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Dragon & Nun
Imagine a world where technology and magic coexist, and humans rub shoulders with mystical creatures on a daily basis. Sound ideal? Forget it. The Interdimensional Gap opened between the Mundane and Faerie several years ago, and a lot of us Magicals have followed the lure of a brave new world to settle here in Los Lagos—but just because we’re bumping shoulders with you Mundanes doesn’t mean all’s well in paradise. More often than not, reality is as far away from ideal as your cartoonified versions of fairy tales are from the tales of the Brothers Grimm.
“Coexist” makes a great bumper sticker, but it’s not so easy when your kind are trying to kill me and mine—and now they have the access to weapons from two worlds to do it.
 
I was watching TV with my partner and roommate, Sister Grace, a high mage for the Faerie Catholic Church, when we heard the dogs barking outside.
I lifted my head to listen. "Customer."
"Just as well," Grace sighed with some relief as she turned off the TV. The local Geraldo-wannabe had invited a couple of Mundane Neo-Nazis and some Faerie toughs to discuss their differences. One skinhead had just finished announcing that once they had eradicated the "fairy contagion,” they'd resume their crusade to purify the "proper" human race. I'd been betting the audience would storm the stage and was kind of looking forward to the ensuing ruckus. Dragons like ruckus.
Grace hid the TV by closing the door to the closet in which it stood, and then peered out the mini-blinds. "She's good with the dogs—friendly, but not gushing over them. Nice outfit—business, but not too out of place. Sensible shoes. Her hair's redder than mine."
The window was partly open, so I used my sniffer. "Out of a bottle. She's got money, too. More than anybody should carry around in this part of town."
"Good. The mortgage is due and I need some supplies for the workshop. And I've flooded the local arcane market in Faerie with dragon urine."
I shrugged. Every part of a dragon, from fangs to fewmets, as some kind of magical value and is highly prized in the arcane market on Faerie. Of course, St. George had taken most of that away from me with his spell, but there was one thing he couldn't mess with, and that was a natural reaction of dragon digestion. I didn't mind filling a few bottles to sell. Too much of our work depended on Grace's magic.
"Here she comes," Grace said and took her place at her desk. She used a cantrip to open the door just before our stranger could.
"Welcome to Dragon Eye Private Investigation Agency," I said as she stood there, mouth open in a dainty “oh!” of surprise. "I'm Vern and this is Sister Grace. How can we help you?"
Grace indicated a chair, and our visitor sat hastily, perching on the edge. Her hair was a golden red; someone went to a lot of trouble to get all those dark roots. Brown contacts hid her blue eyes and made them look mysterious and innocent. She had one of those figures popular with Mundanes today—curvy without being hourglass—her legs half-hidden under a tight skirt she seemed accustomed to without actually liking. She clutched a carefully-not-too-expensive pocketbook in front of her. Her nails were short, pink, and fake. She was trying to look scared and unsure, and doing a fair job of it, but you can't fool a predator.
"My name is Eva, Eva Heidler, and I need help. It's my brother, Weylin. He's gone and joined some cult; I think it's called the Brotherhood of Baal?"
Grace and I exchanged longsuffering glances. "Baal?" I sighed. "You know, I realize there's a lot they don't teach in Mundane schools, but you have the SyFy channel. A couple of episodes of Stargate and you'd know he's bad news. They got that much right."
It never ceases to irritate me how Mundanes refuse to understand Magicals. It's been nearly a decade since the Gap opened between this world and mine, and people still think catching a leprechaun will get them gold and not a debilitating curse. Many of our worst cases started out with some idiot thinking the supernatural realm held the answers to all their problems. Looks like we'd just gotten another one.
"I've been trying to get to him, but he's in some kind of isolation, probably because of me. I found a man who said he can arrange a meeting, but only if I… He wants me to..." She reddened. "I thought, maybe, if you'd take the case, I could meet him and put him off one more day. Then, you could follow him back, and he'd lead you to my brother."
"How much do you know about this cult?" Grace asked.
"I don't. I just know that a couple of weeks ago, he'd made some new friends, and they kept talking on and on about Baal. Last week, he came home with a tattoo that said 'Brotherhood of Baal.' Two nights ago, he was gone. Our parents died a couple of years ago, and I've been trying to do the best I can, but… Please, find him for me, and I'll get him all the help he needs." Her eyes filled with tears then. Nice touch.
"When are you supposed to meet this man?" Grace asked sympathetically, though I don't think she bought the story any more than I did.
Eva gave us the address of the hotel and the time she'd be in the lobby, and then pulled out a roll of bills. Tremblingly, she laid them out, a combination of Faerie and Mundane, watching for some signal it was enough. I let her lay out the price of a couple of her expensive perms and manicures before I leaned forward. "Don't take any notice of us tonight. We'll contact you when we have something."
*
That evening, Grace came down from her room looking far less comfortable in her thrift store slacks than Eva had in her expensive skirt. She had a light jacket over her sweater and under it, her guardian angel medallion.
"Well?" she asked, doing a spin in her sneakers.
"Very Mundane. But I still think I should go."
She didn't protest the logic of a twelve-foot, quarter-ton, scarlet-and-black North African Faerie Wyvern trying to discreetly tail anyone in the streets of Los Lagos. Instead, she asked, "Still got a bad feeling about this?"
"She's unicorn bait."
"I know," she sighed. "But if there's a cult of Baal brewing, the Church needs to know. Especially now, with tensions between the Faerie and Mundanes so high, which is another reason why I have to go."
"Just…be careful. Follow him, don't get seen, and call me once you find his hideout."
"Vern, I've been doing this for how many years now? I think I can handle a simple tail job." Grace laughed.
It was the last time I'd hear her laugh for a long time.



Dart in the Dark
I was trying to distract myself with a late-night movie—a real stinker, so bad I couldn't even pan it properly—when the phone rang. I snatched it up on the first ring. "Grace?"
"Vern, it's Kel…”
"Oh, God," I prayed.
Ten minutes later, I was standing at Grace's bedside at Los Lagos General, trying very hard to keep from bumping the various tubes and machines they'd attached to her to keep her alive. Kel—Officer Killian—was with me. When I’d arrived, a uniformed officer I didn’t recognize followed me in and was eyeballing me warily from the door. Guess he didn’t like a dragon lurking around a good Mundane hospital. The doc was giving me the evil eye, too.
"It was sheer luck we found her," Kel was saying. "There are always screams in that neighborhood, usually domestic disputes, but this lady kept calling insisting it was different. Then one of our rookies passed by the area without noticing anything, but decided to go back. She said she had a funny feeling, like someone was leading her."
I pulled down the collar of Grace's gown with one claw. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Uniform's hand reach for his sidearm—like I was the threat to her. "Where's her pendant?"
"Her what?"
"Guardian angel pendant. It probably saved her life." I was about to chew the lot out for divesting a mage of her of her protections when Kel smacked his forehead, muttered, "Oh, right," and dug through the closet. Father Rich sneaked in just as Kel found it, squeezing past the officer and giving him a chiding look. Uniform’s hand dropped from his sidearm to his side.
“I came as soon as I heard the news,” he said before crossing the air over Grace and murmuring a prayer. Kel handed Father Rich the medallion, and he, in turn, held it out in his open palm toward me. I set my clawed hand over his.
Together, we murmured a prayer to reactivate the spell. I felt a slight tingle of magic, but it was weak. The charm had been totally sapped. Father Rich put it back on Grace’s neck, being careful of the ventilator.
"I don't think magic will help her," the doctor noted with professional pessimism. "She was shot with a dart gun full of poison, animal tranquilizers, and iron."
I jerked my attention from Grace's too-still features to look at Kel. He held up his hands to show me the size of the dart. Big enough to take down an elephant.
Or a dragon.
I answered Kel's questions: Yes, she was on a job. I gave him a description of the perp she was trailing, but not our client's name. No, I didn't know who might have done it. There were plenty of folks, Mundane and Faerie, who didn't like me—seriously, take a number. But most were smart enough to tell a human from a dragon, and most knew an error like this would only make me angry, and they wouldn't like me when I'm angry.
Kel answered my questions: No, no eye witnesses, just a lady who heard screams. No sign of struggle. Needle on the dart made of titanium, which would pierce through my scales nicely. Grace had been shot in the back from far enough range that it broke a rib and bruised the surrounding tissue but didn't damage any internal organs. When the doctor was less than forthcoming about his patient's—my partner's—condition, Kel supplied those answers, too, before I lost my temper and had an early breakfast of flame-broiled physician. The picture he painted was enough to make me forget Doctor Doubter’s prejudice.
After Kel left, I stuck around just long enough to say the Sorrowful Mysteries with Father Rich. I wasn't going to make Grace better by worrying, and there was only so much my prayers would do.
It was just after four in the morning when I finally left. Even with a cloudy moonless sky, I wasn't taking any chances. I activated the "stealth charm" Grace had made for me after watching a documentary on stealth technology and headed to the scene. What little light there was curved and diffused around me, so that I was at most a ripple in the night sky. Maybe on a bright, starry night, someone would notice, but tonight the baddies would have to be using enhanced Sight and be actively looking for me. Even then, they’d have to be lucky to see me.
I circled the neighborhood where they'd found Grace, my own superior senses straining to pick up anything unusual while the rest of my brain mulled over motives and suspects.
There were plenty of people (and I use that term loosely) who wanted to see me dead. Since the Gap had opened up between the universes and I'd hung my shingle in this one, I’ve saved both worlds several times, many of them before I'd teamed up with Grace.
And after every Save The Universes Case, there were more beings who promised their revenge than who were grateful. I rarely ever get a bonus for my troubles. They say crime doesn't pay, but inadvertent heroism doesn't satisfy the electric company, either. Still, most of the vengeful-types weren't this sloppy. They would have used weapons specific to a human Church high mage for Grace and saved the elephant gun for me. Even more, the mix of poison and iron wouldn't have done more than slow me down. It didn’t make sense--unless they were sending me a message.
If so, the illiterates should have used the postal service.
There was nothing unusual that I could find, no scent of magic to indicate either an arcane attack or Grace defending herself, no suspicious leavings that would suggest a person lying in ambush. Kel said their rookie found Grace in the shadows of an alley, but I couldn't find any evidence that she'd been dragged there. Had she already found her mark and was skulking in the shadows, or was she drawn there—and if so, how and by whom?
I chanced landing in the alley, scaring off the usual complement of vermin and strays. Whatever had happened here hadn't been high-powered or unfamiliar enough to scare away the locals. There was the usual graffiti on the walls, including the swastika "stamped" over a sketch of the Mundane-accepted symbol for Faerie, a black oak. Looked like it'd been there awhile. I fought the urge to rake my claws over it.
Dragons are territorial by nature, and I'd claimed Los Lagos as my territory for as far as I could fly in a morning in general and certain areas inside that in particular. It was something the Faerie, human and Magical, understood, and, for the most part, respected. Even when they tried to operate above, below, or around the laws of God and Man, they were always aware they risked the chance of dealing with me. Mundanes, however, were slower on the pick-up.
I wondered what it was going to take to explain it to them—and how much it would cost me with God. Just as every good deed earned me back some of my former dragon glory, every sin was paid with remission.
I decided to risk it. The bricks rasped in gravelly protest as I raked my claws across the red-painted symbol of hate. Maybe some of them could take a hint.
There wasn't anything more to be gained from hanging around, so I took to the air and headed to Eva's hotel.
The Inn at Los Lagos was in the city center, an aging four-story affair that towered over the buildings in its immediate area, yet was dwarfed by the newer office buildings just a few blocks away. Still, the economic boom that the opening of the Gap had brought to Los Lagos had saved the hotel from disappearing into obscurity, and its new stucco job attested to some major renovations while the overbearing neon billboard in front declared its pleasure in welcoming both Faerie and Mundanes to the Comparative Artifacts Conference.
Despite their advertised open-mindedness, this was not an area I usually frequented, and I didn't want to send any night desk clerk screaming for his mommy, so I invited myself to Eva's balcony on the third floor. I landed with a lightness of foot most Mundanes are surprised to find in a dragon and tapped on her sliding glass door with one claw until I heard movement from within. Then I tapped a little more until I heard the footfalls heading my way.
Eva pulled back the vertical blinds, gave a little shriek to see my face only inches from the plate glass, and hastened to unlock the door and pull it open. She stepped out quickly, pulling her silk robe more tightly around her against the cool early morning air. Her face was washed clean of make-up, though she still had the contacts in. Her hair wasn't too badly rumpled. She didn't look like she'd been asleep, nor like she'd been making a restless attempt at it, either.
She regarded me with confusion for a moment, but whether in surprise or because she wasn't sure how to address me, or both. I couldn’t tell. Finally, she stammered, "I wasn't expecting you until the morning—I mean later this morning. Is something wrong? My brother?"
"Never found your brother. My partner has been shot."
"Oh my God!” She swayed a little and looked for a seat to collapse in, but when none offered itself, she swallowed hard instead and invited me in.
She’d rented herself a comfortable little suite, done in a fair replica of Duke Galen's guest rooms, but on a much smaller scale. She hadn’t unpacked her suitcase, although I caught the glimpse of a dress through the crack in the closet door. Red, some kind of rayon I’d bet, with bling sewn into the top. Probably what she wore to the bar. I’m sure if I asked her about it, she’d have some excuse about trying to be convincing. Frankly, I didn’t care.
Eva walked restlessly to the nightstand, pulled out the chair, but didn't sit in it. "What happened?" she asked as she watched her own fingers tap a nervous staccato upon its carved lacquered wood.
"That's what I need to know. Tell me everything that happened this evening."
"Well, I…I met that man at the lobby. I think Sister Grace was there, but I couldn't be sure. I think it was her—silvery red hair, wearing a bulky fisherman's sweater over dark slacks?"
I nodded, and she began to pace as she continued. "We went into the bar. I didn't really look, like I'd promised, but I think Sister Grace followed us in. He bought me a drink I barely touched. I refused to take things any further until he took me to my brother, but I gave him enough to keep him interested—"
"Right there in the bar?"
Suddenly, she stopped and met my gaze straight on. "Listen, I don't know how you dragons do it—"
"We don't."
"Then you'll have to take my word for it. There are ways to be discreet and yet keep things…interesting." For a moment, she smirked, then seemed to remember herself and shuddered.
She began to pace again. "He took a message from me for my brother and said he'd call me tomorrow. That if nothing else, I might be able to talk to Weylin—"
"What'd the note say?"
"Just a plea to come home, an apology for whatever I'd done… I don't remember exactly. He’d brought paper with him, and I wrote it at the bar."
I made a note to check that part of her story out with the bartender tomorrow. "Which way did he go after he left the hotel?"
"I don't know. We said goodbye at the bar."
"What about his partner?"
"His partner?" She gave a guilty start, then her eyes widened in horror and her hands flew to her face. "You think he had someone working with him? Someone who noticed Grace following him and shot her? Will he come after me next?"
Her fear was genuine, but it didn't explain her first reaction. She'd known he wasn't working alone. I sat back on my haunches, curled my tail around me, and stretched, extending my front claws. Very catlike, but far more menacing. "I think my partner is in serious danger and you are, too, but if you don't start playing straight with me, it’ll be a toss-up where the greater danger is."
She paled and sat down hard on the edge of the rumpled bed. "You're scaring me."
Good. "Then you'd better give me the real story, so I can decide if you're a client or not. As a rule, I don't eat clients." I gave her my reassuring half grin, and she relaxed some. I'd been practicing this Good-Cop/Bad-Cop shtick long enough I could do it all on my own.
"Weylin is in trouble, but it's not with a cult," she started. "He has something—something that doesn't belong to him. Its owners are dangerous people. They'll kill him! I begged them to give me a chance to make things right, to return it himself—"
I held up a claw and she froze. "What did he steal?"
"It's not like that! It's an artifact, it's supposed to have great power, and he knew in their hands... "
I don’t have eyebrows I can raise, but I can do a fair approximation with a head tilt. She stopped her yammering with an apology and took a breath before starting again more coherently.
"The artifact. It's a spear of some kind. They say it's magical."
"Faerie?" There were strict laws about trafficking magical items. My universe had plenty of artifacts powerful enough to blow a hole in both our worlds. I suppressed a groan. Not another Save The Universes Case.
Fortunately, she shook her head. "No, I don't think so. No. They've definitely had it since before the Gap, but now, people are so much more willing to believe in magic, and I think they'd planned to get a mage or someone to…I don't know…activate it? Is that possible?"
I gave a noncommittal grunt. Mages could endow Mundane articles with limited power—like Grace’s Guardian Angel medallion—but to activate a Mundane artifact with powers your legends said it already possessed? I really, really didn’t want to find out.
"Then I can't give it to them," she whispered, then buried her head in her hands. "Oh, Detective Vern, you have to help me! We have to find my brother and that artifact. Maybe…I don't know…you could help us escape to Faerie where we can find someone to destroy it?"
"One thing at a time. Who're 'they'?"
"I'm not sure. I mean, they don't have a name. They operate behind the scenes, pulling strings, but when bad things happen—big, bad things—they're involved somehow."
How ominous and unhelpful. "What 'big, bad' things? Terrorism? International crime? Professional wrestling? Hollywood divorces?"
She crooked a smile, wiped her eyes with the edge of her index finger, careful of her immaculately painted nail. "All of that, and worse. I think they want to engineer Armageddon; that's how twisted they are."
Armageddon. Yep, another STUC. "My rates just went up."
She blinked at me, but when I didn't smile to indicate a joke, she got her purse. As she fed bills into my hand, she protested, "But they shot your partner! What about revenge?"
"Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord,” I quoted as I stuffed the bills into the pocket of my vest, "but I say this: I'm a dragon, and the dragon always wins."



Junior and the Fat Man
I asked Eva a few more questions, got a few more marginally helpful answers, and told her to lock her doors tight after I'd gone. Then I perched on the roof while I decided my next move.
The air had that early morning chill that promised the day would start out cool, then turn into a scorcher by mid-afternoon. Sounded good to me. Faerie dragons don't age, but that doesn't mean we can't get an ache in our wings when the weather's cold. This early, my main source of local research was closed. The Colt's Hoof, the nearby dive for Faerie and Mundanes operating on both sides of the law and the shady areas in between, didn't start hopping until Happy Hour. If any of my sources from there were still out, they were probably making trouble for the waitresses at some 24-hour diner.
That's what I told myself. Truth was, I didn't feel up to dealing with anyone's questions about Grace when I didn't have answers. Seeing her so still on that bed, those tubes coming out of her, the machines beeping to a cadence that wasn't quite right for her...
I decided to walk home. I was tired.
So tired, in fact, it was a couple of blocks before I realized I had a tail that had nothing to do with my anatomy.
I didn't vary my path. I wanted to get to my own familiar turf before I dealt with this guy. I did, however, put a little more attention to my senses. I couldn't help Grace if I got ambushed. Junior Detective Boy was flying solo. What breeze there was blew in my direction, bearing the scent of Brut which alerted me to him in the first place. He was actually pretty good at stalking, so that mistake meant he was skilled but stupid or just plain arrogant. I could work with either.
I could detect dry-cleaning chemicals under the cologne, so the guy either wasn't hurting for money or was hoping he'd look like an early-morning businessman on the way to work. Fat chance. Mundanes love their cars too much. I picked up the scent of cold steel—or more accurately, warm steel. His hand must have been gripping the gun the entire time. From what I could tell by listening to the movement of fabric as he ducked into an alleyway to keep out of sight, he had on a light jacket at most, so he couldn't be hiding the elephant gun. Probably one of those fancy full-sized jobs that would cost me a month's rent. Still, I felt reassured. Conventional bullets hurt, but I could handle them.
We were coming to a familiar little maze of alleys. Thanks to renovations in the area, it looked like a regular-sized back way to start, but two newer larger buildings quickly cut down both space and visibility. I took a left, upped my pace, used my inherent magic and Grace's charm to silently rise about ten feet, and faded into the shadows.
Junior entered cautiously, then not seeing me, started forward at a trot. As soon as he was under me, I lashed out with my tail, scooped him up and took off. He gave a girlie shriek—not unlike a number of knights I'd tried this trick on in the past—and struggled until he realized how far he'd fall if I dropped him. At that point, he hung on for dear life. I took the opportunity to pick his pockets.
"Good morning!" I said cheerfully.
"Let me down!"
"Oh, you want down?" I relaxed my tail slightly. Again, the girlie shriek. Sounded like the cry room at church. "Tell you what, you answer my very important questions, and I'll let you down the right way. Give me any heartburn, and I'll let you down the easy way. Now, who're you working for?"
"I don't know what you're talking about. Help!" He wrapped his arms around a tail spike.
Okay, skilled and stupid it was. I pumped my wings and we rose. "They say in space, no one can hear you scream. Shall we test that theory?"
His shouting died into a gurgle and he started pleading—with God, not me. Typical human, always going straight to the top.
"God helps those who help themselves," I quipped at him. "Tell me who set you on my tail. And talk fast; my tail's getting tired."
"I work for Mr. Ramada—Cambridge Ramada!"
"You're kidding me." His parents either owned hotels or had a sick sense of humor. Possibly both. "What's Cambridge want with me?"
"Not you—the artifact! He wants the artifact. Oh, God, please let me down! I swear I'll take you to him, and he can explain everything!"
"I'll let you down when we get to Cambridge."
"Where?"
Oy! "Cambridge! Tell me where he's staying, and we'll take care of this right now."
Cambridge Ramada had eschewed his namesake for the Broadmoor Los Lagos, a luxury hotel built to accommodate all the Faerie nobility and Mundane upper-crust that had business here on the edge of the Gap. Nestled in the mountainside like its sister hotel in Colorado Springs, it was as far above Eva's caliber as her digs were from mine.
Nonetheless, when I landed at the porte cochere outside the lobby and released Junior, the doorman didn't even blink, just opened a door and greeted us with a friendly "Welcome to the Broadmoor, sirs." That's class. The elevator was large enough to accommodate me—class again—so we made our way to Ramada's room, me with my tail against Junior's back. A companionable gesture at first glance, but the end of my tail is rather spiky, and I rested it along the vertebrae of his neck.
Mr. Ramada surprised me by having one of the more modest suites in the hotel, with a long couch and a large, sturdy chair. He needed it, too. I could live for a week on this guy—if my taste buds could handle that much blubber. He was either an early riser or Junior had called him before he started following me, because Ramada met us dressed in a casual outfit obviously tailored to compliment his girth. Maybe he'd planned to take Junior to the Country Club after he was done with me.
"Well," he said, not bothering to rise from his comfy chair, "this is not quite what we'd had in mind."
"Next time, send somebody less hygienic," I replied. "You should pour that bottle of cologne down the sink."
"Yes, why don't you do that while the dragon and I talk?" Ramada waved toward one of the bedrooms, and like a sulky teenager, Junior disappeared into it. "I'd offer you a seat, Mr.—?"
"Vern will do. What I really want are answers. Why'd you send Junior Detective Boy after me?"
"Junior Detective Boy," Ramada chuckled like he was trying to force it out of his throat and the roof of his mouth simultaneously. Maybe he was trying to sound like Sydney Greenstreet playing Casper Gutman, but it came out like an asthmatic Beavis and Butthead.
"I hope you're not going to tell me you're looking for a black bird," I said.
Again the laugh. "No, nor will I say Peters is like a son to me. And I think you're suspicious enough of your client? She did not steal something from me, though it is true we are both after the same object. You are familiar with the Lance of Longinus?"
"I've had some experience with the Faerie version." Inside, I groaned. The Lance was the one used by the Roman soldier Longinus to pierce the side of Christ. As such it was endowed with supernatural power, but since the stabbing occurred after Jesus' death and before his Resurrection—that is, the three days he spent in Hell redeeming those damned who would listen—the nature of its power remained indeterminate. Longinus did become Christian, but he also continued his career as a soldier, rising in ranks until he commanded his own centuria. Thus, the power molded itself to his personality. Anyone wielding the Lance of Longinus had the power to command unresisting obedience of anyone under them, yet also stayed obedient to whomever they recognized as their leader. In Longinus's case, all hundred of his men followed him to Christian martyrdom.
It had disappeared after that, probably falling into the hands of people who didn't know what they had, until it resurfaced in the Patisserie Wars. That was before my time working with the Church, but I'm told the violence that ensued over tranche cakes nearly tore Europe apart. When Pope Paul XI intervened and brought peace, Vatican control of the Lance was part of the package. There it remained under lock and wards until a misguided monk, seduced by a fallen angel, took it upon himself to use the Lance to bring good to the world.
There's a reason Jesus refused Satan's offer to rule the Earth.
That was two centuries ago. Some of the darkest years in Faerie human history. I was part of the Inquisition then, and assigned to find the Lance and destroy it. When I did, its power backlashed upon me. It took me years to recover physically, decades psychologically, which was why I had been pulling a plow for the Silent Brothers of St. Osgood when the Gap opened and I found myself called to this world.
Still, the Lance had been destroyed, and I told Cambridge so.
"Eh-heh, hehm. So my research has shown, though I have not been able to obtain the details. Perhaps when this is over, we could discuss it over a long lunch? What I am concerned about right now is the Mundane Lance of Longinus.
"You see, I too, am an investigator of sorts, and my current client is a collector of antiquities with fascinating histories. Now you may be aware that there are two versions about the whereabouts of the fabled Lance of Longinus? One holds that it is in the Schatzkammer in Vienna, but another asserts that one is a copy commissioned by Himmler for display in Nuremberg while the original was used for secret occult ceremonies." Again, the laugh. "Intriguing, isn't it? So then, the tale goes that the true spear was actually sent to Antarctica, to be buried with the ashes of Hitler and his beloved Eva."
"Eva?"
"Yes. Marvelous coincidence, is it not? Of course, such a prize could not remain forever—heh, hehm—on ice, so it was supposedly unearthed by one Colonel Maximillian Hartman, who is at large in Europe. Current conspiracy theorists say it played a part in 9/11. My investigations indicate certain parties have it here in Los Lagos, with the intention of carrying it across the Gap to see if it can be endowed with a spell to enhance any powers it may have."
"If that's true, my rates just went up."
"As have mine. We are not so dissimilar, I think. My client wants the Lance-at-Large for his private collection, and I think he neither believes in its powers nor would take advantage of such powers even if they were real. I, too, have my own sense of morality, you see."
"My morality is God's."
"Yes, of course. It had been my intention to have you followed while I continued my own investigations. Now, however, perhaps we could work together?"
"I have a client."
"And are you certain of her intentions? I have not concerned myself overmuch with her, yet I've found it curious how often I've encountered her in association with the Lance these past months. Well, let me propose this: should you find the Lance before I, at least give me the opportunity to present my client's case and bona fides. My client is more than capable of refunding Miss Heidler's fee and compensating you for your troubles. So, partners?"
"My partner is in the hospital, hanging onto life by her fingernails because of a poison dart meant for me. You know anything about that?"
He looked surprised, enough that I believed he had nothing to do with it. "I assure you, my style is not to accost fellow colleagues—particularly when their work furthers mine. However…” He paused, tapping his teeth with a well-manicured nail. I waited until he pursed his lips, satisfied at whatever idea he’d had, and continued.
“Perhaps I can sweeten the deal. Help me, and I'll make sure my client gets your partner the best medical care money can buy—Faerie or Mundane. And in the meantime, I shall add the search for the antidote, should there be one, to my own investigations. Your partner is female?"
"Faerie human woman."
He shook his head, his jovial demeanor gone. "Such a pity. This is a difficult business for women."
"She can hold her own." Usually.



The Fall Drake
Cambridge had Junior—I'd never be able to call him by the same name as the Father of the Church—escort me to the lobby, which he did with a scowl that was half-menace, half-sulk. I was too tired even to come up with a smart-aleck comment. There were a hundred things I needed to do, but thanks to my unexpected flight carrying Junior, a nap topped the list. My wings ached too much to fly, and I was too tired to walk, so I had the concierge call a taxi and put it on Ramada's tab. Most of the reputable services had both open-bed trucks and horse trailers now to accommodate their larger Faerie clientele. I asked for a truck. I didn't feel like smelling horse for the next half-hour, and the morning was beautiful enough that I wanted to travel with the top down.
God gave me a break; the trip proved uneventful. I tipped the driver well for bringing a brand-new Ford 450 into my neighborhood, then stumbled into my lair, sure I'd sleep as soon as I hit my pad.
The place was almost eerie in its quiet. I've lived alone most of my existence, and I hadn't realized how used I'd gotten to hearing Grace's breathing coming from her upstairs bedroom.
First, I called the hospital and found out her condition hadn't changed. Then I called in the dogs, and they snuggled up against me for a nap.
I hadn't been asleep more than a couple of hours when a loud, authoritative knock awakened me. The dogs seemed to recognize it, and they ran to the door, yapping joyfully. I growled under my throat.
I'd forgotten to lock the door, so after a second run of three sharp raps, my visitors entered. Captain Santry, the chief of police for Los Lagos, ignored the dogs bounding at his heels and strode past the office to my living quarters, followed closely by a weary Kel. I settled myself like a cat on a windowsill, my forearms crossed before me. I was too tired for anthropomorphisms, and besides, I knew it annoyed Santry.
"Where were you last night?" he demanded as soon as he was within speaking distance.
"Good morning to you, too. I was asleep—at least until you woke me."
"Before that?"
"At the hospital. Grace was shot—"
"I know that! I also know you only stuck around for about half an hour after Officer Killian here left. Where did you go then?"
"I had business. Detective business."
"Could you be more specific?"
"Not without risking client confidentiality." Santry sneered at this. "I can tell you I'm looking for Grace's attacker."
"Any success?"
"Some."
Santry waited, but when I didn't elaborate, he tried a different tactic. "We'd like to look around the place."
I yawned and stretched, extending my claws, then settled back into my original position. "Fine. Come back later with the search warrant and a crew of about twelve. It's a big place. Think you could ask them to sweep as long as they're fingerprint dusting?"
"Don't get smart with me—"
"Can't help it. Says so in the Yellow Pages: Wisdom of the ages, knowledge of eternity. Virginity confirmed. Though that doesn't mean as much to you Mundanes—"
"Cut the crap!"
"Then tell me what this is about." I forced myself to keep my voice even.
"What this is about? Your partner is barely alive, and I’ve got two dead men! I want answers. Now tell me where you were last night—in detail—or we can take this downtown."
"Two dead men?"
"Don't play stupid. One has dragon attack written all over it. You want to come quietly?"
"You got a warrant?"
"I don't need a warrant. I know the immigration laws, especially when it comes to you. You are not a person in my government's eyes, and you've been exiled from your own. I don't have to arrest you. I can just impound you like an animal—"
"Like Lancelot, you will! I already spent my time in your precious city zoo, and you're not taking me back." I reared up, wings unfurled, cheek crests flared, every inch the wild dragon.
I've never yet met a knight that had anything on a burned-out copper with a distrust for magic and a grudge against private investigators. Santry met me glare for glare.
Kel stepped in between us. "Look, Vern, we just need to know where you were last night. Help us narrow this down."
I settled back into my original position, and Santry backed off. "I've been all around this town tonight. Even to the Broadmoor. Don't ask why. The doorman can probably give you the times. Otherwise, I was keeping a low profile. You should know that, Kel. You were the one that warned me in the first place.”
I fixed my gaze on Santry. “Your turn: Who were these two guys murdered, and what do you mean one had dragon written all over?"
"We couldn't find anything on the guy Grace was shadowing, so I wanted to see the crime scene again. It'd already been cleaned up, but you never know.
"We found your perp. Dead. His arm torn off. He bled to death through an artery. We found a dart matching the one that hit Grace in his pocket. The bones look like they were hacked with hunting knives." He looked significantly at my canines.
I twisted my head with annoyance. "Then they probably were. If I'm going to kill something, I'm going to eat it, no matter how distasteful. Further, these teeth—" I indicated my canines. "—are for piercing and holding prey. If I want to bite through bone, I use the front ones. Don't believe me? Ask a vet, or maybe a paleontologist. Finally, if I thought this guy poisoned Grace, do you think I'd kill him without getting the antidote?"
"Maybe you did. Maybe it's being made right now."
"In which case, I'd be at Grace's side, telling her to hold on, help was on the way."
"Why aren't you at the hospital?"
"Because, like you, I've been trying to track down a killer. Unlike you, I didn't have a night of sleep beforehand. If I'm going to be any help to Grace, I need to be sharp. I came home for a short nap until I could start checking out my leads."
"You got any?"
"Nothing conclusive. And nothing I can share without putting my client—or Grace—in further danger."
"I could bring you in." I wasn't sure if Santry meant it as an offer or a threat.
"Santry, we are dealing with things that go beyond the Mundane. I need to be free to work in my own way. I'll get to the bottom of this, believe me. The dragon always wins."
"Another Faerie cliché?" Santry smirked, and Kel relaxed.
I smiled, too. "Almost as much as the Good Cop/Bad Cop shtick."
His smile faded. "It's not a shtick. Two people are dead, and one I happen to admire greatly is just hanging on. If you have any information that can put that murderer behind bars, I want it—but, do what you have to do."
"Just don't eat anyone until we have a chance to question him," Kel added, trying to lighten the mood. Santry glared at him. He never has appreciated that kind of humor.
I escorted them out. As we passed the kitchen area, Santry noticed Junior's gun, which I'd carelessly tossed on the table on my way in. "What's this?"
"Found it last night. I was going to destroy it as soon as I got up."
"You should have turned it in to us right away. It could have been used in a crime."
"Tell you what. Dust it for prints and run a ballistics check. If it's evidence, it's yours. Otherwise, I get to flame it."
"There's always more where it came from."
"If you can't beat them, inconvenience them. Hey, Santry."
He paused with his hand on the knob. Kel had already gone out and was giving the dogs the petting they'd been begging for. "Yeah?"
"The dart."
"Empty and clean."
"Sure it wasn't a plant? Seems to me someone's trying to set me up."
Santry pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. "It's never easy around you, is it?"
"Not for eight hundred years, Santry. Not for eight hundred years."



Faerie-Go-Round
Actually, it was eight hundred and fifty years since St. George—God bless him, the magically overpowered pain in the tail—trapped me in a spell and took away everything that made me a dragon. He couldn't kill me, couldn't even properly convert me. Dragons are immortal and soulless—if by "soul" you mean the human version. So he did the next best thing: my size, my wisdom, my magic, my flight, my fire, all became holy hostages. I can only earn them back through good deeds to others and service to God through the Faerie Catholic Church—which, of late, I accomplish as a private detective to the particularly desperate. It hasn't been easy, but it has been interesting, especially the years I've spent on the Mundane side as a PI.
Some days were a little too interesting.
Thanks to Santry, I wouldn’t get back to sleep anytime soon, so I padded over to the office to do research. One thing I'd learned fast in this business was the value of a good computer. While mine warmed up, I moved Grace's keyboard off the steel plate where my virtual keyboard would shine. I can do very delicate work, even spent a few decades doing copy work with the Jesuits, but dragon claws are hard on plastic.
The phone rang as I was scanning the articles about the murders. "Vern, it's Anita from Little Flowers. Father just told us about Grace. Madre de Dios! Are you all right?"
I didn't trust myself to answer. "How'd he say she was doing?"
"They think her kidneys are failing. Vern, the papers—"
On page one of the local section was a lovely photo of our suspect, or at least of his stump of arm soaking in a dark pool. One for the scrapbooks. The accompanying article was full of "No Comments," by law enforcement, but that didn't stop the reporter from putting in enough innuendo to set my rep back eight and a half centuries regardless of the facts. I glanced at the byline: Kitty McGrue. Figures. I'd saved her life once, but ruined her story in the process. She's never forgiven me.
"Guess my red color makes me a herring," I bemoaned to Anita.
"Kitty McGrue is muy estupida. I think it's the Fellowship of the Fourth Reich, hurting Grace and trying to make you take the fall."
"You read too many detective novels," I teased. Anita had good instincts and knew it. She made sure we knew it as well.
"You know there are some of them in Gina's school? They beat up a Faerie human—a freshman, I think—and one of Gina's friends who tried to stop him. At Martin Luther King High!"
"That's irony."
Anita offered to call our friends and cancel Grace's appointments for me, so I emailed her the information, and then went on with my research.
Two hours later, I was more convinced than ever that no matter what evil magic could bring to the Faerie side, we had nothing on the imagination of the Mundanes.
 I went to morning Mass.
Naturally, we prayed for Grace in the special intentions, and afterward, some of the regulars offered to stay and pray the rosary with me on her behalf. I spent some time answering questions and listening to speculations. Quite a few were convinced it was the Neo-Nazis, and they were worried.
"I have offered to go to the schools and tell them about the real Nazis, but the district is afraid it could make things worse," Joseph grumbled. His family had fled Germany after their parish priest was arrested and sent to a concentration camp. "Bah! We must speak now, before the day comes when we cannot speak at all."
Next, I went to the hospital. I dropped by the florist shop first and used my sniffer to pick out some flowers. If Grace wasn't awake to see them, she could at least smell them. I paid the tongue-tied cashier with some of the money I'd gotten from Eva, but remembered the price to add to my expense list.
I spoke gently to Grace, telling her what I'd learned. Then I waved the fragrant flowers under her nose.
"I got these for you. Spent our good money on them, too, so you may as well open your eyes and appreciate them because you'll probably be paying for them with voice lessons when you get out of here."
Her nostrils didn't even twitch at the sweet, spicy scent.
"Hang on, Grace. I'm going to find who did this to you, and I will find the cure. The dragon always wins."
*
Eva was next on my to-do list. As I landed on the balcony, I saw her reading the paper, her mouth curled in something between a smile and a grimace. Her expression changed, however, as soon as I knocked on the door, and she hastened to open it. "Oh, Vern! I was just reading about the deaths!"
"Seem kind of pleased."
"I hated that man!" she spat. "He deserved what he got. Oh, but it doesn't help us, does it? Have you located the Lance or my brother?"
Interesting priorities.
*
Given the day I was having, it came as no surprise that when I got home, I found the dogs sprawled in a drugged sleep and the sounds of things being overturned from within the warehouse. I decided not to bother with subtlety, but I did resist the urge to burst in with flames going full-blast. I had questions first.
Naturally, I walked straight in to find an automatic weapon—yep, a bona fide black-market AK-47—and I thought only Faerie lived their clichés—and six other weapons of various types pointed at me. I didn't stop, just closed the door with my tail while I strolled in slow and placid-like. My visitors had shaved heads, faces painted white with clown paint, and black t-shirts with swastikas in white circles.
"If you're the housekeeping service, you're fired."
"You stay right there, or we gonna fire you!" said one guy from the sidelines as he held his nunchucks at the ready.
What'd he think he would do—whack me on the nose? I turned to the one holding the assault rifle. "Scraping the bottom of the barrel with that one, weren't you?"
"He's right. You just stay still while we search the place."
"The place" was a ten-thousand square foot warehouse with offices on the upper floor. Boxes I still hadn't opened line the walls and made a maze in the second warehouse room. I settled myself on the floor and rested my head on my crossed arms. "Go ahead. I get half of anything you find."
They stared at me, unbelieving. I smiled back. Mr. Cooperation, that's me. Finally, Big Gun snarled for the others to get to work. As he turned his back on me, Nunchucks muttered, "I got your half. Don't think I don't." Guess he learned such witty repartee in Hitler Youth Summer Camp.
I watched and listened and waited. With eight teenage skinheads trashing my place, it was only a matter of time.
"I wouldn't go in there if I were you," I suggested as Nunchucks made a grab for the doorknob to Grace's workshop.
"You gonna stop me?" He turned the knob.
"Nope," I said as I closed my ears and my eyes. Even so, I saw the otherworldly light and heard the harmonious roar of Divine Vengeance followed by Mundane screams.
"The Heavenly Host on the other hand…"
I waited until the screams died down to whimpers before opening my eyes and rising.
Four of the skinheads were unconscious. Three may as well have been; they were curled up in the fetal position, whimpering. Nunchucks was actually crying for his mommy. Big Guns had collapsed to the floor as well, the gun thrown away from him. He was sitting and rocking and making high-pitched keening through the roof of his mouth.
I'd tell Grace to tone down her wards some, except that the effect is directly proportional to the evilness of the intent. Suddenly, I was feeling a little shaky about my earlier entrance.
Knights out of the armor now. I went around, collecting weapons in the office trash can and poking through pockets. I found the usual stuff—driver's licenses, credit cards, petty cash… One kid had a condom; wishful thinking on his part, I knew. Another had a report card. MLK High. Wonder if he was the one beating up Faerie kids? Honor roll grades, too. Of all the years I've battled evil, there were still some things I didn't understand.
As I was returning Big Guns' (aka Rick Matherston's) wallet back into his jacket pocket, he blinked and focused on me.
"What was that?"
"Angels, kid." Actually a kind of magical shadow of the real thing, but close enough.
 "But I thought angels were—"
"There's a reason why their first words are usually 'Fear not!' whenever they meet a human."
His eyes returned to their unfocused stare. I almost felt sorry for him. Then I noticed the letters FARISLAR tattooed on his knuckles. Faerie slayer.



Santry
Grace's wards also contained a spell to repair or clean up much of the damage done by a would-be intruder. In fact, there have been times I’d been tempted to set the spell off just to straighten up the place. I’d come in from finishing up and checking the dogs when Santry again graced me with his presence.
"Where you been?" he demanded.
"Throwing out the trash. They should be conscious in an hour or so."
Santry hissed through his teeth and turned to the officer with him. "Go."
The uniform swept past me, pulling out her gun as she went. Smart girl knew the neighborhood—or me.
"Something I can do for you, Santry?" I asked before he could start asking me questions. From beside the building, the officer called out, "There's six of them in here. Uh, gross! I'm calling a wagon!"
"Check the other bin, but it sounds like a couple recovered!" I called back.
Santry looked like he could use a stiff drink. "Recovered from what?"
"Grace's security system. I came home to find eight FFR-types searching the place. One of them made the mistake of trying to open her workroom."
"Are they going to be all right?"
"Nothing some counseling and, if they're so inclined, absolution— wouldn't fix. So what can I do for you?"
Santry pulled out Junior's gun and tossed it to me. I ringed the trigger guard with my claw. "It's clean and unregistered. Think it belongs to your yahoos?"
"Nah, not their style." I headed into my office with Santry following. He gasped when he saw the felonious pile on my desk. "This is what the well-dressed skinhead is wearing these days."
Santry sighed as he used a pencil to push a switchblade off the automatic weapon. "What'd they want with you, Vern?" He seemed more exasperated than concerned. It almost hurt.
"No idea. Grace's Karma shield got to them before I found out. Found this, though." I gave him a copy of the note I'd found. I'd figured it out while I was relocating my visitors, so I told him the translation while he wrote it down with the pencil. It was a location, and meeting time a week from now, along with three names to pass the message to. "My guess is those are gang leaders, not individuals," I concluded. "They may think they're being clever, but they're fooling themselves. The Faerie may seem like a submissive, peaceable lot, but if they see an organized threat, they'll unite to protect what's theirs—which your society has made sure they know is their freedom and their equality. You're going to have a nice little war on your hands if you don't do something."
"What if it's just a rally?"
I shrugged. "Last time anyone in Galen's duchy saw a rally, Baron Gascon LeSalle's troops invaded their land. They're not going to believe a bunch of people calling for their deaths will stop at motivational chants—unless they do the stopping."
"And I left LA for this," he sighed. "You sure about the date? All right, then. Let's talk about the murders. We got an ID on the Doe—Lance Pointiers, a dealer in antiquities. He got anything to do with Grace's and your case?"
"Not that I know of. Anything stolen? There's an artifacts conference in town, and the papers made it sound like a mugging."
"Could be, but God knows what they might have taken. He was shot in the chest, close range, but he didn't look like the kind of guy who'd put up a fight or even have the wit to run. His assistant's gone—kidnapped or skipped town, we don't know. We're having a hard time tracking down anyone who knows him. He's a private dealer and something of a recluse. No next of kin, exclusive clientele. We're trying to contact the New Orleans police, but they have their hands full right now with Hurricane Serena."
I nodded. Only humans would believe a "once in a century" storm would have the manners to not happen twice within decades, and that their fancy technology could thwart the worst Mother Nature had to offer. That same mentality kept some humans believing they could actually destroy a dragon once and for all. Whether it was optimism or stupidity, it annoyed me. At any rate, the devastation left by Hurricane Serena seemed to have also destroyed our lead. "Nothing about him on the Net? Kind of merchandise, clientele?"
"Just his name, photo and business address in New Orleans, which is about all they had on him at the conference. Why?"
"Just fishing for connections. What about the other guy?"
"Jacob Cranston? Run of the mill thug-for-hire. Got a rap sheet as long as your tail, mostly petty stuff: enforcing, theft, harassment. Usually bailed out by someone else's lawyer. No family, still looking for friends. Why was Grace trailing him?"
"Harassment case. The client was a little sharper than usual."
Santry grimaced at my non-informative response. "And no theories why someone would try to murder him and pin it on you?"
I gave him a smug grin. "Glad you believe that now, but no. I'm surprised they'd think it would work. Anyone who knows me, knows I don't like filet minion."
Santry left looking wounded by my wit. The paddy wagon showed up to escort my shell-shocked guests to a nice safe prison cell, and the uniform returned to collect their gear. I took Junior's gun out back and blasted it to slag, then called the hospital. Fortunately, the ICU nurse, Lois, was a fellow parishioner.
"She's not responding to any treatment, and the poison won't leave her system. We don't know why. Dr. Sawyers is saying she's in a persistent vegetative state. He's contacting her next of kin to decide what to do next. I already called Father Rich."
I fought the urge to snarl in frustration. I was the closest thing to family Grace had, but they wouldn't accept a dragon as next-of-kin on the forms, so I'd put myself down as emergency contact (notice that no one called me) and listed her Mother Superior as next-of-kin. Mother Angela was wonderful with people and one of the best holy mages in the Church, but otherwise, didn't swim in the deepest of intellectual waters. I doubt she'd understand half of Dr. Thomas told her nor understand the implications of "persistent vegetative state."
It would take a day for her to travel from the convent to the Gap, maybe less if the Duke got involved. Suddenly, I had a deadline on this case that threatened to become literal.
No sooner did I hang up than another call came in. The caller ID said, "Anonymous." Probably a phone solicitor offering services I couldn't afford.
I should have been so lucky.
Instead a computer-generated voice operating at speeds no human would comprehend but a dragon could make out said, "Grace is almost out of time. We have the cure. Find us the Lance. Say nothing to the authorities, secular or spiritual. We will contact you." The call ended, too short for a trace.
I realized then I hadn't told Santry about the Lance. Now I couldn't, nor could I put anyone else on alert without risking Grace. But if it was the real one and it did get smuggled into Faerie....
I did the only thing I could do. I looked for that Lance.
Two hours of research later, the only thing I'd accomplished was putting a dent in the wall from twitching my tail in frustration. I'd discovered my client wasn't what she'd claimed to be—no surprise there—but I didn't have enough to know her angle on this game. I felt reasonably certain she didn't have anything to do with Grace's attack, but she hadn’t been particularly surprised about it, either. What was she hiding?
Naturally, she was not in her hotel when I came to call, nor was Cambridge. I bet myself that they were at the antiquities conference. I dropped by the conference center, but the security stopped me at the doors. I couldn't even pay to get in, legitimately or otherwise. They seemed to particularly object to my species being around their treasures.
I cased the area, and then flew a search grid around the city, trying to sniff out the Lance, the poisons that were killing Grace…anything that would help. So of course, the day had grown hot and heavy, with an upper high pressure front keeping in all the pollution and smells of Los Lagos—too many scents to sort through. The only thing I managed to find was one of my vandal visitors. He'd gone to church. That wasn't good news: the minister there believed all magic was of the Devil. Probably supported his crusade against the Faerie.
Another dead end.
The Cathedral was only a block away. Time to regroup.
It was quiet in the middle of the afternoon, with the lunchtime worshippers back at work. I knelt in the side aisle. Lord, you blessed me at the dawn of the Earth with wisdom beyond any mortal's. Thanks to St. George, most of that's gone now, but I'm not holding that against You. You and I both know what could happen if that Lance gets to Faerie, but Grace... Then I couldn't form any words.
What I wanted to do was howl, full throated and uncontrolled. I wanted Los Lagos—I wanted all the worlds, Mundane and Faerie—to know my rage against God and Man who conspired to bring me so low, to make me dependent on them, and then to make themselves so dear to me.
To make me so afraid that I no longer had what it took to protect them.
I don't know how long I was there, lost in my emotions, until I heard a tiny, "Excuse me?" I willed my face to lose its grimace and my eyes to open.
A sister stood beside me, her pale complexion and wide eyes making her look too young to have taken vows (in the Mundane Church, anyway). She was trembling slightly, and by the way her eyes flickered from me to the statue of Mary I was posed under, it was obvious she was thinking Revelation. Nonetheless, she had the grace, and the guts, to ask, "Is there any way I can help you?"
With that question, my anger washed away, replaced by weariness. "No, sister," I said, rising slowly as to not frighten her further, "there's only one who can help me now. Just pray for me. Pray for us all."
I headed to the Colt's Hoof. Some of my contacts should be there. Besides, I needed a drink.



The Roman Lance 
"So what'd ya go and kill that guy for, Vern?"
I closed my eyes, poured the rest of my beer in my mouth, and swallowed. It was the third time in an hour I'd been asked that question, and yet no one had anything useful for me. If this kept up, I was going to abandon my quest for information and surrender myself to about five gallons of ethanol for a real binge. "I didn't, Lenny. Someone beat me to it."
Lenny was your standard low-class informant—did fewer drugs than he claimed, but nonetheless sold some to pay for his habit; on the edge of everything, but never actually in. Good ears, good eyes, good sense of self-preservation. He usually didn't give me information at the Hoof, but today, he seemed willing to make an exception, which meant the information he had was widely known. "Yeah? Well, there's some weird shit going on where you’re concerned. You know there's a price on your head, but anyone who offs you before the seventeenth is a dead man?"
"The seventeenth, hm?" That was the day of the so-called rally. "So who's after me this time?" I stuck some money in his jacket pocket with my tail.
"Don't know, fer sure," he said, sticking his hand in his pocket to count the bills. I knew he liked fives, neatly folded. "Some say it's the FFR. Some say the Unseelie crew is back. Some say it's some ferigners I ain't never heard of. Columbians, maybe. I know some red-headed chick's been doing the talkin'." He grinned; she must have spoken to him personally.
"Heard there's a lot of talk about a Lance," I opened. Charlie brought me another beer, my last of the evening unless I hit Eva up for expenses.
"Don't know about no Lance," Lenny said. "Do know the FFR's freaking that Hitler's coming back for them."
I almost spat out my beer. "What?"
Lenny told me the story. "Yeah. They are dead-freakin' serious, too. There's not like, any necromancers in Los Lagos I should know about?"
I was spared a reply when one of the customers by the door screamed.
Big Guns, his shaved head sweating, staggered into the bar. He banged into a table, upsetting drinks and eliciting more shrieks, and then lurched my way. As he got to the bar, he fell to his knees and handed me a package. The "FARISLAR" tattoo shone darkly against his pale knuckles.
"I'm sorry," he gasped. "I didn't realize... Stop them. Tell them I'm sorry..." He collapsed fully and I saw the swastika on his jacket back was saturated with his own blood.
"Call an ambulance!" I ordered and dashed out of the bar.
I'm sure everyone thought I was going after his attackers, but they weren't around. I'd have heard them. Instead, I headed down the street to the local shipping service. The world wanted to star me in Maltese Falcon; fine, but I was changing the script.
I got home, left messages for Cambridge Ramada and Eva Heidler, and waited for my mysterious caller. "I don't have the Lance, but I know where it is. I want the antidote and the murderers brought to me tomorrow morning or no deal," I told the person and hung up. I didn't need a trace. Lenny had told me who it was. I kenneled the dogs and settled down to wait.
I don't know if it was the beer or the stress or maybe the fact that I hadn't eaten in twenty-four hours, but I nodded off somewhere in the middle of the night. I woke up to the slap of meat hitting the concrete outside as someone once again drugged my dogs. I quelled my annoyance, and padded quietly (yes, dragons can do that) to the kitchen for a snack before my would-be attacker broke in. Didn't want to break my promise to Kel not to eat any suspects.
He busted in to find me by the table, gnawing on a large ham. "You're early, Weylin," I commented, feigning unconcern about the laser sight tickling my scales. "The Lance isn't here, and you won't get it if you kill me now; so don't make the same mistake your skinhead minions did. Sit down and wait; unless, of course, you don't have the antidote or the names of the murderers. In that case, you've got a couple of hours to fetch them for me. Otherwise, put that thing down and stay quiet, or you'll never see the Lance."
Weylin opened his mouth to speak, closed it, and then pulled up a chair in resignation, keeping it well out of my range, even that of my tail. He refused food, but took an unopened can of soda.
It must have been later than I'd realized because I finished my snack and was just beginning to unnerve him with my Sphinx-like stare, when we heard a knock and Eva let herself in with a tentative, "Vern...?"
She was good. I'd give her that.
When she saw my other guest, her face went into an amusing series of surprise, confusion, and indecision, before pasting on a look of delight. "Vern, you found him!"
"Can it, Eva. He was never lost, and you know it as well as I. Sit down and stay quiet. We've got one more guest coming, and then I want the antidote, some names, and some answers, in that order. I'll give the Lance to whomever I believe the most."
"You have the Lance?"
"Not with me. I'm not stupid—look it up in the Yellow Pages. A penitent skinhead gave it to me in a bar. I'm sure one or more of you know that. I took the liberty of mailing it to myself. It should be here in a while, after our next guest arrives."
Soon enough, Ramada arrived without Junior, and I turned to my merry little party. "First off, who has the antidote?"
Everyone looked at everyone else. Finally, Cambridge spoke. "I do not even know the nature of the poison, but as I'd said earlier, I will ensure my client secures the best care possible for your partner. If there is a cure, you will have it."
"I'm not showing you anything until I see the Lance," Weylin muttered.
Eva just looked innocent and confused.
Two strikes and a maybe. "All right. Let's talk murders. What's the story with Cranston?"
"He was one of mine, I'm afraid," Cambridge said, heaving a sigh instead of his usual asthmatic snicker. "Problem with hiring the local help. He was supposed to put pressure on Miss Heidler here, show her the wisdom of relinquishing the Lance to my client. At the same time, he was supposed to be using his contacts to find young Weylin. I didn't expect Miss Heidler to turn the tables on us."
"Well?" I prompted Eva.
"All right," she looked at her hands, even now playing demure. "I didn't have the Lance. I didn't know where Weylin was. We got separated after..."
"After one of you killed Pointiers in cold blood?"
"It wasn't like that!" Weylin said. "He'd promised me the Lance. He'd brought it here for me. He even demanded extra money. Then he suddenly decided to renege on our deal, the little—" He swore in German.
Eva glanced up sharply and hissed, but it was too late. He’d confirmed my suspicions. If Lenny had known his information was so accurate, he’d probably have charged more.
I shrugged my wings, feigning nonchalance. "So you shot him. Fine. What about Cranston? Why make it look like me?"
Brother and sister exchanged bewildered looks. One of them was acting.
"Why risk killing for it?" I asked in my best longsuffering voice. "There are three known lances making claims to be the Lance of Destiny. You know this one's probably fake?"
"It is the real one! We have done the research: Pointiers and Eva and I. This is the Lance used by Longinus to pierce Christ, and which our—"
"Weylin, shut up!" Eva shouted. "He does not need to know!" Then, she turned to me, her eyes pleading and innocent. "Please, Vern, please. We are certain it's the real one; even more, those from whom we were stealing it know it's the real one. They're the real enemy here. And he's in their employ!" She pointed theatrically in Ramada's direction, but he only chuckled. "After what you told me, I know we have to spirit it away. I wish I had an antidote, I really do. But isn't it more important that we get the Lance away from here? I've been watching the news. I know there's a big Fourth Reich cell here. They're behind all that, too, don't you see? Help us, Vern. Help us get the Lance. We'll escape to Faerie, have it destroyed…”
Her solilo-plea was interrupted by a knock on the door. The courier, right on time. I took the package between my teeth so no one would be tempted to wrest it from me. "Pay the nice man, Eva," I instructed through my mouthful.
Despite her feigned tension, she managed to sneer, "Tuh!" but Ramada, chuckling all the while, paid the delivery fee and tip.
They gathered around the table as I ripped apart the packaging. They began ooh-ing and aw-ing at once.
"It's amazing!" Ramada murmured.
"It's beautiful!" Eva breathed.
“It’s ours,” Weylin hissed.
"It's fake." I declared.
They turned to me in surprise. I rolled my eyes. "You can't fool this nose. The blood staining the shaft? Not more than five hundred years old. The shaft itself is aster plantanoides. They didn't have Olmsted Norway Maples in the Roman Empire. You're looking at a bona fide copy—no power potential whatsoever."
Eva gave a small gasp. Weylin opened and closed his mouth several times, but nothing came out.
Ramada sighed deep within his throat. "A shame, a shame. Nonetheless, my employer is more interested in the historical content. As I am the one most likely to obtain an antidote, may I assume the prize goes to me?"
"No!" the other two shouted in desperate unison.
On cue, sirens began to wail outside.
"Actually, I think the police will have to decide that..." I said as uniformed officers burst into my lair, guns drawn.
Weylin swung his gun up, but I knocked it out of his hands before he could fire it. Eva, however, took the opportunity to grab the Lance and run. Unfortunately for her, she got as far as the locked back door. She only had time to look at the window which stood tantalizingly open from her brother's earlier entrance before I lashed out with my tail and pulled the Lance from her hands. Behind us, we heard the police struggle with Weylin.
"Wait!" Slowly, she pulled something out of her purse. "Antidote."
The vial shone dully in the light of the window. I was mesmerized, the commotion behind us forgotten.
"It doesn't matter if the Lance is fake; it's still worth a fortune. But you don’t care about that, do you? You have a greater treasure—your friend the nun. Give me the Lance; tell the police I'm an innocent bystander. I'm your client, remember? Do it, and the antidote's yours." She swirled the cloudy liquid temptingly.
And I was tempted. God forgive me, even when I knew she was a liar and evil to the core, I was tempted. And it made me furious.
She stepped toward me, only to jerk back in fright as my wings unfurled with a snap and I reared into my most aggressive stance. "Forget it, Eva Heidler—or should I say, Fuhrer-wanna-be Ms. Hitler?
"You did a great job covering your tracks, but like an overconfident hack, you forgot about your names. Heidler, a derivative of Hitler. And Weylin, son of the wolf, son of Adolf, which also means wolf? Your parents were as bad as Ramada's. You're the one the skinheads are planning the rally for. Were you going to use the Lance to inspire them to massacre?"
"I don't have to answer to you. I'm a human. I don't have to follow cliché." But behind her, brother Weylin was already spilling his guts about their glorious plan, interspersed with propaganda and insults for the "fairy-loving" coppers who were cuffing him as he ranted.
"Give it up, Eva," I repeated. "Give me the antidote. Right now, it's attempted murder. Do you want to make it Murder One?"
"Please! Make me a martyr. She's just fairy filth like you." With a snarl, she spun and threw the vial out the window. I heard it shatter against the dumpsters.
I roared and gave myself to my rage. I slammed the Lance on the ground, shattering it in my fury, then loosed a stream of fire and set it ablaze.
Eva screamed and threw herself at me. I knocked her aside. I heard Santry shouting, but his words meant nothing. I breathed fire upon it until even the stone floor cracked and crumbled. I breathed fire upon it until it was nothing but ash.
I breathed fire upon it knowing I had just killed my partner and my best friend.
When at last the fire in my belly and my heart had spent itself, I became aware of Santry's shouts. "What the hell were you doing? That was evidence!"
 "That was a weapon. Haven't you heard the street buzz? The new Hitler was coming and he—or she—" I threw a nasty look at Eva. "—was bringing a weapon of Mundane magic to lead them in their cause. Get enough SS wannabes believing that Lance makes them invincible and you're got an army of single-minded fanatics who think they can't die. And that's just what would happen with a fake. I just did you a favor, Santry. I just did this whole damn world a favor."
I turned to Eva, "Because you know what, mein fuhrer? That was the genuine article. I
lied."
With a scream, she launched herself at me. I swatted her Santry's way and turned my back on them both as she struggled against him. "I'm going to see Grace. Lock up when you're done here, Santry. I'll be by the station after..."
I didn't finish my statement.



The Lord’s Gift
I sat on my haunches by Grace's bed, my tail curled tightly about me to keep it from thrashing and knocking into any of the equipment that crowded the room. Most of it was off and unconnected, waiting patiently while Dr. Doubting Thomas did his best to talk Mother Superior Angela out of its use, and Father Rich argued for.
"She's in a persistent vegetative state," the doc repeated again, as if the words were some kind of mantra. "She's brain dead."
"You can't know that!" Father Rich exclaimed.
"Father Rich is right," Mother Angela whispered. Telepathy was extremely rare in Faerie, but she was one of the few that had the ability to detect thoughts and emotions in general, though not in detail. "But her mind is failing with her body. We need a cure."
"And there is none," Dr. Thomas concluded authoritatively. "That woman was just teasing your dragon."
"Then we need a miracle," she said, and wandered away from both men, ignoring one's pleas to make a decision, another's warning that no decision was a decision to let Grace die. She looked at the equipment and shivered.
She caught me watching her and came to stand beside me, resting her hand on my shoulder just above the wing joints. "This isn't your fault. St. George gave you to us, and it has been a blessing."
I shrugged. I couldn't help thinking if it hadn't been for St. George, Grace would be alive and I would be back to my former glory, safe in my mountain home, my only worries keeping my stuff safe from treasure hunters and my skin safe from alchemists—
Suddenly, I was filled with a hope so strong it hurt. Trembling against that hope, I furled my scales and pierced my skin with my claw.
Mother Superior looked at me with dawning comprehension. "I didn't think you…"
"Just pray." I placed the blood upon Grace's chapped lips, careful of the ventilator.
The blood spread and soaked in, and her lips healed and smoothed as we watched.
Mother Angela gave a small hopeful cry. "She needs more, much more. We have to get it into all of her!"
"Give me a syringe!" I yelled at the doctor.
"What? What could you possibly want...?" But Father Rich was already out of the room asking the nurse, the parishioner who talked with me yesterday. Lois came in with an empty needle and at Mother Superior's direction, plunged it into a vein in my wing. That piercing was the sweetest sensation I'd felt in centuries.
"Are you out of your mind?" Dr. Thomas came out of his momentary surprise and ran to the IV, protecting it with his body. He was fast on the uptake at any rate. "I will not let you do this!"
"You said she was dying!" I argued. "You were ready to give up and let her die!"
"But I wasn't going to try to kill her. I will not stand by and willingly let this happen!"
"Fine!" I snarled and lunged at him over Grace's body. He yelped and backed hastily away, knocking over the unused dialysis machine. Rearing over him, I kept him cornered. "Consider yourself under duress."
I looked over my shoulder Lois. "Do it."
"Please," added Mother Superior.
Avoiding the doctor's eyes, she put the needle into the IV and pushed the plunger home.
We watched with our breaths held.
Grace began to convulse.
"Told you!" the doctor shouted. He pushed me aside and began shouting instructions to the nurse.
I ignored him and went to Grace, holding her steady with my arms and tail. "Come on, Grace," I growled. "Don't do this to me. I'm a dragon, remember? The dragon always wins."
She stilled. There was no sound but the drone of the flat-lined EKG. Dr. Thomas glared at us accusingly.
"Wait for it..." I murmured.
Grace arched as her body gave a huge gasp. The EKG began to beep in time with a normal heartbeat, and Grace began to fight the ventilator. With happy tears stinging her eyes, Lois pulled it out.
Faerie. They never miss a cliché.
I must have spoken aloud, for Grace opened her eyes and whispered hoarsely, "Like the dragon always wins?"
Full of joy and weak with relief, I laid my head on her stomach. She reached up and rubbed behind my cheek crests. I could see her IV was still pink from my blood.
"When it really matters," I purred. "Depends on how much we value the treasure."



A Note From Karina 
I started writing DragonEye stories when I heard about the anthology Firestorm of Dragons (http://www.amazon.com/Firestorm-Dragons-Michele-Acker/dp/1896944809) I wanted a different kind of dragon, and after much brainstorming, I came up with a noirish dragon detective living on the wrong side of the Interdimensional Gap, helping people and not feeling particularly happy about it. The story had a comical, satirical bent, as did the next story I wrote, “World Gathering.” That story became the novel Magic, Mensa, and Mayhem, (http://amzn.to/e34KIT) which got really slapstick. That led to the equally funny 007 spoof, Live and Let Fly (http://www.amazon.com/Live-Case-Files-DragonEye-ebook/dp/B007Y5TCHG).
However, Vern had other stories to tell, many of which are not funny but (I think) very compelling. I’ve sold several of these to anthologies and magazines, but some of the longer ones have not found homes. Hence, I’ve decided to make homes for them by self-publishing them. I began with this one, frankly, because I saw this awesome cover on Sarah –Jane Lehoux’s page and knew it was perfect.
I had a lot of folks chime in on this story, from my wonderful editors, Chris Speakman and Pamela Luther, to friends on Facebook and in the Catholic Writers Guild, to my husband and best idea man, Rob. You are awesome, guys! Any troubles are mine, and if a section especially caught your attention, at least one of them probably helped tweak it. 
Tim Marquitz gave me a lot of self-pubbing advice and made the process less intimidating. Thanks, Tim! Ellen Gable Hrkach, owner of Full Quiver Publishing, took time out of her busy day to patiently walk me through the process of publishing to Kindle. She had a saint’s patience, as I seemed to come across every stumbling block known to man. Thanks, Ellen!
I hope you enjoyed the story. If you were already a Vern fan, I hope you’ve enjoyed seeing this side of him. If you’re new, I encourage you to feed the dragon’s ego (and the author’s kids) by checking out his other stories and novels. Read on for his website and contact information. 
 
Want More Vern?
 
Check out Vern’s website at http://dragoneyepi.net
 
*Find DragonEye books and stories
 
*Read Vern’s blog
 
* Check out back issues of his newsletter, “A Dragon’s Eye View”
 
Friend Vern on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/DragonEyePI

 
…and don’t forget to check out Karina’s other works at
http://fabianspace.com
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