charlie, and even though he occasionally rubbed his shoulder, he didn't have any bandages and seemed perfectly comfortable back in his shockingly orange and green uniform. 
This time I was Power Point King. My slides, however, had only the important pieces of the information in legible format. I didn't skimp on the bells and whistles and fancy graphic tricks, though. I've got a competitive streak. 
I started to ask how much it was worth to him, but a warning glare from Grace stopped me. "This is one source we need to keep confidential," I said. 
"For her safety?" Rak asked. 
"Or his," Grace replied neutrally. 
"Or its," I added. "Faerie also has hermaphrodite and genderless species, you know. 
What's more important is that we have independent confirmation by separate sources—including open sources." See how good I was at talking Intel? Use the source, Vern. The source is with
you. 

Rak shifted in his seat. "It does coincide with our information, both the McThing files your brownie friends collected for us and the chartered flight out of Ocra-Butte County airport." 
He pulled up a stock image of a Gulfstream G550 with the McThing logo. "Based in Idaho Falls, it flew in about half an hour after your escape. Ground crew did their thing and was asked to vacate the premises. A helicopter landed shortly thereafter, and passengers transferred to the plane unassisted by outsiders, but one of the employees says he thought he saw someone carried in. Logged flight plans for LAX and took off as soon as it got clearance. We traced it to Sumatra and lost it there." 
"How do you lose a plane?" I asked. 
"It's not as hard as it looks," Rak replied. He grinned, but I failed to see the joke. "At any rate, give you twenty to one I know where it's gone." 
"Sounds like your jurisdiction," Calloway said. He seemed pretty relieved. "Think he's going there for a miracle healing?" 
"That or he has contacts. Guess who owns four of the seven resorts there? Frank Li Enterprises, one of the major customers of McT-A." 
"Animatronics?" I groaned. Animatronics were ranking right up there with zombies as things I despise most. 
"It's through several puppet companies and front corporations, of course, but follow the money, and you find the connection." 
"Why are you so happy about this?" I demanded. He reminded me of Coyote, drool and all. 
"Not happy. Just excited. I like going on assignment abroad. Charlie's going, too, of course. What about you, Sister?" 
Grace glanced at her lap. I didn't need to see her hands to know they were shaking. "Have I any choice? It's not like we have some kind of magic sensor you can take with you to check. At least not yet. We're working on it. However, for now, someone needs to go and check things out in person. So Vern and I will—" 
Rak exploded with laughter. "Vern? On an undercover mission? No offense, but you don’t exactly blend in with the native population. Anywhere." 
"I can fix that," Grace said. This time, she was studying her fingernails with nervous intensity. 
"You can?" five voices, mine included, asked in unison. 
"It's a spell I've been working on for some time now, but— " She broke off and looked at me. "We need to discuss it." 
"You're not going without me. There's nothing to discuss." 
Chapter Fourteen: Naked Came I! 
"Maybe we should discuss this some more," I said. 
I was crammed into our tiny bathroom, trying hard not to step on my tail or knock down a wall in my nervousness. Hanging off the shower curtain rod were two sets of clothes, including underwear. One guy's set, one girl's set. Socks and shoes waited by the tub. 
I looked in the mirror at my beautiful, scaled face. My wings flared, rattling the clothes hangers on one end and upsetting Grace's toothbrush and cup with the other. 
From the other side of the closed door, Grace said, "We don't have to do this." 
"No. No, it's okay. It's the only way I can go with you. Just—" A small moan of helplessness escaped my throat. "We can reverse this, right?" 
"I taught you the tap codes. You have them down perfect. You control this, Vern. I promise. I don't want you to stay human any more than you do. Ready?" 
I nodded at the mirror and forced my voice to portray a reassurance I didn't feel. "Ready." 
Eighth...two sixteenths, eighth, quarter, eighth, eighth, eighth. Eighth...two sixteenths,
eighth, quarter, eighth, eighth, eighth. Eighth...two sixteenths, eighth, quarter, eighth, eighth,
eighth... 
"I don't think it's working." I didn't know if I was disappointed or relieved. 
"Keep going. Don't break rhythm. This is an unusual spell. You have to let it get into you." 
Eighth...two sixteenths, eighth, quarter, eighth, eighth, eighth.  I started tapping with claws on all four limbs. 
"You know, I don't really like that idea." 
"You don't have to go." 
"No. I'm fine. But I don't think it's—ergh!" 
Suddenly, my whole body heated up and got all...gooey. Then I felt like I was being forced into a trash compactor, or maybe a mold that was too small. 
"Vern?" 
I got heavy, boulder heavy, and fell to the ground. I didn't understand how I could make crashing sounds when I was so much flubber. After what seemed an eternity, I started feeling a little more solid, but lighter, which panicked me, or would have if I weren't so distracted by being gelatinous. 
I wanted to call out. I really did, but my vocal cords were wobbly and way too short. I could only make an odd gurgle. 
"Vern!" 
Then it ended, and I was on human hands and knees, panting and fighting the urge to throw up on the bathroom floor. 
"Vern!" Grace banged on the door. 
"I'm fine!" I panted and when the banging continued, tried again; but that one ended in a squeak, so I cleared my throat and called out for a third time. "I'm fine!" 
Nice voice. Tenor with an Irish lilt. 
And familiar. 
"Oh, no." I rose slowly, dreading what I thought I'd see. 
My scarlet and black scaling had transformed into thick, wavy hair the color of black cherries and perfect skin. My amber eyes mellowed to a golden brown. My teeth? Perfect, just as I'd suspected. 
I screamed. 
"What? What?" 
"My face! It's the same face!" I looked down and gulped. "And the same body! Grace! 
I'm the same human I was when I got cursed!" I looked into the mirror, saw my human face twisted in horror. That expression was familiar, too. 
"No, you're not. Now, calm down." Grace spoke sternly from behind the door, the same tone Rosa used on her kids when they wailed over a skinned knee. Just like the kids, I wanted to wail harder. 
"The evidence is staring me in the face! This is a sick joke, Grace. What could you have possibly been thinking..." My voice trailed off as a new thought struck me. I spun away from the mirror and fought to catch my breath. 
"Vern! You're going to hyperventilate! Will you get control of yourself and listen to me? 
I didn't pick your form. This is the form you have because if God had meant you to be human, this is the form you'd have. You've said yourself, you're a gorgeous dragon." 
I turned my head and looked at my profile. Nice cheekbones and a firm jaw. Not quite rugged. I tried out a minor grin. My expression turned feral but not intimidating. I wasn't scaring anyone with that look. In fact, I'd observed enough humans to know exactly how women would react. I moaned. "I don't want to be gorgeous." 
Grace sighed in exasperation. "Fine! When you get out, we'll fill you with pastries and French fries, and you can get fat and develop acne." 
"Will that work?" 
"No, which is my point! Your outer form is human, but you are dragon." 
"I don’t have a tail!" I reached behind me to make sure. Great. Bet that was perfect, too. 
Kitty had told me as much once. "Oh, no! Kitty can't see me this way." 
"We'll worry about that later. Can you hear me?” 
"Of course I can hear you!" What stupid question was that at a time like this? 
"Well, a human couldn't have. Your hearing is dragon. Can you read this?" She slid a paper under the crack in the door. 
" No human could read this, so calm down, you silly dragon,"  I read. "Cute. It wasn't my limited senses that got us all into trouble, you know." 
"I know that. One of my wimples is hanging on the door. Put it to your face and take a deep breath." 
I did so. It smelled like Grace. "Okay. So?" 
She sang, something sonorous and seductive. 
My head clouded, and my body reacted in ways dragons can't react. I took a step toward the door. I had only one thought. 
" Are you out of your mind, woman?" 
The song dissolved into giggles. "Well, that settles it. Human body. Dragon mind. 
Otherwise you'd have ripped the door off its hinges to get to me." 
I could hear the relief in her voice. 
My knees felt wobbly, and I sat down hard on the toilet lid. The cold porcelain felt kind of good. "And if I had?" 
"You'd have been bounced into the shower, and from across the room, I'd have suggested a very cold setting." A snicker escaped her throat. "I'm sorry. It's not funny. I was worried, too." 
I was thinking of something else. I walked to the door and set my hand on it. "You have a shield up? Still?" 
"Aye." 
"I can't sense it. I should be able to sense it." 
"All right. You are in human form; you can't expect to have everything, can you? Why don't you get dressed and come out? We'll have something to eat, and then we'll work out where your dragoness ends and your humanness begins." 
I muttered my agreement and pulled the clothes off the hanger. My breathing had calmed, but not my stomach. I hoped food would help, or at least that I wouldn't throw it back up. I remembered that experience from the last time I was human, too, and didn't care to repeat it. 
The clothes fit perfectly. "You were expecting this, weren't you?" I asked—okay, I snarled—as I buckled the belt. I decided not to bother with the shoes. Los Lagos was having another heat wave, and our air conditioner wasn’t up to the task. Plus human blood ran hotter than dragon's. Ironic, I know. The cool cement felt good on my bare feet. 
I splashed cold water on my face and tried to put on a calm, confident look. I can do this. 
I can do this,  I told the face in the mirror. It didn't believe me. I switched to God, help me do this, until I felt a quieting in my soul. 
"Ready," I called to warn Grace before I opened the door and stepped out. 
"Sweet Mother of Mercy!" Grace's eyes widened, and she backed away from me, clutching her cross like a lifeline. Jaw half-dropped, she stared at me, gasping, eyes flickering over my body as if she'd discovered some beautiful but dangerous snake in her garden. 
I backed up, too, my hands up in front of me to— I had no idea why my hands were up. 
I'd seen humans do that before, usually accompanied with soothing sounds or words like, "easy now." I thought I'd try that, but what came out was, "This is a bad idea." 
She ripped her gaze off me and stared at her feet. Her eyes closed, and she murmured a prayer. I stood silent, waiting, hating what this form was doing to her. How could she know the curse wasn't activated in her somehow? 
She seemed to read my thoughts. She whispered an "Amen;" then looked at me and smiled. "I'm fine, Vern. I wasn’t as ready as I'd thought, is all." 
"Can't we do something? Give me a hunchback, disfigure my face, tattoos, something?" 
She laughed, but there was a hint of sadness. "Vern. It's a pretty package, but that's not why I love you. It doesn't matter what you look like—any reasonably human male form will tempt me. That is my problem. I will deal with it." 
I crossed my arms. My weight shifted to one leg, and I cocked my head to the side. 
"Yeah? How?" 
She mimicked my pose, and her voice again became stern, almost scolding. "Mary, Mother of God, loved her dear Joseph, and they were married for many years before he died. If she can remain ever virgin, so can I. And there are many married saints who had chaste relationships. They'll help me." 
It was my turn to study my feet. "You're right." 
"That pretty package is going to open up some opportunities." She stepped toward me, examining me with a critical eye. "In fact, I think it's somewhat...gentled...from your curse form. 
Not quite as glamorous, or edgy; if you stop scowling and relax." 
"Sorry." 
She gave a soft chuckle. "Better. It's a trustworthy face, Vern. The kind people will talk to. But you'll have to be careful around women." 
I sighed. "Yeah. Okay." 
"And...don't touch me. Not while you're in this form." 
"Got it," I grumbled. 
She started toward the kitchen. "Come on, let's eat. Oh, catch!" 
She lobbed a beanie baby over her shoulder at me. Reflexively, I reached out with my tail. 
The stuffed pink ostrich hung in midair. 
"My tail!" I cheered. 
Grace turned, saw the toy floating between us, and ran her hand around it: over, under, and in circles. "Can you feel it?" 
"No, but it's there! Look!" I gave it a flick, and the toy did a flip and stopped where I caught it. 
"Well, I didn’t expect that. Handy." 
"Maybe I can be a magician for my cover. Cover! I'm going to need some fake ID." Then my stomach growled, reminding me I hadn't eaten since dinner last night. 
We spent an interesting afternoon discovering the new me. The combination of human and dragon taste buds was weird. I still hated chocolate and now despised American beer. Raw steak and ethanol were still good, though the fuel had a funny aftertaste and made me queasy. I liked citrus fruits; that was new. Grace also brought out a few poisons as a test, not only to see if I could identify them, but if my blood had enough dragon elements to protect me. 
The second time I vomited in the sink we decided to assume the answer was "no" to poison protection. I also removed Ipecac off my list of beverages. 
After some magical healing and a nap, we discovered I couldn't fly, but I could levitate. I had to be on all fours, however, or I lost my balance and fell crashing onto my head or my behind. Fortunately, we practiced on my nest. I had strength below my dragon level although above the average human. I had good small motor skills, but my handwriting was atrocious, and my hand ached after a few minutes with the pencil. That annoyed me; I had beautiful, calligraphic penmanship as a dragon. Now, even a doctor wouldn't approve of my signature. 
"Don't hold the pencil so tight." Grace coached. 
"This is stupid!" I snarled. "I know how to write." 
"Aye, with a pinkie claw. Now you're training muscles you've never had in ways you've never done before. Try again." 
We discovered my skin, though, was very human when I ripped a sheet of paper off the pad and crumbled it a little too enthusiastically, giving myself a nasty paper cut. I further discovered how salty human sweat was when I ran my injured hand over my face. Human swear words roll pretty easily off the human tongue at times like that, too. 
At that point, Grace called an end to our "training" for the time being and ordered me to the showers while she got dinner ready. "And be sure to take a clean change of clothes in with you," she warned. 
I'd forgotten how much I enjoyed showers. My dragon body does not fit into a shower stall, and waterfalls can't compare to the gentle steady spray of water under pressure. The closest I can get is hanging out under a fountain, and usually some groundskeeper or policeman runs me off. Plus, human skin is much more sensitive than dragon scales. 
I washed my hair, twice, because I liked how the suds felt; then stood under the water until it ran from warm to tepid to cool. Beyond the hiss and patter of the shower, I heard a car pull into our lot. I couldn’t tell what make; my hearing wasn't quite at dragon levels, unfortunately. Still, Grace had invited Rak over to see if her idea worked. Might as well show him the results. 
I put on a pair of sweats and a clean T-shirt, this one a little tighter than the one I'd had earlier. The flappy fabric annoyed me when I thought about it. I brushed my hair, wondering about that. I could understand the color, but how did it end up in a stylish cut? I found a new toothbrush in the drawer and ran it over my teeth—another thing dragons never have to do. 
Being human is a bother. 
Grace, Calloway, and Rak were in the kitchen sharing tea and small talk. Rak stopped mid-sentence when I walked in. Both men took in my casual attire, wet hair, and bare feet. 
Calloway's eyebrows rose. 
Rak said, "Sister, I didn't realize you had...company." 
"It's me," I snarled. 
I watched Rak's expression move from confusion to surprise, make a brief side trip to horror, then arrive at glee. "Holy shit!" he shouted. 
"Watch your language," I growled, but he just stood up and looked me over, repeating those same words more softly. He prodded my bicep with a finger. I swatted it away. 
"That is amazing, Sister! He looks totally human." He poked me in the belly. 
This time I brought the edge of my hand down on his wrist. He yelped. 
"Do you mind?" 
"You're ripped!" He turned to Grace, pointing at me with his good hand. "Can you do this for me?" 
"It is an...interesting choice of form," Calloway deadpanned. 
"And I didn't choose it," Grace said. "This is Vern's natural form as a human." 
"That is unfair!" Rak said. 
"Why are you so surprised? I'm a gorgeous dragon." 
"How long will this last?" Calloway asked. 
"That's the beauty of it. The only magic involved is in activating or deactivating the spell itself. After that, it's inertia. He can stay like this for weeks." 
"Weeks?" I gulped. 
"You can change back whenever you want," Grace reassured me. 
"Good!" 
"But not now. You need to get used to being human." 
"What's there to get used to?" 
Grace rolled her eyes and tossed a spoon at me. 
I reached out with my tail, remembered I wasn't supposed to have a tail, and stretched out my hands too late. The spoon bounced against my chest. 
"Ow!" 
Rak hooted with laughter, and even Calloway grinned. "Sister, you are one tough trainer." 
"People can hurt you more easily in this form," she said, "and you're not expecting that." 
I picked up the spoon and used two fingers to bend it. Rak's laughter ended in a gulp. 
"They're not expecting me, either." I gave her a reassuring grin. 
She flushed slightly and turned her head. Oops. Gotta watch the grin. 
"Well," Calloway said into the uncomfortable silence that followed. "Looks like you're in. You're going to need an identity: passport, birth certificate, credit card, the works. Even new security paperwork. Let's head to the office later, and we can get things moving. Tomorrow, we'll be taking all of you to Fort Carson for some immunizations and subcutaneous GPS locators." 
"Wait a minute? We're getting microchipped?" 
"It doesn't hurt much. What's the big deal, Vern?" 
The big deal? For the first decade I lived in the Mundane, I had to convince people I was neither a wild animal nor a pet. No leashes. No rabies shots. No chipping. As soon as I look human, what do they want to do to me? 
"You wouldn't understand." 
I glanced at Grace, but she was staring at her tea, her brows knit in thought. "Grace?" 
"Hmm?" She blinked, and shook herself. "I may have another idea, but I need to do some research. Is everyone ready for dinner?" 
Grace's "training" extended to dinner: soup (I dribbled all over my shirt before I got the hang of it), spaghetti (had to learn to twirl a fork), and steak (did I miss my real teeth!). She made me drink juice out of a wine glass and tea out of our most delicate cup (purchased at a yard sale, so no worries there). Dessert—ice cream cones that melted faster than we could eat them—
completed the humiliation. I did not remember having this kind of trouble eating when I was cursed into being human; I suppose that should have reassured me. 
"You look like my two-year-old," Calloway commented. 
Grace decided to stay behind to do dishes and research, so I washed up and went with Rak and Calloway to the office, where I posed for photos—I did not say "cheese"—and got blood-typed and fingerprinted. 
"This is so bizarre," Rak said. "What if we did a DNA run on you?" 
I wondered about that. Another reason not to get hurt in this form. 
I got home as a storm started outside. Grace was in the workshop, so I practiced with my body by setting out buckets under all the known leaks then crawled into my nest. Then I crawled back out, re-arranged the mattresses and padding, and lay back down again. 
It took a while before I eventually fell asleep. 


* * * * 
 I was lying on the broken sidewalk, blood pouring out of the hole in my chest with each spasm of my heart. Thunder roared in the distance; rain poured loud enough for me to hear, but the sky above me was painfully blue and the ground below me dry except for my own blood. 
Around me, I heard people: screaming, calling for help, a flurry of languages I half understood. 
But not the voice I needed to hear. 
"Grace!" 
A blurred face. A voice telling me to hang on. Hang on to what? Too late for doctors. 
Too far for magic. 
No wings. No tail. Just a human body with a ripped-up heart bleeding on the sidewalk. 
What would the autopsy show? 
I think I moaned. I wanted to. 
"Grace? Where are you?" 
The thunder boomed, loud yet distant. It was getting hard to care. I felt so...beyond the world. Not dragon. Not human. Not anything. 
Do whatever you want to a dragon. You can only inconvenience them. Humans are more
frail. Humans die. 
"I don’t want to die human!" 
I fought against the not-ness. I thrashed, wanting to hurt myself, wanting to feel pain that told me I was alive, but all I felt was a gentle, cushioned rebound. Hands I couldn't see held me down; voices told me to relax. Relax? Into the nothingness? 
"Grace! Help me!" 
Then Grace was there, my angel, taking my hand and brushing back my hair with her fingers. It felt so good, so real, I nearly sobbed with relief. "Don't let me die," I begged her. 
She shushed me gently. "You can't die. You're a dragon." 
Had she gone blind? Feeling had returned, and with it, pain. My heart gave a spasmodic clench. I gasped. "Human. Shot." I gestured weakly at the wound. 
She lay my hand on my chest and set hers on top of it. "You're fine," she said. "It's just a dream. You're a dragon. Dragon soul and dragon mind. This body is a shell." She began to sing. 
I couldn't understand what she was saying. I only knew I felt better. "Don't go." 
She paused to kiss my forehead. "Shh. I'll never leave you." She resumed singing, St. 
Francis' “Canticle of the Dragon,” and the rain hitting our rusty old roof and dripping into the half-full buckets harmonized. 
I fell into the blackness of sleep with my heart beating whole and strong beneath our two hands. 







Chapter Fifteen: Body and Soul 
I woke up the next morning not knowing where or even what I was or why I was clutching at the front of my shirt. 
Unfortunately, I did know what time it was. "Seven-thirty?" I groaned and flopped back onto my mattress. Rak wasn't picking us up until eleven. I rolled over, thinking I could get another hour's sleep. 
That side of the bed smelled like Grace. I puzzled a moment before I remembered my nightmare. No going back to sleep now. 
I sat up, stretched, and ran my hands over my face and hair while I tried to remember what it was humans did when they got up. 
"Good morning." 
I spun around, managing to stand as I did and impressing myself by not losing my balance. Grace stood by the kitchen door, holding an empty bucket with both hands. "Did you get enough sleep?" 
I smiled. "Thanks to you." 
She smiled back. "And how many times have you helped me through my nightmares? It was nice to be able to return the favor." 
Dragons can love. In fact, when we choose to, we love with legendary devotion. 
However, I hadn't realized how strongly humans feel  love. 
I could have stood there with Grace smiling at me all morning. 
Of course, no sooner did I think that than her eyes lowered, and her smile turned uncomfortable, and I realized I'd broken some other human convention I never realized existed. 
She bounced the bucket against her knees. 
"Uh, we got a lot of those to empty?" 
"Aye. I just started." 
"I'll get them." 
"All right. You'll, uh, want to change first." 
I glanced at my boxers. "Yes, right." I started to pull off my shirt while I turned toward where I'd laid my clothes from last night. 
"Change in the bathroom!" 
I let go of my shirt fast. "Right! Yes!" 
I looked back and saw her shaking her head as she walked away. From my angle, I couldn't tell if she was amused or annoyed. I knew which one I was, though. 
I hated being human. 


* * * * 
 Forty-eight hours later, sitting poolside at the Apikewa Shadows Resort, I still hated it. 
They'd saddled me with the name "Drake Muldoon." I was willing to forgive that since I got a driver's license, but Grace had refused to let me drive. We decided not to risk the immunizations with my blood chemistry, so I had falsely up-to-date shot records, but Grace got the idea to miniaturize some magically infused medallions and get those inserted as well. Rak, and Charlie only got St. Michael for general protection, but Grace had been up all night preparing a half-dozen of our most useful spells, and she wanted us "fitted" with every one. 
I left aching in both armpits, behind the ears and high up inside one thigh, where the tracker went. That made for an uncomfortable drive to Colorado Springs, to another secure facility where we had Death by Power Point Briefings on the mysterious Frank Li and his consortium. Of course, all the resources of the United States Intelligence service didn’t produce a single picture of Frank himself—just his leggy daughter, Helen. Rak gave one dinner party photo a long wolf whistle and nudged me with his elbow. 
“Makes a man glad to be single,” he quipped. 
“Shut up,” I and, on his other side, Charlie growled in unison. 
Stale donuts and bitter coffee added to the torture. I ate and drank anyway and regretted. 
After an hour with no bathroom break—another wonderful advantage to being human, small bladders—I asked if I could get a hard copy of the information and a Rosetta stone program for Indonesian, so I could do something more useful than sit on my sore behind and fight a sugar rush. That earned me a quiet couple of hours, at least, although on the drive to the airport, Rak told me I needed to work on my "people skills" and to practice on the trip. I thought I'd done great, but Charlie, alias Nigel St. James, kept snickering. Then I and "Nigel" got stuck in coach for the next twelve thousand miles while Rak and Grace lived it up in First Class. 
Of course, I assume they flew First Class all the way. We took separate flights after Honolulu. We hadn't seen them since. 
Nigel set down a coconut smoothie next to me and sat on the beach chair beside mine. He also wore swim trunks, orange ones that somehow went very well with his magically-induced tan. His hair was also bespelled to blonde and his eyes a darker shade of blue. "What's eating you?" He spoke Gaelic. Earlier, I'd done a listening recon of the hotel and found no one spoke anything close, so we figured we were safe with that. 
I grabbed something from my growing list at random. "I'm an actuary." 
He snorted. "Well, next time you can be a shoe salesman." 
I huffed. "You are not going to let that go, are you? I got told to strike up conversations. 
What else do you talk about in the security line?" 
Charlie mimicked my conversation, alternating between my voice and the woman I'd talked to. "'Nice shoes. Quality leather.' 
"'They should be. They cost a hundred and twenty-five dollars on sale.' 
"'For Gloria Quatrinnis? Get out!'" He dropped his imitation to sigh with annoyance. 
"How would you know what shoes should cost?" 
"You'd be amazed at what I know." 
Nigel snorted. "Whatever you say, Drake. But 'get out'? When have you ever said 'get out' in your entire life?" 
"I'm in character." 
"Yeah? Well your character's a little light in his loafers, if you know what I mean." 
"No." I leaned back in the lounger, and the sun glared into my eyes. I missed my nictitating membranes. I pulled my hat down. I'd seen it at an airport shop and snagged it up. 
Best part of the whole trip. 
"You know, not everyone can pull off a fedora with swim trunks." 
"Go jump in the volcano." 
"Actually, you can do that. They have a bungee jumping platform at the apex. Here, look." 
He passed me the brochure. The Hottest Adventure on Earth! Jump Into A Volcano!  The advertising copy emphasized the danger while at the same time assuring the patron that every safety measure had been taken, including a hundred-thousand dollar net spanning the mouth of the volcano—just in case you're the one in a million person whose cable snapped. In fact, the ad promised a free week's vacation, travel fare included, to the immediate family if that unlikely event did happen. 
They had pictures of people taking the plunge. They smiled. I couldn't decide what was more likely to have been photo-shopped—the millions of cubic meters of superheated death or the excited smiles. 
"I will never understand humanity." 
Charlie laughed. I passed him the brochure and leaned back, tipping my hat forward again. I closed my eyes. The sun didn't feel nearly as nice on my skin as it did—does—on my scales but pleasant enough. 
After a minute, I heard the plastic and metal scrape of the chair as Charlie stood up. 
"When it cools down, we'll rent some ATVs and go explore the island. You can drive. That should cheer you up some. I'm going to get a swim then take a nap. Don't stay out here too long, or you'll get a sunburn." 
"I don't sunburn." 
"Sure about that, Drake?" 
He didn't wait for my reply, and I didn't bother to give him one. Like Rak said, people skills. Why did I have better people skills as a dragon than a human? Then again, maybe I didn't. 
Do expectations differ by species? 
It wasn't easy being a superior being in an inferior disguise. 
"Uh, excuse me?" 
The tentative voice invaded my thoughts, and I opened my eyes to squint at the brunette standing beside me. She wore a red bikini that had yet to experience pool water and held a bottle of sunscreen in both her hands. 
"Hi," I said. Brilliant opening, but I couldn't compliment her shoes, could I? 
She slouched a little with relief. "Oh, good! You speak English." 
I pushed my hat back and sat up a little straighter. Don't ask me why. I didn't think about it or anything. "Well, 'hi' isn't a big stretch, linguistically," I said. 
She had a nice laugh. And inhumanly bright teeth. I peered closer. "Are those diamonds?" Not that I had to ask—human shell or not, I knew gemstones—but it gave me a reason for gaping. 
She hummed assent. "Graduation present from Daddy. Oh! I'm Kirsti." 
"Drake. Drake Muldoon. I didn't pick it." 
Again, she flashed the five thousand dollar smile. "Anyway, I was wondering if you'd mind?" She held out the bottle of sunscreen. 
"Sure." I took the bottle and before my brain could override my mouth, asked, "Where?" 
"My back, silly!" She straddled the chair in front of me and undid her strap with one hand while she held the suit in place with another. "At least for now," she added. 
I didn't know what that meant but knew enough not to ask. Of course, that left me with nothing to say, so I concentrated on her back. 
Know what? Dragons are no good at small talk. 
Fortunately, my new acquaintance didn't need any encouragement. "Are you here for the festival?" she asked and without waiting for answer, launched into a monologue about how Daddy had paid for her and her girlfriend to spend a week on Bhandar Baru as a reward for her getting her degree in anthropology from the University of Toronto. Her thesis had been on isolated tribes, though in South America, not the Indian Ocean. 
"After this, it's two years in the Peace Corps—" 
"You'll have to lose the teeth," I said. 
She sighed. "I know. They'll probably be out of style when I get back, too. You know, I think that's enough sunscreen. Could you?" She wiggled one shoulder to indicate the strap. 
"Right. Sure." It took me longer to figure out the catch than any human alive, but she didn't seem to mind. When I finally had it done, I complimented her on her patience, which made her laugh again. 
I really needed to observe human behavior more closely. 
"You know, you could use some, too. I was thinking what a funny tan you'd have if you fell asleep with your arms over your chest like you were." 
She watched me slather lotion on my body, which made me feel, well, odd, then offered to do my back. We traded places. She spread the lotion and then went to work on my shoulders, undoing knots formed from forty-eight hours strapped into cars and airplanes. It felt as good as any scale rubbing I'd ever had as a dragon. As a human, it felt better than taking off my shoes at the end of the flights had, and I hadn't expected anything to top that. 
"You are so hired," I purred. I wondered how she'd take that, so I asked, "Tell me what you know about the indigenous peoples of Bhandar Baru." 
What she knew I'd mostly heard from briefings or read on the Internet, which allowed me to grunt in the right places and ask an occasional intelligent question but otherwise sit there with my head hanging, until a familiar scent caused me to look up. Finally! 
Grace, dressed in a modest one-piece bathing suit of blue and green with a blue skirt, stood on the high dive. 
Kirsti followed my gaze. "Wow. She looks out of place, doesn't she?" 
Grace leapt, bounced, and tucked in for a perfect one and a half summersault dive, cutting the water with the merest of splashes. 
I grunted with satisfaction. One of the few things she ever complained about was that there were no good diving spots around Los Lagos. 
"Oh, you know her?" 
"No," I said, probably a little fast. "Just...admiring her form. The dive, I mean!" Why couldn't I recognize a double entendre before it came out of my mouth? 
"So... You're not seeing anyone? 'Cause I'm only here until after Festival, but maybe we could..." 
Her touch became feather-light caresses, and thanks to my brief experience being human around McGrue, I did know what that meant. I spun around so fast, my fedora spilled onto the ground. Not easy to do in a plastic webbed lounger. 
"No! I mean, yes!" I stopped took a breath. "I mean, I'm already...devoted...to someone." 
That wasn't a lie, right? 
Her mouth dropped. Then she was all apologies. "I am so embarrassed!" 
"No. It's my fault. I'm like that sometimes. I mean I give the wrong impression without intending to. I've been warned about my 'people skills.'" I gave her a self-deprecating smile and felt a momentary pleasure at pulling that off. Dragons don’t self-deprecate, after all. Why would we? 
She chuckled but didn't bare the bling. 
I tried again. "I really enjoyed talking with you. You know an impressive amount about the area. And the massage was first rate. You're going to be great in the Peace Corps." 
Now I got the blinding shine. "You think so?" 
"Absolutely. You'll be brilliant. Maybe we can talk again sometime. I'll do your back…as a friend." 
She laughed. "As a friend." 
I tried not to show my relief when she sauntered away. To cover, I picked up my hat and set the lounger so I could lie on my stomach. Maybe the heat would bake away the tension that had returned to my muscles. Grace was right: I needed human training. Unfortunately, God had neglected to enroll me in the orientation program. 
I glanced at the pool to see Grace doing a neat crawl across its length. Was it my imagination, or did she glare at me when she passed? 


* * * * 
 Later, I and Charlie went to explore the island on rented ATVs. 
Shaped like a fried egg with the volcano making an off-center yolk, the island was only eighty miles in diameter. Kotapikewa, the main resort city, sprawled along the beach with one side to the hilly jungles and its back against the lava-blackened cliffs. I wondered if there were any diving spots off them. Our hotel sat on the outskirts, the complex nearly half the size of the 
"city" itself, with the rental place on the far end. 
We didn’t want to advertise ourselves to any demigods or their minions, so rather than using our bespelled earpieces and mikes, we used the secure phones BILE had outfitted us with to talk to each other on the ride. The Bluetooth fittings would have been uncomfortable under the helmets, so we'd stuck those into our backpacks as soon as we were out of site of the rental guy. 
The sun was still high over the horizon, and the wind ruffled my hair. I could get used to hair. 
We tooled along the trails, past resorts, abandoned or populated by a few guests who actually came on vacation to relax, and stopped in the port city—named, originally enough, Kota Bhandar (a.k.a. "port city")—right around dinner time. There actually was a seaport there but not a particularly big or active one; most people and supplies came by air. The majority of the natives, of course, still relied on bicycle or foot travel, and as we'd hoped, the plaza we found was full of residents stopping for a snack or drink on their way home from work. We chose a little outdoor kiosk selling mengitugas, Bhandar Baru's answer to the burrito, and spoke to each other just enough for folks to dismiss us as stupid tourists. Relating my encounter about Kirsti had made that easy enough. We'd finished our meal in silence while I eavesdropped on conversations between businessmen and common laborers, even saw a father and son fight. Then it was back onto our rides with the sun-kissed beach on our right and the dark brooding jungles on our left. 
Beautiful, yet ominous, knowing that it harbored secrets .  If we came across a silo, I wasn’t going to push any buttons. 
Charlie, however was still thinking about how I'd inadvertently pushed Kirsti's buttons. 
"Actually, you handled it quite well, considering," he said through my headset. 
I felt a surge of pride, followed by irritation. I snorted. "I'm not totally inept," I said into the mike. 
"I know that," Charlie said. "I wouldn't want to be in your shoes, honestly. Even if they were 'quality leather.' So, learn anything at the plaza?" 
"We came at a good time. This 'festival" is going to be big. Some folks are planning it as their last hoorah before leaving for good; others are calling it the start of a new era. Apparently, a few have even been promised bonuses if they stay for a year afterward. A few are desperate to leave before it happens. Lots of conversations; no middle ground." 
"Is this some kind of religious ceremony? Apikewanism?" 
"Yes and no. You saw the old man who spit on his son? He said they've distorted the Old Ways. He's blaming the Christians for it." 
Charlie skirted a piece of driftwood; then gunned the engine to leap over a small puddle. I did the same. I found the bulky four-wheeled vehicle surprisingly easy to handle. Don’t know why a car would be harder. 
"Could it be true?" Charlie asked. "After all, these Mundanes do have a knack for mixing things up to make something that suits them, even in their religion." 
"Kirsti didn't think so, though. She said the stuff they're labeling as 'Christian' elements are common to most human religions. She seemed to know her stuff. I wonder if we could get Grace and Rak to meet her." They were traveling as reporters for Island Getaway and could ask pointed questions without looking suspicious. 
A flare of warmth behind my ear made me swat at the back of my neck. I almost lost control of the ATV and stopped fast. Charlie skidded to a halt a little ways ahead. 
"What's wrong?" 
"Not sure." I scratched lightly at my hairline, where the St. Gilmore medallion gave a last warning itch. I got off my ride, wandered to a large boulder, and did a slow circle. My eyes may have changed color, but I still had a dragon's vision. I caught a slight movement and a glint of reddening sunlight off a small glass. "Don't look around. You won't see it, but there's a guarded building hidden among the trees about halfway up the mountain." 
Charlie didn't move from his bike. "What do you want to do?" 
I looked out at the sea. "Nice sunset. Let's see how much our being here bothers him. 
Grab us a couple of waters." I dug into my backpack and pulled out my camera. I wouldn't be so stupid as to invite trouble by taking a photo of our suspicious target, but with two hundred seventy-degree vision, I could point the lens just about anywhere else while still keeping an eye on him. In fact, the sunset was at a convenient angle to the jungle; we could sit and watch for a while. 
"Hey! Stand there a minute," I called to Charlie. He posed leaning against the fender, his back to the jungle, and I snapped a few wide-angle shots. Maybe we'd get something, maybe not, but it was worth seeing if we got a reaction. I pretended to take a few more shots of the sunset, the clouds, the beach... You know, the typical twenty shots of the same thing? Maybe I should print them all, so I can bore women with them before they hit on me. Or use them in a Power Point briefing later. 
Charlie handed me a bottle of water. He settled himself beside me and swallowed down half of his, looking out over the water, lost in thought. 
I sat down to switch lenses, keeping an eye on our guy keeping an eye on us. The long lens made him duck a bit and take a closer look, but when I used it to scan the ocean—
supposedly for an interesting atoll or wave I could capture digitally a dozen times—he didn't seem to care. He wasn’t looking out for anything in the ocean, then. 
"Well?" Charlie asked. 
"I think he's called his buddies twice but didn't react to my taking photos of you. If he thinks he's just monitoring tourists, he'll probably call in again, if these guys are good at what they do." 
"If they aren't?" 
"They send the local police to run us off. If we're tourists, we wouldn't think a thing of it, but if we aren't, it'd tip us off. Or they shoot us. Kidding! We're out of range. Relax. Want to take some photos?" I handed him my camera, but he shook his head. 
"Why are we sitting here?" 
"I'm waiting to see when he calls in again." I put my camera back in the pack, noticed the small velvet box I'd stuffed in there while packing, and pulled it out. I handed it to Charlie. "Got a surprise for you." 
He looked from the box to me. "Heather's ring?" 
I grinned. "Courtesy of McThing's Right Hand. I don’t even think he resized it. I'd never seen such delicate fingers on a man. What's wrong? I cleaned it. Just think of the history that ring has. If I hadn't swallowed it, I'm not sure we would have gotten out of there." 
"I know." He opened the box, and held it in front of him, brooding. "Vern. She could have been killed. Because I had something they wanted. How can I ask her to—" 
I smacked him on the shoulder. 
"Don't!" I snarled before he could protest. "Don't even think about 'going it alone' 
because you don’t want to risk putting your lady love in danger. That's a Mundane cliché, not ours." 
"But—" 
"Where would you be if your grandfather had thought like that? He was going up against the forces of Hell. A good quarter of the Faerie population wouldn't be alive if soldiers in the Great War thought like you're thinking right now." 
"But she's—" 
"A big girl with a lot of bodyguards. And she handled herself pretty well, all things considered." 
"The things McThing said they'd do to her—" 
"Humans have been doing to each other long before you came along and for thousands of reasons." 
When he continued to mope at the ring, I grabbed his shoulders and made him meet my eyes. Fortunately, at our angle, I could still get a look at Sergeant Binoculars in the trees. He was getting quite a show. Part of me wondered what he thought of it. "Listen to me. I've got an eternity of experience. As long as humans are humans, they will find ways to hurt each other. 
She's more likely to die in a car accident than in an evil scheme. But if you break up with her, I can guarantee she'll be living with a broken heart." 
He just shook his head. "You wouldn't understand." 
Of all the arrogance! I shook him, "You self-absorbed little mortal! Sister Grace is the best friend I have ever had. Ever.  Do you understand how long that is for me? She has taken bullets, fought demigods, and been cursed more in the past eleven years than in her entire career because she's with me." 
"She chose that." 
"And Heather chose you. Or will, if you give her the chance." I closed his hand over the box. 
"Yeah, you're right." He didn't sound totally convinced. Nonetheless, he put the ring into the pocket of his windbreaker and zipped it shut. 
"Of course I'm right. I should start charging. All right. Our guy's checked in. That's two at fifteen-minute intervals. I'm betting it's standard, but we'd better not push it." For effect, I pulled out the camera again and made Charlie pose at the rock before we went back to the vehicles. 
Before I started mine up, however, I finished my bottle of water then chucked it as hard as I could into the jungle. 
"Oi!" Charlie protested. 
"Leave it," I ordered and took off before he could say anything more. Once we were on the way, I'd tell him how I heard it hit the blind that hid a trail. I'd thought that shoulder in the road had looked too neat. 


* * * * 
 Grace and I have developed our own special language, a mishmash of several languages Mundane, Faerie and imaginary, as well as code words we made up. For our files at home, we also convert it into a numerical code using a brownie numbering system based on shoe sizes. The result: a code that would make any Mundane (or Faerie) intelligence service go crying into their shaken-not-stirred martinis. 
Writing up a report of our findings for Grace, therefore, didn’t present a challenge. 
Sending it proved as easy, too, thanks to my partner's recent discovery. I labeled the file "Story for Grace" and misfiled it. Grace, meanwhile, set up a folder on her laptop called "Stories for Grace," and we let the brownies handle the transfer. 
Of course, we'd never tried it before, and I had no idea if the brownies would know to look in my computer, or if they followed us, or... I said a quick prayer as I hit "Save." 
When I turned around after shutting down the computer, I saw Charlie asleep on one of the beds, the ring box held close in his hands. Good sign. 
If I'd been a dragon, I would have probably gone out for a night flight to see what else I could discover, but my body was only human, and jet-lagged and weary as well. I didn't know if fatigue would transfer over to my dragon form; besides, we'd decided against my using magic this early in the game. I pulled off my clothes, left them on the floor and stretched out on top of the other bed. I didn’t even have time to decide if the mattress was comfortable before I fell asleep. 







Chapter Sixteen: Gears of the Tiger 
Note to self: Never go to sleep without brushing teeth. 
I was in the bathroom rectifying that error, when Charlie leaned against the entrance, Heather's ring still in one hand and a sheet of paper in another. "Found this by the door. It's got the day's agenda at the hotel. Breakfast doesn’t start for half an hour, but at least it’s a buffet. 
Eat, and then go explore the island?" 
I rinsed and spat. With the mint smell diminished, I caught the hint of a familiar scent. 
"Let me see." 
He handed me the paper. In our special ink, Grace had written: Got the file. Great job. I'll
explore the rocks today, "looking" for dive spots.  Further down, she'd circled an event and added: If "Brown" doesn't deliver a file to you today, meet us here. 

"Okay," I told Charlie, "but let's get back in time for the dance." 
He gave me a look that said he completely missed the implication. "Why?" 
We'd used the bug detector BILE had outfitted us with, but without magic, I wasn't trusting to it alone. We'd decided to keep in character at the hotel. I replied, "Because I like to dance." I handed it back, pointing at the event. Take a hint, "Nigel." 

"'Rhonda, a native American singer,'" he read. "Can you dance to that?" 
He must be tired. He wasn't normally this thick. "There might be some Rak," I told him. 
"Whatever," he said, but he slapped his forehead. Message received. 
The hotel also had a bus going to the flea market in Kota Bhandar, so we decided to take that and see what we could pick up, both in supplies and information. 
As with every place that depended on tourism, the stall owners knew passable English but were thrilled to speak to someone who had taken time to learn their language. We passed up the booth hawking stuff obviously "handcrafted" for the tourists, bought some old shoes from a used clothing dealer, and found a junk booth selling knives and farm implements. While Charlie looked over the local equivalent of machetes, I chatted up the proprietor. 
Guess my people skills were improving. Ket was only too glad to tell me about the items on display—mostly farm implements he'd bought from others who had left the village to work on a special project for the Li Consortium. Nothing flashy, like those other vendors (he all but spat at the booth down the way displaying "tribal swords" done up with fancy leatherwork and colored strings), but actual working items used for generations. I let him explain the use of several items even though I already knew most of them. Faerie agriculture is technologically not much above Bhandar Baru's, and plow blades and grinding wheels share a similarity of form no matter what universe they're in. I also picked up that, although a Christian, he was not happy with the defiling of the religion of his forefathers. 
"This festival! Peh! An excuse for tourists to indulge in hedonism and sin. The churches citywide are holding a prayer service that night. You should join us instead." 
I took note of the time and place; then asked him for specifics about how the Old Faith had changed. "You know, the articles I read say the Christian influence has—" 
"Peh! You should not believe what you read, my friend. Bhandar Baru, we had no written language before the enyelamatas arrived. Before then, children learned from the elders. The priests taught the Old Ways. Then came the enyelamatas and their books and schools. The books change. The children learn differently. They argue with the elders, trust paper over the priests. 
They won't listen, because who brought them the 'better life'?" 
I sighed and rolled my eyes. I knew how he felt. I hated it when people tried to contradict me over things I'd lived because some author who heard it third-hand from someone else got his account published. "Stupid." 
"And dangerous. Apikewa was a fickle god, one to be respected and revered. So my grandfather taught my father who taught me. I have accepted Jesus as my savior, and I am grateful to the enyelamatas for showing me the Truth, but that doesn’t mean I don't remember. 
But the generation of my sons, they see Apikewa as something wild, glorying in violence and unrestrained passion—and a voyeur, too! They think we appeased his appetites by indulging ours. Does that sound Christian to you? No, you want to blame someone, blame them!" And he grabbed a used book off his table, opened it to the title page and shoved it at me. 
Gurdwick Educational Supplies, Madras, India.  I took note of the name. 
"So, is your son...?" 
"Sons. No. They were baptized and learned from the Christian Brothers. The youngest, he studying in America now. We send him what money we can, you know, but I will not lower myself to lying about my people." Again he cast a dark look toward the other stall. "Still, our needs are simple, and one day, he will care for us. That is the Old Way, too. Now his brother, he is working for Li. They are digging into Apikewa." 
"Why? Putting holes in the mountain to release the lava?" I wondered if that would work. 
Ket shrugged. "So they say. But my son, he says—" Ket shut up suddenly, as if realizing he was saying too much to a stranger and enyelamata. He shrugged again. 
"He helps his brother, too," he said, and I knew better than to press the point. 
Charlie interrupted, bringing up a couple of machetes and two rather nice, American-made survival knives, and the bargaining began, with much wailing about his poor family and our accusations about skinning the tourists. We finally decided on some ridiculously low price. I signed over a traveler's check for a hundred dollars and told him to send the change to his son. 
Ket clasped our hands, blessed us, and again invited us to the prayer service. "You can meet my family. Nearly everyone has the day off for the festival," he said. 
"Everyone? That's nice." 
"Peh! The Li Consortium thinks they are supporting our culture. But please! Is there anything else I can do for you?" 
"Well, now that you mention it..." 


* * * * 
 Half an hour later, we were riding in the covered bed of a three-wheeled Fiat truck being driven by a friend of Ket's who was heading to his home on the other side of the island. We'd changed our shoes in the dark. We couldn't see where we were going, but we felt the truck turn along a long curve then slow down to a stop. The tailgate opened, and we crawled out. 
The driver waved a finger at us, his mouth open in a toothless smile. "Crazy Americans!" 
he lisped. 
"Irish, mad Irish." Nigel corrected him. 
He only laughed harder and dismissed us with a wave. 
"That was brilliant," Charlie said when the truck disappeared from view. "Telling him we wanted to pretend to be adventurers seeking lost treasure." 
"Believe it or not, I've got experience at cover stories," I said. "So come on. I'm the courageous, good-looking archaeologist, and you're my spunky protégé." 
"Forget it. I'm archaeologist." 
"I've got the hat." 
“It’s a fedora.” 
“Yeah. And fedoras are cool.” 
We headed into the jungle, arguing and laughing, sometimes stopping to snap a photo. 
Just a couple of crazy Irish out on a jungle adventure. 
After half an hour of walking, talking, and slicing at things, Charlie asked, "You think he was serious when he said to watch out for the tigers?" 
I slashed at a low-hanging branch just for the fun of it. "Don't be ridiculous. There aren't any large animals aside from some sheep. Besides, I've still got my keen senses. If there's a predator out here, I'll know it before it sees us. The only things we have to worry about are snakes." 
"Snakes? You mean, venomous snakes?" 
"Constrictors. They suffocate you by crushing your lungs. If one of them drops on you, push out every time you exhale." 
"Will that work?" 
"How would I know? You think a constrictor would mess with me?" 
We came to a small clearing. A bird called in the trees; otherwise, everything was silent. 
Didn't bother me. One of the "tests" Grace and I ran back home was to approach different animals. Our dogs knew me after a moment of confusion, but just about anything with a good sense of smell still reacted to me like a predator. Too bad, in a way. I'd been hoping to experience riding on something else's back for a change. 
My arm was getting sore. We'd made enough noise that if someone had problems with tourists here, they'd have come for us by now. I stopped, called a bathroom break, and wrapped the blade in cloth and stuck it into my backpack. The camera followed, set into a spot I could easily access. Then I drank a full bottle of water and stuck the empty into the backpack. I told Charlie to do the same. "Urinate if you can," I told him quietly. "There's a cave entrance about a quarter mile that way I want to check out, a lava spout. Then we can find that hidden trail. We're going quiet from here and not stopping." 
"You sound like my mother," he complained but did as I instructed. I took my own advice while he secured his gear. 
"How can you know there's a cave?" 
I tapped my nose. "I know caves. I know volcanoes, too." 
We headed on a more direct, purposeful route toward the cave. 
Partway there, I spotted something gray and round and bent to pick it up. A geode. I hadn't used my virtual tail in a couple of days, so I opened my pack with it and put the geode inside. I breathed a sigh of relief. I'd been half afraid the lack of use would make it disappear. 
Charlie gaped but said nothing. 
The lava spout looked like an ordinary cave peering darkly out from behind drooping ferns. Inside, though: smooth and wide, white rock merging into a marbled red-and-white ceiling; cool here out of the sun, with the faintest promise of heat further on; the clean smell of stone and magma. If I listened intently, I could hear the song of molten rock as it roiled and frolicked in its subterranean playground. Beautiful. It was enough to make a dragon homesick. 
"Drake?" Charlie's voice called softly, breaking my thoughts. 
I turned and followed his pointing finger to a spot in the bushes outside the entrance. 
Where a tiger crouched motionless, its eyes closed. 
"Is it sleeping?" he asked in a whisper. 
I listened, watched for a rise and fall of its chest. "Noooo," I said grabbing him by the backpack and backing into the cave. "Because it's not real. It's a McTiger." 
Its eyes snapped open. Lenses-for-pupils dilated then contracted as it focused on us. 
"Run!" 
I dashed into the cave, Charlie behind me, the tiger behind him. Its roar echoed off the walls. 
So did Charlie's yell. "I thought you said there weren't any predators!" 
"I wasn't expecting animatronics! This way!" The tube branched. I took the right. I heard Charlie's shoes slip and turned my head, but he gained his balance without losing stride. The tiger bounded off the wall. Neat move, very intimidating, but it cost it some time. 
"I can hardly see in here!" Charlie called. It didn’t stop him from running full out, though. 
"It's a straight shot! Just a little farther!" 
"Until what?" 
"Left!" I slowed enough to pull him my way; then let go to run. This part of the tunnel was bathed in an orange light and heat I would have adored in my dragon form. At the moment, I was more concerned about the end of this tunnel. 
Millennia of living in caves told me exactly when I'd run out of floor. I burst out of the cave entrance and threw myself to the side. I lashed out with my imaginary tail to catch Charlie before he overshot and pulled him to the ledge beside me. He pressed himself against the hot rock wall. 
The tiger ran straight off the ledge and made a nice parabolic arc into the magma. With a splash and a sudden blaze, it ceased to be a problem. 
Bummer. I'd have liked to have seen it stop in midair like Wile E. Coyote. 
"Kind of anti-climatic," I said. 
Charlie gaped at me. 
I pulled out my camera, set it on wide angle, and snapped photos of the volcano's interior as fast as I could. We made our way back, trying to catch our breaths and clutching stitched sides. Before we reached the entrance, Charlie asked, "Think it reported us?" 
"I don’t know." 
"Think there are others out there?" 
"I don't know." 
"Think we should run for it?" 
" That I do know." 
We made it back to the road in about a third of the time it took to get to the cave. 
On the way, I panted out a prayer and an appeal to St. Christopher, Faerie patron saint of travelers, for some help getting home. In His mercy, God came through with none other than a public bus bringing people in for the flea market. We paid the fare, found a spot in the back, and changed shoes. At the market again, we chucked the old ones into four different trash bins and washed our faces in a public fountain before boarding the hotel bus back. 
Our abortive reconnaissance left us sweaty and sore, but time in the hot tub, a bath, and a nap, not to mention a large meal, cured most of that. Well, not really, but I tried to think positive. 
By then it was seven; almost time for the dance. I opened my laptop and checked my documents files. Nothing. 
"So what do we wear to this dance?" I asked. 
Charlie groaned. 


* * * * 
We walked into of the elevator dressed to kill and dead on our feet. I resolved to not wear shoes for the entire day tomorrow. We leaned on the mirrored back wall and faced the buttons. 
Why do Mundanes do that, anyway? "I can't believe you made me leave my hat in the room," I grumbled. 
"You don't dance in a hat. You'll lose it." Charlie growled back. 
"I didn't lose it in the jungle." 
"I don't know why that is, either." 
"Cliché?" 
The ding of the elevator announcing our destination spared Charlie from having to answer. We pushed off the wall, put on our game faces, and went to party for God and country. 
Or whatever. 
The event was already in full swing, and revelers had spilled into the large hallway and lounge, drinking and talking. One couple was in a pretty serious lip lock behind a potted plant, as if a palm tree was going to hide their roaming palms from view. Charlie did a double take, but I ignored them. I've seen plenty of human mating rituals in my millennia as a dragon. 
Attendants in formal dress pushed the double doors as we approached. That's service. I breezed through first. 
Sound and smoke hit me like a hammer. The mix of European and Asian as well as American clientele meant the scents of cheap cigarettes and expensive cigars tickled at my nostrils, making me sneeze. The pollutinous haze didn't manage to unite the room, which seemed divided between light and dark. In the shadowed area, a long bar lined the back wall, its mirror tinted to reflect faces but not a lot of light. Small tables dotted the floor, while larger booths lined the walls. People chose here to drink and talk—and pretend they were hiding behind palm trees, apparently. I did not imagine Grace would be hanging out there waiting for me. 
A row of columns resembling tubes of lava separated this area from the brightly lit ballroom. Larger tables surrounded a crowded dance floor under a disco ball and colored lights that flashed at a dizzying rate. People of all shapes, sizes, and modes of dress moved their bodies to the pop rock stylings of— 
Rhoda Dakota? 
My brain popped the clutch. Charlie's must have, too, because for a few seconds, we just stood there, doing our synchronized mouth-breather imitations. 
Charlie whispered, "Bloody hell! What's she—?" 
I grabbed his arm, warningly. "Nigel, if you don’t like the music, you don’t have to stay." 
Mouth still open, he glared at me. Then, his mind shifted out of neutral. "No. It's fine. But I'm hanging out at the bar. Find me when you're done." 
"Fair enough. Just, don’t do anything stupid." 
He laughed rudely. "I think that's my line." He stormed off before I could reply. 
I breathed a sigh of relief and sneezed. How come I was fine in a sulfurous volcano, but a little burning weed set my sinuses protesting? I snagged a napkin off the tray of a passing cocktail waitress, blew my nose, and set the dirty tissue on another passing tray. Smooth, I know, but it gave me time to think. I couldn’t walk up to Grace without an excuse. 
I scanned the tables and saw a familiar face. Kirsti waved at me. I decided to start there. 
Kirsti's table sat in the area between the columns, where there was at least enough light to see each other. I glanced around at the folks at other tables having actual conversations. Must be the "No Snogging" zone. 
Kirsti gave me a quick, affectionate hug—she had nice perfume—and introduced me to her friend, Aliciya Taylor. Platinum-haired Aliciya could have modeled for Vogue; she even wore a dress that covered marginally more than Kirsti's bikini. She held up one-limp wristed hand. I understood that signal well enough, and I gallantly bent over her hand and kissed it, trying not to look at her cleavage in the process. I pulled up a chair between them, facing the dance floor. "So what are two lovely ladies like you doing sitting alone in the twilight zone when Rhoda Dakota is singing ‘Get On The Floor’?" 
"Waiting for you!" they both declared and pulled me onto the floor. 
I like dancing. Took me back to my pre-George days. Dragon dancing, of course, is aerial and aggressive, but I adapted fast. I spun and twisted, wove my way around and through my partners and generally enjoyed the free movement of my body. I bumped into a lady and grabbed her hand and spun her once before sending her laughing back to her companion. The whole time, I scanned the tables for Grace. It bothered me that I didn't recognize her right off, but then again, I'd rather her disguise be that good. 
I finally found her when I saw "Randy Stapleton" emerge from the Dark Side with a couple of drinks in his hands and set one in front of a lovely blonde. She wore a turquoise sequined dress that sparkled in the disco lights, sleeveless with a jewel neckline. She'd covered her arms with velvet fingerloop gloves. She had her nails French-tipped. She tucked one golden curl behind her ear, revealing a well-blushed cheek and a dangly clip-on earring. She smiled and laughed at something Rak said, and I had a hard time not staring. 
Wow. Grace looked good. 
Kirsti turned her head to where I was looking. "Oh, isn't that the diver lady?" 
"I think so. Cleans up good, huh?" 
She reached out and smacked me. "I thought you were devoted to someone! Besides, she's like, thirty-five or something?" 
I grabbed her hand and pulled her in for a spin and dip John Travolta would have envied. 
It went with the disco ball. "Oh, at least," I said wryly. In truth, Grace was closer to two hundred and thirty-five, thanks to her siren blood. "She sure can dive, though." 
"Oh, you should have seen her today. She did a triple summersault! I haven't seen anything like it outside the Olympics! She's amazing." 
And there was my opening. "Let's go tell her!" 
"You don’t think she knows?" 
"Don't you like to be complimented when you do something good? Besides, the song's done, anyway." I took her arm in mine, snagged Aliciya by the elbow and started them toward Grace's table. Two tables into the maze, Kirsti decided it was her idea and took the lead. 
What was that again about my people skills? 
Grace looked us over with curiosity but otherwise didn't react. "Randy," however, grinned at me like—well, I wasn't sure what his grin was like, but I got the feeling he wanted to jump on the table and do a touchdown dance on my behalf. 
Kirsti introduced the three of us before gushing about Grace's performance that afternoon, while I stood beside her grinning and nodding at the right spots. 
"How kind of you!" Grace replied in a Florida accent that perfectly mimicked our friend Roxanne's. "Please. Join us. I'm Rosie Tapping, and this Randy Stapleton." 
He rose to press his lips to both their hands. "Ladies, I envy your friend." 
"Don't," I said. 
Kirsti laughed, flashing her diamond-studded mouthpiece. "That's right. He's 'devoted' to someone. Don't you love how he phrases that?" 
Rhoda had returned to the stage, so conversation stopped for polite applause and impolite whistles. She announced she would perform, for the first time in concert, the theme song for her upcoming movie, Live and Let Fly. 
I groaned. "I hate this song." 
Kirsti asked, "How can you hate it? No one's ever heard it before." 
Oops. Couldn't very well say I've been hearing her practice and complain about it for two months. "Internet," I lied. "Read the lyrics. Dismal stuff." 
Fortunately, I wasn't the only "Rhoda fan" at the table. Aliciya nodded. "Well, you have a point there, but the music makes the real difference." 
"Maybe." 
There's another world/across the Gap/Magic and love on tap. 
"And maybe not. 'Magic and love on tap'?" I grimaced. 
Aliciya leaned toward me conspiratorially. "Rumor is the producer's nephew wrote the lyrics, and Rhoda's agent fussed until they agreed to pay Rhoda a bonus to sing it." 
"Get out!" Figured that was better than admitting it was true. 
The cocktail waitress came, and we ordered a round of margaritas, promising a big tip if she could get them to us before the next verse. 
You've got a gun and a license to kill/what love and magic can't do, you will
When intrigue spans water, land, and sky/Live and Let Fly The drinks arrived before the second verse. We heard one line and all took a large gulp. 
"At least there are only two verses—that I've seen online, anyway," I said. 
Grace scanned the room, clearly bored with the conversation. She tapped her glass thoughtfully, two rhythms over and over. D. I. D. I. D. I.... 
Kirsti sipped and shrugged. "Sounds fine to me. I can't really understand the words." 
"That's the point, I think." Did? Then the code would be D I D D I D... 
"I don't think you can dance to it." 
Randy said, "Oh sure, you can. And I'm sure they've hired a dozen naked ladies to do it!" 
"Underwater," I added while my mind ran "didi" through my mental dictionary. Problem with knowing so many languages is picking out one word among them all. 
"With fake fairy wings!" Grace topped, earning her a toast from the rest of us. 
"What's she doing here, anyway?" I asked. "My itinerary said it was some Native American singer." 
"We were discussing that," Grace said. "We think it must have been a combination typo and someone who mistranslated. 'Rhoda Dakota' becomes 'Rhonda the Dakota,' and since Dakota is a Native American tribe... I'm going to see if I can get an interview with her later." 
The music changed—something with a Latin beat. Rhoda began to sing in Spanish. 
Elvish! Elves are notoriously long-winded, but they do have a couple of very short words, like di. Dance. 
"Dancing time!" I declared; then stood and held my hand to Grace. "Ms. Tapping?" 
With a small shrug, she rose and followed me to the floor, pulling at her gloves to get them into place. 
Out on the floor. My right hand on her waist. Her left hand on my shoulder. My left hand palm up. Hers palm down over mine. 
And a mini memory card between them. 
I started to lead her through the steps. She moved with uncharacteristic stiffness, and her arms were tense. Her face was composed in a bad imitation of someone enjoying herself, and I felt my own smile tighten in return. I wished she'd relax. She was making me nervous, and that was out of character. 
"You look lovely," I told her. 
She rolled her eyes and kept her accent as she replied. "My employers insisted. This dress is most uncomfortable." 
"It's great, though. I like the skirt. Very Ginger Rogers. Makes me wish I had spats." I gave a small push against her hand as I released it, and she twirled out of my arms, her skirt swirling and distracting anyone who might be looking our way as I put my hand in my pocket. 
I'd be sure to do that same move a couple more times, anyway, alternating hands, just to make it look like a style. 
"So have you been enjoying your stay?" she asked blandly as she stepped back to my arms. 
"Well, we did have a little misadventure in the jungle," I said, and spun a modified, humorous retelling of our getting equipped like something from Tomb Raider; then running out of the jungle like ninnies when we heard an animal. 
"What was it, do you think?" 
"No idea," I lied. "Demon sheep? Isn't that the only big animal on this island?" 
"Well, do be more careful," she chided, but she was smiling a real smile now, and her hand rested warm and easy on my shoulder. 
When the song ended, she let go of me quickly and headed back to the table. I didn't mind. With eternity to live, one thing dragons cherish above everything else is a good memory. 
I'd just danced as a human with my best friend. That was about as precious a treasure as I'd ever get. 
I could have grabbed Charlie and left then, but that would have looked suspicious if anyone were watching us, so I returned to the table, where "Randy" was impressing them with his credentials as a freelance reporter and explaining their current assignment as part of a team doing a full special Bhandar Baru issue for Island Getaway. I took the opportunity not only to bring up Kirsti's anthropology experience (making her blush), but also the interesting things I'd learned while talking to Ket. 
"Rosie" exclaimed her excitement and twisted to reach into her purse for a notebook. 
Suddenly, she stopped and looked up toward a volcano column. "Hell! Is that who I think it is?" 
Trying not to gape at the word that came from my nun's mouth, I looked over to where a tall, stately woman was posing by a column with her arm around a tourist, obviously for the benefit of his camera. The tourist, not an especially tall man anyway, didn't quite come up to her shoulders. She wore an empress dress of criss-crossing black-and-white silks. I can't say it was cut high at the leg because I wasn't even sure the fabric was sewn and not simply artistically draped. A string of alternating opals and pearls wound around one bare arm and a second from ankle to thigh. Her claw-length nails were French-tipped, as were the toes that peeked out of her high-heeled black strapped sandals. Her shoulder-length black hair held a pattern of single-pearl clips. 
"Quite a motif she's got going," I ventured. 
"That's Helen Li!" Kirsti supplied. "Her father owns the hotel. We met her at the party last week. Poor thing. She has gigantism, you know." Kirsti whispered that last, and her friend tossed a golden curl over one shoulder and said, "Duh!" 
"Worst interview I've ever done," Grace replied, with a hint of exasperation in her voice. 
"I got absolutely nothing from her. No sense of who or what she is. Randy, do be a dear and see what you can learn from her? Perhaps she'll respond better to a man." 
The girls' eyes widened as, well, did mine; and when they turned toward each other to share smirks, I hastened to do the same. I made the "cat claw" symbol down low where Rosie wouldn't see it, and the three of us stifled snickers. Randy, meanwhile, made some dramatic statement about the perils of interviewing beautiful, rich, powerful women and all but skipped to where Helen was playing a good hostess, scanning the crowd for sad or lonely faces or "must see" people. We watched as he snagged two glasses of champagne off a passing tray and presented one to her. 
"She'd better be careful with that," Rosie muttered. "She looks half dead already." 
"Me-ow!" I said, but this time, I'd gotten the message. Half-dead, magically invisible, powerful nonetheless. A prime suspect for our murderess, all right. 
But what was Hel, daughter of Loki, Norse demigoddess of death, doing mingling with Mundanes on a tropical island? 
Randy had turned on the charm, and Helen seemed to be responding nicely, so Rosie dismissed the matter and turned to Kirsti, resting her chin on her woven fingers. "Now, Kirsti, tell me everything you know about Bhandarbaruans." 
Kirsti smiled, clearly honored, but cast a glance at her friend. Aliciya set her hand on my arm. 
"Don't worry about me. You talk native cultures all night if you want. I'm sure Drake here will keep me amused." 
Then it was back onto the dance floor until a day of running through the jungle in bad shoes conspired with an evening of dancing to remind me the flesh was definitely weaker than the spirit. 
"I give up!" I told her as Rhoda launched into the extended dance version of “Get on the Floor.” "I need to get off the floor before I  fall on the floor. I'm done for the night." 
Aliciya pouted. "Oh, I hope not. There's still so much night left. Come on, let's get you a drink." She snuggled in under my shoulder with her arm around my waist. I was so tired, I didn't mind leaning on her as she led me to the bar. 
The darkness felt marginally cooler and easier on the eyes after the body heat and visual kaleidoscope of the dance floor. I slouched into my bar chair and rested my feet on her foot rail. I leaned my head over the back and enjoyed the stretch. 
"Better," I sighed. She started to order us some margaritas. I stopped her and ordered an iced coffee. "If I have anything alcoholic now, I'll be asleep before I hit my bed," I told her. 
"Can't have that," she murmured. "So, do you have plans for Festival? I hear it's a fascinating ceremony." She dragged the word "fascinating" out in a way I probably should have recognized but didn't. Hey, I was tired. 
I shrugged. "My friend Nigel's not much for parties. We'll probably just hang around the hotel." 
"Doing what? The power's going to be off, you know. For the whole weekend, we're going to live like the primitives." 
"Kirsti should like that," I murmured. Yeah, I was tired, and my legs felt like lead. If I'd been a dragon, I would have flexed my claws to work out some of the kinks; instead, I pointed and flexed my toes to keep them from stiffening up. 
The bartender gave us our drinks, and we clicked glasses. The cold coffee felt wonderful going down my throat. I took three big swallows before I realized I was being careless. After all, what's the cliché in these cases? I rolled my next sip around my tongue, testing for any trace of drugs. Aliciya watched me, a shy smile on her lips, fingers twisting her hair. I grinned back. 
She leaned forward and started rubbing my knee. That felt good. 
I purred. Dragon brain, dragon reaction. I shut my eyes and relaxed. 
"Hey, you, don’t fall asleep here. I've got to ask you something." 
Oops. I sat up and leaned on my elbows. I looked straight into her eyes, so she'd know I was paying attention. "What's that?" 
"Well, Kirsti's sweet, so she sort of takes things at face value, but I want to know. You're not married?" 
Huh? "No." 
"Engaged?" She leaned a little closer. 
I shook my head. 
"So, just how...devoted...are you?" She licked her lips. 
That's when I realized she wanted to drag me behind the potted plant! 
Oh, oh. 
Dragon brain plus human body equals vocal cord short circuit. All that came out of my mouth as she leaned closer was, "Uhhhh..." 
Suddenly, a hand clamped on my bicep, and Charlie's face appeared beside my shoulder. 
"Back off, sister. He's mine." 
She jerked away as if burned. "What?" 
Then she did a burn. She glared at me. " What?" 
"Oh, don't blame him," Charlie said. "He's pretty to look at, and he loves to dance, but he's never been too swift on picking up signals, if you know what I mean." 
"What?" I demanded, displaying my ignorance and proving Charlie's point. 
She stared at us, torn between venting her wrath and avoiding a scene. Finally, she stood. 
"Well. I hope you're very happy together." 
She spun on her heel and left. 
"What just happened?" I asked. 
Charlie moaned and rolled his eyes. "Are we going to have to do this every time we go out?" he demanded. His voice was a little too loud and had a funny lilt. I wondered how much he'd had to drink while I was on the dance floor. 
"But what'd I do? One minute we were dancing and the next—" 
Back toward the dance floor, my sensitive hearing picked up Aliciya's hiss to Kirsti, 
"You never said he was gay!" 
Oh. Oops. 
Rhoda announced her last song of the night. “Undercover Lover, Do You Know Who You Are?” 

We paid our tab and left. 
Chapter Seventeen: The Dragon and the Snowman 
I'd remembered to brush my teeth before bed, so my mouth felt fine in the morning. My legs, however, were another story. Groaning, I sat up and rubbed my sore thighs. Guess I couldn't expect any more friendly massages now that the girls thought I was gay. 
That was a twist on our aliases I hadn't expected. How much had Charlie had to drink last night, anyway? 
Not enough to be hung over. His bed was empty and made, and a note sat on it: Went to
breakfast. I'll bring you some if I don’t see you.  There was an X, an O, and a smiley face at the bottom. 
Damsels and Knights, I wished this body could breathe fire. 
Sore legs won out over empty stomach. I decided to let the smart aleck serve me while I did some real work. I limped over to the computer, grabbed it and the memory card Grace had passed me—I smiled at the memory—and brought both back to bed with me. 
Bhandar Baru lacked a regular newspaper. They touted it as one of their charms: "Where news is still passed by word of mouth in the colorful oral tradition of simpler times" or some such. Nice for an evil overlord's HQ—no meddling reporters with island-wide audiences to give you bad press. It also meant that if a nice reporter such as, say, Rosie Tapping, wants to interview an important person minions usually jump at their chance for fifteen minutes of fame. 
In this case, the important person was one Tedla Stann, second-shift manager of the Li nuclear power plant. Rosie had a whole series of small articles about Ted: his growing up in the resort town, doing his homework while sitting on an overturned bucket as his parents mopped the tile floors of the Apikewa Shadows, getting an online degree in electrical plant management... I grinned. For years, we'd been writing intelligence reports for the Duke and the Faerie Church. 
After we met Roxanne Lewis, a reporter in Florida, she'd talked us into making some of those reports (which were mostly unclassified summaries and potentially important gossip) into a small regular ezine. It made for a good cover for Grace. "Rosie" had a nice straightforward prose style. 
She could probably sell some of these articles. 
The feature ended with Ted's crowning achievement: the coordination of "important maintenance" to be done "sometime soon." 
"I'm not at liberty to disclose the full schedule," the second-shift manager said, obviously showing off his online-managerial-degree vocabulary. "Rest assured, we are endeavoring to make the entire transaction as invisible to the customer as possible." 
Hm. And what could be more "invisible" than taking the plant down during a power outage planned for a religious festival? 
Grace included a photo of Tedla. Why was I not surprised to see he had stickers on his nametag? And what a cheesy grin! So happy and optimistic, posing with his clipboard by a dark control panel. 
The photo looked familiar. Why? I stared at the screen, but Ted's grinning face offered no answers. 
This was stupid! Dragons have excellent memories. Even in my post-St. George form, I retained anything I learned, remembered things I saw, heard, smelled, or tasted. So why would this photo tease at me? 
My legs started protesting having been in one position for so long. I huffed a sigh as I uncrossed them. Crossing legs—that was something I couldn't do as a dragon. Had to be human for that. 
Be human. Human! 
My heart spasmed in my chest. What if I were turning human? What if the spell were becoming permanent? 
Counterspell! What was the counterspell? 
Immediately, the tap code sprang to my mind, but I clenched my fists in the effort to not activate it. If I gave in to panic, I could ruin everything. I closed my eyes and forced my breathing to slow. Grace promised. Grace said I was a dragon, and this was just a shell. Grace told me— 
Grace! 
I opened my eyes and looked for the paper Grace had written yesterday's message on. 
Surely, if I were transforming in a more permanent way, my senses would go before my mind. If I could read it, I was still okay. I didn't see it, but my eyes fell on the nightstand between the beds, where Charlie had put today's schedule. There! Grace's elegant, reassuring writing: Gay? What kind of game are you two playing? Please remember who you work for! 
I wanted to bring that paper to my lips and clutch it to my heart. I glanced over the rest. 
She'd written instructions to meet her and Rak at eleven-thirty tonight on the beach. Photo Seventeen showed the spot. 
Crisis over, I turned my dragon brain to the problem of the picture. If I didn't recognize it right away, it had to be different, very different, yet with some important similarity. 
Well, it wasn't Ted, stickers on the nametag notwithstanding. Yeah, it was McThing's trademark but not significant enough to ring any bells. I looked at the background: big column on the right, a door peeking out from behind, a tall bank of computers lining the back wall, a workstation in the foreground Ted could have leaned on if he weren’t feeling so proud. Lots of buttons with words too small to make out and too blurry to read when I enlarged the photo. Not that it'd matter; dragons tend to be liberal arts majors. I'd have no idea what the symbols would mean even if I could read them. 
I didn't have to understand it. I just had to remember where I recognized it from and make the connection. 
Sitting in bed with a laptop on my knees was not the most comfortable position. I paused a minute to stretch my neck and shoulders. My gaze fell on an artsy black-and-white photo of some Caribbean island that had nothing in common with Bhandar Baru. 
Black and white! 
I saved Ted's photo; then called up a graphics program and changed the setting to grayscale. Bingo! Who's the dragon? 

 I had seen that console before! 
Oh, yeah! 
In the history binder at Gates' office. 
Oh, no! 
The one with the articles about the power plant that blew up. 
"Oh, sh—!" I bit off the curse as I sprang from bed. Or tried to. My thigh cramped up in a fierce Charlie horse, sparking a string of profanity I could not stop. Funny how imminent doom didn't draw as strong a reaction as one overtaxed muscle. 
Grunting and rubbing my thigh, I sat back down on the bed. I read through the rest of Grace's stuff quickly, reassured my dragon memory was still intact. All the clues were there, confirming our worst suspicions. 
Festival was Friday. We had two days to stop a Nordic demigod evil overlord—overlady, overbeing, whatever—from blowing up a nuclear power plant, possibly destroying half an island full of revelers in the process, and creating an Interdimensional Gap through which she can bring the rest of her giant relatives to set up housekeeping where the Faerie Catholic Church didn't have the power to control them. In other words, two days until Hel broke loose. 
I've had worse deadlines. I could afford a long bath in our whirlpool tub and a good meal first. 
I had time to soak out the kinks and get a cool shower. I dressed in swim trunks and a T-shirt, thinking I might check the pool to see if Grace were there. Now that we had "met," I might be able to strike up a conversation and drop a hint. After I ate. I'd just grabbed my keys and the erased memory card, which I planned to toss in some public trash can, when Charlie came in with a covered tray. 
"Sorry it took so long," he said. "I was, uh..." 
I didn't wait for explanations. I swiped the tray and set to it with manners more reminiscent of my dragon self than human. Afterward, with full stomachs and a can of spray-on sunblock, we headed down to the pool. 
Just as I'd hoped, we found Grace poolside, sitting under an umbrella and sipping iced tea, a notebook on the table. She wore a light blue blouse and a patterned skirt like I'd seen at the flea market stall that catered to the tourists. "Handcrafted." Right. In Taiwan. I nudged Charlie and went to her. Seemed fairly natural to do. The pool was mostly empty, with folks either still recovering from last night, or out on one of the many tours offered by the hotel. In fact, the pool man was taking the opportunity to rid the water of the bugs that had gone for a dip and met their chlorinated demise. 
"No diving today?" I asked. 
"Too tired. I might make a careless error. In fact, I was debating the wisdom of getting up as early as I did." 
"Partner sleeping in?" I asked. 
"Randy and the most imposing Helen Li managed to disappear sometime after two, I believe it was. I've not seen him yet today. And is this your...partner?" How she managed to smile and not glare at Charlie amazed me. Nonetheless, she filled that one word with so much meaning even the pool man glanced our way then quickly turned back to his work. Too bad spies can't get Oscars. 
Charlie reddened under her scrutiny. "Oh, it's not like that! We've never said we were, uh—" 
"It's complicated," I said. Good phrase, useful and Mundane. 
"I'm sure it is," "Rosie" replied, arching an eyebrow. I couldn't help thinking she had nice eyebrows, expressive and fine. Not narrow-fine, but fine. 
Yep. Complicated. I'd be glad to shed this human body and get things back to normal. 
I introduced Nigel, and they shook hands. She invited us to sit. The bartender personally came to take our orders, water for me and a Ping Extra for Charlie. I didn't think my stomach could take anything stronger. 
"So what's on your agenda today? More jungle adventures?" 
"No jungles!" I said before Charlie could react. "I'd like to take a tour of the nuclear power plant. I've never seen one. I'd be curious about its layout, if they really use all those racks and rows of buttons; what the emergency procedures are, in case of an accident, you know. That stuff." That was about as blatant a hint as I could come up with. 
Rosie feigned mild interest and sipped her tea. "Well, you're out of luck this week. The plant is closed for the festival." 
"Figures. Then I'm for hanging out by the pool and relaxing. Or maybe the beach, if we can find someplace quiet and out of the way. Someone doesn't want me around women." I folded my hands over my chest, slouched a little, and gave Nigel a dark but amused look. The pool man had cleared the water of vermin for as far as his net would reach but was still hanging around, so I figured I'd give him a show. 
"Do you really want to discuss this now? Here?" Nigel asked testily. 
Nice lead in, if unintentional. I shrugged. "We can do it on the beach. Say two-thirty? I want to sleep while the sun's so hot. We can find someplace nice for a moonlight walk later, too." 
I tapped one finger—one, one-two, one, one-two—while I watched my partner squirm. 
"Well, I was hoping for some time alone," he hedged. 
My eyes narrowed slightly. Was he serious or playing? "We'll be alone." 
The net slipped out of pool man's hands and fell into the water. 
Grace gagged on her drink. She coughed once, sharply; then took a few more swallows. 
"Well!" she said with false cheeriness. "I'll leave you two to your plans. I think I'll go see if the cat has dragged Randy back in." 
One cough. Yes. She'd meet me at two-thirty and bring Rak if she could. 
"So what do you need time alone for?" I asked. I switched to Gaelic, which would be in character. 
He squirmed under my gaze. "I just want some time to think is all." His hand moved to the pocket of his swim trunks. He hadn't let the ring box out of his possession since I'd returned it to him. 
I sighed. I didn't understand human relationships. Charlie and Heather loved each other. 
They were both able, ready, and until two weeks ago more than willing to seal that love in marriage. Human lives were so short. Why waste time stressing out over an uncertain future when the immediate present posed such joys? 
Well, I wasn't human. If he needed to agonize this afternoon over what should be a foregone conclusion, let him. He needed a clear head tonight. I could fill him in on the details of what we discussed later. 
"Listen, you need some time, fine. Let's go take a walk and talk now and then do our own thing until dinner." 
"Seriously?" 
I switched to English. "I just want you to be happy." I batted my eyes at him, but I did mean what I'd said. Just not the way I said it. 
We grabbed some hotel towels and started toward the beach gate. As we passed by the pool man, I growled in English, "Shut your jaw. You're letting in flies." 


* * * * 
 Later that afternoon, I wandered on the beach alone, shoes in my hand and bare feet sinking slightly into the wet sand as the waves lapped against my ankles. The breeze coming in off the water was cool enough to calm the heat of the sun. Clouds on the horizon promised rain in the evening. Other than an undermanned volleyball game closer to the hotel, no one was around. I stopped and breathed in the sea air. It made me nostalgic for the days I was thirty feet from snout to tail and claimed the beaches from Carthage to Elaea as my own. 
I loved the beach: burrowing in the cool sand on warm days and warm sand on the cool; soaring on ocean breezes, reveling in the feeling of my wings slicing the wind, tucking in and diving, wide-mouthed to catch some sea creature unaware, spreading my wings to float as I ate. 
Riding the waves back to the shore, stretching out under the sun. Yeah, I loved the beach. As a dragon. 
Dragons don't get itchy from sand and salt. Dragons don't have to deal with biting insects. 
(I scratched at a bite I got that morning.) Dragons don't get the shivers over the slimy feel of seaweed around the ankles. Eww. 
Why do humans like the beach? 
I rounded a curve and came to a more rocky area. I stopped to let my feet dry enough to put on my shoes then went on. I and Charlie had scoped out the place earlier, but I'd have found the way regardless. I could hear the easy cadence of Grace praying the rosary. I grinned, quickened my pace, and caught her in the middle of the Sorrowful Mysteries. Sitting on a rock near her, I joined in, finishing the Sorrowful; then moving on to the Glorious, the Luminous, and the Magical. We spoke in Faerie Latin, but I didn't worry. Grace had to have checked the area for bugs and spent some of her magic creating a ward. We were alone. 
After the last "Amen," we sat in companionable silence, letting the moment flow over us like the gentle lullaby of the waves. 
Grace closed her eyes, drinking in the peace. She still wore the outfit she'd had on at the pool, the skirt spread over the rock like a mermaid's tail and the shirt sticking slightly from sweat. Her hat with the wig attached waited within easy reach on the rock, and the wind ruffled her red hair, making the silver highlights shimmer. I don't mean silver as a polite way to say gray, incidentally; her silver came from her siren blood, not age. Her eyelids lowered, and she breathed a long sigh. I could see the shadows in her eyes and the fine lines along her mouth. 
"How're you holding up?" I asked her. 
"I miss my habit. You?" 
I slapped at an offending bug. "I miss my scales." 
"I miss my workshop." 
"I miss you." 
She gave me a sweet, sad smile. "Me, too. Do you think we can wrap this up before Sunday?" 
"We have to go in tonight." I told her about the pictures and my suspicions. "Any chance we can get back-up?" I concluded. Maybe being in human form was making me feel frail; I did not want to deal with malfunctioning nuclear reactors and murderous demigods without some bigger guns than six miniature medallions could provide. Besides which, creating the Gap took effort on both sides: a nuclear accident in Mundane and a magical misspell in Faerie. 
Grace toyed with her rosary beads. "I sent a message to the Inquisition and to Asgard last night. But I've been thinking. It doesn't make sense, Vern! I know Hel, and that woman is her; I'm sure it is. Yet... This isn't her style. What does she want here?" 
"Looking for a better deal? Odin gave her a bum rap." 
"Aye, banishing her to Niflheim because of her parentage, but through the grace of God, she made something out of it, a place of rest and solace for the dead Norse before the trials of Purgatory. She's never cared about power. Satan offered her that in the Great War in return for her allegiance, and she refused him. Not that she wanted to help our side, either. She just wanted to be left alone." Grace sighed. "She’d always seemed so sad, depressed even." 
"Maybe she's taking Prozak, or getting counseling, or something?" 
Grace arched her eyebrow. "And her counselor suggested world domination would be therapeutic?" 
I raised one eyebrow back. One thing I did enjoy about being human, eyebrows. I'd actually spent an hour in front of the mirror practicing until I could lift just one. "Does it matter why? The fact is—" 
I cut off as I heard footsteps on the sand. Grace froze, too, though she could not have heard anything yet. With one hand, she reached back for her wig. 
I felt my muscles tense. I wondered if I would spring in attack or escape. I hadn't hit anyone yet in this form. I wasn't sure what it could do. 
Our walker started whistling "All My Exes Live in Texas." 
Grace's shoulders sagged with relief, and she whistled back, "Coca Cabana." 
We waited as Rak continued walking and whistling. Occasionally, I'd hear him stop and take a couple of pictures. When he rounded to corner to our little hideaway, I said, "Well, look who's gone to Hel and back." 
Rak grinned and wagged a finger at me. 
"Have a good time?" I asked, deliberately avoiding the obvious joke that would have been overkill. 
"As a matter of a fact, I did. A productive time, too." 
"Yeah? Then you got a motive for Hel wanting to gain power in the Mundane world?" 
"I dunno. If her life resembles our legends at all, seems to me like she had a pretty rotten deal at home. Are we sure it's the same Hel, by the way? I thought she was supposed to be dead or decaying or something from the waist down, and there was nothing wrong with those legs!" 
"She did have a set of gorgeous gams." 
The words were out of my mouth before I realized it. Both Rak and Grace turned surprised faces at me. 
"Oh, come on! Humans appreciate my gorgeous wings and scales—and rightly so. Why can't I appreciate a beautiful human?" 
"And since when did you notice legs?" Grace asked as she pulled hers more fully under her skirt. 
I was not going to get out of this gracefully, so I went on the offensive. 
"You have cute toes." I waggled my eyebrows at her. 
I couldn't help it. I buckled over in laughter at her look of horror. Rak managed to keep a straight face for only a few seconds longer. 
She gaped for a minute, her mouth opening and closing. Then she reached down, grabbed a handful of dry seaweed and flung it at me. I blocked it with my tail. A good reminder of what I really was. 
"At any rate," she said, with the severity of a teacher trying to call her class back to order, 
"she could be using some kind of spell to alter her form. I don't care how nice her legs look or how much make-up she puts on. She still looks like Hel. So we're back to motive." 
"Give me time," he replied. "We talked until four this morning. She was actually more interested in me as a reporter than a man." 
"No!" I threw both shock and sarcasm into one word. Sometimes having friends with teenage kids comes in handy. 
"Amazing, I know. As it turned out, Hel was looking for some good press, and I managed the perfect combination of intelligent hard-hitting reporter and enthralled fanboy. My being published by some major international magazines hasn't hurt, either." 
"You have?" 
He examined his cuticles in a display false modesty. "All approved by my employers, naturally. I majored in journalism. Can't afford the publicity of winning a Pulitzer, of course, but I produce clean and at times, inspired copy, if I do say so myself. At any rate, she's suggested I be her special guest at the Apikewa ceremony Friday. 'Big things will happen,' and I can have the exclusive. She showed me the guest list. There are some major players coming in tonight by private jet—Fortune 505 companies, heads of state. In fact, she laid some hints that she needed a press agent. I'm sure I can string her along until after the festival." 
"We can't wait that long. There can't be a 'big event.'" For the third time that day, I explained my suspicions. 
Rak's playful expression turned serious. "So if they manage to recreate this accident and make a second Gap, people are going to get killed in the process." 
"That's the best situation. If they mess up the experiment, they could take out the entire island." I was guessing, but we were talking an experimental nuclear reactor and a large, soon-to-be-angry volcano. I didn't think it was too big a stretch. 
"How likely is it they'd mess things up?" Rak asked. 
"I'm not convinced they really know what they're doing but are just trying to mimic what the Los Lagos crew did. The console I saw was an exact duplicate, even to the Dilbert cartoon taped on the side. Yet they've completely changed the environment—even the humidity is radically different. I don't know if that has any impact, but I'm willing to bet they don’t know, either." 
Grace spoke quietly. "Santry said Gates' floppy disks had correspondence with five of the top nuclear scientists in the world. None of them seemed to know exactly what had triggered the explosion, or caused the interaction between it and the magic in our dimension. They even theorized that it was dumb luck, that our dimensions happened to bump into each other on a-a string level. A couple even suggested that it cannot be recreated. And Vern, three have been murdered in the past five years. Guess how." 
I didn't have to. The haunted look in her eyes said it all. She held my gaze; then turned to the rosary she still held in her hands. Her thumbs rubbed the crucifix, as if smoothing away Christ's wounds. 
Rak groaned. "So, stopping this is priority one. Any suggestions for how?" 
"Sabotage the reactor?" 
"Can we do that without blowing it up?" Grace asked. 
"Wipe the computer memory? Destroy the consoles—be obvious about it? I'll change back to a dragon and eat the plutonium if necessary. You can't kill a dragon, only inconvenience it." 
"Won't that make you sick?" 
"And radioactive," Grace's brow furrowed, but she didn't look up from her beads. "What's the half-life of plutonium?" 
Twenty-four thousand years, give or take. Long time to be inconvenienced. "Last resort, then." 
Rak smiled reassuringly. "Easy. We're not totally alone here, you know. Let me contact the home office; they can find experts who can tell us the surest and most stealthy way to shut it down." The breeze was picking up, bringing the clouds. I was getting chilly despite my windbreaker. I reached out with my senses, assessing the storm. No lightning, just a long, steady downpour. We'd get soaked for certain. 
Rak rubbed his hands together with satisfaction rather than cold. "Not much of a moon tonight, anyway, and the storm will keep folks indoors. People are already heading home to prepare for the festival. Perfect! We can take a car up the mountain as far as the gas station/souvenir shop where the road forks. We ditch the car in the back and walk from there. 
Your watchmen shouldn't be able to see us, and the dog patrols might even stay in." 
Great. A hike in the jungle. In the dark. Cold rain. Mud. Bugs. Possibly guard dogs. And Rak grinning like it’s a day in the park. 
"You must have driven your mother crazy," I said. 
Rak smirked, probably the same smirk he'd worn at eight when he'd come home, mud spattered and scabby-kneed from who-knew what kind of mischief. "Where's Charlie?" 
"Had something he needed to do." 
"Not with Heather, I hope." The grin disappeared, the little boy replaced by a man who wasn't going to let some lovesick yahoo put his country or his world in danger. 
"No," I said. I was starting to shiver. I wondered if I had an outfit for this. "Moping, more likely. I gave him back Heather's ring. He's probably sitting somewhere brooding over it." 
"Heather's ring? You gave him back Heather's ring?" 
"Yeah...?" I knit my brows then raised one. I love that I can do that. 
"The one with the unique and easily identifiable dragon stone?" 
"Uh, yeah." 
"The one you bit off McThing's hand?" 
Now that he put it that way. "Uh..." 
"The same McThing who could be on this island, right now, in Hel's abode? Are you an idiot?" 
Few mortals can call me an idiot and get away with it. Rak just made the cut. 
Not that I would let him know. Instead, I shrugged. "I'll warn him when I get back to keep it hidden." 
"And don't bring it on the mission." 
I sighed with the asperity of the Costa girls. "Yes, we know. We're not totally stupid." 


* * * * 
 Later, it seemed, I'd have to eat those words. 
We agreed to meet at sundown in a parking garage outside of town. In the meantime, Rak would contact BILE HQ and see if they had any suggestions for stopping a nuclear experiment that did not involve my eating radioactive substances. He left, but Grace and I lingered for another hour to pray, to talk, to just be together. I'd really missed her, and it bugged me some, enough that after she donned her wig and headed back to the hotel, I stuck around and brooded as I watched the incoming storm, focusing my hearing on the splash and patter of the rain on the distant waves. 
Long-lived as Grace could be with her Siren blood, she was still mortal. What would my life be like when she was gone? Emptier. Lonelier. 
Suddenly, I shook myself. What was I doing? Dragons don’t think like that! Mortals live and die. Each one brings something unique to be enjoyed because of its fleeting nature, like fireworks, and you don't mourn the firecracker when it's gone off because you're already anticipating the next shower of sparks. That's how dragons think. So what was I doing moping around instead of enjoying the spectacle? 
Stupid human thyroid—that's what it was. Human hormones affecting dragon mind. Did humans deal with this all the time? 
I gave a prayer of thanks that I didn't have to go through puberty. 
I stood up and stretched—and heard Charlie and Heather murmuring lovingly to each other in another hidden nook not forty feet away from me. 
Just because I had a new appreciation for the effect human hormones had on judgment didn't mean I wasn't going to kill a certain lovesick idiot. 
Even in my eight hundred fifty-pound dragon from, I can move with the stealth of a jungle cat. Human form actually made it easier. I poked my head around an outcropping of rock. 
Speaking of fireworks... 
Charlie held Heather in a tight embrace. She wore his jacket over her swimsuit and shorts, but cold was not the reason for him holding her so close. They had locked lips like he'd saved her from the dragon's lair. There's irony for ya. 
Seemed love was getting a little impatient. 
I cleared my throat, and they jumped away from each other like I'd stuck a firecracker between their noses. 
A hundred opening lines crossed my mind, from "Are you an idiot?" to "Shall I play the jilted lover?" I decided judgmental silence would make the better effect and leaned against a boulder with my arms crossed over my chest and a scowl on my face. 
Charlie paled and squirmed like I had him under my claws, but Heather merely zipped the jacket a little higher and approached me with a smile and an outstretched hand. She spoke in Gaelic. "You must be Nigel's...associate?" 
I glared at her right hand and glanced at the left. At least she wasn't wearing the ring yet. 
"Miss Dakota, use your acting skills, make up an excuse, and get off this island." 
She lowered her hand, untouched, and raised her shoulders in a shrug. "Nigel told me to already, and I would, but all the flights are canceled until after the festival." 
"And what else has Nigel told you?" 
"Only that my stupid agent had booked me out of the frying pan and into the fire! They thought the easiest way to keep me from McThing and his people was to send me on tour. The Frank Li Constorium promised all kinds of extra security. You have no idea how hard it was to get away from them. I had to climb out the bathroom window." 
"Go climb back in." 
Okay, so it wasn't the most diplomatic way to handle things. 
Have you ever seen a hormonal teenager go from lovesick to wrathful in nothing flat? I have, and trust me; it rivals the transformation of the lycanthrope. At least with werewolves you know when to expect it. Add spoiled starlet to the mix, and you get something really fearful. 
She opened her mouth to throw an Oscar-winning hissy fit that would have probably reached the hotel. 
A human would have put a palm over her hand and shushed her, but I reacted like a dragon. I stepped in close and loomed over her with my menace face on. Heather paled, and her protest died in her throat. 
I leaned in closer and growled softly. "Listen, princess. Your intended is suffering from an advanced case of stupid. If it's contagious, there's a good chance one of you will get us all killed. Understand?" 
I didn't think her eyes could get any wider. She shivered. I took that for a yes. 
"If you love him like you say you do, you'll go back to your room, stick near whatever guards you brought with you, and stay off the volcano. The safer you stay, the easier it will be for Charlie to concentrate on his job. Got it?" 
She nodded. "Are you—" 
I had my hand over her mouth before my brain processed why. Then it registered the footsteps coming our way. Not wandering, either. Firm, purposeful, and heading right for our spot. 
"Quick! Give Charlie back his jacket and hide!" I hissed at her, spinning her toward a small cave tucked into the rocks. "Don't move and don’t make a sound until you can't hear anyone. Then count to five hundred and get back to your room!" 
I didn't wait for her to answer, just pushed her toward the opening, and grabbed Charlie by the arm and yanked him in the other direction. "Come on, lover boy," I said as I pulled him toward the waves. I swept the sand with my virtual tail as we went. 
Once we were a ways away, I said in Faerie Gaelic, "We need to get attention away from her. Talk to me and don't be quiet about it." 
"Were you following me?" Charlie demanded. 
I couldn't help it; I actually stopped in my tracks. Charlie turned back, scanning the island as he did. With his waterside hand, he held four fingers. 
"What are you going to do about it?" I asked. Nice, double-meaning question. 
Charlie threw his hands in the air and ran. 
I yelled, "Hey!"—for effect, honest—and took off after him. 
In my true form, I'd have loped past Charlie, grabbed him by my tail and swung him onto my back without breaking stride. As a human and running on sand, I had enough trouble staying upright and keeping up. It doesn’t matter, I huffed to myself, as my feet slipped and my stupid canvas shoes squished. We just had to draw attention away from Heather, although if we could get somewhere populated, they might not be able to nab us. 
What did they want with us, anyway? 
"You two! Stop!" hollered one henchman as they gained. 
Big surprise—Charlie put on more speed. I followed suit. 
Until Trigger decided to back up his command with a bullet. 
The sound of it striking the sand startled me, so much so I twisted away. A large wave stuck the shore and smacked me mid-calf. I lost my balance and fell into the water. By the time I came up sputtering, salt water stinging my eyes, two guys in jungle drag had their rifles pointed at me. 
"What are you doing?" I shouted. It seemed the thing to say. 
While one kept his rifle pointed at me, the other slid his over his shoulder and pulled out handcuffs. In heavily accented English, he said, "You and your friend are under arrest for trespassing and killing an endangered species." 
"What?" I looked down the shoreline. Charlie was standing with his hands in the air. One guard grabbed his wrist with the cuff, pulled the arm behind his back and cuffed it to the other one. We weren't going to run or fight our way out of this one. 
I looked Heather's way with my peripheral vision and saw her running alone and unnoticed to the hotel. I was going to keep it that way. 
I started to push myself up. "Listen, you! I've no idea what—" 
In one swift motion, rifleman turned his gun around and struck me in the face. For the second time in five minutes, I spun and fell into the water. As the waves flowed over me, all I could think was, "Didn't see that coming. That was pretty smooth. Wonder if he practiced." 
My lungs screamed that I was breathing water, not air, but my brain was still disoriented by Rifle Butter's move and didn’t do anything about it. 
Maybe I should have planned a little better. 
A pair of hands gripped my shirt and pulled me up. I let in a huge gulp of air, my lungs crying in gratitude to my captors. Traitorous lungs. Afterward, I was too busy coughing up water and taking in air to fight or even to come up with something more witty to say while they cuffed me. Naturally, the sky chose that moment to open up and dump on us a steady shower of cool rain. I did manage to look toward the hotel. Heather was nowhere to be seen. 
Chapter Eighteen: The Spy Who Came Out of the Closet 
"Hey, come on!" I yelled through the bars of the underground dungeon they called a jail. 
"Don't we even get a phone call?" 
It'd been hours since we were escorted off the beach in chains, shoved into waiting squad cars, and hauled straight out of town. We headed in a different direction than I and Charlie had ever explored, and the rain had come down so thick the half-rotted rubber on the wipers couldn't keep up. They were playing it smart, keeping me and Charlie separated; the only way I'd known he was behind me was from the odd angle of the other car's headlights. 
They'd given us perfunctory interrogations, first together (good for us, because we got our story straight), then separately. Because they were pretending to be introducing a small population of tigers to the island for a preservation program, and we were pretending to be clueless tourists, we all sounded like a bad sitcom script—except that when someone smacked me upside the head, it hurt. My ears were ringing by the time they locked us up in separate cells opposite from each other with empty cells between. 
Yeah, I think they suspected we were more than stupid tourists. Didn't stop me from keeping up my part of the charade, though. 
"Who are you going to call?" Nigel groaned from where he sat on the clean hay. 
Yep, hay. No cots, no sinks, no toilets, open or otherwise. Jailers must have been going for a style-thing. Early Norman Incarceration or something. They even had a hook in the far wall in case they wanted to chain someone. At least they'd decided to forego that lovely detail in my imprisonment. Of course, they didn't sacrifice practicality for style. The entire cell was concrete—no tunneling yourself out with a spoon here—and the bars, while iron on the outside, had a modern steel core on the inside. Even in my dragon form, I couldn't have bent them. Then there were the locks, which required a key, a thumbprint and a code. I'd listened to and memorized the code when our jailor tossed me in, and I might be able to feel out the tumblers with my virtual tail even without my lockpick tools, but a thumbprint, I couldn't duplicate. 
What I needed was a guard to get close enough to thwack him with my virtual tail. 
So didn't it figure these guys had me labeled as the troublemaker? Then again, I guess I shouldn't have been surprised. I'd been nasty enough in the interviews, I thought one of them would come to take their revenge on me personally. They'd tossed me in the cell still cuffed, while they uncuffed Nigel and let him walk into his, yet no one had come to take advantage of my incapacity. I'd toyed with trying the "Help me, I'm sick!" routine—believe me, I felt sick enough to make it work—but I'd already done my share of vomiting sea water and groaning, and no one had so much as offered me a moist towelette. I know; I asked for one. Seemed in character. 
One guard had amused himself by hitting me during the interview. However, once they'd locked us in, he'd exited through the steel doors. I could see the cameras set into the cell walls and had tried to goad him back in by making faces. No such luck. For all I knew, he wasn't even watching. There had been another guard with the keys to the cellblock, but "Brutus" had gotten his jollies by dragging me in by the hair, and I didn’t see his face. Not to mention that no sooner would I think about my tail than he'd find some way to step on it. How come he could pin my tail down when neither of us could feel it? 
I decided to play the loud obnoxious fool and see if someone would come in and make me shut up. 
Nigel, meanwhile, sat in a corner and moped, but I knew he was waiting. 
"Who would I call? How about that reporter lady? Bet Island Getaway would like to know how they treat their guests!" I shouted the last toward the cameras. 
"You mean the one you danced with?" He grabbed a piece of straw and started shredding it idly. 
Oookay. I had no idea where he was going with that. 
I said, "Could we focus on the real problem here? We are in prison!" 
"Yeah—and whose fault is that?" He tossed aside the straw he'd been playing with and stood. Despite it being somewhere around sixty-five degrees, he pulled off his still damp jacket and laid it flat on the straw. He had on a muscle shirt underneath—a dry muscle shirt, I noticed with some envy. Then he stretched and meandered—yes, meandered, imagine doing that in a six-foot-by-six-foot cell—to the bars and leaned on them, his back to me. 
If this were a movie, I'd have been the actor in the blooper reel with his mouth working frantically until he starts swearing and laughing and finally admits he doesn’t know his lines. 
However, a performance like that could get us killed. 
Which didn't change the fact that I had no idea what Charlie expected me to say next, so instead I started yelling again that I wanted a lawyer. "I've got rights!" 
Charlie spun around and yelled at me. "Will you give it a rest, Drake? We're not in bloody America! We're not even Americans! And if you want to exercise a right, how about the right to remain silent for once?" 
So I did. In fact, I gaped at him while desperately trying to figure out my expected role. 
Charlie continued at top volume. "Your mouth has gotten us into nothing but trouble from the start. 'Let's go to a pleasure island!' 'Let's explore the jungle like bloody treasure hunters!' 'Let's go to the party—you can sit in the bar while I dance and flirt with women!'" 
"Uhhhh..." Line? Line? 
"You're not talking your way out of this one, so just shut up!" 
Thank you. 
Charlie paced in front of the bars like a caged tiger; then spun back toward me. "You deserve every one of those bruises! I wish they'd come and hurt you some more! I wish they'd let me have a shot!" 
Oh! The old fight cliché! "Where are they, then? Huh? Let them put you in here! Even with my hands cuffed behind my back, you're no match for me!" 
"Maybe I can get them to bring me a phone so I can shove it down your throat!" 
"Try it, big boy!" 
Big boy? 
We got dangerously close to another one of those blooper moments. Fortunately, the door clanged open, and the guard stepped in. We froze like two kids caught by the principal in a school where the switch was still allowed. It was the same guard who had gotten his kicks from kicking me around. I winced at the anticipation of pain but concentrated on keeping my imaginary tail up and out of his way until I could wrap it around his neck. 
He glared at me then at Nigel. His face softened. 
"You really want to hurt him?" 
His eyes hooded, his mouth set, Nigel nodded. 
The guard sighed. "I got told not to get near that animal's cage until after Miss Li comes to talk to him. Gonna be a couple hours yet." 
"Couldn't you shoot him from a distance?" 
"Hey! Let's not be talking about shooting!" I shouted, but neither was looking at me. 
"What about his proposal?" 
"What?" The word slipped out of my mouth. 
"He saw us, Drake, the other day. He saw you give me the ring. Could it really be only three days ago?" Nigel shook his head. 
"What's that got to do with us being in jail?" I so wish someone had sent me the script! 
I'm much better at improv when I'm in dragon form. 
Tall, Dark, and Menacing just sneered at me. "What did you see in him?" he asked Nigel. 
Wait! I know this cue! "It's complicated!" I shouted. 
"But this doesn't have to be," Nigel said. 
My next line came out something like, "uh, wha?" It didn't matter. TDM had sauntered closer to Nigel's cell. 
"What do you mean?" he said, asking the question I wanted to know, too. 
Nigel leaned against the bars with a sad half-smile on his face. "There are other ways of hurting someone, you know." He stroked the bar with one hand. 
I watched TDM's eyes slide up then down, following Nigel's hand. 
He asked, "How do I know you're not trying to escape?" 
"What do I have to do to prove it to you?" 
He actually bit his lip while considering. Creepy. "Put your hands on the bars and stick your face through." 
Nigel complied, and the guard used his handcuffs to imprison one of Nigel’s wrists. Then he grabbed the other wrist and pinned it down while he kissed  Nigel. 
I didn't even manage an “uh, wha.” 
When he pulled away, Nigel just raised his eyebrows at him and stepped aside from the door. Our now eager guard fumbled with the keys, combo, and thumb lock; then locked them both in the cell. Nigel reached up, ran his fingers through the guard's hair— 
And slammed his head against the bars. 
As Tall, Dark, and Unconscious slid to the ground, Charlie nabbed his keys out of his pocket. He used them to unlock his handcuffs, and the cell door. 
"How did you know he was...?" I asked as he dragged him to the door. 
Charlie snapped, "I have good gaydar. What's the combo?" 
I called out the combination for the second lock, and he dragged the guard up and pressed his thumb against the third lock. I let out a cheer as the door sprang open. He pulled off Sleeping Beauty's gun belt, put it around his own waist, and made sure there weren’t any other weapons or useful items. Then he grabbed his jacket. 
Finally, Charlie dragged the guard over to me, and we did the whole lock routine again. 
He pulled the guard in with us, cuffed him, and freed my hands. We gagged the guard then used the other cuffs to attach him to the hook in the wall. 
"That was very...convincing," I told him as we headed out the cell door. I listened hard, but as far as I could tell, no one had noticed. 
Charlie snarled. "When this is over, I want a priest and some Listerine! And we will not speak of this to my fiancé!" 
He dashed through, grabbing the cell door. 
I glanced toward our escape route; saw the locks. 
"No! Wait!" 
He swung the cell door shut. 
"Damsels and Knights!" 
He looked from me to the cellblock door, which also had a thumb lock, then to the guard we had just sealed inside a cell we could no longer get into. He breathed a curse. 
"What do we do now?" he asked. 
"Magic? And prayer!" 
We headed to the door. Maybe St. Zita, patron saint of keys, could do something with thumb locks. 
The lock flashed green and clicked before I'd had a chance to do anything. Quickly, we pressed our backs on the walls on either side of the door. Charlie drew the gun and turned it so he had it by the barrel. 
Before he could pistol whip the guard, however, we saw Rak already holding a gun to his head. From the dazed expression on his face and the way Grace was singing, I didn't think it mattered. She had him in thrall. 
"Well, that simplifies things," Rak said as he glanced at us. He pushed the unfortunate guard through the door. Grace followed, still humming, trailed by— 
"Heather?" Charlie hissed. "What are you doing here?" 
"Saving your heroic butt!" she said. 
She was dressed in one of Grace's "ninja" outfits. It didn't quite fit. I saw her bare ankles between the hem of the pants and her own sneakers. I caught a hint of purple between the straining buttons of the shirt. She must have tossed it on over the swimsuit she'd worn to meet Charlie. She also had one of Rak's guns, which she was using to cover the door. Not that she would have been effective, standing in the doorway itself and making a perfect target. 
Charlie pulled her behind him. He took the gun from her hands and tossed it to me. Like I could shoot any better than her. At least I caught it without it going off. 
Oh, the safety was still on. 
Charlie snarled. "I told you to go back to your room!" 
"No, Vern told me to go back to my room." 
"What?" That seemed to be my line for this act. 
"Can we discuss this elsewhere?" Rak demanded. He and Grace were tying up his Enthralled Thrall in a separate cell. 
"How did you two escape, anyway?" Heather asked to change the subject. 
Charlie's mouth worked, but nothing came out. 
"Uh, good acting?" I suggested. 
Heather rolled her eyes and sighed theatrically. "Don't tell me he fell for the 'Help me, I'm sick!' routine." 
I and Charlie exchanged looks. 
"Okay," we agreed. 


* * * * 
 Once we were out of the jail area and among the pipes, discarded equipment, and other disregarded junk in a dark access tunnel, Heather explained. "When I saw the two of you captured, I went running for help. I knew Grace had to be around, and I was so scared she'd be in disguise like you, Vern, but fortunately, I ran into Mr. Stapleton—" 
"Wait a minute! How did you know it was me?" I demanded. 
"No one calls Charlie my 'intended' but a Faerie, and no one calls me 'princess' but you." 
Behind me, I heard Grace sigh. 
Rak took up the story. "So she found me, and since it was obvious she knew more than
she should, I took her to Grace. Heather told us what happened, and we came looking for you. 
Now aren't you glad you got chipped?" 
"That doesn't explain why she's here," Charlie said. He hadn't let go of her hand since we left the cellblock. Good thing he could shoot left-handed. I'd given Heather back the gun; if there was trouble, I intended to "go dragon." 
I just might transform, anyway, my teeth were chattering so hard. My clothes were mostly but not fully dry, and my shoes no longer squelched, but they still felt squishy and damp on the inside. 
In front of us, I heard Grace muttering a prayer to St. Anthony as she led the way. 
A few minutes later, she called a halt near a side door. Rak and Charlie took covering positions a little ways away, while she tested the handle slowly. It swung open without even a groan of protest. She gave a short hisst!  to Charlie and Rak, and we all ducked in. 
She and Rak stuck their backpacks against the crack in the threshold, and we turned on the lights. The large room contained boxes bearing labels: Utility Uniform Shirt, Black. Utility Pants, Black. Combat Boots... 
Grace had found Minion Wardrobe. Thank you, St. Anthony! 
We whispered our sizes and everyone quickly went through boxes to find me and Charlie outfits. Grace made sure Heather kept her back turned while we changed. 
"No peeking," I teased. I'm sure the others thought it was for them, but I was looking at Charlie. 
He responded by pointing at me and mouthing, Next time! 

Next time, I get to kiss the guard. I shrugged. Dragons are androgynous. I wondered if it would matter. 
It was a relief to get out of the damp clothes and into dry shoes as well. I had begun to wonder how fast humans got gangrene. My throat was sore from yelling and vomiting a pond's worth of water, not to mention my also-emptied stomach had started complaining— 
Wow. What a whiner I was. All I needed were multiple degrees in hard sciences. 
Rather than carry our old clothes around, we stuffed them into the bottom of one of the boxes. I listened at the door. Nothing but a couple of rats for as far as I could hear. I nodded to the others, and we made a huddle. It'd been half an hour or so since our escape. Five more minutes wouldn't mean much if we just ran, but could make a difference if we used it to plan. 
Rak pulled out some paper from his backpack and spread it out in the center. It was one of the maps the brownies had thoughtfully placed in Grace's Evil Overlord file under the subfile Useful. We hadn't known what it was for, but when a quantum creature who operates outside linear time tells us something might prove useful, we listen. 
Overtop that, he set a schematic of a nuclear power plant. I could tell because the reaction chamber was clearly marked. Otherwise, I could have been looking at a map of NASA Mission Control or a telemarketing firm for all I knew. I was starting to think general hari-kari was our best bet again, but Rak apparently had gotten help from BILE. 
"We should be getting some back-up this evening, so our best plan is to create a stall in their plans. The easiest thing to do and the hardest to fix would be to disable the control rods while they are lowered. Control rods in; no reaction. So we split into two teams. Grace, Vern, and I will make our way to the reactor." 
Rak traced the route backward, stopping and tapping his finger on the small box labeled 
"clothing storage." 
"And I thought you'd used magic," I said to Grace. 
She smiled, though her eyes were dark with worry. "I've already used about a third of what I have getting us this far. The less I use the better." 
"No argument from me." 
Rak was tracing a route with a yellow highlighter. He said to Charlie, "You follow this path to an exit below the facility property line. It has the least number of assigned guards, but that's no guarantee you won't run into some. From there, you can follow the road to the hotel." 
"Hotel?" Heather hissed. "What about the mission?" 
"My mission is to get you out of danger," Charlie hissed back. 
"No way! I'm not coming between you and your work." 
We all looked at her like she'd gone insane. 
"It's a little late for that, Miss Haskell," Rak said diplomatically. Then ruined the effect by adding, "So you just be a good little girl and follow your fiancé to safety." 
Charlie stuck his hand over Heather's mouth before she could shriek her reply. He forced her to turn her head toward him and look him in the eyes. "Luv, you can't go with us. You don't have the training, Mundane or magical. You could accidentally make a mistake that could endanger us all. And if anything happened to you—" 
Grace added, "Heather, Charlie's first priority is protecting you. It always will be; he's a Faerie male. If he has to divide between protecting you and finishing this mission, he'll make mistakes, too." 
"I'm sorry," she whispered. I saw her eyes start to fill. 
I snorted softly. "Don't be. If you hadn't done what you did, I and Charlie would have been stuck in the dungeon trying to break back into the cell to free the guard. Though I suppose I could have bitten off his thumb." 
"Eww!" 
Rak cleared his throat, and we returned our attention to him as he went over the details, from how to lower the rods to potential obstacles on the way. In addition to guards, doors, and the usual surveillance devices, there were also cryptic squiglies that indicated something without specifying what. Finally, we divided what we had between the teams. Charlie and Heather took a pack with two night vision goggles, extra ammo, and a signal flare. Grace gave them each a couple of the stealth charms she'd brought, as well scapulars and some medallions for protection and healing. Finally, she murmured a prayer over the St. Anthony charm and gave it to Heather. 
"If anything happens, and you and Charlie are separated, say a prayer to find your way to safety. 
Not the hotel. Safety. Understand?" 
Heather gulped and nodded. 
Rak asked, "Vern, got our route memorized?" and when I nodded, handed the map to Charlie. "Get her safe." 
He paused and looked each one of us in the eyes, slowly. "It's crunch time. We're behind enemy lines. I know everyone will do their best, but understand: In operations like these, someone might get killed." 
I raised my eyebrows. "Don't look at me." 
Heather clutched Charlie's arm. "I've got too much to live for!" 
Charlie shrugged. "I volunteer you, mate." 
Grace rolled her eyes. "I think this is one cliché we can dispense with." 
Rak sighed to himself like we were all lunatics, but there wasn't anything he could do about it. I think he actually resisted the temptation for some kind of team handshake, however. 
He stood and pulled the backpack on, and Charlie did the same with his. Before we moved out, however, Grace grabbed my hand and Rak's. I reached out and took Heather's, who took Charlie's, who completed the circle by taking Rak's. We stood for a moment with heads bowed while Grace whispered a quick yet heartfelt prayer. I felt a warmth spread over me for the first time since that morning. Grace's hands stopped their trembling, and I could feel her relax, reassured God would go with us, no matter what. 
I listened at the door. Nothing. I thought about sticking my nose out and sniffing around, but after their "ocean experience," my sinuses were stuffy and my sense of smell diminished to around human levels. Ears and eyes, then. 
I led the way down the hall to the fork where we parted ways. 







Chapter Nineteen: The Vern Identity 
Fifteen minutes later, I was thinking I should have been the one to take Heather to safety. 
The tense but otherwise quiet walk to the reactor had given my body time to remember its beating; my throat was burning from the saltwater and the yelling, and my sinuses, not content with the cotton-ball sensation, decided to hold a heavy metal concert between my eyes. The effect on my head was rather like being stuck behind the car of some teenager whose goal in life was to go deaf by twenty-five. 
I tried not to complain, about my discomfort, anyway. "I hope splitting up was a good idea. I feel like a Scooby Doo episode." 
Rak snickered, "Since when did Daphne get to go off alone with Shaggy?" 
"So that makes you Scooby?" I countered. 
"In your dreams, dragon. In your dreams." 
Grace chuckled, too. "Well, I don't mind being Velma. She usually had a good head on her shoulders." 
Human bodies feel their limits more easily than dragons, and I couldn't block all the signals. I'd already drained one canteen of water and had to concentrate on not panting or wincing. Grace had given me some beseeching glances, but I'd forced myself to shake my head. I did not want her wasting her magic on healing me. 
We came to a ladder, and I raised my hand. "We go up here. Might be a trap in the hallway above. Squiggly lines on the map," I said. Rak nodded, holstered his pistol, and pulled a small device out of his pack: a kind of electronic telescope whose lens was on the end of a flexible cable. He stuck it in his front pocket, retrieved his gun, and started up. Grace followed. 
I set one hand on the ladder, looked up— 
And my human middle ear decided to play "Let's Mess With Vern." I got to feel my stomach do flips that would have rivaled any of Grace's dives; and then had the even less pleasant experience of whacking the wall with my side, reminding me that, oh, yeah, I'd gotten kicked in the ribs a time or two. I clutched the ladder rail so hard it hurt, but at least I didn't crumple to the floor. Above me, Grace and Rak stopped their ascent. 
Maybe it was time for some magic. I touched the spot behind my head where they'd inserted the healing medallion. This one, a special creation of Grace's, combining natural and holy magics, should cure me of everything from broken bones to fatigue—and gangrene, I was still a little worried about gangrene. 
I felt the ribs knit, the bruises and cuts heal and fade, the fire in my throat calm. Yet when the magic had finished, and the medallion under my skin had cooled, my voice was still hoarse, and my nose still stuffy. You'd think that would have taken nothing to cure. Had I been so injured I'd spent all the magic so quickly? Had I been walking around with internal injuries all this time? 
Zoinks!  I shuddered. Then fought back a sneeze. 
"Vern?" Grace whispered. 
I waved her on and set my foot on the ladder. 
At the top of the ladder, Rak awkwardly pulled the small surveillance camera out of his pocket and threaded the thin cable through a crack in the trapdoor. We waited. I had to force myself to keep looking down, scanning the hall for any sign of approaching danger. My middle ear was calling complaints my brain kept acknowledging then dumping into the circular file. 
Stupid middle ear. Dragons had a greater sense of proprioception; we didn't depend on one organ for balance like humans do. Now if only I could convince my new body of that. Fifteen feet seemed unusually high. 
Rak finally signaled the all clear and gently opened the door. Gratefully, I left the ladder for firm ground. 
That feeling lasted all of five seconds. 
"Shh!" I hissed, though no one had said anything. 
Rak paused, his hand still holding the door open in case we had to scurry back down it like frightened mice. 
I wasn't a mouse. I was a dragon. 
I closed my eyes, concentrating on all my senses in turn. Beneath the hum of the air conditioning, I could hear water moving through pipes, even the singing of a lost and lonely cricket doomed to bachelorhood. No threat. 
I opened my eyes and searched the room. It was dark except for the light coming from under the door. I made myself scan the corners before the light interfered with my night vision. 
Dust bunnies, a forgotten pen under a chair. A desk with some equipment: walkie-talkies, a computer, papers. Grace's apprehensive face. But no threat. 
Magic, then? I mouthed the word to Grace. She nodded to show she understood and whispered a silent prayer. After a moment, she shook her head and shrugged. 
There was something wrong; I knew it! 
I again closed my eyes, picturing the map in my mind. Unless we went back down and hiked outside for half a mile in the rain, this was the only way to the reactor. Whoever had designed this place had not followed the cliché of making the air ducts large enough to crawl through. The best way was down the hall before us. 
Despite the fact that it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. 
I shrugged to show I suspected something, but didn’t know what, and jerked my head in the direction of the hallway. I helped Rak put the trapdoor back in place as quietly as possible. 
The noise still seemed incredibly loud to my ears. 
Grace, meanwhile, spent a little magic doing a second check of the hall. She shrugged. 
She'd found nothing. 
I fought a sneeze as Rak eased open the door. 
The hall beyond was bright, cool, and empty. From here, the corridors were divided every two hundred meters by doors with locks. We had five to traverse. Luckily, the locks were Common Access Card readers, and Rak had lifted the card off the guard at the jail. 
We had about one hundred-fifty meters to our door. I whispered, "Run." 
Halfway across, however, I skidded to a stop. Something was there! I could feel it! 
I spun, ready to defend with claws and teeth I no longer had. 
Nothing. 
But I could feel it! It was there! 
"Vern?" Grace had returned to my side. Stupid mortal! 
"Run! Hide!" I hissed at her. I was breathing heavily, despite my stuffed nose. It was everywhere! Help me find it! God, help me fight it! 
"There's nothing here." Grace intruded my thoughts. 
"Near, then," I rasped. That was it. We'd stumbled onto its territory. If it wanted a fight, I'd give it one. I ran human nails down the side of the wall. 
"Vern! What is it? What are you doing?" 
"Me?" I spun again, reaching until my limited senses screamed. Where was it? I tried to let out a howl of challenge, but my sore and human throat couldn't manage it. I coughed instead. 
"Calm down!" Grace hissed. 
"Run! I won't let them take what's mine!" 
I couldn't defend anyone in this weak, puny form. 
I tapped out the counterspell. 
"Vern, no!" 
This time, I wanted my own form back. I didn't need to repeat the sequence. As I melted into something worthy of a Dali painting, I could only think, "Faster! Faster!" Dimly, I heard Grace running back toward Rak, saying something about a gas mask. 
I solidified into my dragon state—my fabulous, awe-inspiring, strong dragon state—
roaring and breathing fire down the hallway behind us. 
Come on! I'm not afraid of you! 
The fire cleared my sinuses like cobwebs burning away. I stared down the scorched hallway, reveling in my heightened senses, reaching with magic and feeling and vision and hearing. The fire alarms were wailing, and the sprinklers sent a heavy mist over my scales. 
Unlike the rain earlier, this felt glorious. I was back! 
Still the coward lurked just beyond my reach. 
Grace was saying, "No, only the filters! I need the filters! Now hold the door!" 
I roared my challenge again and turned when I heard steps behind me, my body moving into a crouch, my teeth bared, my game on! 
Grace stood before me, carrying a black round object in each hand, looking at me with a face full of terror. 
That's right, fear the dragon! I threw my head back and roared again. Do you hear me? 
Fear the dragon! 
She sang, "Be still!" 
Two words! Just two words froze me in place. What was she thinking? I tried to move, to thrash against the invisible bonds of her spell, but all I could do was roll my eyes at her as she grabbed me by the snout. 
Thwock! Thwock! 
She jammed a filter in each of my nostrils! 
The spell broke. I tossed my head and pawed at my nose like a dog fighting a muzzle. I tried to roar, but it came out whiny and asthmatic. The whole time, Grace was trying to calm me, saying things like, "It's a scent. It's pheromones. There's nothing here." 
Nothing there? Couldn't she—? 
My head cleared, and I felt as stupid as I probably looked. 
I checked around me, more slowly this time. With only the scent of rubber and charcoal to fill my nostrils, the rest of my senses could confirm what she said. 
Almost. 
"We got company!" 
Grace didn't bother to argue, just ran with me to the door. Her feet slipped on the wet tile, and I scooped her up with my tail. Never mind the circumstances; I was so glad to see my tail again, I almost whooped with glee. We cleared the threshold right as the door on the other end opened, and some henchman shouted, "Hey!" 
Hey.  Now see? I could have used that line in the cellblock. 
Rak shut the door, and we heard the lock click. I noted with relief it was dry on this side. 
Grace said, "They're sure to have cards. The door won't hold for long." 
"Oh, yeah?" I swiped the card reader with my claws. It came away with a sheering of metal and a shower of sparks. 
The door clicked and opened. 
"What the—?" Rak yelled. 
"That's not fair!" I shouted. 
Grace pulled at us both. "Run!" 
Rak had the CAC card in his hand. I snagged it with my tail, bounded ahead and skid, twisting so I headed tail first to the CAC reader. I had the card slid through and the door open before I'd even come to a stop. The others ran through while I provided cover fire—literally. My flames didn't engulf anyone, but they jumped and ran. It felt good to be packing heat again. I love being a dragon! 
Second verse, same as the first. My nifty trick worked again, and we were through with two locked doors between us and the motley crew. 
Naturally, that cued motley crew number two to join in from an intersecting corridor. Rak fired three shots. I heard three thuds and didn't even stop as I bounded over the bodies to my next goal, Rak hard at my heels. I leapt, did my little spin— 
And saw Grace kneeling among the injured henchmen, working healing spells while bullets from motley crew number three flew around her, miraculously just missing. 
"Rak, squiggles!" I warned and dashed back to Grace. I didn't bother with niceties; I just interposed my body between her and the bullets and let loose with a few hundred Kelvins at the baddies while I swept her onto my back with my tail. I dashed back, Rak gesturing and shouting for me to hurry. Grace, for her part, didn't bother to protest but held tight and finished chanting her healing spell as I carried her across the hall. 
We have a beautiful partnership. 
We were through the door and had it shut before the floor had cooled enough for the minions to follow. 
That's when someone took two ice picks and jammed them into my eardrums. My legs buckled, and I nearly threw Grace off as I put my hands to my ears. 
Rak had waited at the door but ran to Grace. 
"What do you think you're doing?" he screamed. 
"You almost killed one of them!" she screamed back. Grace never screams. 
"I don't shoot to hurt, Sister!" 
"And I don’t let people die!" 
"Hello! Dragon in pain here!" I fought to concentrate enough to figure out what was hurting me as a dentist's drill replaced the ice picks in my skull. 
"We have a job to do!" Rak hollered. 
We had to get out of there. I had to get out of there. I tried to crawl to the next door. 
"You don't have to kill people to do it!" 
I glanced at Grace. She'd pressed the heel of her hand against one eye. It was affecting her, too. 
"You'd rather innocent people die?" 
"I won't let anyone die! Not if I can help it!" 
"Be quiet!" I begged. Why was everybody yelling? The noise only made it worse. 
Noise? 
Noise! 
Dragons have an interesting skill: selective hearing. Yeah, I know you think humans have it, too, especially as children or married men, but this is a real, physical ability. I forced my mind to ignore my ears and thought myself deaf. 
I could still feel points of agony, like tacks applied to my skull, but at least I could stand. 
Rak and Grace were still fighting, I thought; they were in each other's faces and their mouths were moving. Grace, however, had paled and started to sway. 
The floor I'd roasted had to be cool enough to walk on by now. 
I shoved my snout in between the two of them and yelled, "It's a trap! There's some kind of sound wave—you can't hear it, but it's affecting you!" 
They both turned and looked at me, mouthing words I didn't hear. Great time to realize how useful reading lips could be. Grace was starting to look a little green, but at least Rak's flushed face was calming as he did. 
"I can't hear you! I'm blocking the noise!" I said. I might have shouted; I didn't know. 
Rak scanned the room but nothing identified itself as a speaker. He took hold of Grace, and together we ran to the next lock. No way could I do my little skid-n-spin trick, so I ran straight to the wall and swiped the card. 
Suddenly, we were back on the other end of the hall! 
"That's not fair!" I roared. With the filters in my nose, I probably sounded whiny instead of fierce. 
Grace buckled over and threw up. I was sorely tempted to do the same. 
Rak mouthed something I could read, then grabbed the card, ran to the other end, and swiped it again. 
Immediately, he was right next to us. 
"Shoot the lock!" I yelled. Even though I was more likely to crawl than run, I tried to pull Grace onto my back. She shook her head and staggered toward the door again. 
Rak held up an arm and blocked her. He pulled out his pistol and aimed at the CAC 
reader. His hands shook slightly—the sound was starting to affect him physically, too—but with the third shot, the reader burst into pieces and sparks. 
I couldn't hear if the door clicked open, but we didn't have much choice. The Henchmen Three would be coming down the other hall any minute. 
Rak again helped Grace while I made my best time to the door. I got there as he'd kicked it open. 
He slammed it shut and leaned against it for a moment, his chest heaving. Grace sank to a sitting position beside him. I let my feet slide out from under me and flopped on the floor. 
However, the sound waves had only affected that corridor. The immediate pain had gone, and the rest had "faded" into one katzenjammer of a headache. 
"Now I know how migraines feel," Grace whispered. 
"I'm sorry I yelled, Sister," Rak said, his voice breathy. "The sound must have been affecting my mood. But I told you someone might die. I'd rather it be them, not us." 
"I'll not—" 
"We're not arguing this now!" I snarled, making us all wince. "Rak, try not to kill anyone. 
Grace, if he 'misses,' do just enough to keep them alive. Got it? Now, can you move? Good." 
I bullied my legs back under me and pushed myself up. Reaching out with my senses, I found the source of the next trap. "Spell on the next lock—" 
"Why didn't you find the spell on the previous lock?" Rak snapped. 
"I was a little distracted by pain!" I snapped back and immediately regretted it. Ouch, ouch. I handed him the card and told him to get Grace to the door while I took care of this one. 
Grace, however, shrugged off his assistance. She must have decided to heal herself so she'd have a clear head for handling the bespelled lock. I watched them go then turned back to the door. 
Unlike the dragons in the Mundane legends and movies, Faerie dragons have the ability to control their fire. I can light a cigarette as skillfully as I can set a town ablaze. In this case, I concentrated a long, superhot stream of flame at the crack in the door, welding it shut. Then I made sure to do it on the other side, too. No sense putting in so much effort just to have them remove the hinges, after all. I even did it without setting off the fire alarms. I'm good. 
I was also in a lot of pain. Breathing fire usually cleared my head, but I guess sonic hangovers are not like chemical ones. Plus my nose was starting to ache from the filters, and more and more, I needed to breathe through my mouth. I moved, slowly in deference to my head, to where Rak was waiting impatiently a few feet back from the door. We watched Grace for a moment before he spoke. 
"Grace said to stay here in case there was a backlash. There's something really wrong with this whole set-up. There are only two other ways into the reactor—the main entrance and the heavily guarded employee entrance. Why all the traps and spells here? And why is this card opening doors but setting off the traps? The first makes you freak; the second sandwiches us between two guard stations. The third was irritating as—" He shrugged, unwilling to finish the pun. 
I had no such inhibitions. "Hel? I've been thinking about that. Seriously. Dragon brains can multi-task. The first hallway, Grace was scared, and not of me. How about you?" 
Rak mashed his lips together, but he nodded. "All right. I was...apprehensive...beyond the norm for a mission." 
"I don’t think the guard who so generously loaned you his card has clearance to be here. 
I'm also guessing that the partial access makes for a nice little test of obedience. I'll bet the hallway is coated with some kind of predator pheromone. Humans would feel scared and hopefully decide not to go any farther. You freak; you leave. Of course, I took it as a challenge. 
We should thank God my nose was stuffed, too, or Grace might not have had time to figure it out. 
"If you make it through there, you go through one hallway to give the guards a chance to react. Then you go to the next where they can apprehend or shoot you as the case may be. Next trap is probably just supposed to drive you nuts with frustration, but Grace and I have hearing beyond the human norm." 
Rak nodded. "And this one?" 
"At best, the card won't work at all. At worst, it sets off a spell and fries us." 
Rak sighed, "And I'd wager we have a small army waiting for us on the other side. 
Suggestions?" 
"Shield spells. We crack the lock. I go in and flame whatever I have to. You may have to hold Grace back." In eleven years of solving cases, I could count on one hand the number of times I'd actually charged into the fray with the full intention of hurting someone—less than half of those when Grace was in a position to stop me. 
A loud thump caused us to turn our heads toward the other door. I snorted. "They can hit it with their rifle butts all they want; they'll need a blowtorch to bust that seal." 
"Or plastic explosives. Hope they don't carry any C4 with them." He pulled out a small package. 
I thought about the bulges in the vest pockets of the henchmen. "Um, maybe we should hurry Grace along?" 
Grace shook her head as we approached. "I need at least ten minutes. I can unravel the spell, but it's delicate." 
Rak started to protest. I stopped him. Grace was a miracle worker; she didn't need a padded estimate to prove it. 
He asked, "What's on the other side?" 
I leaned in close. The door felt wonderfully cool. I let it soothe me while I listened. 
"Last hall is empty, but they're evacuating the control room." 
Rak chewed on his lip. "Let's get ready." He set down his pack and started rummaging through it. 
I knew I wouldn't be able to keep up a steady stream of wide flame if I kept having to stop to gulp in air. I told Grace put up her shield spell, while I snorted and pawed at my nose without effect. 
"Grace, I hate to ask...." 
She actually laughed as she pulled her glove over the cuff of her shirt. "What's the saying about you can pick your friends?" 
After a few moments of grossness and embarrassment, the first filter came loose with a sound I think I'll let you imagine. Grace flung it away with her own sounds of disgust. As she made to reach in and grab the second one, Rak snagged her by the waist and pulled her away from the door. 
"Fire in the hole!" he called as he flipped the mask off the switch. 
"Rak! No!" Grace screamed and almost immediately began singing her strongest protection spell. 
I glanced at the C4, saw he'd planted it on the bespelled lock,  and threw myself between it and them just as the explosives went off, springing the spell. 
A clang like the inside of the biggest bell of Notre Dame, and we were flung against the other wall. I felt Grace's shields dissolve like sugar in water. Pain like the bites of a thousand fire ants under my scales swelled over me. I thought I heard Grace and Rak scream, but it could have been my own nerves sending more impulses than my brain could process. Everything flared white then went dark. 
Chapter Twenty: The Girl with the Golden Gap 
You know you're in denial when your first thought upon waking from setting off a major magical booby trap is, "My nose feels weird." My next thought was that this was all some twisted dream my friend Natura would spend many happy hours interpreting. I should go back to
sleep and see how it ends... 
Someone who sounded like Hel said, "Wake him." 
Aww. Couldn’t I dream some more? 
A hard splash of cold water answered that question. Some of it got up my snout, and I sneezed hard. 
Thwock! Zing!  And some unknown henchman shouted with pain. 
Ah, relief! 
I heard Rak's laughter get cut short into a grunt. 
I opened my eyes, expecting to see Helheim. I found myself disappointed and confused while my eyes took in the room, and my head narrated like the announcer for Lairs by Larry: The underground chamber sported a cement and steel decor—an evil overlord classic. 
Broad stripes in "Danger Red" add panache, as do the automatic sliding doors of the same
color—and what door would be complete without its own guard? Italian submachine guns and
black fatigues—honestly, is there really any color for Kevlar besides black? It's just so right. 
You'll notice our villainess has gone with the theme in her own tailored flak jacket under a 
"Summer uniform," bearing her personal flare. No one can wear hot pants like Hel. Naturally,
no base headquarters would be complete without a raised platform from which to gloat at your
victims—and Hel's gone all out with a wall-sized high-definition screen from which to illustrate
her maniacal schemes. Forget the steel railings—so Seventies—Hel has pulled materials from
the volcano where she's made her home. Don’t the stalagmites and carved lava rock add just the
right touch of sinister? Be still, my fearful heart! 
I think Hel and McThing used the same decorator. I also think I've been watching too much TV. 
Speaking of fearful... the lower level serves multiple purposes, but right now, we see it in
victim intimidation mode, with harsh spotlights, and dark shadows, and the roof reflecting the
interior pool, populated, of course, by— 
"Why do you have sharks?" I know. We've failed in our mission. We're in mortal danger. 
The island could explode and release the powers of Hel on an unsuspecting world. And I'm asking about the Nefarious Koi Pond. I've said it before: denial isn't just a river in Egypt. 
Apparently, my question amused Hel. "Do you like my pets? Fascinating creatures. They live for the kill—" 
I did a double-take. "They have frickin' laser beams attached to their heads!" 
Hel shrugged. "I saw it in a movie." 
Rak coughed and grunted. "Vern, focus!" 
Straddling the pool and guarded by minions was a set-up like you'd find in a carnival, the one where you strap someone to bungee cords and let them bounce. My eyes moved up, my hearts beating faster at what I thought I'd find. 
Strapped into the body harness, Grace hung over the pool. They'd obviously dunked her at least once; one pantleg was ripped and her shoe shredded, the skin beneath raw and caked in blood, her "cute toes" now so much mangled flesh. Only a miracle or magic had kept her leg from being bitten off. One arm hung limply while the other wound around the cable. A single finger tapped out triples, over and over. Her head leaned against it. Her face had the swelled discolored look of an acid burn. My eyes flew up to a beaker held suspended by ropes. 
"Snake venom," Hel said sweetly, "from a very special snake." 
I turned my attention back to my partner. She wore what looked like a shock collar around her neck. Her first song-spell would have been to remove it; I guessed it had some kind of spell or device to cut off her voice, and if it did shock, it was to punish her for trying. 
None of this worried me like the blank expression on her face, however. Her head rested against one of the ropes, her breathing slow and too regular. Her eyes open and unseeing. 
"Yes," Hel mused. "When her magic ran dry, she just sort of seemed to stop reacting. 
Poor Stan was beside himself, by then. There wasn't much point after that." 
Once upon a time in the Great War, Grace had been captured and tortured by the real Powers of Hell. When the Inquisition had finally recovered her, they'd found she'd "gone away," 
somewhere deep into herself—or maybe outside herself; no one knew for certain. It had taken decades of care and prayer for her to find her way back. 
Hel was not vicious,  Grace had said. 
But Hel had just sent my best friend back to insanity. 
My vision flooded red. I roared loud enough to send waves through the shark tank. I lunged at the platform— 
And found my muscles frozen. I hit the ground with an infuriating thud. 
"I said her magic was drained, not mine." 
I wanted to kill her. I wanted to send her back to the Nordic hell she came from. I wanted to tie her to a rock with her own entrails and let a snake drip venom on her like Odin had once done to her father. I wanted— 
It didn't matter what I wanted. Revenge wouldn't bring back Grace, anyway. 
A dozen clichéd phrases ran through my mind: You won't get away with this! You're mad! 
Even Let her go, please!  I stayed silent. I'm a dragon. I don't follow cliché when I don't want to, and I don't plead with insane demigods. 
Instead, I pushed myself up, slowly and non-threateningly in deference to the spells on me, until I was sitting camel-like facing her. I didn't even bother to ask what happened next. I waited. If I'd had eyebrows, I'd have raised one. I was going to miss the eyebrows. 
I looked at the screen behind her. Three images showed. On the right, various live footage of the nuclear reactor crew going about their work. They even wore the same kinds of clothes and hairstyles as the original research crew. On the left, a side shot of the volcano from a camera posted somewhere on the rocks. I could see cars making their way to the apex. In the middle, a view from the camera looked right into the mouth of the volcano itself. 
Why did I have the feeling everyone was in a Hel of a hurry? 
"Rak, you okay?" I asked, surprised how neutral my voice sounded. 
"I'm sorry, Vern," he rasped. They'd obviously roughed him up before they decided making him watch as they tortured Grace was better fun. 
Don't think about it. Use your senses. Use your brain. While I waited for Hel to launch her monologue, I started cataloging: henchmen, weapons, magic. She made the McThing complex look like the children's amusement it was supposed to be. 
"Where is McThing?" I wondered aloud. 
Hel laughed. "He's...topside, shall we say? He's greeting and schmoozing our honored guests while I tackle the little problem of you." 
She just wanted to be left alone,  Grace had said. 
"I've had him healed, you naughty dragon, though he'll never be able to gesture with quite the same style again. We've of course arranged for one of his employees to take the rap for kidnapping Rhoda Dakota, working of course, with the now-deceased Art Decko. I was so hoping Rhoda would perform a private concert for my guests, but she seems to have slipped away." She gave Rak a Significant Glance. 
He stared at Grace as though he could feel every one of her injuries. "I told you; I don't know where she is." 
I almost believed him myself. 
Instead of pressing the point, Hel sighed. "Well, it hardly matters, except that she might have been safer—or maybe not." She laughed. 
Hel's always been so sad. Depressed, even, Grace had said. 
"You see, I'd planned to wait for the big party to unleash my plot—" 
"Sounded to me like she got a pretty bum deal at home." 
"Aye, banishing her to Niflheim because of her parentage, but through the grace of God,
she made something out of it, a place of rest and solace for the dead Norse—" 
I looked at the beaker of poison. A very special snake, eh? 
I'd been an idiot. This was not Hel on Earth. 
"Sigyn, what are you hoping to accomplish?" I demanded. 
"Sigyn? Loki's wife?" Rak gasped. 
Sigyn leaned on the polished lava rock railing and chuckled, shaking her head at me. "It took you long enough, dragon. After all, with legs like these, how could I be that half-dead cow of a daughter of his? Honestly! Plastic surgery can only do so much." 
"But we Mundanes had nothing to do with imprisoning your husband. Why take vengeance on us?" Rak cried. He added, "No offense, Vern." 
"No offense," I repeated, "and no vengeance, either. You're trying to free him, aren't you?" 
She leaned back and clapped once. "Now you are thinking! I shall open a new Gap and—
" 
"And nothing! We already have a Gap. It didn't usher in Ragnarok, and it doesn't matter what kind of disasters you create. You could even blow up this whole island and half the ocean. 
If it's not Ragnarok, he doesn't get out." 
"The Gap opened in a backwater duchy in a sleepy little kingdom. And who went through first? Scholars and priests. Of course, it didn't usher Ragnarok; you fool! Why do you think I chose this place?" 
The volcano. "You're bringing in the fire giants?" 
"Believe me. It was no treat having to swallow my pride around that...woman, Angrboda, but we were able to put our differences aside. Loki is what he is, and I wouldn't have him any other way." She actually stopped and looked away, blinking tears out of her eyes. I took the opportunity to test my bonds; unfortunately, the magic was not tied to how well she was paying attention to me. Back to keeping the monologue going. 
She didn't need any encouragement, however. She wiped her eyes and continued. "I worked in secret for years to build my little empire—Frank Li Enterprises. I've created quite a mystery around the reclusive Frank, and when my Loki is returned to me, he will step into his new identity as the brilliant mastermind who created the new interdimensional portal. Perhaps he can play the tortured victim, who never thought the experiment would release such monsters and now lives with the terrible burden of his quest for knowledge. I think Loki'd enjoy the role, don't you? Maybe we'll even get him elected to the UN to lead this world through its crisis. Oh! How about for seven years? Petaki, do make a note of that for me." 
A guard standing near a control panel nodded and pulled out his smart pad. 
Sigyn continued. "Of course, we were supposed to begin this at the height of the festival. 
Could you just imagine it? The wild chanting, the revelry, the worship real and feigned. Then suddenly, monsters emerging from the volcano and storming the island. Never mind the complete terror of the people—that's just a bonus! I have fifty of the world's most vital citizens on an observation platform at the apex! Their deaths will plunge this world into economic chaos!" 
I held back a snort. Apparently, she hadn't learned enough about how the Mundane world worked, especially in the areas of bureaucratic redundancy. 
"But it's better! Just think of the survivors, left to torture themselves with the knowledge that they made this happen! Some will believe in their own ability to make magic—and with my own portal, my Golden Gap, I will make that belief true. As for the rest, guilt creates its own kind of anarchy. It may not happen right away, but I will work on this world like a maid in labor until I birth Armageddon, and my husband is returned to me." 
"What do you see in him, anyway?" Rak asked, his voice mellow and sympathetic. "He's not much of a husband. All those affairs. He spent eight years as a woman, for pity's sake! Can you really want a man like that?" 
"It's complicated!" 
See? I knew that was a good line. 
"We don't have to be," Rak said. 
What? Was this some kind of script in the BILE handbook I missed? 
Rak gave Sigyn his best come-on look, which despite the black eye and split lip was still pretty good, had to give him credit. "Why don’t you and I discuss this over dinner? Maybe we could work out a more personal arrangement?" 
"Why would I bother with a mortal?" she sneered. 
"Once you've had Rak, there's no going back." 
I fought my gag reflex. This was the woman who stood by her husband for millennia, holding a bowl between him and a deadly snake to keep its venom from spilling onto his face—
and Rak thought he could turn that kind of loyalty with a cheap pick-up line that didn't rate a pity date? 
Sigyn seemed to hold the same opinion. She regarded him through slit eyelids. "Petaki, alert the plant that when they are ready, they may go ahead with the experiment." 
Petaki bowed slightly and spoke into a mike on the wall. 
I couldn't stop it. I looked at Rak, helpless as me, and did the only thing I could: I bowed my head and prayed, though I wasn't sure what for. Did I want their experiment to succeed? 
Would I want Grace's life spared if it meant introducing a reign of terror to the Mundane world? 
Thy will be done, Thy will be done... 

Petaki had turned on the volume, and we could hear the researchers calling out stats and numbers. I didn't bother to listen to the actual words. Their tone would tell me enough. As their voices became more strained, I knew the experiment was working. 
I wondered if they knew they would sacrifice their lives if it succeeded. I added a quick prayer for their souls. To my side, I could still hear the steady tapping of Grace's finger on the rope: taptaptap, taptaptap, taptaptap— 
Three taps for the Trinity: Father, Son, Holy Spirit. Was she praying, even in her lost state? 
I tried to edge closer to her, but the spell held me fast. 
Shouts, screams, the sound of an explosion— 
The entire mountain shook— 
I lifted my head and looked at the screen. The right side was dead static, but the left had closed in on people standing on a platform—or would have been standing. They staggered and bumped into each other; a couple lost their cell phones over the edge. Guess you could say they were more shaken than stirred by the experience. 
In the middle view, the wild surging dance of the lava was blocked by a small and growing disk. Humans have imagined wormholes in several sci-fi shows, but the Gap was at once more simple and more complex. To the human eye, it looked like a big round piece of shimmery burlap. At least, my friend Bert describes it that way. 
Dragons see things differently. 
At home, I tried not to look at the Gap when I went through: the interactions of color and design can mesmerize worse than those screensavers that played fractal patterns. Sigyn's camera could only pick up a small part of the spectrum outside the visual, but I could see enough of the familiar flow of pattern and shades to know Sigyn had succeeded. 
The shaking of the island steadied. I could see the burlap pattern undulating and wavering like fabric being snapped and stretched. I could hear the demigoddess' heavy, almost lustful, breathing. "Come, my fire giants!" she hissed. "I give you this world!" 
We waited. 
The wobbling ceased. To humans, the new Gap looked stable and like burlap, but more gold than silvery. I wondered if that meant anything. I didn't want to find out. 
"Well?" Sigyn's hiss took on a distinctly un-sexy tone. 
I saw the patterns still twisting with motion. They didn't seem quite right. Had she failed after all? 
Sigyn snapped her fingers, and Petaki hurried over with a cell phone already ringing. 
"McThing? What's the status?" 
"Brilliantly done, my lady! Our investors are most impressed, though a little shook up." 
"Don't be a fool! Is anything emerging from the portal?" 
"No. I haven't seen anything. I—" He broke off as someone behind him yelled. 
On the screen, a small dark shape emerged from the portal. 
"Emerged" was the wrong word. Watching the trajectory, I modified it to "was lobbed through." 
The camera blurred as the lens focused on the object. Not fire giant. 
Dwarf. Definitely dwarf. 
He finished his arch and came in for one rough landing. People on the platform scattered. 
Even through their shouts of surprise, I could hear him yelling, "I'm not paid enoooough!" 
Wham! Bulls-eye! Score Ten for the Faerie Team. 
He stood, brushed himself off, stretched a crick out of his neck, and called in heavily accented English, "I be here to parlay with the mighty Sigyn." 
McThing bent over and gave him his cell phone. After a few minutes of instruction, compounded by the fact that his English was over four hundred years out of date, and McThing's English was out of the Idiot Manager's Guide to Verbiage to Impress and Befuddle, he spoke to Sigyn. 
Since I know most Mundanes have a hard time with Shakespeare, who would have sounded frightfully terse and modern compared to this guy, I shall translate. 
"I have been released from Hel's Hall and sent here to bear you a message." 
"What? Why?" 
"It's a living." 
"I mean why send you, you little fool!" 
"They aren't coming, my lady." 
"What? Why?" 
"Well, they discussed it, and... You're on an island." 
"Yes?" 
"It's surrounded by water." 
"So?" 
"They're fire giants. It's just not a good match, you see?" 
With a shriek that would have had her Evil Overlord membership card revoked, she tossed the cell phone on the ground, where it shattered into a hundred pieces. She stomped on it for good measure, not that vinyl stiletto-heeled boots could crush much. 
She whirled on me. "You! Dragon! You will go through the Gap and retrieve my husband!" 
I couldn't help it, I barked out a laugh. "I can't usher in Ragnarok! Even if I didn't have a compulsion by St. George! Dragons do have limits, lady." 
"You will find a way, or I will find a way to revive your friend. I understand these Mundanes are very skilled in creating drugs to do that. Then I will drive her insane again and again, until I can't bring her back, or she dies." 
I forced myself not to look at Grace. I told myself mortals die. 
Sigyn jerked her chin toward the henchmen by the shark pool. They pulled the cord. 
Grace bounced, her head lolling like a rag doll's, her feet not quite touching the water. The shark snapped but missed. The wires holding the beaker vibrated, and a small amount of venom spilled out and spattered on her face. I smelled the seared flesh. 
Grace's eye twitched, an automatic reaction, but otherwise, she stayed still except for her single finger. Taptaptap, taptaptap— 
"I'll go!" 
Mortals die. But not Grace. Not yet. 
"I'll go! But if you harm another hair on her head..." 
"You have two hours." She nodded at the ever-useful Petaki, who pressed a button. Part of the wall split. I saw the gray-blue morning sky beyond. 
I didn't care if I was an agent of the Church; I shot out of that opening like a bat out of Hell. 







Chapter Twenty-One: From Helheim With Love 
The door exited to a spot mid-mountain above the stony cliff side. I pumped my wings, caught a thermal and rose. Part of me gloried in having my dragon body back, but the rest was already racing ahead with a plan to break Loki out of semi-eternal imprisonment. The one thing I needed was stashed in my artifacts collection in my Faerie cave—twelve hours hard flying even from Muspellheim. However, with salt and some soda— 
I saw a familiar red and yellow can and swooped toward the "Distinguished Visitors" 
platform at the volcano's lip. 
" Gomen nasai!" I shouted as I plucked the can of Ping Extra and a sandwich from a member of the Japanese delegation. Everyone else ducked and screeched, but he waved and reached into his pocket for his camera. 
I didn't have time to show him my good side. I plugged the hole on the can with my tail, folded my wings and dove through the portal. I ignored the feeling of being stretched like putty except to note that something had gone wrong with this particular portal. Then I was out and in Muspellheim. 
Out of the frying pan and into the fire. 
Caught by surprise, the fire giants hardly had time to posture or lob stones at me before I was out of their area. I didn't need to tarry there, anyway. I didn't bother to stop in Asgard, either; no way Odin would deign to help me. No, I had only one destination in mind. 
If I wanted to save Grace, I'd have to go straight to Hel. 
I'm sure people are wondering what the road to Hel looks like. Sorry. I didn't notice the scenery. If you really want to know, find a good translation of Gylfaginning. My only concern was to remember to take a left at the tree roots. I zoomed through the dark and chilly valleys. 
Forget the whole "ride for nine nights;" Hermod had a terrible sense of direction and never stopped to ask anyone. I barreled down Mooguo at the Gjoll Bridge. I did see a couple of paving stones that said "Good Intentions." Cute touch. 
I backwinged at the border and called for Garm, the monster dog who guards the gates. 
His bloody chest has caused many a being to quell in fear, but honestly, it just reminded me how long it'd been since lunch. Good thing I didn't much like peanut butter. 
I held up the sandwich I'd stolen. Hoped it would pass muster. I didn't have time to find Hel cake. 
"Tell your lady the dragon Vern seeks audience—and be fast!" 
Garm sniffed at the tidbit, wagged his tail, and loped off toward his mistress. I followed, silently thanking God I'd spent that decade in India handing out loaves to the poor. He stopped at the door of a large, dowdy mansion, barked once, and waited. 
I was about ready to flame down the doors to Eljudnir when Hel's manservant finally deigned to answer the door. 
I tossed Hel's Hound the sandwich and stormed in, not caring one way or another if Idler bothered to get out of my way. I didn't stumble on the doorway; I'd leave that to the mortals. 
I found Hel in the sitting room, reclining in her lounge and watching her maidservant carry laundry. A few slipped out of her hands, but she didn't bother to stop and pick them up. Hel sighed. 
She turned her head to me, slowly, as if moving were too much of an effort. "You don't belong here, dragon," she said, each word leaving her mouth to settle heavily, like helium balloons five days after the parade. 
"I have something for you," I said. 
She closed her eyes, banishing me from her attention. She seemed to speak to the world in general and no one in particular. "Nothing you have can interest me." 
I quoted: 
In those eternal days did I make my bed with her 
Lying still, my head upon her breast 
Beautiful repose, beautiful Hela 
I thought I saw the trace of a bittersweet smile. "Do you come to flatter me, dragon, or to mock me? Only one has spoken to me so." 
"Baldr. I know, because I have the love poetry he wrote about you after his return to the living." 
I felt as much as saw the shudder go through her body. In a smooth motion, she swung her legs off the lounge and sat, leaning forward and gripping the edge of the cushioned seat. 
Despite the dead and decaying lower half of her body, she moved gracefully. "You have them?" 
"I can deliver them to you, right now. But I need some salt." 
She pushed herself up. "Follow me." 
In her kitchen, I took a look around. "This is...nice." 
Unexpected, was more like it. Blue-and-white checkered curtains dotted with yellow and pink flowers and white cartoon cats with red bows and teddy bears hid the barren, shadowy landscape from view. A similar design on the tablecloth made the table stand out like a daisy growing out of a cracked city sidewalk. Pink plastic plates with the same cuddly white cats lined the distressed gray shelves. 
Kawaii Kitten? I started to make a snide comment, until I saw her grin fondly as she pulled a pink and white cat-shaped shaker out of her cupboard. She deserved something to grin about. 
"This is my favorite room. Would you like a snack?" 
I declined. I'd be hungrier after. "Just a lot of salt and a plate if you don't want me to make a mess. Next, we need to put this in an out-of-the-way area, like an unused cupboard or drawer." 
She made a noise of polite surprise. "A considerate dragon." 
I poured the salt into the plate and spread it. With one claw, I wrote out my suggestion that certain artifacts really belonged here. Once we put that on the shelf Hel opened, I sprinkled a little bit of Ping near it and set the can beside it. Then came the hard part. I'd heard Grace use the brownie spell a dozen times since she'd first tried it in the Florida case, but dragons don’t sing, and I had no idea how much the music was for the spell and how much for the focus. I'd always depended on her for that. I prayed the Heavenly Host would provide a little back-up and did my best. 
Hel listened attentively, waiting until I closed the cupboard door to ask what was next. 
"We wait. If I did everything correctly, the brownies will find the letters in my stash at Caraparavelenciana and return them to you. But I can't stay." 
She nodded and pulled a plastic chair around, so she could sit facing me. Her face had returned to its usual malaise. "What do you want, dragon? No one brings me gifts without a reason." 
Great. Now I had guilt. Not that I'd let it stop me. 
"Where's Loki?" 
She blinked then recited. " He who sired me has been condemned by Odin for crimes
against the gods and God's humans. He shall take his company with the blind deaf-mutes, and all
shall be protected from his trickery. So shall he remain until Ragnarok and the renewal of the
world.  An ingenious punishment, really. He spent the first few decades tripping people, tapping them on the shoulder and running when they turned, putting gross objects in their hands, but it got old fast. He's beyond the Slough of Despond; take a right. Why?" 
"I've come to take him across the Gap." I explained in as few words as possible about Sigyn holding Grace hostage. 
"I can't release him." 
"I'm not asking you to. I just need you to turn a blind eye and hold your hound. You can even send your manservant after me; by the time he makes up his mind to obey, we'll be long gone." 
She toyed with the edge of the gaily-colored table cloth. "I don't know. Perhaps if you—" 
I twitched my tail. "Hela, please. I don't have time to ask the entire world to cry for Grace. I have an hour, or your stepmother will—" I couldn't finish. 
She regarded me with tilted head. "Mortals die, dragon." 
"Not Grace. Not yet." 
She shrugged, unsure. Her eyes moved to the cupboard. 
"Hela, you asked your father to turn himself into a giantess and refuse to mourn Baldr so that he would not be freed, didn't you?" 
Eyes still pinned to the cupboard, she whispered, "I only wanted him to stay, for as long as I could have him. That's all." 
"That's all I want with Grace. Please, help me?" 
She nodded once. 
I would have collapsed with relief if I weren't in such a hurry. 


* * * * 
"He's not such a bad father, you know," she said as we made our way across her large back yard. Garn, I noticed, had dug holes among the hemlock and black-roses. "I've taken advantage of his imprisonment here to have him over. Sabbatical visits, I guess your Church would call them. He made me laugh. He was so excited when I got the computer. When I saw the Kawaii Kitten things, he told me, 'Who cares what the other gods think? Get them if they make you happy!' We used to watch DimsTube together. He liked slapstick and practical jokes, but I suppose that's no surprise. Lately, he just sits and mumbles." 
A shabby lean-to shed stood by the back gate. Hel went in and rummaged through it, returning with coils of long rubbery cord. 
"My half-brother's entrails," she explained. "He doesn’t need them, and you can bind Loki for the journey. I doubt he'll put up much of a fight. He's not moved in years." 
I thanked her and told her if the spell did not work, send word to the DragonEye office. "I will personally deliver all of Baldr's letters. I promise." 
Taking the coils in my mouth, careful not to bite down and trying not to drool, I sped across Helheim to Loki. 
True to Hel's prediction, I found Loki sitting in a corner away from the aimlessly wandering souls. He was rocking and chanting, "See no evil. Hear no evil. Speak no evil. Have no fun." I had him hogtied faster than a calf-roper at the rodeo. He just kept muttering like a street bum with mental problems. I caught some of the loops of his bindings in my mouth, grabbed him up with my hands and feet, and took off at my best speed. 
Idler gave a halfhearted "Hey, stop!" as I carried my prize across the border of Niflheim. 







Chapter Twenty Two: The Vern Supremacy 
I made it back to Muspellheim with about fifteen minutes to spare. I prayed that was enough time to handle the second part of the mission. I'd been doing a lot of praying in the past couple of hours. It might have been redundant, but I prayed that would help. 
Looked like God was smiling on me, if not the gods. No one so much as lobbed a lava rock at me as I sped through, though a few fire giants did call me names. No doubt they expected me to do a slow burn, but I didn't give them the satisfaction. I just wanted to finish my mission and get Grace. 
Angrboda stood at the entrance of the cave leading to the portal. Magnificent even among giantesses, with strong features, flaming hair—literally—that danced and licked at her chiseled cheeks, she blocked my way like a liquid mountain. I knew I'd not get past by force. 
I needed to talk. I dropped Loki at my feet. The impact set him muttering again. 
"Angrboda, I do not have time to fight you." 
The fire giant made a derisive snort and curled her lip at the limp pile of flesh and bones that had been her husband. "Over this? I've moved on. Sigyn can have him. You are the one bearing the burden for the crime." 
"Speak no evil," Loki muttered. Angrboda nudged him with her foot. At least, I'll call it a nudge. It was probably a nudge for a giantess. Maybe. 
"I can handle Odin," I said. 
"And the Faerie Church, O dragon christened by the pope? Loki sided with the Dark One—not that I disapprove necessarily, but the Church you are bound to serve has dictated his punishment." 
Didn't I know it? "That's my concern." 
"You think I'm a fool? You hope to win their favor by destroying this portal. We shall not let it happen, dragon. We may not step through ourselves, but do not fool yourself that we will not take advantage of the opportunity it presents." 
I toyed with one fang with my tongue and tried to look both smug and sheepish. "Uh, yeah. About that. Loki isn't the only person skilled at the double-cross." 
Angrboda darkened to the color of smoldering coals. "Explain." 
"Let me tell you about a Mundane phenomenon called Global Warming..." 
Seven minutes later, I had Loki in my jaws and was heading across the portal. Behind me, Angrboda was calling to her mages to hurry and destroy the gate before the Mundane icebergs melted and flooded their land. 
It could happen. 
The stretchy feeling was worse the second time through, making me feel doughy and gross. I wondered if the portal wouldn't collapse on its own. Either way worked for me. 
The portal spat me out like a draconian loogie. Not a fun image, especially when you're holding intestines in your teeth, but accurate. I don’t think I fully solidified until after I'd left the portal's magical influence, and I couldn't stop my flight until I was well above the mountain. I unfolded my wings and hovered long enough to glance around. 
Coming out of the sunrise, I saw the destroyer, USS Enchanted. 
The cavalry! I love when a cliché comes together! 
I angled and dove, ignoring the gasps of awe and the clicking of cameras, except to wonder if I'd make it on DimsTube. I spotted the door, like a mouth open wide, and flew into Sigyn's lair. Out of the fire and back into the frying pan. 
Sigyn let out a most un-Evil-Overlordish squeal as I set Loki on the platform before her. 
To the side, Petaki, the ever-faithful minion, stood by with his hand on the button, awaiting the order to close the door. She ignored him as she watched me. 
Big mistake. Glad to see Sigyn hadn't gotten her minions interested in earning proactiveness stars. I set a clawed hand over Loki, holding him down and holding her off. With my other hand and my tail, I undid the knots. 
"I want Grace and Rak and a five-minute head start." 
She looked from her bound husband to me and smiled a very Evil Overlordish smile. 
"Go! With my Loki's silver tongue and my knowledge of this dimension, we'll soon bring this world to its knees!" 
"Wanna bet?" I gave Loki a push, he unrolled, stopping at Sigyn's feet, curled in a fetal position and muttering, "See no evil..." 
"What have you done?" she screamed. 
I didn’t answer. I launched myself off the designer railing, leaving gouges, and soared to Grace. 
"Hear no evil..." 
"Get them! Kill them!" 
I bit into the strings holding Grace, snapping them as I carried her away. She didn't react, didn't even slow her steady tapping. 
Rak elbowed one guard, grabbed his gun, and used it to clock the other in the jaw. He ran to the exit. 
"Speak no evil..." 
"The door! Petaki, the door!" 
Rak reached out and grabbed my front ankle as I snagged him with my hind claws. We made it through the door with inches to spare. 
Have no fun. 


* * * * 
 Sheer adrenalin enabled me to make it to a flat part of the cliffs and to set Rak and Grace down gently. I collapsed next to them and forced myself to crawl to Grace's side. Rak was already there, checking her pulse, looking over her wounds, taking her hand and slapping it gently. 
"Grace? Come on, Sister. Show me you hear me." 
Taptaptap, taptaptap, taptaptap. 
Rak looked at her fingers playing out their rhythm on his hand. "Is that some kind of SOS?" 
"Yes, but to the Divine. Grace? It's Vern." I laid my head on her stomach. "Come back to me." 
Her steady breathing both frightened and reassured me. Twenty-four hours of tension and danger made themselves known. I shivered like the injured, overstressed creature I was. A steady pounding thrummed in my ears. But she was alive. 
Thank you, that she is alive.  The phrase repeated itself in my mind, and its echo lulled me. I closed my eyes. 
"Vern! We're not out of this yet. Sigyn will have her troops here in a few minutes." Rak pulled the clip out of the rifle he'd stolen, counted the rounds, and shoved it back in. The pounding had gotten loud enough Rak heard it, too. 
After all, what evil overlord complex would be complete without its own attack helicopters? 
I raised my head and made ready with my fire, but Rak leapt to his feet and began waving his arms. "It's ours! It's ours!" 
No sooner had the MH-60S Seahawk touched its skids to the ground, than two Marines dashed out. One carrying a med kit didn't bother to acknowledge Rak's shout that we had an 
"agent down," as she rushed to Grace's side. I backed away, gritting my teeth as I forced my legs to hold me up. My body reminded me sternly that I'd been beaten, half-drowned, hammered by a magical booby-trap, and just gone to Hel and back. I told it to quit whining. You'd think by now I'd be used to pushing myself beyond my limits. 
Rak had run back to the helicopter to talk to whoever was coordinating the mission. A Marine stood facing the chopper doors with his arms held out. A diminutive nun in a black habit reached for his shoulders, and he grabbed her waist to help her down, like a father helping his child out of a car. She clasped both hands over her wimple as she crouch-ran to me. 
When she straightened, all similarity to a child ended, and I bowed to Sister Michaela Joan of the Order of the Warriors of Christ. 
When I brought my head back up, dizziness washed over me. If dragons could cross their eyes, I would have. 
Sister Michaela Joan grasped my head in her hands. I felt strength and healing flow from her. 
"More," I gasped when she released me. 
She cocked her head sternly. "Be not greedy, Vern." 
I stamped a foot. My tail lashed. Yet I kept my voice level. "No, you don't understand. 
Loki's in there. And Sigyn. Hel was never involved—long story. I have to get them before they escape, but I can barely walk. I'm tapped, physically and magically. I need all the strength you can spare—or I may have to eat a Marine." 
The Marine who'd escorted Sister Michaela tensed, not sure if I was kidding or not. At that moment, neither was I. 
The agent of the Church's elite force gave me a look that seemed to see into my soul. 
Yeah, it's a gift, a charism, even. She reached out again, this time laying her hands on my head and praying. I felt my head clear, my aching ease, and my blood course through my veins with renewed energy. 
"Bless you, sister. Please—take care of Grace!" I snapped my wings and headed back into the fray. 


* * * * 
 Doors had opened up all along the mountain, and now Sigyn's minion choppers came buzzing out like bees out of a hive. Too bad they weren't going after the Russians; a bear fit the analogy better than an eagle. The door to Sigyn's headquarters had remained shut, but the Marines were handling that with a missile. A Hellfire, no less. Nice touch. 
I didn't bother checking there. Nearly half an hour had passed. Sigyn had brains; she'd have had people watching the coast, and she would not have stuck around to posture to Uncle Sam's heavy arm. 
With my renewed energy came heightened senses. I made a slow circuit of the island, looking, listening, feeling for magic. One by one, I discarded the distractions: Marines and minions locked in combat; Church mages calling out spells and counterspells; tourists screaming and running around in panic, or pausing with a video camera and telling a friend, "Just a minute! 
I want to put this on DimsTube!" 
There! On the bungee platform! Sigyn was waving a black-and-white kerchief while Loki clung to her. A Blackhawk was heading their way, a ladder already flapping from it. I sped toward them, roaring a challenge to the pilot for the world's most unusual game of chicken. I knew I might not make it to the demigod couple in time. What would those rotating blades do to me if I missed my mark? 
Loki spared me the trouble of finding out. With superhuman strength, he jumped and caught the ladder by the bottom rung. I had to wonder how much of his helplessness he'd been faking all this time. I watched as he wrapped one arm around the rope and held out the other to his wife. 
"Jump! I'll catch you!" 
She gulped and leapt. 
At the last minute, he pulled his hand back. "Psych!" 
I saw her adoring expression turn to horror then fury as she plummeted into the mountain and was sucked into the portal. I could only imagine what the fire giants would do to her when she arrived. 
Loki laughed so hard he nearly slipped. He grabbed the rung with both hands. 
Like jokes, do you?  I started slavering. 
"Loki!" I shouted. When he turned his eyes to me, I gave him a good view of the drool dripping off my fangs. 
I spat. 
"No!" He screamed. His hands flew to his face in an automatic protective gesture against venom I didn't have. Of course, he had to let go of the ladder to do that. 
I watched him fall, grinning. Angrboda had said she'd be glad to escort him to Hel personally. Looks like she'd get her chance. 
But just before he struck the portal, the fabric of space-time unwound, and it disappeared. 
Loki fell with a rather anti-climactic plop!  and a ripple of lava. I saw him come up for air long enough to scream a curse in my general direction before he sank back in again. 
Oops. That was going to hurt for a looong time. Lava gets in everywhere. Worse than sand. 
Sigyn was gone. Loki incapacitated. The American military and the Faerie Inquisition could handle the rest. I headed out to sea, where my senses—and my hearts—told me they'd taken Grace. 
Chapter Twenty-Three: On His Holinesses' Secret Service I landed on the forecastle deck of the Enchanted not quite sure what kind of welcome I'd get. After all, few members of the Navy had ever seen a dragon. Instead of the suspicion and surprise I'd expected, however, I got looks of sympathy that said, "I wouldn't want to be you right now." 
I didn't even get a chance to wonder about that. The door in front of me opened and out stormed a fuming Thor and an equally angry Sister Anita. Guess Rak gave them a debrief. 
Anybody else and I might have bluffed my way out of a divinely-inspired butt-chewing. 
If it had been just Thor, I would have tried, anyway. But no one messed with a Warrior of Christ—especially Sister Anita. 
I decided to take the dignified and oblivious route. I bowed low and spoke in Faerie Latin. "Sister, Great Thor, I am pleased to report the portal created by Sigyn has closed—" 
"You stole Loki from Helheim?" Thor's voice thundered over the rest of my report. 
"Yeah. About that..." 
His face turned red, and his muscles began to swell like a bodybuilder's at the Mr. 
Olympus finals. Once they'd reached their limit, his entire body grew until he towered over us. 
The ship listed. Several Marines backed up, even as they pulled out their weapons. 
The nun beside him didn't even look his way. You'd think supernatural beings metamorphosed in front of her on a regular basis. That's not too far from the truth, actually, but I still gave her credit for moxie. 
I stood my ground, as well. 
"Let's just say that Apikewa has a new volcano god, but he'll be painfully inconvenienced for the next few millennia." 
A tense silence as Thor, not the swiftest of the Norse demigods, worked out what I'd said. 
He began to laugh, shrinking as he did so. A collective sigh of relief escaped the servicemen as he did. 
"Good one, dragon!" Thor clapped me a mighty smack on the shoulder, sending me skidding. 
"Thanks," I grunted. 
He whistled, and the skies began to thunder with a song familiar even to those who don't like German opera. The clouds parted, and through the brilliant shaft of sunlight rode a large yet lovely woman in full battle gear on a horse that would make a Clydesdale feel puny. She pulled the reins, and her steed landed with surprising delicacy on the deck. I'm sure most of the sailors were noticing how her breastplate overflowed, but I was looking at her legs. Muscley feminine. 
"Hey, Bruni. Still working out, I see," I crooned at her. 
"Yah, hi, Vern!" Brunhilde gave me a little princess wave then did a slow bicep curl. I think one of the Marines fainted. Thor leapt up behind her, and they were off with a musical crescendo. 
In the silence that followed, Sister Anita strode up to me. "Asgard may find this amusing, but the Church does not!" she hissed. 
"Yeah, I didn't think it would." I sighed. I looked at her then did a double-take. 
Something was off. I'd shrunk about a foot and a half, standing height, more in overall length. 
I'd wondered what kind of punishment God had planned. Had it simply taken this long to take effect, or did my joke push Him over the edge? 
I didn't care. I'd kept Grace alive, and now, with my blood, I could heal her. 
"Can we discuss this later? I'd like to go check on my partner." 
Her expression softened, and she led me to sickbay. 
I had to admit, my smaller size made it easier to move around below deck, but I wasn't looking forward to my first visit to the Costas, as I was about the height of their Newf. Still, a small price to pay. 
I didn't bother to look around me. I ignored the sounds of surprise, shock, awe, or any other human reaction to my presence and made my way straight to Grace's bed. 
Despite the heat of the day, they'd placed a light blanket over her. One bare arm with an IV and a pulse monitor lay out of it. One side of her face was swathed in bandages. I was relieved to see she was breathing on her own. She'd also stopped tapping. Did that mean she was asleep? 
When I asked the ensign who joined us at her side, he shook his head. "She hasn't been showing the usual reactions for sleep, but after one of your healing priests and I tended her wounds, she seemed to relax into this state. She's not comatose, though. She's just...gone. I'm sorry; I don't know what this means. I'm a PA, not a psychiatrist." 
With one claw, I lightly brushed a lock of silvery-red hair from her forehead. 
He seemed to pick up my thoughts. "We worked on her as long as we could. It was, you know, a miracle. I was sure we'd have to amputate her foot, but the priest was able to repair most of the damage. Then other wounded came in, and we had to turn our attention elsewhere. She's stable, but she'll need some reconstructive surgery on her face and probably physical therapy—" 
"No, she won't. Get your longest needle and a big syringe." I told him how we were going to give her some of my blood. 
"Vern," Sister Anita said. 
The physician's assistant interrupted. "I can't do that! You're not even the same species!" 
"Look, we've done this before. Dragon blood heals. I'll show you." I pulled back a scale and pierced my skin with a claw, letting the blood gather into its curve. 
"What are you doing?" he demanded 
The nun sighed. "Vern, por favor, stop this." 
"Watch." Over their protests, I pulled back Grace's bandage. The skin was blistered and puffy, underlayers exposed along one line where the venom had especially concentrated, but the surrounding tissue was too damaged to hold stitches. I dripped the blood on that spot. 
"Hey!" the ensign yelled. He tried to push around me, but I held him back. 
"Wait," I told him. 
Nothing happened. 
"But—!" I sputtered. It should have worked. Why didn't it work? 
The ensign swore like a sailor and went to get some gauze and distilled water. 
I stared at Grace's damaged face. My blood slid down her cheek. 
"It doesn't make sense! It should have healed her! I should have—" 
Sister Anita set her hand on my flank. "Vern. Come away." 
I didn't even shout. I swung my head and snarled at her like an animal. She didn't flinch, and her hand remained steady on my side. 
"There is nothing more you can do right now." 
"I should be able to! I had my healing back! I… Did you do this?" 
Her voice could have chilled the room. "Your abilities are not mine to grant or take." 
"Then who?" I yelled. "God wouldn't do this to me—to her! He can't!" 
"How dare you presume to tell our Lord what He can and cannot do!" Sister Anita's voice barely rose, yet for a moment, she seemed more thunderous and terrifying than Thor. I actually shrank back. 
Suddenly, I became aware of the controlled chaos of suffering around me: a surgeon calling directions to his nurse behind curtains, a priest who looked too young to be out of the seminary, much less in the Inquisition, muttering a prayer over a Marine's leg while he weakly protested, "But I'm Baptist!" Two men came through the door carrying a stretcher on which a man thrashed and screamed in a language no Mundane would know. 
Grace slept peacefully on. I felt ashamed. 
The ensign—Ryans, I finally noted—pushed between us and hastily swabbed at her cheek. "I think you should take this conversation topside," he said. 
"Go on, Vern. I'll meet you shortly." 
The Warrior of Christ hurried to the possessed man, cross at the ready. I slunk toward the exit. 
As I passed the young priest, I heard him say, "Wait! I read about your faith healings!" 
He raised his arms and declared in a booming voice: " Praise Jesus! Heavenly Father, we thank You for Your Divine Mercy and ask that You bestow it upon Your faithful son, Sgt. 
Jacobs. Now, Sgt. Jacobs, I command you, by the Power of the Holy Spirit, BE HEALED!" 
And he slapped his hand on the Marine's injured leg. 
Jacobs screamed once and passed out. 
The priest gaped at him. 
I tapped him on the shoulder. "You're supposed to strike their heads. Dramatically, but lightly." 

"Oh." He chewed his lip. "Oh. Well, at least his leg will be better when he awakens." 
He hurried off to see where else he could help. I shook my head once and left. 
I didn't plan on hanging out on the deck waiting for Sister Anita. She had more important work to do than chewing out an undersized drake with delusions of grandeur. Besides, I had the Wisdom of the Ages, right? I could pretty well guess what she'd say. 
The Lord gives, and the Lord takes away. Damsels and knights! Didn't I know that? 
Every service earns me back my glory; every disservice costs. Did I really think springing one of Satan's most destructive allies and releasing him on an unsuspecting universe rated a little height loss? The volcano wouldn't hold Loki long, regardless of what claims I made to Thor. 
And it wasn't just that, either, and I knew it. Sigyn opens a new Gap, risking the lives of an entire island of people, and I pray, "Thy will be done." She puts my partner in danger, and I ask God to take the support role while I do the saving. Be my sidekick, God.  God had returned my healing to me after I'd destroyed a dangerous artifact despite the fact that giving it away could have helped save Grace's life. This time, I put her life above the fate of the world. Guess it was kind of poetic justice. 
Poetic justice isn't so poetic when it happens to you. 
I'd find a priest and do my confessing later. Right now, people were out there fighting and possibly dying. I wouldn't add to my list of sins by moping when I could help. 
I made it topside, looked around at the deck, currently cleared except for single chopper and a few sailors in blue bellbottoms hustling about. One saw me, stopped in his tracks and pointed. On a normal day, I might have made some display, spread my wings or something, but my heart wasn't into it today. I ignored him and headed toward the command deck. 
Someone shouted my name, and I turned back to see Rak leap from the chopper and head toward me. 
"How's Grace?" he asked. 
I shrugged. Only God really knew. 
"I'm sorry," he breathed, and for a moment, his face was etched with more pain than any physical torture could produce. He took a deep breath and let it out in a huff. "Listen, things are slowing down—the enemy is surrendering now that they know their leader has flown the coop. 
Still, there are teams out there needing our support. Can you follow us?" 


* * * * 
 It didn't take long to finish mopping up the last of the minions. The worst part was avoiding the magical traps still in place. At least my magic sensing abilities were still intact. 
Quicker than you could say "Granada," we had cleared out Sigyn's lair and apprehended any bad guys who lacked the sense to doff their guns and uniforms and go mingle with the population. 
The only thing left was for the Public Affairs guys to put some kind of "America Saves the World!" spin on it—and I was glad to say that was not my problem. 
Our team reported another section cleared, and the sergeant smiled. "Well done, Marines. 
Looks like it's a wrap." 
An idea struck me. "Actually, sergeant, there's one place we should check out before we go." 
Sigyn's stylish headquarters looked like, well, a rocket hit it. Concrete slabs the size of boulders, rock, and dirt littered the once gleaming floor and walls. Yet somehow, the screen avoided damage—probably still on warranty. The sharks, distressed, had taken to attacking each other; somewhere along the line, their laser beams had started firing, leaving holes and scorches along the walls. The tank looked like some demonic stew and smelled just as bad—to the Marines at least. I, on the other hand, was reminded that I hadn't eaten in over twenty-four hours. 
I resisted temptation, however. What I really wanted, I'd find on Sigyn's Gloat Stand, under a piece of flung wall. 
"Help me move this boulder, and someone grab what's beneath it." 
While Marines surrounded the huge chunk of mountain along three sides, I hopped on top, grabbed onto it with all four sets of claws, and backwinged for all I was worth. Grunting and hauling, we managed to pull it up enough for someone to grab Narfi's entrails from where Sigyn had abandoned them. 
Serious lack of foresight there. Glad I could count on her for it. 
The Marine who'd grabbed them coiled them around his arm, pulling at them curiously. 
"What kind of rope is this?" 
"Intestines," I answered. 
"Yeargh!" He didn't so much drop them as shove them away. The Marine they flew toward jumped back while a couple laughed. 
"All right! Enough clowning around," the sergeant said, though I noticed he didn't make any move to pick up the leathery coils himself. He ordered one of his team to check the former doorway. 
He asked, "What's this all about, Vern, sir?" 
Had to admit…I liked how they all called me "sir." 
Rak answered as he stepped forward to retrieve the coils. He didn't so much as wince, but then again, he had gloves on. 
I answered, "These aren't just any intestines. These are the guts of Narfi, son of Loki and Sigyn, used by the gods of Asgard to bind Loki in eternal punishment." 
"No shit, sir?" 
"Demigods and semi-eternal but close enough. Point is, if we want to catch Loki again, we'll need them. This is the only thing that will hold him." 
The Marine who'd grabbed and discarded the intestines regarded them dubiously. "You sure, sir? We Mundanes have a lot of strong cables." 
"Not that will hold against a shape-shifter." 
As they digested this, the radio came on, requesting our presence at the command center. 
What? More? I sighed. "Sergeant, think you can make your way back from here?" 
"Casey, how's our shortcut?" he called to the man who was peering out the gaping hole in the mountain. 
"Walk in the park, Sarge. OOH-Rah!" 
I turned to Rak, "Ready for some aeronautical déjà vu?" 
Rak grinned. "OOH-Rah!" 
I nodded to him then the team leader. "In that case, sergeant, I'll take Rak and roll." 
I don't care how much a jughead a Marine is, he will still groan at that pun. 
As we walked to the edge, Rak asked, "How long have you been waiting to say that?" 
"All my life, Rakness. All my life. Ready?" 
I heard a few howls of disappointment as I grabbed Rak by the shoulders, and we glided down the hill. Everybody wants to ride the dragon, even if it's being carried in his claws. It didn't help that this time Rak whooped and called to the people below us like some rich brat flaunting his new toy. I thought about dropping him but hung on until we got to the small command post set up on the beach opposite the rock cliffs from the hotel. 
A Marine lieutenant met us as we landed and escorted us into the tent. 
Even on the beach, they had a laptop computer on the table where they were planning. 
Got to love Mundanes and technology. Surrounding the table was a Marine lieutenant colonel with his command team, a priest, and Sister Michaela Joan. 
"How's my possessed man?" he asked me. 
"He'll be fine. No possession—just a minor if showy spell. Sigyn's plans didn't seem big enough to warrant active participation from On Low." 
Sister Michaela Joan asked, "Did Father Raul take care of it? 
I snorted. "Father Raul, the Faith-Healing priest? He was doing his imitation of a Southern revival faith healing. Sister Anita took it." 
Sister Michaela Joan made a disgusted sound. "He has been told not to rely too much on the information in The Faerie Fool's Guide to Mundane Religions. 
No es importante. Right now, we need to take care of Loki.” 
The commander shook his head. Several others followed suit. 
"A spell to mimic possession. Unbelievable," he muttered. 
"Exactly the attitude which would have protected you had this scheme gone as well as Sigyn had hoped. Much as you Mundanes like to talk about Armageddon, you don't really believe it'll happen. Even those that do can't agree on how it'll look." 
He grunted then pointed to a screen. "Well, it's a good thing you're here. Look at this." 
The picture showed what looked like a giant roach crawling up a glowing red wall. The image sharpened and zoomed in, and I saw that wasn't far from the truth. Loki was climbing up the inside of the volcano. 
"This was taken about six minutes ago from one of our SuperCobras. One of the sisters onboard saw him fall in and insisted they keep an eye on the area. Turns out she was right." 
"Six minutes ago?" I squawked. Loki could be halfway across the island, mixing in with the crowd— 
The commander just grinned at me. "Relax. The guncrew fired a missile at his position and knocked him back in. A Hellfire, no less. Thought it was appropriate." 
"My compliments to their sense of humor." 
His grin widened before turning serious. "The volcano, however, didn't seem to find it funny. I don't think we can chance that again. Got a plan B?" 
Aloud I said. "I do, but I need some kind of riding rig and a small cowboy." 
"A what?" the captain's exec asked. 
"Will I do?" Sister Michaela Joan asked. "I grew up chasing cattle on the ranchero and still help mis hermanos when I can. You wish to lasso him like an unruly bull?" 
"More like a bum steer, but yeah. We brought the rope." 
Rak held up Narfi's innards. 
A corpsman made a gagging sound. "Are those... intestines?" 
Several others joined him in verbally expressing their distaste as Sister Michaela Joan took the, shall we say, organic rope, out of Rak's hands, tied it into a lasso and twirled it experimentally. 
"That is so gross." The corpsman actually giggled. The commander shut him up with a look. 
"It'll do," she said. "The weight is off, and it's not as flexible, but we will trust in God. 
Are you sure you can carry me?" 
I nodded. "I don’t want to risk you falling off, though, which is why we need a harness. A strong one. And I need food. Lots of food." 
The lieutenant snapped his fingers. "I've got an idea!" 
Nice thing about Marines: they don't waste a lot of time discussing ideas in committee, especially when it comes to employing large knives or getting rid of Marine rations. Soon I had a couple of them ripping open packages of MREs while another group decimated a parachute to make a harness for Sister Michaela Joan. Of course, I saw the guys tuck aside a candy bar or favorite meal when they thought I wasn't looking. I was too hungry to be concerned. 
Something else concerned me. "Part of our team is missing. Charlie Wilmot was escorting Heather Haskell to safety." I told one of the guys hacking at a strap with his Ka-Bar like he was a kid back in Scouts. He nodded and ran into the tent. As the others were dragging the webbing under and around me, he came rushing back. 
"No one's seen them yet, but now that the area is secure, there's a full search going on." 
I huffed a sigh of relief. Someone used that as an opportunity to tighten the makeshift cinch. 
"Watch it!" I snapped. He promptly loosened the knot. 
Sister Michaela Joan hopped onto my back, strapped and buckled herself on, and declared herself ready to rope an errant demigod. 
The command crew gathered outside to watch us. 
The lieutenant said, "You know, when we got called to duty yesterday, I never expected to see something like this." 
I reared up dramatically, and Sister Michaela Joan, an experienced rider, held her balance. 
I said, "No one expects—" 
"The Spanish Inquisition!" my caballera nun finished with me. 
I flapped my wings, applied my magic, and we flew off amid applause and calls of 
"OOH-Rah!" 
"Someday, you must tell me why that is so funny," Sister Michaela Joan said to me as we gained altitude. 
The helicopters, per our instructions, had backed off, but the Faerie mages had moved in, some covering the apex while others with Marines as back-ups covered the lava tubes that might provide an alternate means of escape. I worried briefly if he might actually try to swim into the magma and find egress through another mountain. Nah, Loki was never one for going deep into anything but trouble—and if Angrboda was to be believed, he couldn't take the heat nearly as well as he could talk the game. 
The Marines had asked Sister Michaela Joan if she wanted them to make some reins, but she'd declined. At the time, I'd been relieved. Now, however, I knew why. 
I shrugged my shoulders uncomfortably as I hovered over the volcano looking right while she looked left. "Sister, I'm not a horse." 
"Yes, so?" 
"So quit digging your knees into my sides!" 
"Then how do I tell you where to go?" 
I twitched and refused to turn left in response to the pressure of her legs. "Talk! I know more languages than you do! Not to mention I see better. Maybe you should be ready to react instead?" 
No sooner did I finish those words than I saw something dark bob up among the red. 
"Supernatural at two o'clock!" I shouted and folded my wings into a dive. 
"¿ Qué?" Sister Michaela Joan asked, her words morphing into a shriek as I plummeted toward Loki. Her legs squashed at my sides, and she shouted the Faerie equivalent of "Whoa!" 
I'm sure if she'd had reins, she'd have been sawing on them. 
"Lasso! Get him!" I hollered, but it was too late. Loki glanced up at us and dove under. 
She just managed to jerk her rope back up before the entrails touched the lava. 
I hovered over the surface, fighting back curses and trying to figure out his location by the changes in the waves, or shadows in the lava. 
"Warn me, next time," she chided calmly as she wound up the lasso. 
The patience in her voice spread mine thin. "I did! What did you think, 'Supernatural at two o'clock' meant?" 
"I have no idea." 
I fought back a snarl. Common language didn't mean common understanding. "It's a Mundane convention. Direction, like the hours on a clock. Twelve is always in fron—Yeeahhh!" 
Loki sprang up, dolphin like, from the lava and grabbed me mid-tail. 
Reflex caused me to give my wings a mighty flap, the only thing that saved us from being dragged into the lava. Sister Michaela jerked her feet away from the heat. Loki laughed as he used his weight to pull us down. 
Sister Michaela didn't waste any breath screaming for help. She shouted a series of spells and prayers as she swung the lasso and looked for an appendage to rope. I felt his hands slip as she bombarded him with holy magics. 
I didn't plan on letting him get away that easily. I swung the tip of my tail at him and buried my thagomizer into his shoulder. He thrashed in thagony. 
He shrieked and let go, his hands moving to yank my tails spikes out of his body. 
"Sister, now!" I yelled, and without waiting for her, twisted myself so I could grab him with claw and mouth. 
His writhing became fluid, and he transformed into a huge snake. His shoulder slipped from one of my tail spikes, but the other held. I tightened my grip and managed to keep hold of him with one clawed hand at least—and with my mouth. If you've ever had a chunk of solidified lard melt and harden in your mouth, then you have a good idea how that felt. 
Sister Michaela Joan swung the loop at his head and missed. 
Loki opened his mouth wide, baring sharp curved teeth, and chomped down on my flank. 
I'm sure he meant for me to yelp and release his tail, but he'd forgotten a key fact about dragons. 
When in pain, we clench our teeth. 
Fortunately, I managed to stop my reflex before I completely severed the bite in my mouth. I had no idea what regenerative powers he possessed, and I did not want to risk seeding Apikewa with Loki chunks. He "helped" by transforming again—this time, turning the lower half of his body to stone. I heard a tooth crack. He'd pay for that. 
"Tail!" I shouted through the side of my mouth as I twisted my head to show Sister Michaela the solidified tail. 
She got a loop around it just before it changed again, this time into something smaller. I felt a moment of relief as the fangs receded, followed by the weird feeling of fuzzy goo as his form changed in my mouth. I've eaten a lot of things humans would consider disgusting, but this taxed even my limits. I spat Loki out and scraped my tongue against my teeth. 
A tiny yelp sounded by my ear, and Sister Michaela Joan had a polar fox cub caught in her lasso. For a moment, he whimpered and looked beseechingly at the nun with blue-gray puppy eyes, but when she started to twist another loop, he snarled and snapped like a rabid animal. 
I grabbed him. "Give it a break before I turn you into mittens!" I growled. Sister Michaela Joan got a loop around one foot. 
Suddenly, he was a cow! 
The change in weight caused me to tilt sideways—not a very aerodynamic position. The bindings that held my rider strained and cut into my belly and sides as she was nearly thrown. I whipped my tail around to pull her upright, then—bless her—she leaned in the other direction to counterbalance Loki's new weight. 
I started to give a shove upward with my wings, had a better idea, and let myself drop as I let him go and grabbed hold of the rope instead. Loki's moo rose, and his voice cracked as his nose dipped into the lava. 
"That's what you get! Now behave!" I shoved against the hot air with my wings and made my way out of the volcano. 
Figured Loki wasn’t done yet. Changing into fire giant form, he scooped up some lava and flung it at me. 
Sister Michaela Joan saw it and shouted a spell. The lava ball went wild. 
"Missed me! Missed me! And you're not gonna kiss me!" I taunted. I poked him in the ribs for fun. Just a poke, not a stab. It was too fun to see him hanging by his ankles. I did, however, nab a loose line of intestines with my tail. 
"'Kiss'?" Loki sneered. "You can kiss my—" 
I plugged his mouth with the intestines and wound them tight around his head. 
"Watch your language. There's a nun present!" 
Sister Michaela Joan laughed. A short, quiet laugh, but the only one I think I'd ever heard from her. I smiled for the first time in a day. 
The Marines had found a sturdy metal box with thick seals and heavy locks and had airlifted it to the observation platform, where several priests and sister mages were praying, incanting, and sprinkling it with holy water. 
Loki groaned as I lowered him in. The Marines practically pounced on the box in their hurry to close it—guess someone told them about Loki's work in Faerie. 
A Marine ran up to me as I landed. I told him, "Tell your team he likes to change into cuddly animals, so if they hear a whimpering or purring in the box, kick it." 
He grinned. "Yes sir! Good work, sir, ma'am!" He rushed off. Somehow I think he was hoping Loki would try. 
Ah, well. Let them have their jollies. I felt pretty proud, enough that I could ignore the pain along my side and tail a few minutes more. 
"So, Sister," I said to the blessed caballera on my back, "wanna go do a fly-by of the Enchanted?" 
She was already pulling at the buckles and working the knots. "No, I don't think so. I should keep watch over Loki." 
I sighed. Grace would have laughed and humored me, if only for a moment. 
The bindings had dug themselves into one side of my body, mashing scales and lanyard into my skin. It took a Marine, a healer, a lot of flowing water, and an incredible amount of patience from me to get them off. At least Father Raul wasn't around to "faith heal" me. I didn't think they had enough Neosporin on the entire island to coat my wounds, and there were enough real wounded to keep everyone busy. I'd survived worse. I decided to go wash them out in salt water and see if the docs on Enchanted would let me stay by Grace if I sat quietly and licked my wounds. Maybe if Father Raul had a minute or twenty, I could get him to hear my Confession. 
A Marine caught me as I turned toward the beach. "Sir, thought you'd like to know. Still no word yet on your missing friends. We're extending the search to the ocean. Several crafts were launched after the power plant exploded." 
Or better yet, I could stop thinking about myself and go find Charlie and Heather. 
Fine. First step, head back to the Enchanted. I could swim partway there and take care of my wounds; then go to the bridge and find out where they need someone to fly a search. 
The water, though tropical and salty, felt wonderfully cool and soothing to my wounds—
a contradiction to you humans, I know. I also took the time to swallow up some fish. Even thirty MREs don't cut it after two days of hard work battling evil overlords and demigods. 
Appetite and aches sated, I rose out of the water and soared to the Enchanted. 

I saw watchmen with binoculars stationed all along the railing of the ship. Helicopters were returning and littering the back deck, so I angled toward the forecastle— 
And could hardly believe what I saw there. Grace! 
She was standing on the deck, looking ready to Trick-or-Treat in a seaman's uniform and ball-cap. She leaned on a crutch, but with no bandages on her face and only one long scar disfiguring her beautiful cheek. Her smile shone like the sun through the clouds as she waved enthusiastically. If it hadn't been for the crutch, I would have pounced on her and sent us both tumbling across the deck. If I weren't in midair, I'd have used the spell to turn myself human, so I could sweep her up in my arms and spin her around. 
Then again, the spell didn't come with clothes. Bad idea. 
Instead, I landed before her with all the majesty I could muster. 
For a long moment, she simply smiled at me, eyes shining with tears. I basked in that smile. I could have stayed like that all day. 
Then her gaze dropped, not in embarrassment but concern. "Vern! Your side!" 
"My side? My side? Forget my side! What happened to you? I mean, you were— How did you— I thought you were—" I stopped, caught my breath. "Are you all right?" 
She hobbled forward, but I stretched out my neck so she could hug me without having to take another step. 
"I'm sorry!" she whispered. "I didn't mean to scare you!" 
"I didn't protect you. I promised I would, but I couldn't." Dragons don't cry, but that doesn't mean we don't want to sometimes. 
Sailors and Marines gave us a glance before going politely about their business. 
She pulled away, wiping her eyes. "Stop it, you silly dragon! We're not alone in this, you know. In fact, that's part of the reason I'm apologizing." 
With one hand, she started scratching me behind my cheek crest. I leaned into it, but managed not to purr while she explained. 
"When Sigyn set me up in her bungee ride of torture, I tried to hold out, to suffer as the martyrs did. But she started demanding that Rak tell her where Charlie had gone, and whenever he refused, she'd bounce me. I knew he wouldn't be able to see me suffer, not for long. I wanted to go away, to hide like I'd hidden before. What I hadn't expected was Operisiel coming for me." 
"Operisiel? Your Guardian Angel?" 
She nodded. "Vern, I saw Heaven! Just the tiniest corner, and I can't even remember what it was like now, but there was so much joy around us. For a while, I think I sat in wonder and praise. Then, when I started to worry about you, Operisiel started feeding me—all the things I'd loved as a child! I don't know why I'm not ten pounds heavier! But he would not let me go. You know how overprotective he can get, and he was finally in a position to do something about it. 
I'd ask, and he'd get this faraway look and say that it wasn't safe yet. I'd ask him if it'd been weeks or hours—I couldn't tell—and he'd just refill my tea and tell me I'd return in 'good time.' 
I'm really quite upset he didn't bother to tell anyone, either! Oh, but Vern! Heaven was so..." She gave a happy shrug. 
I made myself sound stern. "Well, you don’t get to go back yet! We still have a lot to do here, starting with finding Charlie and Heather." 
Someone yelled, "I see them! Survivors off the port bow!" 
Right on cue. I love it when life follows the script. Grace leaned on me as we hurried to the railing where a patrol boat was pulling a large rubber raft containing Charlie and Heather. 
I nodded at Grace and knelt. Once she was on my back, I gently rose and carried her over to the smaller craft. 
Once we landed, and Grace had slid off my back, careful of her leg, a Warrant Officer with a weathered face and a two-pack-a-day voice said, "They refused to come aboard." He led us to the rail. 
Peering over at them, I could see why. 
Charlie had pulled off his shirt, and Rhoda everything but her swimsuit, and they'd used the clothes and boots along with the backpack to make a long cushion against one side. Charlie reclined on it and Heather had curled herself up against him. They saw us, grinned and waved, then held up glasses of— 
"Champagne? How did you get champagne?" I called out. 
"Found it in the raft!" Charlie called and laughed. "Come on, Vern! Did you really expect anything different?" 
Grace leaned her back against the bulkhead and laughed as I admitted that, absolutely, I should have expected the cliché. 
The happy couple clicked their glasses and raised them to us. 
Heather was wearing her ring. 
Epilogue: Live and Let Fly 
A week later, we were escorting Sister Anita and Agent Calloway through the Los Lagos Police Department. The place was hopping with the usual Monday morning activity: drug busts, thefts and muggings, the occasional prostitute. No magic. No mad science. No evil demigods bent on world domination. My kind of busy. 
It felt good to walk into an area where people knew me, and I didn't have to explain who, or more to the point, what, I was. Some folks stopped to give Grace a hug or make sympathetic comments—more often concerning our timing on visiting Santry than on our recent adventure. 
We'd already been home a couple of days and to the station more than once, so folks had gotten used to our new looks. Amanda stopped us to ask about the progress on Live and Let Fly—and about the upcoming nuptials. And we again got some pats on the back for our great work. 
The papers and press had eaten up the government cover story of a Faerie criminal mind planning to off some of the most important Mundanes in politics and business as part of a larger plot to take over major world enterprises. Even McGrue had been seen pumping her fist in the newsroom. We were lauded as the heroes who uncovered the plot and charged in to hold off the baddies until the cavalry arrived. Guess in this case, when it came to misinformation, our motto was "live and let fly." 
Still, we had one dangerous loose end to clean up. 
"Hey, Vern!" Officer Romero Gutierrez looked up from where he was booking a hooker. 
Knowing humans, I understood how prostitution continued, but on Monday morning? In the Mundane world, that never made sense to me. 
From the way she leaned on his desk and smacked her gum, anyone could tell she'd done this a time or two. She drummed her acid green fingernails on her fishnet-adorned leg impatiently even as she gave Calloway an assessing look. 
Grace looked at the girl and sighed, her voice pained. "Trixie, again?" 
Trixie didn't even bother to shrug, just gave Calloway the come-hither eyes as she blew a bubble. It popped on her nose. 
While Grace spoke quietly to the girl, Gutierrez rolled his eyes at me. "You really want to talk to him? Mayor's on his case about that Gay-tez murder. No one's dared enter the lion's den all day, and detectives who have been summoned have come away missing parts, if you know what I mean." 
Trixie snorted and gave us a graphic and vulgar explanation. 
Grace grabbed Sister Anita by the arm and pulled her past before the little nun could explode into a righteous scolding. We moved on to the second floor where the detectives hung out. 
"Well, what do you know? Look everyone! It's Scarface and her sidekick, Shorty!" 
Detective Oren Vialpando's voice carried over the low din of the squadroom. A few faces looked up from their desks to glare at the detective or look at Grace and me. A few people nodded our way before returning to their work. 
It was the first time Sister Anita or Agent Calloway had heard that particular joke, however. They both tried to push past us to give Oral Oren a piece of their minds. Grace and I stopped them with elbow and wing. I couldn't let him get away with it unaddressed, however. 
"Blow it out your ear—or better yet, let me." I sent a small puff of flame his way. 
He jumped back but more to protect his desk than himself. "Hey! Watch the paperwork! 
Oh, speaking of, I've got something for you." 
He dug in his piles and handed Grace a manila folder. "Blood test results. Got any ideas who doped you?" he asked me. 
I shrugged my wings. I'd given the matter some thought while we were recovering. I and Athena were due for a long talk concerning her latest extra-curricular activity. I looked over Grace's shoulder as she leafed through the lab reports. We were going to need a vet to explain it. 
"You know, Stephen's still mad about you losing your healing powers," Oren said. 
"He's not alone." Oren's brother, the doctor who'd cared for Kitty, had left a dozen messages on our machine while we were gone. He raved about Kitty's recovery. He asked if I'd take part in a study (read: be the test subject). He'd asked me to donate blood on a regular basis for their more critical cases. He called with a plea on behalf of a specific patient. He wondered if it could— 
In 935 AD, dragon's blood had been the miracle cure of the century. We dragons had eaten so many human adventurers by 942 that they decided the cure was worse than the disease. 
Maybe God had done me a favor. 
I looked at the scar marring Grace's cheek. Then again maybe not. 
"So, Grace, when we gonna see the other guy?" Oren asked. That joke had gotten old, too. 
Nonetheless, Grace smiled. "He's all tied up at the moment." 
I couldn't help but grin back. I didn't know what punishment Odin and the Church had planned for Loki, and I didn't want to know. 
At this point, Calloway cleared his throat, and after apologizing to him and Sister Anita, Grace introduced them to Detective Vialpando and asked where Santry was. 
"Office, but you don't want to go in there." 
She shrugged. "We'll take our chances." 
Santry sat at a desk littered with files: statements, evidence photos, lab tests. I couldn't see what was on the computer screen. His held his head in his hands, and his elbows dug dents into the paperwork. He greeted my knock with, "Unless you've got good news, get your scaly red hide outta my building before I shoot you for being a nuisance!" 
"As a matter of fact, we have brought the solution to all your troubles—or help with one, anyway. Santry, I'd like you to meet Sister Anita of the Faerie Inquisition." 
He raised his head just enough to glare at her. "She gonna torture my suspects into a confession?" 
"Michael!" Grace exclaimed. Even I was surprised. Santry had a real blind spot when it came to Faeries and the Faerie Catholic Church, but he'd surpassed even his own low standards. 
Sister Anita raised a hand. "It's all right, Sister. I've read Captain Santry's resume. He worked in the Los Angeles Police Department—they are the ones who beat up the... Blacks? 
That is what they call such people here?" 
Santry leapt to his feet. "That's not fair! What could you possibly know—" He stopped as he realized he'd been caught in his own trap. He shook his head. Fatigue and stress showed in the dark circles under his eyes. "My apologies, sisters. I was rude. I... Is there something I can help you with?" 
Sister Anita approached his desk and pulled a photo of Gates out of the pile. "No human can do this—no regular human, at any rate." 
"Yeah, we kind of figured that much out." Santry's voice had all the sweetness of a bushel of lemons, but Sister Anita merely nodded as she studied the photo with a cool eye. She set it down and picked up another one—this of a Russian colleague of Gates who had suffered the same fate. 
"The crucis iugolis is a specific trademark of the Dark One. You will not catch this murderer with Mundane means." She set the photo down. "The Church will not stand by and allow this madman to kill again. But this is not our world." 
Santry glanced from her to Calloway. "Meaning?" 
Sister Anita straightened and looked him squarely in the eyes, one law enforcement official to another. "The Inquisition will provide you all information and support you require in this investigation. The only thing we ask is that when the murderer is apprehended, he is returned to Faerie where we will handle his punishment." 
"This case is bigger than just this city—bigger than our Earth," Calloway added. "If we're going to catch this guy, we need to all work together. I've been authorized to grant full disclosure of evidence, including sensitive materials, to all parties involved. That includes whichever detectives you designate—provided their security checks pan out." 
Santry snorted but nodded once. Then he turned to us and raised a questioning eyebrow. 
I shrugged. "For the moment, we're just bringing people together. If you need us, you know how to dial. In the meantime, Grace and I have to go. We've got an appointment with the contractor about a roof." 


* * * * 
 Once upon a time, I was one of the most feared and revered creatures in my world. I carried off horses rather than got ridden like one; humans were a menu item and not a secret identity; and I made my home in a cave and razed warehouses rather than the other way around. I hoarded treasure and commanded homage. Now, I'm content with a Kawaii Kitten thank-you note and a couple of good friends. I'm living la vida Mundania. 
You know what? Right now, I wouldn't have things any other way. 
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