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CHAPTER ONE




Ossonia stood at the foot of Correk’s bed watching him sleep. She tucked a long strand of hair behind her slender, pointed ear brushing a tear off her cheek. A worried expression floated across her face as she fingered the edge of the soft, moss green cotton throw covering him. “You almost died,” she whispered, her throat tight. She was doing her best not to wake him. The walls and ceiling of Correk’s room at the top of the castle were all visible, darkening the room. A spell was cast when Correk first got home to keep them visible and darken the windows. Everything but the window at the very top. His favorite.

Ossonia looked up at the glass cupola in time to see a carrier pigeon fly overhead carrying an engraved envelope. The first postal run of the morning was underway. An ordinary day. The morning sunlight was visible through the window but the spell made sure it didn’t stream into the room.

She had been making the journey up a series of staircases for months, checking on him. A series of altrea extendia as she took every step hoping that was the day he would open his eyes. He still didn’t know she was ever there.

She was there when they carried him up from the Dark Forest the day he was brought home from the battlefield. The Gnomes were carrying him on a stretcher not saying a word. Perrom pushed everyone aside and gently took Correk into his arms, carrying him up to the castle. Correk didn’t even stir.

Ossonia felt her heart beating harder as she clutched the side of her pale-yellow gown, silently watching Perrom whispering a spell as he carried his best friend. Correk was limp and his normally pale skin was ashen. 

Queen Saria sent in the most learned Light Elves who had been practicing the art of healing for hundreds of years. All they could do was make him comfortable and make sure the wounds healed properly. Time was having to do the rest of it. 

Over the next few months Ossonia found her way to Correk’s room and stood by his bed. She took to whispering one-sided conversations with Correk telling him everything she had wanted to say to him all the years she had known him but never once took the chance and said anything. “There’s time,” she whispered. “That’s what I always told myself. There’s time.” She swallowed hard, licking her lips. “Until there almost wasn’t.” She sat down gently on the edge of the bed.

“The prophets are holding together by a thread. There are whispers everywhere that they knew all along about Rhazdon. Some think she’s hiding out in the Dark Market but Perrom said there’s no sign of her. I see him standing on the edge of the forest watching the castle. He won’t come in. Won’t tell me why. He keeps a lot of secrets, even for a Wood Elf.”

Ossonia looked around the room, letting out a deep sigh. “A woman from Earth came to see you. Someone named Mara. I think she’s related to that detective. The king spoke to her and said you were getting better…” She looked at his sleeping face and brushed her fingers against his cheek. “He sent her home or at least he tried to. Stubborn woman. Must be the human part of her. I saw her heading toward the Dark Market.” She stood up and smoothed out the front of her dress. “I have to get going but I’ll be back. You know, if you would wake up I could stop coming back so often and get a few other things done.”

“Leira…” Correk’s eyelids fluttered.

Ossonia stood perfectly still, holding her breath.

“Leira…” He struggled to lift his hand, a fiery symbol drifting across the back of his hand and fading away. Ossonia read the brief symbol and squeezed her eyes shut. He was still trying to change the direction of a fireball away from Leira. That’s what almost killed you. You were saving Leira. 

It wasn’t the first time she saw the symbols flitter across his skin. “The human family means a lot to you, don’t they,” she whispered. “You have family here too, Correk. You were supposed to be on a mission. A temporary mission.” She was doing her best to let it go. Just be grateful. 

She turned to go and head back to the post office. 

“Is she alive?” His voice was a rasp and sounded weak.

Ossonia started, whipping around, her hand pressed against her stomach. Correk was blinking his eyes, trying to raise himself up on an elbow. He cleared his throat, coughing. “Is she… is she alive?”

Ossonia did her best to give a small smile. Joy and pain filled her chest. His first thought was of Earth. “Yes, she’s alive. Leira is alive. You saved her.” She walked closer to him and took his hand.

“Ossonia, you’re here… Am I alive?” He gave a crooked smile and let out a cough.

Ossonia made herself smile, squeezing his hand. “That has been an open-ended question. There’s a rumor that there’s a pool going on among the Willen about whether you’d live or die. Odds are in your favor by a slim margin.”

“What side did you take?” He let out a laugh that ended in another cough as he let go of her hand.

She gave a shake to her head, her hair cascading across her shoulder. “I knew you’d make it,” she lied. “Easy money.”

He laid his head back down against the pillow, shutting his eyes. “Ugh, everything aches. How long have I been out?”

Ossonia hesitated. “Three months,” she said, gently.

His eyes sprang back open and he tried to sit up. “Three months? What? That’s impossible! I have to go. I have to go back!” He did his best to sit up, failing and trying again, letting out a painful grunt. Ossonia gently pushed him back down. “There’s time.” She bit her lip, blinking back tears. 

“I have to go back. They need me there. Three months? Didn’t anyone try a spell?” He finally gave in and laid back, grimacing from the pain.

“Every spell with every artifact. It helped but only to make sure you were healing. Nothing was able to wake you up. It seems patience was going to insist on having its way.” And grief… and love… “The Gnomes in the library even dug out a few dusty books looking for the old spells. They have never let anyone even see those books, much less bring out a spell. You must matter to them a lot.”

“Remarkable, considering. I need to get back. Too much time has passed already.”

“You’re awake. The hardest part is over. Give it at least a few more days. A spell to speed up getting you moving should help now that you’re awake.”

Correk let out a long groan. “Another day or two.”

“That’s less than a few.” Ossonia smiled. “I’ll help you. You’ll be back on Earth in no time.” She pressed her lips together, determined not to say anything else. I can do this for you. I can let you go… for now. Our story isn’t finished. Go. Do what you have to do. I will go on from here and we will see.

“Alright then, a few more days.” Correk rubbed his face with his hands. “For an Elf who’s been asleep for three months I’m awfully tired.”

“Sleep. We’ll try sitting you up later today. Promise.”

Correk opened his eyes again and looked up at the cupola. “Why is it so dark in here?”

“The queen’s spell.”

“Of course.” He put his arm across his eyes and then back down by his side. “Any chance we can reverse that one? It feels grim in here like I’m laid out.”

Ossonia waved her arm in the air, quickly turning away to hide the tears in her eyes as she removed the spell. The sunlight streamed in, speckling the bed with light. 

“I love this room.” Correk lifted his head to look around. “Someone’s kept it clean.”

“That was the Gnomes too. They visit the room more often.”

Correk looked at her. “My mission isn’t done yet. The gates are starting to open… Human corporations are trading for our seeds. Or they were… Imagine what they’re doing now.” He gave into a coughing jag, pain on his face.

“It’s all right, I understand.” Ossonia took in a long, slow breath. “There’s still time.”




















CHAPTER TWO




Mara waited until Eireka left for a hike through the Barton Creek greenbelt with Donald before opening a portal to Oriceran. She watched from a window as they drove off, making sure there were no last-minute thoughts from her daughter to rush back in for something forgotten. 

As soon as their car was finally out of the apartment complex’s parking lot Mara went to her room and quickly got out of the comfortable jeans and pullover. She slipped into leather pants and a long tunic that came to her knees and boots and braided her hair in the back. 

“Need to look the part.” She looked in the mirror and smiled, satisfied with the results. “Ought to do it. Nothing that says a Nana can’t be a badass.”

She got down on her knees next to her bed and reached under the mattress right by where her head usually lay. She pulled out a pouch of Oriceran money and an embossed card with the royal seal, putting all of it in a leather satchel that she slung over her shoulder. 

“Okay, one more time with feeling.” She cupped her hands and pulled in energy through the ground and up through her feet, forming a ball of light and singing into it, slowly opening a portal that hung just above the bed.

“Aw crap. That’s not a good sign.” Mara got up on the bed and stood on her toes peering through the portal, making sure the other side was at least close to the ground. “Still a little rusty,” she grunted, as she pulled herself through the portal, rolling into the other world along the floor of the Dark Forest. “Dammit all to the world in between!” 

She picked herself up, brushing off dirt and twigs as the portal closed with a crack of sound, sending out a spray of sparks. “Not exactly the way I was hoping to start this trip.” She got her bearings and realized she was close to where she was trying to land and felt better about her magical abilities. Harder than it looks to keep opening those damn things. 

The forest hummed and buzzed and tweeted with the sounds of a million creatures but no one seemed to take notice of her entrance. She set off through the woods as an oversized butterfly flew overhead, fluttering her hair with its wings. Yellow puzzle beetles scurried along the ground across her path, opening and closing the top of their shells in different patterns, revealing a singular red dot beneath. 

“Good to be back.” Mara waited for the beetles to pass and breathed in the air, feeling the surge of magic from Oriceran seep through her feet and fill her veins with its energy. She shut her eyes and rolled her head around, relaxing her shoulders. The grey in her hair started to fade, turning jet black as the magic restored her skin. She started walking again, picking up to a jog before breaking into a run, laughing as she easily leaped over an old fallen tree blocking the path. A luminescent snake reared up its head from the other side of the tree, snapping just a moment too late to catch her heel. It coiled back down into a glowing, writhing mound and slithered under the tree into the warm earth. 

Mara finally found the road just beyond the Light Elves castle and hurried along toward the Dark Market. There was a stream of people heading in and out of the market and the aisles inside were bustling, people elbowing each other to get closer to the tables. Mara made her way to a table in the back where a short, round Wizard was selling human technology powered with Oriceran crystals. A silvery gecko was perched on his shoulder, its small tongue darting in and out, keeping track of the crowd.

An elderly Elven woman was arguing with him over the cost of an old iPhone with a sliver of rose quartz. He was about at the end of his usual spiel, throwing up his hands in defeat, finally agreeing to slightly more than he had wanted all along. He let out a dramatic sigh and shook the Elf’s hand. “You got me! You wore me down,” he said, with a congenial smile. He held his hands up in protest. “Don’t often meet such a hard bargainer like yourself.” He deftly wrapped up her purchase, taking her money with his other hand and completing the transaction in seconds. The Elven woman took the package from him, smiling as she walked away.

“Another satisfied customer.” Mara arched an eyebrow, drawing closer to the table.

The Wizard glanced up, an oily smile on his face ready for the next interested buyer. The smile quickly fell away when he saw Mara standing there. “Son of a bitch!” He slapped his hand on the table. “You again! I told you I don’t know any more than what I said the last time you were here.”

“Hello, Harry. You didn’t say anything of interest the last time I was here or the dozen times before that.”

“And yet here you are again. Not too good at taking a very strong and plainly obvious hint, are you?”

Mara steadied herself and pulled in just enough energy to send out a stream, encircling Harry. “You know what I am and what I can do.” Her eyes gave off a low glow. 

“Don’t do that shit here!” He batted his hand at her, turning his back, smiling at a group of Witches passing by. “Hello, nice to see you ladies.”

The energy rode up his back and down the front, making Harry wiggle, shaking a leg. The women looked back, smiling and talking. 

“Very funny, Mara. A child’s trick.” The gecko ran to the edge of his shoulder, peering out at Mara, flicking its tongue.

“I need to know if the rumors are true. Did they find the lost artifacts?”

Harry threw up his hands and hung his head.

“Save the theatrics for the suckers, Harry. Tell it to me straight.”

“You’re kind of a bitch, Mara. Do you realize that about your personality?”

“I’ll take it as a compliment. Just means you don’t like losing an argument to a woman.” She leaned in closer and whispered, “A female Jasper Elf.”

Harry drew back, his eyes widening and his face flushing from anger. “What are you trying to do? Get us both hauled off in front of the king or the prophets? Those don’t exist anymore, remember?” He hissed the words at her, spit dribbling down his chin. “Just be glad you pass for Light Elf and no one thinks to question it. Your kind scares the shit out of everyone, even a partial one like you. Even more than that old chick, Rhazdon! Boy, now, there’s a weird and twisted tale! You have no gratitude for being able to pass, if you ask me.”

“Things change. Turns out there’s something more powerful than a Jasper Elf if you mix the DNA just right.” Mara grimaced, sending a spark through Harry’s back to get his attention. “Yes, I’m that kind of bitch, Harry.”

“You certainly are! Alright, alright. I heard that someone near and dear to you is on the trail of their old artifacts but no one takes it seriously. We’re talking thousands of years since the last Jasper Elves were seen and every relic hunter I know has been after that trophy ever since. Power beyond what any other creatures could. Hey, wait… what did you say about more powerful? Come on, Mara, don’t kid a kidder. I’ve been around for a few moons.”

“You’re right, Harry. Now, a name. What’s the rumor and who’s the hunter?”

Harry let out a snort. “Your old friend, Jackson. You remember him, don’t you? Oh wait, your daughter left him waiting at the crossroads about, what, twenty-five years ago? Story’s always been that you had a hand in that. Yeah, sure, he’ll be thrilled to hear from you.”

Mara set her jaw and took a step back, thinking over her options. This is an unexpected wrinkle. Damn. Jackson.

Harry was still prattling on. “Of course, if the rumors are true maybe he actually will see something in it, like a sign from the cosmos. Work that angle with him. Okay, get out of here, away from the table. I’m working here and if you can’t tell, you’re cramping my style!”

Mara gave him a cold, hard stare. She needed the rest of the information and was tired of playing with Harry. Leira’s powers were growing and maturing. Eventually, someone was going to wonder why she was so powerful. Mara wanted to make sure Leira was well armed before that happened. She was tired of playing nice. “I’m not leaving this time without more. Where can I find Jackson?” The symbols appeared in a thin line up her arms, flipping over faster and faster, turning an icy blue.

Harry stumbled backward, sweat appearing on his lip. “Shit! You’re taking a big risk doing that here. There’s still a few who know the legends.” He ran his hand through his hair, looking around quickly. “You have to ask his protégé. He’ll know where to find him,” he blurted out. “The Wizard just outside the tent. That loudmouth, Louie. He keeps track of him most of the time.” Harry turned to wave at a Wizard he knew. “Learned every trick he knows from Jackson. Don’t know what he sees in the kid, but to each his own.”  He turned back but Mara was already gone, digging her way back to the front of the tent. The symbols long faded.

She got to the front of the tent and looked to the right. Louie’s table was empty and he was nowhere to be seen. 

“He’s gone. You just missed him. Said he got a hot lead and just took off.” A tall, elegant Wood Elf wearing a long jacket with tails and brass buttons was leaning against a tent pole. All four irises were focused on Mara. “It may be days or even weeks before he pops up again. Depends on when he takes the prize. Young man doesn’t give up easily when he smells a profit.”

Mara clenched her fists, breathing deeply. So close. There may not be weeks if Leira continues to grow. Not enough time. She forced herself to smile. “Do you know where I can find Jackson? The Elf?”

“He doesn’t tend to hang around the Dark Market. Calls us all amateurs.” The Wood Elf’s lip curled as he spoke. “But I’d guess he’s with Louie. There’s a whole team of creatures that run with them. Off to some remote part of Oriceran, most likely. On a dig.”

Mara left before the Wood Elf could say anything else. She wasn’t interested in making new friends at the Dark Market. I’ll have to find another way. She hurried back toward the forest, ducking in as the floating castle began to appear over the horizon. She could see a large crowd gathered as she turned into the woods, hurrying to a spot, deep enough to hide the sparks.

“Calm down and breathe, girl. One thing worse than an Elf with too little energy is one with too much and not enough practice. Don’t need to send yourself back to the world in between.” She blew out her breath and shook out her arms, holding out her hands to form a ball of light. “Breathe.” The portal opened easily and grew steadily, showing the inside of her apartment, and this time, was floating near the floor. “That’s more like it.” Mara stepped through easily and waved her hand behind her, shutting the aperture, the sparks flashing around her. “Damn. Jackson. That’s going to be one awkward conversation.”




















CHAPTER THREE




Ossonia kept her word and helped Correk gain confidence over the next few days. “The two moons will be out soon. Time for you to be going.”

Correk took each step carefully, walking around the grounds of the royal gardens. His wounds were mended and the spells finally worked, knitting together the last of the broken bones. There wasn’t even a scar. Still, he took every step cautiously, doing his best to hide it. Perrom noticed but didn’t offer to help him. He knew Correk needed to do this for himself if he was ever going to be sure he was through the worst of it.

“Are you in pain?” Ossonia smiled as she said it. Correk was pushing himself, determined to get stronger even faster than the Gnomes predicted. Ossonia walked slowly alongside him.

“No… no. The magic is working. I can feel it. I can do this.” Correk grasped his hands behind his back, determined not to put them out at his sides. He stood up straighter, shutting his eyes, pulling the magic up through his feet. The energy felt unsteady inside of him.

“Don’t fight it,” Perrom said gently. “Let the energy lead you.”

Correk opened his eyes and let out a laugh. “I have said that to Leira a hundred times. Now I’m the one trying to remember a basic rule I learned in grade school.”

Perrom looked past Correk at Ossonia as she turned away for a moment. The four pupils of his eyes shifting in both directions watching Correk and Ossonia at the same time, sliding back together to watch just Ossonia.

She wasn’t fast enough. Correk reached up and gently touched her arm. He shook his head. “I’m not trying to leave you… any of you. You are my family.” His voice caught. “But this mission, it matters. For both our worlds. I will be back someday to stay.”

Perrom gently slapped his friend on the back, laughing. “Of course, you will. And we will all be here getting on with our lives, trying to make a difference, wondering how to do any of it without you.” He teased his friend, the squares along his skin flipping over to match the blue of the sky and back again. 

“Tomorrow then,” said Ossonia. “We will walk you to the forest and help you with the portal. Just in case your skills have gotten rusty.”

Perrom let out a sharp laugh as Correk rolled his eyes. “Tomorrow then.”




****




Correk woke early and was up and dressed and taking a last look around his room. His bag was already packed. This time he would take a few changes of clothes from Oriceran. He knew enough to know the leather britches and tunics would fit right in with most of Austin. “Keep Austin weird.”

“What? Are you ready?” Ossonia stood in the doorway. Her hair was in a long braid down her back with a long silver ribbon.

“Ossonia. I thought I was meeting you by the edge of the forest.”

“I thought I’d walk with you a little further.”

“I will be back. I promise.”

“Of course, you will. This is your home.”

Correk picked up his bag and slung the strap over his shoulder as they left the room. “Altrea Extendia.” He felt the magic surge through him as the bronze stairs appeared, spraying sparks in the air. “It feels good to do even that small spell.” At the bottom of the long stairs King Oriceran and Queen Saria were waiting to see him off at the edge of the castle.

“Your majesties,” said Correk, bowing his head. 

“We wanted to see you off and to give you this.” The queen handed over a wax bag of chewy candies. “Teach the humans a little about Oriceran and our idea of sweets.”

The king placed his hands on Correk’s shoulders. “Next time, duck faster.” The lines around his eyes deepened as the king let out a laugh. He squeezed Correk’s shoulders. “I’m proud of you. You have continued to serve us well.” 

The king moved to the side and looked out over the forest. “It looks like you will have an escort every step of the way. I’m not sure I would even rate such a sendoff.”

“Thank you, your majesty. I’m honored you would…”

“Not us.” The king cut Correk off, smiling as he held out his arm. Correk looked to the left and saw all the Gnomes from the library walking toward them in the distance. The poppies on their hats were open and not one was blowing a raspberry. Behind them came the Witches and Wizards from nearby villages and the Light Elves from the castle were descending a staircase. 

“You are something of a living legend,” said the king. “There’s even a particular group that wants to tell you something before you go.”

The Gnomes parted, stepping back one at a time to line both sides of the road as the prophets stepped forward. The Light Elf prophet came closer, his head down at first. He finally looked up at Correk, pain in his eyes. “We are in your debt. You helped save us all from a mistake we bear more than others. We never saw the darkness right inside our own group.”

“None of us did.” Correk shook his head. “Rhazdon has cost us all enough and for generations. Whatever needs to be forgiven, consider it done.” He held out his hand to the Light Elf. “Let us be grateful for our victory and come together for the good of everyone.”

The Light Elf looked at the king and finally took Correk’s hand, shaking it vigorously. A cheer went up from the crowd as Correk wrapped his arm around him, slapping him on the back. “We are family. It will remain ever so.”

Correk stepped back and waved to the crowd, giving them all a slight bow. “I will do my best to honor Oriceran while I’m away.”

He walked to the forest’s edge where Perrom was waiting for him. 

“What, no Wood Elves?” Correk smiled as Ossonia stood next to him.

“The forest has a thousand eyes, my friend. Everyone has come to see off the legend.”

“Oof, I seem to remember hundreds of others fighting alongside me.”

“You stepped in front of a fireball to save Leira Berens. There are stories about what she was able to do with magic. The prophets are even talking about her as some kind of answer. A good omen. They won’t say any more than that. Typical cloaked meetings.”

“A detective from Austin, Texas who swears with every other breath she takes is the answer to our prophesies.” Correk arched an eyebrow and smiled. 

“History has taken a curious turn,” laughed Perrom. “It will certainly not be the last.”

Correk took a few steps further into the woods but Perrom stopped him. “Just this once, we can create the portal here. I think all of Oriceran knows where you’re going this time and how you’re getting there.” He placed his hand on Correk’s shoulder sending a steady stream of energy through him. Correk cupped his hands and pulled up energy, creating a pulsing ball of light that grew deeper in color, expanding as it opened a portal. 

On the other side he could see Leira’s living room just as he remembered it. He turned back and waved at the crowd. 

“I’ll be back,” he said to Ossonia.

“Best to get going. Portal is ready.” Perrom took his hand off Correk’s shoulder as Correk stepped through. He turned around in time to see Ossonia wave as the portal closed, the sparks shooting out into the living room.

“Motherfucker?” The troll came bounding out of the kitchen, bouncing off the arm of the chair and flying straight at Correk, his tiny arms outstretched. He landed neatly on his shoulder, digging in lightly with his claws to anchor himself.

“The unofficial Earth greeting. Now I know I’m home.” Correk rubbed the tiny troll’s head and let out a deep breath. “Maybe we sit down on the couch to wait for Leira.”

“Call her.”

“Have you been talking up a storm while I was gone?” Correk plucked the troll off his shoulder and held him out in front of him in the palm of his hand. Yumfuck let out a soft trill. 

Correk sat down and rested his head back against the couch just to close his eyes for a moment, falling asleep. His dreams were filled with memories from the battle as he saw the fireball being formed again. He mumbled the spell in his sleep, pulling the fireball toward himself, crying out in his sleep. 

Yumfuck started and darted back to his shoulder, rubbing his head. 




















CHAPTER FOUR




Leira came in through the gate, her head down, thinking about the last case. A relic was found just outside of Killeen and it was a race to get there ahead of a contractor hired by a corporate group. Things were getting ugly out there in the race to stockpile magical energy. 

She was working longer hours, getting sent out with Hagan to track down artifacts and secure them for the federal government ahead of foreign governments or corporate groups or even the Silver Griffins. Lacey Trader already beat her to the punch more than once, waving to Leira the last time with a grim salute and a nod.

Mara and Eireka were both on her about missing Sunday dinner at their place. Leira was getting called in to work early and coming home late at night sometimes. She wasn’t in a hurry to get home anyway. The guest house seemed empty since Correk was gone. She even found herself coming out to the patio and eating at the bar sometimes. Estelle usually stood on her stepstool behind the bar, smoking away while keeping her company, shooing away guys trying to buy her a drink or ask her about hotspots in Austin. 

Yumfuck was better company. At least he was talking in short sentences. She was getting used to leaving out food for the troll and finding the food still sitting there and the refrigerator empty. It’s like having a teenager. 

It called for more frequent trips to Costco and sneaking it back to the guest house when no one was around. The regulars at the bar would have asked what she needed with so much cereal or hotdogs. They were already taking turns every week to ask about when Correk would return. Soon. That’s all I know.

Tucked in the back of the pantry was a large bag of Cheetos waiting for Correk’s return. Even Yumfuck agreed to keep his paws off them. “He’ll be back soon.” 

The troll had given her a hard nod and chirped, “Of course!” 

Months have gone by. Maybe it’s time to let go and just get on with things. Soon is looking like never.

Leira got to the door of the guest house and looked back at the bar. None of the regulars were there. They were at the bowling alley getting ready for the new season to defend their championship status. “Fuck. How did I get like this? I used to look forward to putting that door between me and everyone else. Come on, Leira,” she hissed between her teeth.  “Get your shit together and focus. Enough already…”

She opened her front door, resolute to get on with her life. The door swung open and she lifted her head, stopping in the doorway, frozen to the spot. She stood there motionless, watching Correk sleep. The last image she had of him was being carried away by the Gnomes, barely alive. 

“You’re alright,” she whispered, letting out a gasp as she gave him a long look. “And still wearing the same suede pants.” A crooked smile came across her face as she gently dropped her purse in the red velvet chair and shut the door behind her with a soft click. 

The troll stood up on Correk’s leg. “Aloha! 

Correk stirred, lifting his head and slowly opening his eyes. “Hey, you’re home.” He stretched his arms over his head, feeling the soreness in his muscles. 

“So are you…?”

“Back to stay? All in one piece? Wondering why the fridge is empty?”

“Okay, pick one of those first two. That last one I think you can figure out.” 

Yumfuck looked up and cackled. 

“I’m here to help people get used to the idea of Oriceran, whatever that means and help you with truth, justice and some kind of way. And yes, I’m in one piece.”

“Last time I saw you I wasn’t so sure. If it wasn’t for Turner Underwood…”

Correk stood up slowly, giving a grunt and a slight grimace. The troll bounced off his leg and scurried into the kitchen.

“Are you in pain?” Leira looked surprised. “I thought magic could take care of that.”

“Magic has its limits, especially when trying to fix something caused by magic. I’m fine, I promise. Too long laying in a bed. My muscles are taking a moment to get used to moving around.”

“I thought you were a fairly young Elf.”

Correk looked up, scowling. “I am quite young. Hundreds of years left before I qualify for any senior discounts.”

Leira felt the tension leaving her body. Trust that he’s okay. “That grunt you gave trying to get up says otherwise. What discounts? Oriceran has discounts? Are you attempting an Earth joke? Now, that muscle has to be really sore.”

Correk tried to hide the smile forming on his face. “I’ve missed this…”

Oh hell, fuck getting on with my life. Leira ran across the few steps between them, cutting him off as she wrapped her arms around Correk’s neck, holding him tight.

Correk started but put his arms around Leira. “If you’re checking me for broken bones I’m not sure this would be the best plan.” 

Leira focused and pulled in just enough energy to light up her eyes, her chin ducked down as she sent a thin stream of energy through Correk, making sure he was really alright.

Correk lifted his head, arching an eyebrow. “You know I can feel that…”

“We’re family and this is efficient.”

Correk let go and gently took a step back so he could look at Leira. “I’m sorry I frightened you. I know, I know, you can handle anything. How is your leg? Can you still go on those long runs you insist on calling fun?”

“I’m slowly getting back to it. It’s taken a while. All the parts are working, though. Mom and Nana used their magic to speed me along. You know, before I met you I didn’t have a single scar on me. Not one. Never broke as much as a finger.”

“I had a hand in putting you in the middle of two worlds. But I also helped you figure out you have magical capabilities. Did you really think you never would have noticed? You should be thanking me.”

“Is that right?”

“Without me, your arms would have lit up like Christmas trees one day and freaked you out.”

“Freaked? Clearly, you’ve been watching television somehow all the way from Oriceran while you were laid up.”

“Let’s Make a Deal reruns and old movies. Alright, alright, alright.”

“Dazed and Confused, I get it and so appropriate. But don’t do that.”

“He’s an old Wizard. Matthew McConaughey. Very clever one. Retired from the Silver Griffins on Oriceran before he took up acting. You know he lives near Lavender Rock.”

“You’re making that one up. Don’t cross your heart. That’s not really a thing.” Leira brushed her bangs off her face. “God help me, I missed this too.”

“Well, you took a couple of hard blows to the head. Maybe it shook some sense into you.”

“They told me later what you did for me. You saved my life and it nearly cost you your own life.” She punched him in the arm just hard enough.

“Two moons! First, you’re hugging me and now you’re punching me! Is this some strange human custom or more likely, your own version of good cop, bad cop that you can do all on your own?” Correk rubbed his arm. “You’re an enigma wrapped in a riddle.”

“Don’t do that again,” she said sternly. “I’m not losing any more family, not even temporarily. Next time, fucking duck dude. I mean, really, I appreciate the gesture but you couldn’t pull the fireball toward you and then just duck?”

Correk rolled his eyes. “Second time I’ve heard that one today. Fireballs are a little trickier than a bullet. Ducking isn’t enough. They seek out a target. I changed the target.”

Leira’s eyes grew wider. “You knew it would hit you… Did you think you’d survive?”

“Aren’t you the one who gets tired of the touchy-feely parts? Surely, this counts.”

Yumfuck came back from the kitchen, the oversized bag of Cheetos held over his head. “Welcome home!” he chirped.

“Saved by the snack food.” Correk took the bag from the troll, giving him a tiny high-five.

“First person in the history of the world who’s probably ever said that. Fine, I’ll drop it… for now. But I’m quizzing Turner. Clearly, he didn’t tell me everything about fireballs.” Leira pushed her purse aside and sat down, cross-legged in the red velvet chair.

Correk settled back onto the couch with the Cheetos bag in his lap. The troll quickly climbed onto his shoulder and put his tiny arms over his head, arching his back.

“Don’t even think about diving into this bag.” Correk quickly plucked Yumfuck off his shoulder and put him down next to him on the couch.

“He managed not to open that bag, even on days when he plowed through everything else in the place. We had a deal. Those were yours.” 

“Time’s up!” squeaked the troll, holding out his paws.

“Give him a bowl. That orange dust is permanent. Just look up at our ceiling.”

“Those stains involve other-worldly gases. Magical fart dust.” Correk gave a grunt as he got up.

“I’ll get it old man. You stay there.” Leira watched him settle back as she got up, stopping to look at him more closely as she passed by the couch. “Is that a white streak in your silver hair?” She went in the cupboards and found an old red plastic bowl and brought it out, handing it to Correk. 

The troll climbed in the bowl and sat down, holding out his arms.

“Not sure he gets what bowls are for.” Leira went back to her chair.

“Oh, he gets it.” Correk poured Cheetos all around the troll who let out a squeal of delight. “Kind of nice it takes so little to make him happy.”

“He hasn’t been this excited since you left. I think he missed you too.”

Correk looked down at the troll who had filled his cheeks, stretching them out to either side. He was chewing away as fast as he could. His eyes were shut and cooing could be heard above the crunching.

Correk looked up at Leira, watching him closely. “It’s okay. I promise you there’s nothing wrong with me and if another magical weapon comes at you I’ll send it at a tree or a rock instead. Tell me what I’ve missed.”

“There’s a lot to tell you. I guess I should start with all the groups racing for artifacts.”




















CHAPTER FIVE




Leira looked out over Lake Anna the next morning, focusing on the day’s exercise. Another magic lesson. Turner Underwood was standing next to her, leaning on his cane, guiding her energy. His familiar bowler was tilted back on his head.

“You can learn to connect your energy with other magical beings who are willing to join you. Before, you did it under duress and with the help of your grandmother or your mother who knew how to connect.” Turner pulled in a stream of magic, lining it up with Leira’s energy, following the trail without crossing over or pushing. 

He twitched his bushy eyebrows, surprised at what he saw and felt. “Hmmm… Your magic has a new flavor to it. Something in you has changed and from the looks of it, permanently.

Leira felt herself gliding along with the energy, letting it lead her. It was so much easier for her these days. The stream was pulling her along at a faster and faster pace, showing her different parts of the world. “Wow…” Her voice came out in a hushed whisper. She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, cruising along the Pacific Coast Highway, looking down over the cliff.

Turner tapped his cane hard on the slate pathway. “What are you doing? Part of having such great power is learning the maturity to restrain yourself.” He leaned in and whispered in her ear. “Quit fucking around, my dear. This is not a game.”

Leira barely registered Turner was talking to her and concentrated on letting the magic pull her along, a feeling of joy lifting her up, soaring. 

“It’s intoxicating.” She heard the echo of her voice, blending in with the light from the ribbon of energy, sparkling out in front of her. 

“Well, that’s new.” Turner pursed his lips and closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath to get a better handle on what was happening. “You live almost a thousand years, you think you’ve seen it all. Then a little something happens and… ba da bing, ba da boom.” Leira’s magic grazed up against his accompanying stream and he felt the giddiness bubble up inside of his chest. 

“That’s amazing.” His eyes popped open and he slapped his forehead with his hand. “Of course, you exist. If dark magic exists, you must be out there. A thousand years. You’re a bitch to find.” He shook his head and leaned forward on his cane. 

Leira heard the echo of Turner Underwood’s voice and craned her head to the right, her eyes still shut. His magic was a sparkling copper, moving swiftly alongside her own. 

The smooth, silkiness of the ride pulled her back toward the energy and she turned her head back. Every worry or frustration left her mind and was replaced with a feeling of serenity. Everything was possible. Any thought of the lesson was gone. She never wanted it to stop.

Turner reached out and firmly placed his hand on Leira’s forearm, sending his energy more forcibly straight through her, blending it with the deep river of magic Leira was entranced with, following every curve and turn. She felt the magic pull her out over the Gulf, the warm waters shining below her. She gasped as the magic made a sudden lurch and pulled her over the dark green fields of Ireland dotted with sheep. A sudden whomp surged through her abdomen, pulling her energy higher into the sky.

Turner drew up more energy from the Earth and focused all his abilities, introducing average, every day concerns back into Leira’s thoughts. Hagan and the next case. Correk is getting stronger all the time. The regulars are going bowling later that day. Leira glanced over at the thoughts and ignored them, a smile coming across her face.

“Thought for sure reminding you of Correk and Hagan would do it.” Turner scratched his head. “So be it. I can jostle you a little harder.” Memories of the dark mist flooded her brain and the battle against it. The death of Prince Rolim. The elder king trapped in the world in between sacrificing himself. Leira felt a heaviness coming back over her. Rhazdon and the necklace…

The breath was knocked out of her and she exhaled hard, falling back onto the ground. She lay back, letting her head rest on the ground as she struggled to get back the feeling of bliss. That’s what it was… Bliss!

Leira could feel the reach of joy and pain, both of them pulling at her from opposite directions. The rush was leaving her with an ache in the middle of her chest. She sucked in air, trying to fill her lungs, and opened her eyes. 

Turner was leaning over her, blocking the sunlight. “You’re a very stubborn cookie when you want to be. I had to lay it on thick to get your attention. Relax, no need to hit me with those stares.” He held out his hand to help her up. She ignored him and sat up on her own, easily jumping to her feet.

Turner Underwood stepped back, crossing his arms across his chest and hooking his thumbs under his armpits. He was smiling, rocking on his heels. “I’ll have you know that I’ve been in battles fighting alongside my king and risen up against the darkest of magic. More than once! In all that time, only once before have I had the pleasure of experiencing what humans like to call pure joy. It was amazing! What a trip!”

“Then why the hell did you pull me out of there?” Leira still felt the remnants of joy passing through her chest, mixed with anger from the abrupt exit. The reminders of everything she went through lately wasn’t helping either. She took in slow, deep breaths, determined to recapture the glow. 

“My dear, it makes perfect sense that Dark Magic announces itself so loudly everywhere it goes. It wants to cause harm and pull in as many fools as it can. It’s full of thousands of years of ego and willfulness and fear. When it’s present you can feel it before you even look up to see who is playing with it. A feeling of dread sinks deep into your bones and you want to turn away. Only the entitled and greedy go further and beckon to the darkness.”

“Not the question I asked.” Leira felt the edge of the happiness, a tingle passing through her body as she looked up at the clouds and felt weightless again. Her eyes shined with tears… but the feeling didn’t last. It faded into mist as she shut her eyes, feeling the last bit of it slip away.

Turner straightened the daisy in his lapel. “But Light Magic, in its pure form eludes us all. Stays a few steps ahead of us, as it should.” Turner tapped a finger against the side of his nose.

Leira looked out over the lake. She wasn’t ready to look back at Turner and be pulled right back further into every worry, every desire.

“See! That look you just gave. Light Magic is intoxicating in its pure form. I felt it right along with you!” There was excitement in his voice that Leira had never heard before. “You can feel how perfectly everything aligns in the world… in both worlds! Every care drops away and your mind goes blank. All you can do, all you want to do is take in the wonder. There’s the danger.”

“How can light magic and that kind of joy be called dangerous?” The weight of her cares felt even heavier after feeling the absence.

“The one time I felt it before was on a battlefield hundreds of years ago. A sword passed through me, right about here.” Turner pointed to the right side of his belly. “Broad sword like that, didn’t take long for the blood to flow out of me. I lay back on the ground and let go. Every concern passed from me and a sense of peace took its place, filling every vacuum. Do you understand? You were tapping into death. I stopped you before you could go too far.” He held out his arms to the sides, as if he was explaining the obvious.

“You thought I was about to die?”

“I actually don’t know. That was the dilemma. You and I seem to end up in new territory far too often.” He ticked them off on his fingers. “You crossed over to Oriceran without a portal… or your body for that matter. You drained Rhazdon of her dark magic.”

“I had a lot of help with that one.”

“And you tapped into the stream of life. Exquisite.”

“I thought you said it was death.”

“Don’t be thick. They’re one and the same. That’s a human thing to think death is an ending, an absence of everything. It’s the holder of the life force. The other side of the world in between.”

Leira looked up abruptly, tilting her head to one side. “You know more about the world in between, don’t you?”

“I know a lot of things. I told you, I’m the Fixer. You don’t get that title with an empty head.” He shook his finger. “Or from blabbing everything you know, either. It’s a constant balancing act.” He put his hand out to Leira and waited patiently. She gave in and put her hand in his, feeling the connection of magic.

“Still,” he said, “I’ve never seen anyone travel smack into the middle of that energy who wasn’t about to die.”

“The feeling was so peaceful…I…I can’t even describe it.” Leira tapped the center of her chest. “The second I started to think about something…anything, the feeling went away.”

“It’s supposed to work like that. It’s so you’ll go local. Stay put on this side of the mystic plane and get shit done!” Turner tapped his cane on the ground. “However, you have had the pleasure of feeling the other side, a brush up against death, without the usual trauma. You’ve also felt the worse that Dark Magic can slam at you, hopefully…”

“Hopefully…fuck. Can you imagine worse?”

“No, but haven’t you ever wondered why thousand-year-old Elves don’t look bored? I mean, come on that’s a lot of time to be kicking around. No? You really haven’t?”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Something new is always popping up that I never imagined. Lately, it’s you!” He squeezed Leira’s hand. “You have been encircled by the Darkness and ridden a wave of Light. The yin and yang. It’s not just theory for you and that is a very powerful tool, my friend. Most hesitate for fear the edge of the envelope is too far out there. You know that it’s further than that, and that’s okay. Now, come on. We’ve wasted enough time. Your lesson isn’t over and right now you’re failing at it.”

Leira rolled her eyes.

“Joy was not the assignment.” Turner poked his finger in the air. “Getting someone you don’t know to merge with you magically is the assignment. Come on, try again. I have places to be. A fetching Elven woman to wine and dine.”

Leira let out a snort as she shut her eyes, inspiring Turner to tap her hard on the back of her legs with his cane. “Don’t sass your mentor, still a lot of magic left in this carcass, my dear. Now focus. Search for someone to merge with and learn to guide and be guided by their energy as well.”

Leira shut her eyes and focused, pulling up energy through her feet, lighting up the symbols on her arms again as it spread up to her neck. 

“Not so fast.” Turner tapped her hard on the shoulder. “I can read the fucking signs, literally. No heading back toward the light or I shut this thing down and you can find a different mentor. We don’t play with Dark Magic here, or pure Light Magic. Have some respect for the elements. Look kid, I’m glad the great unknown had the good sense to balance things out for you, and let you know that the Light is actually stronger than the Dark Magic but that’s where we leave it.” Turner arched an eyebrow and looked at Leira. 

“How do I know the Light is stronger?”

Turner gave her a look and shrugged his shoulders, scratching his chin. “All very interesting. Save exploring this mystery for another lesson. Now try again, and no funny business.”

“Seems a little intrusive for you to be reading my arms.”

“Does make it tricky to have any good secrets sometimes. Get used to it. At least your symbols move so fast that it’ll be hard for most to catch up to what you’ve got planned next. Start over, no more dawdling. Lenora awaits me. This time no Superman impressions. We weren’t meant to leap tall buildings in one bound, go faster than a train. What? Even Elves need super heroes to look up to. We can’t do everything. It’s not the way it’s meant to be. Leaves very little to look forward to.”

“I’m a big Green Lantern fan. In brightest day, in darkest night…”

“That’s a good one too. I liked how they would pass the torch. All of them knew a thing or two about doing the right thing but they didn’t get out much with the ladies. Now, I could write a super hero!” Turner shook his cane in the air, a twinkle in his eyes. “Alright young lady, on with it!”

Leira smiled and shut her eyes, pulling in energy again and letting go of the feeling from the Light Magic. 

“Set an intention,” said Turner, “then let go.”

Leira followed behind the magic as it set out in search of someone to merge with. “Not a relative,” she muttered. 

“Not even a friend,” said Turner.

Leira felt the magic roll into a green valley and across a small town square, sliding into a coffee shop. A middle-aged Elf was sipping a warm cappuccino, reading the small-town paper, and momentarily looked up, startled by the intrusion. He gave a small chuckle and cleared his throat, letting himself relax. Leira felt his energy loosen up and leave spaces for her magic to thread in and out, merging the two into a gold and purple swirl of sparkling light. 

“Communicate with him, listen.” There was the echo of Turner’s voice, his energy guiding alongside the twirl of energy.

A student? I can feel your guide’s energy there with you. My name is Joseph.

Leira. I’m out for a magic run. Kind of a 5k. Any small feat we can do together?

Joseph smiled and set a small intention. Leira let out a laugh as the foam grew inside of his cup, refilling it back to the brim.

Perfect. He sat back and let go of the twining just as Leira let it slip away. The image faded from her mind and she slowly opened her eyes, orienting herself back to Turner’s estate in Austin, Texas.

“Well done! You listened and didn’t insert your own will. You’re getting better at the finer points of magic.”

“Done for the day?”

“Done! I have places to be…”

“And Lenora awaits. Boom chakalaka.”

Turner Underwood let out a loud cackle. “Got to keep living, my dear. Get on home! I’ll see you again in a few days.”

Leira turned and narrowed her eyes. “You know, I’ve noticed that you seem to be getting me ready for something. I just can’t figure out what, yet. You would tell me if there was something dark on the horizon.”

“I’m the Fixer, young Elf. I only tell you what you need to know.” Turner Underwood headed up toward his house, waving at Leira without turning back. “You know the way out.” He went inside and watched her leave from the window. A scowl came across his face. “Going to have to tell her something, and soon,” he muttered. “Give her fair warning as soon as her skills controlling her magic are a little stronger.” He shook his head. “If we have that much time…”




















CHAPTER SIX




Louie was on the trail of a rare artifact, adrenaline rushing through his veins. He loved the chase as much as he loved getting there ahead of everyone else. And he loved winning. Nothing sweeter.

He let out a loud peal of laughter as he raced along the cramped trail carved out between the two cliffs of a mountain range near the Land of Terran. Louie was running at a fast clip, ducking sideways in the narrowest passages, small rocks raining down on his head. His favorite leather pouch was strapped across his shoulder, banging against his back as he moved.

A large blue angel lizard ducked out of a crack in the wall, its jaws opening as Louie quickly pressed his hand against one side of the passage and his foot against the other, rising just high enough to miss the sharp snap of the razor-sharp teeth. The lizard’s tail swung high in the air and caught the edge of Louie’s pant leg, easily slicing it open. A momentary flash of concern came across his face as he grabbed onto a rocky handhold, swinging up higher. His leather pouch swung behind him, slapping his back as it swung down again. 

A puff of blue and green gas floated up from the lizard as Louie held his breath, pressing his arm against his face to avoid the momentary paralysis from breathing in the fumes. 

“Damn flesh eaters!”

He landed further down the passage and his scowl was quickly replaced by his usual grin as the lizard ran back inside the bowels of the rocky carving. “Still here.” His hand pressed against the thin metal box nestled inside of his shirt and he felt the startling hum shoot through his hand again. Pure source. 

The box was part of an estate sale from an old Wood Elf who lived on the edge of the Dark Forest close to the ocean. Louie bargained them down on a tray of old crystals that he instantly recognized as rare. They would have been worth all the haggling by themselves. Louie knew some of them dated back to a time when there were other Elves who roamed across Oriceran and Atlanteans were everywhere. A time before the last gates were even open.

Primeval, he had thought and made himself breath evenly as he fingered them. He felt lightheaded and woozy all at once and gently put the stone back down. Fucking A. That is a rush. It had been a long time since a relic gave off that much energy. 

It was a gift of his that he could absorb energy from artifacts so easily and not get burned.

 But these stones were different. They weren’t burning anyone else who picked them up. They weren’t doing anything. At the sale he had watched from across the room as an Elf picked up a stone and turned it over in her hand, dropping it back onto the tray, uninterested. Bored even. Louie’s mouth dropped open and he looked at the Elf more closely and back at the tray. Is that man that powerful?

A young Gnome stopped in front of the tray and let out an interested grunt. Louie sidled closer, ready to snatch it out of his hands if necessary. He waited, anxious to see what happened next. The Gnome picked up a different crystal and held it up to the light, even licking the stone.

Louie made a face, scowling as he watched the Gnome inspect the stones. Finally, the Gnome shrugged and dropped the crystal casually back onto the tray. “Junk,” he muttered, moving on to another room.

Louie went back to the tray and picked up the same stone, holding it by the edges. It was still wet. He grimaced as he dropped it into the palm of his other hand and shut his fingers tight. It felt like the top of his head was going to float off and the room started to spin but he held on, waiting to see what would happen next. That was Louie. He wanted the whole ride.

There was a loud pop in his ears and he felt the surge of magic in his belly, rushing like warm liquid up through his chest and out his arm, stopping at his closed fist. He grit his teeth and forced himself to look around to see if anyone else had come into the small alcove where the box was sitting but he was alone. Fuck it! I’m hanging on!

It started as a low-level mixture of voices in the background. He had whipped his head to the left and then the right, trying to catch the sounds of the voices, just missing a phrase. His hand began to vibrate violently, shaking his arm. He looked down, watching the symbols race across his skin, trying to read them as the voices grew, blending together until they became a unified voice. His jaw was clenched tighter, trying to contain the energy, feeling like it could explode out of his skin as he realized what he was hearing.

“Holy fuck…” he had whispered. The symbols were speaking to him, out loud. 

They were guiding him, and telling him what was to come. A thousand voices covering a thousand possibilities until they blended into one voice, pointing out the best option. A hard shudder passed through his body, startling him and his hand opened, dropping the stone. The pulse of energy instantly faded, seeping back down into the ground. Every muscle in his body ached and he still heard a ringing in his ears. “What the hell was that?”

His heart was beating hard as he had dug through the tray, feeling the energy pulse through him momentarily, every time he brushed up against one of the crystals. 

Buried at the bottom was the box. 

He kept going, traveling further into the mountain, keeping an eye out as best he could for anything else that crept or crawled. There were others on his trail, trying to get to the rumored prize ahead of him. Or at least track him long enough to let him take all the risk and steal it from him later.

The deeper parts of the mountain were left untouched by anyone with any common sense. Too many poisonous snakes, and giant spiders that spun their prey into sticky webs, or lizards that could crunch bones with their teeth lived in all the cracks and crevices. 

But Louie wasn’t known for his common sense as much as he was for his cunning. The moment he held the box he knew something was up. It radiated energy and was a powerful battery, a relic. He barely contained his excitement as he paid for the crystals, sliding the tray of crystals back down to the bottom of the box. 

He got to a fork in the passage where both directions led deeper into the mountain. One passage going north toward the ocean and the other headed west. He quickly pulled out the box and flipped it over in his hands, a jolt of magic coursing through his veins. The symbols lit up along his arms and his eyes glowed as he spun the box in the palm of his hand. Faster and faster it twirled, becoming a blur, until it let out a high-pitched whine and symbols emerged through the copper-colored metal. 

Louie knew what it was at once the first time the box started spinning. 

A map. A fabled fucking map. It still took his breath away. His eyes bugged out when he saw where it led, straight into the mountains through the most dangerous and uncharted stretch of rock. 

No one went there, even the Gnomes who lived in surrounding caves and everyone knew there wasn’t much they shied away from. But the narrow passageway they had nicknamed Dead Man’s Crawl was one of the few exceptions. Occasionally a harpy could be seen soaring over the deep fissures in the rock, eyeing a decaying carcass. The harpy swooped in, disappearing from view, letting out a strangled cry until the sky went quiet again. The Dark Forest was friendlier territory than the twenty mile stretch of the Dead Man’s Crawl.

Louie waited till the map appeared. It only took a few seconds, which was longer than he really had if he wanted to keep moving and avoid death or at least mutilation from something with claws or fangs that was probably already watching him, sizing him up. “North!”

He moved straight ahead, rapidly jumping from rock to rock as the ground grew damp and sandy. He jumped onto a smooth, round rock and felt his foot sink lower, into the sand, almost throwing him off balance. He teetered, jumping quickly to the next stone as the smooth rock behind him stood up and a snapping turtle’s head appeared and let out a growl. “Even the turtles have attitude.”

All of it was worth the price of admission. Louie had been around scavengers and thieves all his life and had heard tales from when he was little about the cache of artifacts and relics that were imbued with a lost tribe of Elves who had disappeared off the planet. The legend was that the artifacts possessed the power to open a gate early and hold it open. Some said the relics could even open a gate to the world in between or give the possessor the ability to conquer any army. There was even a rumor with legs that talked about living forever. No one knew for sure and most thought of it all as myth because no amount of magic ever helped turn up a single clue. The only part of the story that seemed to be the same no matter who was telling it was that the treasure lay somewhere inside Dead Man’s Crawl. The rest was thought to be imaginative rumor or an outright lie.

Not Louie. Stranger things have turned out to be real…

He leaped over the next string of rocks, barely clearing them, and landed two-footed on the other side. The wet sand and mud swirled under his boots, quickly giving way as the ground gave away in a rush, sucking him into the whorl with a loud slurping sound. 

“Nyaaaaaaah!” He let out a gurgled yell, cut off as he snapped his mouth shut and disappeared into the ground, the mud swallowing him up. 

He fell ten feet in the darkness, landing on hard rock, rolling across the ground. “Oof.” 

He rubbed his side, checking his ribs and got to his feet as quickly as he could. It didn’t pay to take too long to gather his wits or even act like he might be wounded. Bad enough he could taste blood on his tongue. He stood up, quickly checking that the box was still intact, and spread his feet, pulling in magic to light the complete darkness. “Experius!” His voice echoed off the walls as he waved his wand. He sent out beams of light in every direction that refracted off the walls in different colors and came bouncing back toward him, sparkling against the rock. 

“What?” 

He turned in a circle in the twelve-foot square chamber, dazzled by the light show. “The magic can’t penetrate the rock…” Louie stepped closer and touched the walls, smelling the familiar odor of ozone mixed with something unfamiliar. “What is that?” He looked up and saw that the ground above was quickly reshaping itself, blocking out the sky. “That could possibly be bad…” 

Louie moved cautiously around the room, examining all the cracks, pressing on different areas, looking for weak spots. Nothing was giving way. “This is either gonna be one hell of a hero story or a shit show with an audience of one.” He stepped back, his hands on his hips. “Come on, dude. You’ve faced worse than this. Steady.” He held up his wand and twirled it, a flame appearing on the end that flickered, bending to the right. 

“Air pocket…” He made his way in the direction the flame was pointing and looked more closely at the wall. “Grandma Petey you are about to be proud of your little boy. I remember what you told me.” He put up his hands and spread his fingers, pressing them firmly against the wall. “Of course, I thought you were blowing smoke up my skirt at the time… Okay,” he muttered, repeating his grandmother’s old adage. “I come from a special line of Wizards with more than meets the eye. When in trouble breathe deeply and hold on to trouble. Grandma, I’m feelin you.”

Louie cleared his mind and relaxed his shoulders, pressing against the wall. There was a warm rush of energy that slowly crawled its way up his legs, making its way through his abdomen, filling every space inside of him. “What the fuck? Grandma Petey, who were you doing the horizontal boogie with? No Wizard can pull off shit like this! Whooaaaaa…” Louie looked down in amazement and saw a purple glow surrounding his body as the magic continued to spread up his chest and through his shoulders, moving out through his arms. “I’m not sure if I’m peeing right now or not. Fuck, totally worth it if I get something out of this place.”

He looked up at the wall as the energy got to his hands. “Alacazam motherfucker,” he whispered and pressed harder against the wall. The purple glow poured into the rock, becoming liquid, filling every crevice until a section of wall glowed from within and started to move. “A goddamn door. What kind of crazy ass magical beings could pull off this magic act?”

The door slowly scraped open, grinding against the floor and sides until it was wide enough for Louie to slip through to the other side. As soon as he did, the door slammed shut, becoming one with the stone around it again, the glow receding into darkness. “That was worth the price of admission.” Louie rubbed his side and grinned from ear to ear. 

He pulled out his wand again and waved it, lighting up the chamber as his mouth dropped open and it felt like the air was rushing out of his lungs. “I…can’t…believe… It’s true.” 

Three yards in front of him was a set of large brass vases with large handles three feet tall, surrounding a large carved stone. On top of the stone was a sword with a gold handle. “Kind of been done before. The whole sword in the stone thing. Little cliché guys!” Louie looked up, shouting in the cavern as his voice echoed back to him. “Okay, no time like the present.” He clapped his hands together and made his way over to the stone, watching where he was stepping. “Grandma Petey, if you can hear me, I could use a little help right now. What was the other part of that story? Right about now, I’m sorry I tuned you out and went fishing. Let’s see. Something about lots of tests… or was it traps?”

Louie stepped closer as the ground beneath his feet lit up and a vase moved aside. Louie nodded his head. “That’s got to be a good sign, sure. Okay, thank you Grandma Petey. I owe you one.” He licked his lips and his mouth felt dry. “World’s worst game show.” He took another step closer to the sword and directed the light from his wand to shine directly on it. Inscribed in the handle were three infinity symbols entwined around an artful J. “Fucking mother lode all in one handy relic. The stories are real. Love it when a myth comes together.” Louie could feel his face flush with excitement. A relic from the Jasper Elves would be priceless and powerful. 

He took another look around the chamber, still standing between the large metal vases, careful to move as little as possible. “What was the rest of that story? Sea monsters. No, that was something about Trevilsom Prison. No harpies. Death was in there somewhere. I distinctly remember Grandma Petey saying death. Of course, she threatened me with that a lot. Love the old bat. Damn. Would love to phone a friend right about now.”

Louie bit his lip, figuring his odds as he studied the sword and the stone. “Don’t suppose there’s some kind of spell or riddle or some kind of shit like that. Inky, blinky and bob.” He repeated an old children’s spell, bolstering his courage, trying to make up his mind. Back up to study some more or grab the sword and run. 

“Hell with it,” he said raising his hands, just as bats flew out of the slimmest of cracks, expanding as they hit the air, flying straight at Louie, pecking at his head. “Son of a bitch!” He swatted at the creatures, slamming one to the ground as the rest continued on their way, seeping into cracks in the far wall. Louie gave off a shudder, wiping his hands on his pants. “Bat goo. What next?”

Before anything else could happen, Louie reached over and pulled on the sword, expecting resistance but the blade easily came out of the stone, letting out a clean, high-pitched note in the still air. “Weirdly disappointing, unless I’m now the ruler of somewhere on Earth.”

He held the heavy sword up in front of him, the tip reaching high enough to scratch against the ceiling. The handle vibrated in his hands, giving off a familiar glow. “The same as those crystals that kept scorching the customers. Interesting.”

The sword vibrated faster and faster, giving off a series of notes as the ground beneath Louie’s feet began to rumble. “Holy shit!” Louie grabbed the handle with both hands, doing his best to hold on to the sword. “A hundred-pound vibrator with razor sharp edges is a little too far into the kinky side for me. Grandma Petey would not approve.” He was shouting as he strained to hold on to the sword. Slowly it started to tilt toward his head and the finely-honed edges came closer to his face.

Louie let out a roar and dug into his resolve, squeezing his eyes shut. The purple flow of energy quickly returned, sliding through him, helping him to finally steady the sword and hold it over his head. Every muscle in his body ached and he felt a sharp spark pass through his back, sweat pouring off his face. He smiled broadly, turning the sword in his hands to look at every side. “Third test and rocked it!”

The smile slid off his face as the rock dissolved into dust along the floor of the cavern and the dirt around Louie’s feet turned into thick green vines covered in thorns that wasted no time sliding up his legs, piercing his skin, making their way toward his waist.

“You have got to be kidding me! Every goddamn children’s fairytale come to life with an ugly twist!” The vines squeezed around his middle making it harder for him to breathe.

Louie slashed at the vines with the sword, focusing his energy as the sword easily sliced through and the vines withered and turned to black, falling back toward the ground as quickly as they reached up to tear him apart. “Anything else?” He yelled as loud as he could, letting out a roar from deep inside his chest. The echo died down and the room was still. An odd sense of peace passed through him and his mind cleared. He took quick stock of his injuries. There were small punctures in Louie’s hands and along his legs, and bruises on his head from the bats, and his ribs were still tender from the long fall. 

“Grandma Petey you may have downplayed things a bit.” He looked at the large vases and thought about taking one with him, pursing his lips. He put his hand closer and felt the shock of electricity pass through his hand. “Maybe not this trip.”

Louie held up the sword and went to the farthest wall, pressing the tip of the sword against the rock. “Worked once, will work again.” Nothing happened. He let out a frustrated sigh and leaned against a nearby wall as it swung open and deposited him on the other side, landing on his ass, barely holding on to the sword. The door swung shut again and he found himself back on Dead Man’s Crawl with no idea how he got there. He got to his feet, covered in a fine silt down the back of his pants. 

An army of fire ants the size of his fist came marching toward him, their pincers clicking loud enough to drown out any other sound. Their shells were known to be as hard as steel and their poison an instant death. Running was usually the only option. 

Without thinking, Louie raised the sword and swung, cleanly cutting the first row in half as the others quickly retreated. “What the…” He looked at the sword and wiped the ant slime off on the vines growing up the side of the wall. “That’s supposed to be impossible.”

Louie’s imagination spun with the possibilities the sword was offering to him. He fashioned a holster for the sword from a belt, wrapping the leather around the handle, close to the hilt as he made his way out of Dead Man’s Crawl. He had the treasure he was hunting and was done for the day.

“Thanks Grandma Petey,” he shouted, as he ran through the narrow passage, twisting his body to fit, the sword banging against the side.




















CHAPTER SEVEN




The local Austin offices of the Paranormal Defense Fund were starting to feel more like a command post to Leira and less like a warehouse. Even Hagan was getting used to the virtual screens that hung over the center of the cavernous building. He was standing under them over by the couches, doing his best to figure out how to read them but having no luck. 

“It’s an alphabet like any other.” Lois was there from the D.C. bureau of the PDF to give them an update. “You’re holding a basic list in your hand. A cheat sheet for god sakes! I made it for you myself!”

“It’s more like Morse code than an alphabet.” Hagan squinted, trying to remember the patterns. “Agh, no good!” He threw up his hands.

“Well, for Pete’s sake. You barely tried!” Lois waved her wand and slowed down the ticker. “Try again!” she commanded. She had a soft spot for Hagan or she wouldn’t have bothered barking at him.

Leira had her head down at her desk situated across the large open area, studying a map of the Midwest farming area but it was just an excuse to run the pieces through her mind again. More corporations were busy planting seeds from Oriceran even after Perrom had stopped the large conglomerate Axiom and torn apart their labs. Their old supplier, Rhazdon was gone and in hiding somewhere on Oriceran. But someone had taken over for her and was still selling to corporations who could pay. 

There were a lot of satellite photos that said the crops were spreading to other places too. 

“Are we sure this is a bad thing?” Hagan looked over at Leira. It was nice to see her sitting next to Correk again. Funny how easy it is to get used to someone. She didn’t say much about his absence the entire time he was gone but Hagan noticed she had been sliding into some of her old habits. Talking less, kicking ass more. 

“General Anderson calls it a bad thing, so we call it a bad thing. We’re enforcing the rules.” Leira glanced up at him but went back to looking at the map. Something about the way the crops were sprouting up. There’s a pattern here.

“You don’t question authority? Come on, and I’m going to finally lose the rest of that weight and run a marathon. Don’t kid a kidder.”

Leira looked up at him with a dead fish look. Hagan smiled. “At last! I feel better.”

“Now can we get back to the screen?” Lois sent a small jolt with her wand to his soft belly, making Hagan yelp. 

“What the hell was that for?”

“I miss Patsy. Go figure. Now focus.”

Leira shook her head. “Does Perrom know anything?” She looked up at Correk. He insisted on coming with her and helping with a case. Anything to get out of the guest house and see the sights in Austin again. He said he’d done enough sitting still for a lifetime. The troll stayed behind to watch reruns of Alf on TV Land. 

“I haven’t asked him yet. What? I just got back here. I’m not opening portals this week. We can figure out some of this on our own.”

Leira narrowed her eyes and looked at him more closely. Are you okay? She wanted to say the words out loud but knew he would bristle. “If I buy you Reese’s cups with the Reese’s pieces inside them will you do it?”

“I already knew about those and I’m not a child. Great, now I’m hungry.” He wheeled his chair closer to Leira’s desk and lowered his voice so Hagan and Lois couldn’t hear them.

“I’m fine. Light Elf promise.” He made an X in the air with a white light that sizzled and faded. 

Lois gave up and waved her wand, fixing the screens so Hagan could get a readout he could understand. “There. No magic required.” Lois stood back and admired her handiwork.

“Seems a little strange to see you without your sidekick.” Hagan raised his eyebrows and gave her a smile. They became fast friends ever since the run in with a few of Rhazdon’s younger followers.

“I was on my way back from PTO when the assignment came through. Patsy agreed to watch the office a little longer while I swung by here.” She shifted, looking up at the screen so Hagan couldn’t see she was trying to keep a few things to herself. No need to mention the Midwest, or Oriceran or portals or watching a friggin dragon come to life.

“Do anything fun?” Hagan looked over at the vending machine across the room, trying to talk himself out of walking over there.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake. How do you ever fool a suspect in an interrogation? You’re as bad as Patsy!” Lois swung her wand in a series of small circles. A Baby Ruth chocolate bar flew across the room and Hagan neatly caught it as he looked a little sheepish. 

“Must be why we get along so well,” he said, tearing off the wrapper. “Where do Witches go to take a load off? If you don’t mind me asking.” He was doing his best to chew and talk at the same time.

“I saw some old friends. Agnes and Salem. Just hung out together, caught up.” Saved a few lives, fought off Rogue Dragon worshippers. Regular vacation like any other. Like I never left the Silver Griffins.

“What’s that nasty burn on your arm? Looks pretty fresh.” He squinted to get a better look.

“What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.” Fire breathing dragons in Oriceran. Just like Vegas. Lois let out a snort.

“Vegas! I love that place. You ever been to Sam’s Town? Not quite on the strip but a real deal! And a water and light show right in the lobby! Rose loves the place.”

“Okay, spill it.” Correk crossed his arms and arched an eyebrow at Leira. “Why are you working so hard over finding out who’s trading Oriceran seeds for cash? I get it, it’s an order from the general. But you’re a little too intent on this, especially given we’re supposed to be chasing artifacts.”

“It was something I saw,” whispered Leira, glancing over at Hagan.

Correk looked over his shoulder and back at Leira, surprised. “You didn’t tell Hagan? What did you see?”

“Strangest thing. Didn’t know what to make of it and I wanted to get a little more information before I stirred up trouble. We went out to look at some of these crops while you were gone. Just a reconnaissance mission to gather information and I found this on the ground.” Leira opened her desk drawer and reached in the back for a small box. She opened it and showed Correk the contents. Inside was a dead cicada that was half wires and parts.

Correk scowled when he saw it. 

“It gets weirder. Pick it up.”

Correk looked at her and Leira held the box closer. “Go on. It’s the best way to explain it.”

Correk picked up the cicada between his fingers and felt a familiar hum in his fingers. He started and dropped the bug back into the box. “It’s part artifact,” he hissed, leaning in closer to look at the dead bug. Hagan and Lois looked up from what they were doing but Leira softened her expression and lowered the box. They went back to looking at the virtual screens.

“Creepy to the power of ten, right? I wanted to tell Turner Underwood but the general said the whole seed thing was top secret, highest clearance. I wasn’t sure that included a thousand-year-old Elf. But I’ll tell you, if you hadn’t come back I would have told him anyway. I mean, I know it’s just a bug but someone fused an artifact to a living thing. What if this is a prototype for something else? I know I’m just part human but I’ve been around these parts long enough to know we’re a rather creative bunch and sometimes we stray off the ranch and do some eerie shit.”

“It’s a bug.”

“I know, Correk. I just said that and you can see that. Your head okay?” Leira looked at him, concerned.

“Stop that. I mean it’s a bug. It’s a listening device. I’ve seen these before. The Wood Elves have been known to use them. Never knew who or what was making them. Rumors were that they got the parts from the Dark Market and used magic to put it all together.”

“Magic has to be involved somewhere. But what if they aren’t the ones who made them?”

“Did you only see one of them?”

“Not sure but I thought I saw some flying in a small swarm but they were too far away to be sure. I haven’t told the general yet either.”

“What are you waiting for?”

Leira hesitated. If I can’t tell Correk… “I remembered seeing something like this once before but it took a little digging to be sure.” Leira dug around in the back of her desk again and pulled out a silk pouch.

“How much contraband is in that desk drawer?”

Leira grimaced and ignored the jab. She opened the pouch and carefully shook out the contents into the palm of her hand. Out rolled another cicada, teal blue and a deep emerald green with fragile wings. It was partially fused to metal. “This one is a lot older. At least five years old, not sure.”

“Where’d you get that?”

Leira cleared her throat and looked up to be sure no one had wandered any closer. “In Nana’s boxes. This one is hers. I remember seeing it when I was going through her things before but I never picked it up. I thought it was some of her new age jewelry and I stored it away.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

“I’m volunteering my services.” Lois stood in front of Correk and Leira, tapping her government-issued wand in her hand. Her mouth was twisting into a sour purse as she stopped herself from saying anything more, yet. Let them go next. 

Leira started, dropped the cicada quickly back into the pouch and putting it in her drawer, sliding it shut with the palm of her hand. 

“What about Patsy? And I thought you wanted to stay close to home to be near Earl?” Leira spit out the words in a hurry trying to gather her wits. She sat back in her chair, doing her best to look calm. Lois eyed her carefully.

“You could use my help. This artifact race is getting out of hand. Time I came out of retirement.”

Correk stood up, stretching his back. He still felt an ache in his muscles some of the time. “Why now? You’ve been retired from the Silver Griffins for some time. That’s what you’re talking about, isn’t it? Going back out into the magical field.”

“And then there’s the PDF.”

“Enough, kids. I outrank both of you on both worlds and I can think of all these reasons myself.”

“Humor us. Why now?” Leira leaned her elbows on her desk, doing her best to forget about what was in the drawer.

“If you must know, I didn’t have much left to believe in before you two showed up on the scene like some kind of caped crusaders.”

“Dibs on Batman…” Leira said it as fast as she could.

“I’m not agreeing to even being thought of as Robin.”

“I’ll be Commissioner Gordon.” Hagan had wandered over to their desks. “Looking up at that screen gives me a crick in my neck after a while.” He massaged the back of his neck.

“If you’re trying to get me to rethink things, it’s not working. My mind’s made up.” Lois tapped the desk hard with her wand.

“Careful, she’ll zap you with it.” Hagan held up his hands in protest. “So you know, this is our usual intelligent patter.”

“Hagan has a point. We solved a few cases but the Silver Griffins have been doing kind of the same thing for a lot longer.”

“Not like you two. And the way you go at any problem, I haven’t seen them do that in years. Wasn’t till you gave them a run for their money chasing after that necklace that they got up off their asses and scrambled.” Lois let out a cackle. “Was kind of fun to watch Lacey Trader hop to!”

“What was it like in the old days?” Leira was grateful for the distraction. Correk settled back down in his chair and Hagan sat on the edge of his desk.

Lois always did love a captive audience. “Well…” She held out her hands, waving them around as she talked, sliding her glasses back up her nose every few words. “I’m a little older than I look, you know. Way back was waaaaay back.” She waved her hand over her shoulder. “Things were simpler then. The humans, bless their hearts, they didn’t have many gadgets of any kind. Boy, they were easier to fool then. If some of them saw something peculiar…”

“You mean magical… and for the record, I’m one of your stupid humans.” Hagan smirked and folded his arms over his chest, resting them on his stomach.

“I never said stupid. You don’t know what you haven’t seen or heard yet. Put your feathers back down. Where was I? Oh, right, humans. We would make up some story about aliens and distract them with some nice geometric patterns in a few corn fields. Was big fun! Or make a nice, pretty light in the sky. That worked really well too.”

“Still does sometimes.” Leira laughed and gave a crooked smile.

“Not quite as easily though. Humans have grown cynical and now that the prophets have given up the whole shebang and exposed magic. Well, no putting that one back in the bottle. Just as well, though. Never told you what exactly got me to retire.” Lois rolled her eyes and pushed her glasses up her nose. “Along about the 1940’s, humans figured out how to split atoms.”

“You are older than you look.” Hagan looked Lois up and down, trying to estimate her age.

“Stop with the wandering eyes or I zap you good this time.”

Hagan immediately looked Lois in the eyes with a blank stare. Correk covered his mouth with his hand, trying to hide a smile.

“All these interruptions!”

“We won’t interrupt you again… Go on, go on.” Leira waved her hand, encouraging Lois.

Lois closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“It’s like she’s getting into character,” whispered Correk. 

Leira smiled and hushed him. “I want to hear this one.”

Lois’ eyes popped open. 

“Oh geez!” Hagan started, sliding off the corner of the desk. His hand reflexively went to his gun. “Sorry, false alarm.” He pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his forehead. 

“That first atom bomb test, the Silver Griffins freaked out.” Lois leaned forward like she was telling a good ghost story. “That was its own kind of dark magic. We were on high alert and looking for some kind of way to put a stop to it. But there was disagreement among the ranks and cliques formed. Witches and Wizards started keeping secrets from each other and our mission got a little screwy. Instead of protecting magic and magical beings and humans from all that magic, we were working against each other and worrying about how to stop the humans from doing something even worse. The crises passed but by then all that secrecy had become a bad habit.”

“Couldn’t you have stopped them from splitting atoms with a little magic?” Leira raised her eyebrows.

“My dear, magic is not the answer for everything. Almost everything but actually human beings are quite clever at times. Sometimes they come up with things that magic on Earth can’t quite contain, especially when the gates are closed. There wasn’t enough magic around to stop them. Now, if the gates were open… different story.”

“Still doesn’t explain why you left.” Correk sat forward, intently listening. 

“I caught a good friend in a lie that almost cost me my life along with a few other good Silver Griffins. No, I’m not giving up names. It was a long time ago.” Lois got a faraway look in her eyes still full of pain. “Let’s just say that ambition mixed with a little righteousness and magic can poison even the most thoughtful Witch or Wizard. Anyway, that was the breaking point for me. I had enough and by then, Earl wanted to settle down. Let me tell you, that man was too hot to ignore. Still is!” Lois fanned herself, breathing a little harder.

“I have to ask and I know it’s none of my business. Earl even know you’re here?” Leira waited in the silence that followed. Never fill the dead air space.

“It’s a good marriage, you know. That means, yes, he knows all about this trip.” And the one to Oriceran, bless that man. Lois gingerly touched the wound on her arm. That tale is a story for another day. “Let me spell it out for you and make this easier. One, I’m not exactly asking. I know, I know, I said it was an offer but I’m way too pushy to take a ‘no’ and just leave. Two, you are doing things for the right reasons… at last! I’ve waited my share of time to see that happen again. Leira you rush in no matter the odds and Correk you’re right there by her side. Even Hagan and he’s got to bring a gun to a magic fight! It’s inspiring! None of you stands around and worries about what to do next cuz you’re already out there doing something! I want to be a part of that and this old body still has a lot of gumption left in it. You’re not leaving me out of this. I’ve waited too long.” Lois was shaking her head vehemently, waving her hands. 

Hagan took notice of the wand waving in the air, ducking and swaying with each swoop. “Come on, there has to be some rule about waving that thing in the air. It’s worse than a loaded gun!”

“Calm yourself, Felix! Any Witch worth her wand knows how to keep a lid on it.” Lois pushed her glasses back up her nose and straightened out her cardigan, pulling down the edges at her waist. 

Leira waited a beat to see if Lois was done. “So… you’re in.”

Correk put out his hand. “Welcome, friend.”

Lois broke into a smile, grinning as hard as she could, pressing down her chin. “Didn’t realize this would mean so much to me! Well… shoot.” She held out her arms, waving her hands at them. “Come on, group hug.”

Hagan drew back a little. “Really?”

“Come on, it’s inevitable. Even if I have to use my wand.”

Correk leaned toward her to pat her arm but Lois took him by the arm and gently pulled him to his feet, grabbing Leira with her other hand. “Nearly lost both of you,” she muttered into Correk’s shoulder, squeezing them both tight. Hagan sat back relieved, waving from the safety of his desk. 

“Alright,” said Lois, finally letting go. “Time to get to work. What artifact are we racing to next?”

Leira thought about the two bugs in her desk and pushed the thought aside. Later. “There’s a report of some artifacts being located in the foothills of Arkansas but we’ll need to move quickly. There are reports of others moving toward the location.”

“Well, then, let’s get a move on. Been itching to use my wand in another battle. Good times!”




















CHAPTER EIGHT




“How hard can this be?” Charlie Monaghan stood in front of the large sterling silver serving spoon, his hands on his hips. “I mean, it’s a spoon after all.” 

The spoon was a set from an old Elven line that had fallen out of favor years ago. Some of the members were believed to have fallen in with Rhazdon during her original reign and they were left disgraced after the great battle. Their belongings were looted and sold back and forth over the years till their origins were forgotten. 

The Elven woman of the home had cast a spell on the silver in the house, drawing small bits of energy to store from everyone who ever dined with them. Too small for anyone to notice the loss. Over time each piece absorbed a drop of darkness from the upper echelons of Rhazdon’s followers, and later from the thieves and bargain hunters who came into contact with the silver. 

Charlie shook his head. “Can’t be that much magic in a spoon. I can handle a spoon.” He didn’t sound completely convinced and with good reason.

He absentmindedly rubbed his hands together. The pain from handling another artifact, an Elven hair pin had burned a line across his palm. The surge of energy through his body had felt like an electrical shock and knocked him off his feet, leaving him gulping for air. Still, Langston Rogers’ spinning wheel didn’t do that to him when he picked it up and that one opened a portal. Curiosity, greed, and a really good burn ointment were creating too much temptation for Charlie. He had to know.

“After all, if I gave up easily on anything I would never have made a single business deal. Takes balls to keep going. Especially after that Federal Agent bitch took out my labs. Well, tried anyway. All she did was slow us down.” 

He reached out his hand tentatively, steeling his resolve. Curiosity won out and he picked up the spoon, gently holding it in his hand, ready to drop it at the first sign of any kind of warmth. He was relieved to feel nothing. No warmth, no tingling, no hum, no spinning or shaking. Nothing. 

Charlie let out a sigh. “Huh…” He flipped the spoon over, looking at the back, rolling it around in his hand. Nothing. “Now that’s a disappointment,” he said, pressing his lips together. “A small scalding would have been better than this. All that effort to get the damn thing… Had to be at least fifty grand… Nothing.”

He put the spoon back on the table, looking down at it. Make a good conversation piece. Might as well get it framed.

Another thought flickered in the back of Charlie’s mind like a sudden, sharp point of light. He looked up, distracted by the thought. It was the answer to a tricky business deal he had been wrestling with for weeks. It was suddenly clear what he needed to do. “Of course!” His eyes widened as he saw the different pieces coming together. “Take a little strong arming. Not the first time. Few people lose out.” Charlie gave a short shrug. “That’s business.” 

He walked out of his study whistling, the spoon forgotten. 

All day long he found himself in the middle of a conversation or reading something online and that sudden spark of light appeared just out of range in the back of his mind. Like I can really see it… And it was always followed by a clarity that spelled out how to get his way, even if there was always a small cost for someone else to pay. 

I have really got it going on lately. Must be that new protein shake. Maybe I’ve been thinking too small. 

Ideas percolated in his brain, keeping him up that night till he had to get up and write each of them down. It was like he was having a second renaissance. I’m better than even I knew.

Charlie padded down the stairs in his bare feet early in the morning to his study and saw the spoon still sitting where he left it. He stopped for a moment, wondering if… He shook his head. I was due. It’s just good ideas. I’ve had them before. I’m on top of my game. 

He smiled and headed to the kitchen to make coffee from kopi luwak beans. Nothing but the best for old Charlie. 

A black mist swirled out of the handle of the spoon, rolling out in a swirling stream, sinking into the carpet and the floor, moving out toward the walls, penetrating everything in the room, pushing out toward the hallway, seeking out Charlie. The black mist was growing stronger and was attracted to the dark energy resting in artifacts deposited all over Earth. It was a happy coincidence that the artifacts were leading the mist to some new beings with darkness inside of them. Darkness that drew the dark mist toward them, satisfying its need to rebuild.




















CHAPTER NINE




Louie went out on more hunts for artifacts over the next days but his mind was always on the sword. So many questions swirling in his mind. 

Normally, he would have taken a few days off, relaxed a little and sold some of what he found or stole or bartered for at the Dark Market to raise some cash. But there were rumors of newbies getting into the artifact business and the field was becoming a little more crowded. Louie was even noticing signs of other scavengers with less skills or finesse tramping through areas, cutting down vegetation or trampling smaller animals and birds. They didn’t know the code when it came to not getting on the nerves of the Gardener of the Dark Forest or, for that matter, the Gnomes or a hundred other magical communities that tolerated scavengers but only on their terms. The interlopers were bad for business.

Locals were willing to overlook Louie searching for old pieces that still had some energy infused in them. Everybody has to make a living, but not at the cost of their own peace of mind. The Gardener was said to be even less tolerant. Hacking away at the forest was forbidden and dealt with harshly. A few scavengers new to the profession had already disappeared and people were already saying it was the Gardener even if no one had exactly seen anything. Many said they didn’t believe the Gardener actually existed but in private warned their children not to go near the forest and to never pick anything if they found themselves on one of the dense green paths. Even Louie wasn’t positive the Elf existed.

He was the Oriceran bogeyman.

Louie came tramping back from another foray over near the river that swept through the Conca. There were large footprints in the sandy mud along the river and reeds that were crushed and bent. “Bracken Kilomea,” muttered Louie, crouching down to get a better look. “Swamp dude.” They were new footprints. Someone was following him on his trips. Not the first time someone had tried that tactic. Louie took out his wand just in case there was going to be trouble and adjusted the pack on his back. He’d managed to collect a few old Gnome artifacts and some promising crystals but nothing significant. Nothing like the Jasper sword.

However, the smaller artifacts would give him something to sell that wouldn’t attract any attention. Too much time away from the Dark Market and someone else would take over his spot. Worse, it could draw suspicion and cause lookey-loos to come searching around his cabin. 

Louie heard the snorts and low grumble of the Kilomea and knew he was nearby even if he couldn’t see him. He took off at a run, making his way toward the wall of the Conca where he’d left a rope ladder, scrambling for the top. The oversized Kilomea came charging out of the brush in his direction, followed by two other smaller Kilomea. 

They’re scavenging in packs. Holy fuck! Louie scrambled up the ladder. Don’t look back. Don’t look back. He felt the ladder pull downward as the Kilomea attempted to climb. Louie was breathing hard, pulling himself up as fast as he could, the top only a few yards away, sweat dripping off his nose. The grunts were getting closer as he got to the top and threw his leg up onto the grassy plain. He pulled out his dagger and started sawing away at the ropes, the Kilomea crying out in anger.

“Damn it. Knew there was a reason not to use magic to make this.” There was no time to remove the spell and let the Kilomea’s weight do the rest. Louie hung over the edge of the cliff of the Conca that led down to the river and furiously sawed, shouting out the spell anyway. “Altreas riptorius…” He got out the last word as the Kilomea got within grabbing distance and the rope finally shred. Louie lifted himself up, floating halfway out over the Conca as the Kilomea stretched trying to grab him. 

Louie felt the strain in his abdomen holding up half his weight as his feet dug into the dirt behind him, trying to prevent him from slipping into the air or tumbling head first to the water far, far below. The Kilomea’s large, hairy fingers grazed Louie’s tunic as the rope finally made a loud ripping sound. Louie looked the Kilomea in the eye, fighting the urge to try and save him as the Kilomea snarled and slashed at the air. The rope gave way and the Kilomea fell backward as Louie gave in and uttered a spell, helping him to land softly enough to survive.

Louie could see the beast lying dazed on his back for a moment as his friends looked up at him, shaking their fists in the air, nudging their companion with their feet. The Kilomea finally stirred and shook his head. 

“Good enough for me.” Louie scrambled onto his feet and adjusted his pack again, taking off at a run for the middle of the Dark Forest where it would be harder to track him, much less catch him. He knew the Forest better than anyone else he had ever met except for maybe Perrom, the Wood Elf. Louie had his suspicions about why but was never motivated enough to figure it out. There was no profit margin in messing around in someone else’s business. Only trouble.




















CHAPTER TEN




It was late afternoon by the time Louie made his way to the Dark Market and the market was bustling. More Oricerans were willing to risk opening portals to bring Earth’s technology back in exchange for a trinket infused with even the smallest energy. Louie saw that as a great way to end up with a one-way ticket into the world in between. Only fools traded with the humans on Earth. 

Louie took a look at the small line waiting to push their way inside the larger tent. “That’s new.” He made his way to his table, shoving a few Crystals out of the way, getting a cold blast of air for his troubles. “That actually feels refreshing. Joke’s on you.” 

One of the Crystals turned with his hand on his pick axe just as the line started to move. His friend nudged him and they moved on, the Crystal giving Louie a hard stare. 

“Okay, big guy, I know. You’re like a super villain from a comic book. Antifreeze or maybe Freeze Frame. How about just Popsicle.”

“This is why people hate you.”

Louie looked down to find a Gnome crawling out from under his table. “Still not moving Ronnie. You can quit measuring the space.”

“Things change around here all the time. Good to be prepared.” Ronnie gave Louie a wink. “Hey, how come we haven’t done any adventures together lately? You mad at me or something?”

“Don’t tend to stay mad at anyone, Ronnie. You get distracted that way. Been super busy and well, you know, those legs of yours can slow a good Wizard down.”

“Way to wound.” Ronnie climbed into the chair Louie kept toward the back of his space. “You suck at lying anyway. You know a good Gnome can travel as fast as a Wizard. I’ve never slowed you down in all the years we’ve been dickering around with this crap.”

A Light Elf leaned on the table shaking the box Louie set out. Ronnie let out a loud tsk.

“They act like there’s deals to be made that won’t be there an hour from now. Nothing’s changed inside that tent!” Ronnie waved his arms around, annoyed. “None of them are brave enough to go find their own damn artifacts but all of them think they can open a portal and trade with somebody on Earth. Show me the logic in that!”

“Breathe, Ronnie. Not worth your whole head turning purple again. Last time we had to get a practitioner in here to hold crushed barcay leaves under your nose. They charge double to come near the Dark Market.”

“It’s just that I don’t get what’s gotten everyone so excited this time.”

“The usual mistress. Greed.”

A Light Elf who Louie had seen around the market before stopped by the table. He was easy to remember because of the long, jagged scar down his face, unusual for a Light Elf. They prided themselves on their ability to heal. And the long row of piercings down his pointed ears. The dangly earring clanking together. “You Louie? I have a message for you.”

Ronnie slid out of the chair, ready to take a swing at the guy if necessary. He moved his left foot forward, ready to grab the dagger he kept hidden.

Louie glanced back at Ronnie but went with an easygoing smile and put out his hands, stepping closer to the old saber he hid in the nearby pole, enchanted with a spell Louie had concocted on his own. “Dude, never heard of a good outcome that started with that line.”

The Light Elf grunted and gave a grudging smile. “Somebody wants to trade with you…” The Light Elf leaned in, looking over his shoulder to make sure no one was trying to eavesdrop. “On a regular basis. You’re supposed to meet them at these coordinates. Don’t bring nobody.” He sneered at the Gnome, who barked back at him making the Light Elf laugh.

Louie took the message, his brows knit together. “Guy couldn’t come himself. So big he has to send a messenger?”

“More will be clear when you meet with him. Don’t waste the opportunity. Frankly I don’t get it. Why pick someone like you?” The Light Elf curled his lip. 

“Pigeon postcard would have been the same but not as stupid.” Ronnie glared at the Light Elf.

“Good one, shortie. Look, message delivered. Word is you’re the most annoying fuck under this tent, which is saying a hell of a lot but you’re not entirely stupid. You want to meet the guy.” The Light Elf walked away before Louie could say anything else and pushed his way into the tent above the protestations of others in line. Everyone let him pass. He had a reputation for slights and getting even on his own timetable.

“What’s it say?” Ronnie tried to look over Louie’s arm.

“It’s just a bunch of coordinates.” Louie knew exactly where they would take him. To a favorite place in the Dark Forest for opening portals. 

“You never look that worried. What is it? I’ll go with you. Fuck that guy. You don’t work for him. You can use your own rules. We stand together!” Ronnie was breathing harder, getting himself worked up. 

Louie snapped out of it and looked up, slapping Ronnie on the back. “Little dude, it’s okay. Sure, you can trail me but stay out of sight. Per our usual. It’s probably nothing. Some other dealer looking for some inventory.”

“You heard what that scum bag Light Elf said. Trade regularly.”

“Doesn’t mean it’s true. Lots of people throw out deals with their mouth that their ass can’t cash.”

“What?”

Louie shook his head. “Nothing. Some old Earth saying. Look, this thing says he wants to meet in an hour. We better put this stuff away and get a hustle on if you’re gonna be in place when whoever this mystery guy is shows his face.”

“You think we need to get Anthony?”

“We don’t need a gang in the Dark Forest trying to lay low. You’re scrappy, you’re more than enough.”




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




Louie left Ronnie nestled in tree branches where he’d have the best view and next to vines that would help him scramble down even faster, if necessary. Louie didn’t like admitting it but he was worried about who was showing up to see him. Too many strange things happening lately. This was just another one. Best to meet a challenge head on, though. Louie didn’t run away from things. Miss a lot of nice treasure that way. 

He looked down at the heavy bonded paper with gold edges at the coordinates again. This is the spot. 

He looked up at where the sun was in the sky and quickly estimated he had the time right. Another bozo. Should have known it. A no show and I left the market for this. Could have made a few sales with that line stuck by my table. 

Louie felt the frustration growing inside of him. He didn’t like not being in control of things and this whole gig was starting to make him feel like that was the case. He was just about to go get Ronnie out of the tree and salvage whatever he could of the day when he heard a familiar pop and zin of sparks from behind him. A portal was opening. 

He turned cautiously, his hands near his weapons, bracing himself for whatever was coming through the opening from Earth. The hole widened and he found himself looking through to a sterile looking room with a long polished wooden table surrounded by chairs on every side. A man with graying hair in a suit was smiling and holding out his hand through the portal at Louie.

“Hello! You must be Louie. Hard to find you. I’ve been trying to get a message to you for a week. Damn planet… no one uses a last name! Don’t know how you get things done over there.”

Louie stood there, waiting for the man to at least introduce himself and let the jitters burn off. 

“Sorry, excuse my manners. So excited to have figured out how to get one of these damn things open successfully. Name’s Charlie Monaghan, CEO of Axiom Industries. One of the largest conglomerates on Earth. I own a lot of companies here on Earth and I’m in need of the services of someone like yourself.”

Louie scratched his chin, waiting for the pitch. He still hadn’t said a word but Charlie was filling in every piece of silence.

“I’m looking for artifacts. Any kind.” Charlie leaned out of the portal toward Louie. 

“That’s a little dangerous dude. Thing could snap shut on you at any moment and take your head clean off.”

Charlie started and stood back a step inside his boardroom, his eyes wide. Louie could hear a snicker from the nearby tree.

“What are you willing to pay?” Louie kept his expression blank, waiting to hear how far Charlie would go to get what he wanted.

“Name your price as long as we get there first and you give me first right of refusal. Anything I don’t want, you can sell on your own. But I need exclusive rights to your skills. No side jobs. And no skimming from what you find.”

“How do you know I won’t do both of those things.” Honesty was one of Louie’s best and worst traits.

“I don’t but I’ll make it worth your while. No one else, anywhere will pay you more.”

“What do you plan to do with all these artifacts?”

“That a question you regularly ask your buyers?”

“In fact, it is, especially when they’re amassing a stockpile. Seems in my best interests since I’m on this side of the portal.”

“Think of it as preventive measures. Just making sure that my side of things has enough energy to protect us if things go badly. Portals are gonna start opening sooner rather than later, you know. Different story then. We have a deal?”

Louie looked him up and down. “We start slow. I’ll bring you some artifacts. You pay my price in gold coins. I’ll bring you more. Don’t like it, don’t take the deal. Veer from the deal at all, I stop showing up.”

Charlie smiled. It was almost a leer. “Hard bargainer, I can respect that. We have a deal.” Charlie started to put his hand through the portal again but thought better of it. “Meet me here every other day at this hour and we’ll trade. If I don’t see you, I’ll assume you don’t have anything and aren’t the legend other people swear you are.”

Louie could almost feel the Gnome rolling his eyes from where he sat in the tree. “Till then.”

Charlie touched a small metal hammer to something spinning on the table and the portal closed, sending out a spray of gold and silver sparks. At the end was a curious puff of dark mist, barely noticeable.

Louie stood still for a moment listening to the sounds of the forest, reveling in it. The forest was one of his favorite places to be and a long time ago he learned every inch of the forest, maneuvering his way through it, fighting off giant spiders and ducking when he saw a lion with antlers, or a harpy flying overhead. Louie knew every inch of it and thought of it as home.

“You can come down now,” he yelled and listened to the rustling as Ronnie swung down on the vine, landing neatly nearby.

“Good thing that human is such a loud talker. Could hear all the bullshit coming out of his mouth without any trouble at all.”

“I’m gonna do it.”

“What? Don’t tell me you’re believing that load. He’s the slickest one yet.”

Louie shrugged his shoulders. “All of my customers are slick. Who cares? If his gold is real and he brings enough of it then I’ll buy his load too.”

“I don’t like it. Something’s off. I can feel it.”

“Gnomes don’t sense things well, we both know it.”

“Doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

Louie set off for the market. Maybe there’s still time to do a little business there.

Ronnie stayed close behind him, chattering the whole way. “At least don’t meet him alone.”

“I think I could take the old human.”

“Just promise.”

“Fine, I promise.” Louie was moving faster and faster through the forest. He wanted to take a shortcut to give himself a chance at making the market. What if he’s looking for the sword? Too late. That beauty is mine.




















CHAPTER TWELVE




Leira stood outside of the rental car near a planted field in Iowa. “That’s a bad idea. I can’t believe you of all people even came up with it.”

Correk walked the long row of tall plants back and forth, weaving his way closer to Leira. He could feel something under his feet every time he got close to the edges. Need to be sure. He turned and went down a different row, making a hard left, walking for an acre till he got to another edge. There it is again. 

He walked to the corner as Leira ran and easily caught up with him. “What are you doing? Are you even listening?”

“Something under the ground here. Getting closer to it.”

“You’re playing a game of hot or cold in a field in Iowa.”

Correk stopped and crouched down, digging in the dirt with his hands. Leira came up behind him and planted her feet, pulling in magic. Correk felt the magic rumbling under the ground and quickly pulled in a stream of energy, running it alongside Leira’s and pulling her back.

Leira let the symbols along her arms fade and shook out her hands. “You could have just said, don’t do that.”

“There wasn’t enough time. I wanted to make sure you didn’t get far with your magic. This field is ringed in artifacts. Someone has deliberately buried them at the edges in spaced intervals. Come right here. Feel it?”

Leira felt the hum under her feet. “That’s some pretty good shit. Why not pull it up with magic? You think it’s a trap?”

“It could be there to help the plants grow even faster and stronger or it could be a trap, or both. Call me crazy, I didn’t want to find out the hard way.”

Leira kicked the dirt with the toe of her running shoes. “Have you ever seen something like this before?”

“Humans on Oriceran have been known to do it. Probably how the humans here got the idea. On Oriceran it’s to warn them of anyone trying to harvest their plants out from under their noses. The artifacts are more like early warning systems.”

“This is Axiom property. Has to be an early warning system for us. Doesn’t want us taking down his operation again.”

“Part of it. We should have brought Yumfuck with us.”

“For comedic relief? You would have had to share your road snacks with him and he can eat more than you do.”

Correk stood up brushing off his hands. “Trolls are superior at burrowing. Like your moles but with more precision. He could have dug one up without disturbing a thing.”

“Very useful info to know and explains a lot of his eating habits, especially around doughnuts.” Leira looked at Correk and the scowl on his face. “Why so serious? We have magic on our side. Usable magic. And we’ve already faced worse. This is your standard issue greedy humans looking to hack the system, come what may.”

“Leira, look around us. There’s miles of these fields and they’re all doing well. That means…”

“Hundreds, maybe thousands of artifacts. Okay, I get your point. Very determined humans do become more dangerous.” And then there’s the droid bug I found. Leira looked out over the field. “You really think using magic right now would be a bad idea.”

“The issue is I’m not sure.”

“Well then…” Leira backed up from Correk and pulled in a steady stream of energy, the fiery symbols lighting up her arms and traveling up her neck. Her eyes glowed as she set an intention and let the magic flow out of her, seeking its targets. 

I forgot that about her. She trusts that somehow everything will work itself out, even after everything... Correk pulled in enough energy to keep up with her, watching the symbols along her arms flipping over and over, reeling out information. He could see her strong, glittering magic racing ahead of him, flowing out in a grid-like pattern, glittering across acres and acres. She’s looking for the artifacts heading straight for them.

Leira felt her energy swirling around each artifact, identifying what it was and how strong the energy was in it. More of them than she liked left a dark trail of magic. What does that do to the plants or who eats them? Like Oriceran poison.

Leira kept sending out more energy, crossing over fields, letting the stream of energy divide itself, wrapping like tentacles around each piece. She kept taking deliberate deep breaths and listened to the echo of Turner Underwood in her head. Let the magic do its work. You follow. Stay focused on your intention. The strongest intention rules. Always.

Leira felt Correk alongside of her and saw his energy flow to the center of the grid and pool there, creating an anchor. Leira’s magic was now lighting up the entire area for miles in neat straight lines in both directions. You can do this.

She sensed what the magic was going to do next and stretched out her arms, her heart beating faster. The ground beneath their feet groaned and shook and split apart in the same neat lines. Dark clouds appeared in the sky overhead and the sound of thunder rolled across the sky. 

One by one, the artifacts came to the surface, popping out and falling to the ground. Leira sensed the alarms going off more than heard them. Someone with magical capabilities is working for them. Leira stood her ground, waiting for the last of the artifacts to come spilling to the surface as Correk opened his mouth and sung to the crops. The magic carried the sound out over the fields. The plants infected with dark magic formed brown spots that grew until they consumed the plant, curling them into tight balls on the ground.

A swarm of bees appeared in the distance heading straight for Leira, circling her in a wide oval shape. “Tiny drones,” she shouted. 

“Two moons.” Correk’s voice dropped to a whisper as he watched the swarm that spread as far across as an acre. The light glinted off the small metal parts on each bee. “Some seriously fucked up shit is going on here.” 

As the last artifact popped through the ground, Leira felt her magic returning to her but suddenly without warning, turn and take a new shape, without her bidding. A swirl of glowing purple mist spread out, creating a low fog across the ground at first. “Great, another fucking mist. Something else trying to drag us to hell.” Leira reached across and grabbed Correk’s hand. “Not losing track of you this time.” 

He grimaced and squeezed her hand, holding it tight. The mist grew in volume, billowing out till they were surrounded and everything glowed purple and the mist swirled and stretched. It was billowing out, making an air pocket around Leira and Correk. From the outside they looked like they were in a little girl’s idea of large snow globe in an Iowa farm scene. All that was missing was a pony with a rainbow-colored mane. 

The purple layer kept growing and stretching till it was almost opaque, pushing back the bees. 

The small army was pressing against the bubble battering away as a group. Their humming grew loud enough to drown out everything else. The sound was mixed with a metallic high-pitch clinking that made Leira want to grit her teeth. The bees circled the purple globe, batting their wings against it as the magic responded, turning into a layer of sticky goo, wrapping them up inside until the bubble popped, dragging the swarm to the ground. 

Leira let the symbols fade on her arms and looked over at Correk. The image of him grew blurry and she blinked, wondering if something else was going wrong. Everything around her faded for a split second and her head swam. She shook her head hard, willing the feeling to go away. She raised her hand, trying to keep her voice steady, about to say something when her vision cleared, leaving her with a ringing in her ears that slowly faded. 

Not going to wonder what that was all about just now. Weirder things to wonder about first like who was driving that magic bus.

“I didn’t do that.” She shook her head in disbelief.

Correk was busy looking out over the landscape as far as he could see, a worried expression on his face. “This is worse than we thought. Let’s get as many of these artifacts as we can and get out of here. I have a feeling the bees were just the advance party.”

“Correk, I didn’t do that. That wasn’t me. I mean… my magic, sure. But the magic took over. That bubble thing. That was the magic thinking on its own. Is that a thing?”

Correk stopped scanning the horizon and looked at Leira. “I’ve learned to accept the never seen before with you. I saw the magic do it but no, I’ve never heard of that before.” He ran to different sections of the acreage they were standing on, gathering the artifacts into a pile. “Get moving Leira. Time is not our friend right at the moment. We may not get quite as lucky with the next assault.”

“The energy worked independently to save me… save us. Like it knew who were the good guys.” Leira shook her head to clear it. Have to get moving. She sprinted easily from section to section gathering artifacts and throwing them into the center pile. “Go get the car and drive it up onto the field. I think we’ve earned the right to mow down a few stalks with a rental car. I’ll keep gathering as much as possible. Let’s get back to Hagan at the motel and call the general from there.”

Something bigger than me out there picked a side again and this time I won. That’s new. 




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Leira and Correk arrived home late that night. Leira drove the green Mustang from the Austin airport park and zoom lot. She looked over at Correk staring out the front window, surrounded by oversized candy wrappers.

“There are different rules about snacking when you fly. It’s not the same as road trips.”

“What?” He looked over at Leira. 

He looks tired. “You can eat fast food in the airport but not so much on the plane. Stinks up the cabin. The five-dollar bag of candy is allowable but not in the quantity you went for.”

Correk arched an eyebrow. “I caught on that things were different when the waitress handed me the tiny bag of dry pretzels.”

“Flight attendant. Not a waitress.”

“That explains the looks I got when I asked how long she had been waiting tables. You have to admit it seems like a flying restaurant.”

Leira rolled her eyes. “Then it’s a really terrible one. I’ve always thought of them as flying tin buses.”

“You know we’ll find our rhythm again. It’s not gone for good. And quit looking at me like I’m laid out for a viewing of the dead. Yes, I’ve noticed. Hard not to. You look me up and down like you’re sizing me for a coffin. I’m not going anywhere. Not for a long time.”

Leira punched him in the arm. 

“Ow… Why do you resort to physical violence to say you’re worried? Use your words! I’d believe you. One minute you’re looking at me like you need to remember my face forever. The next you’re pushing me a little closer to the edge. It’s a mixed message.” He looked up at Leira who gave him a dead fish look for a moment but couldn’t hold it. 

She started snickering, trying to hold it in. Correk looked at her confused but smiled in spite of himself. Leira looked away, staring at the traffic, hoping that would distract her but a giggle escaped her followed by a loud guffaw.

“Attractive Berens.” Correk let out a laugh, watching Leira struggle to maintain her composure. 

Leira slowed down at the exit out of the airport behind a line of pickup trucks too high to see over and leaned her head on the steering wheel, shaking with laughter trying to hold it in. Correk couldn’t stop himself from laughing as he watched her, glancing out at the driver in the car next to them. Everything just made him laugh harder till both of them were laughing out loud. Leira was barely able to catch her breath, grateful the traffic had slowed down to a crawl as she pressed her hand against her stomach. Correk put his head back and let it all out, laughing as loud as he could. 

It took minutes before Leira wore herself out, wiping her eyes on her shirt sleeve. Correk slowed down to a chuckle, still bursting into a laugh. Leira looked at him and smiled. I want to say this thing I’ve been carrying around for months inside of me. “I really thought you were dead.” 

Correk looked at her, still smiling. “I know. Me too. There were a few moments I was hoping I would.” The creases around his eyes deepened as he smiled harder. “I didn’t die. You’re going to have to accept that or I can’t stay. It’s too hard and definitely too dangerous if you think you have to look over your shoulder all the time and take care of me. I was sent to take care of you. Or at least guide you.”

Leira looked at him and her smile softened. “Fair enough. I’d kick someone’s ass if they did that to me.”

“I’ve missed that potty mouth. It’s become like poetry.”

“I’ve missed that slightly shocked look you get when I swear that you try to hide.”

“That must just be my face because if you’re breathing you’re swearing.”

“Seriously, you have to stop eating like that. It’s not natural, even for an Elf. It’s not even food.”

“Stop counting the number of bags around me and you won’t have a problem.”

“Stop leaving such a trail and make it a little harder for me.” She held up her hand to stop him from countering. “It’s what family does. It’s not exactly healthy all the time, but it’s what we do. We get in each other’s business. You’re the one who taught me that the Elves are all family.” Leira took the 5th street exit toward Rainey Street.

Correk scooped up the empty candy bags, stuffing them in the glove box.

“That’s not a solution. This is still a government owned vehicle. Besides, that’ll attract bugs.” None wearing metallic parts…hopefully.

“We are going to live to be hundreds and hundreds of years old. The way you get into trouble there will probably be a lot more drama ahead of us. You’re going to have to learn to let your older cousin who’s a lot bigger than you are and has been handling magic far longer take care of himself. I did manage to take on a fireball and live to tell about it.”

“I’m going to live to be hundreds… what?”

“How did that part miss you? You’re part Elven. Settle in, Cousin and get your snacks in the bulk size. It’s going to be a long ride.”

Leira let out another laugh as she pulled up in front of Estelle’s, easily finding a parking space near the gate. Correk opened the door to get out.

“When I was a kid I used to think we always got good parking spaces because of a poem I used to say.”

“Oh, okay, we’re going to share now.” Correk nodded, shutting the car door again. “Sure, why not now.”

“Angel, angel with the meter face. Help me find a parking place.”

“Of course it worked. You set an intention. You’re a Light Elf, not a Witch. You were sending a belief out there. Cute poem though.” Correk opened the door as Leira rolled her eyes.

“We should have stopped for pizza,” he said.

Leira shook her head as she got out of the car. “You know, I think you may actually be worse at the touchy-feelie things than I am. That’s saying something. I didn’t know there was something less than zero.”

“Hilarious. You think the food trucks are still open?”

“Massive candy infusion followed by carbo loading covered in cheese and pepperoni. The real magic is that you haven’t passed out from lack of protein.”

“That’s what the pepperoni is for.”

“It’s like you’re trying to do your own runner’s high without the running.”

Leira walked passed the twenty-somethings hanging out on the sidewalk in front and headed to the side gate. She walked onto the patio and stopped suddenly as Correk ran right into her back.

“Why did you stop?” His voice trailed off as he looked in the same direction as Leira and saw a large group of people playing corn hole on the far side of the patio. The regulars were all bunched around one end of the patio watching all the magical community from the Jackalope at the other end, getting ready to toss a bean bag. 

Craig looked up and saw Leira standing there. “Leira!” 

Both sides looked up together and shouted, “Leira!” in unison, the game forgotten for the moment. Leira slowly picked up her hand and waved at them.

“Who’s winning?” she yelled.

“They’re beating the pants off us.” Mitzi held up her little dog, Lemon, and smiled. “Where’s tall, blonde and just got back to town going?”

“Someone should check on Yumfuck.” He whispered to Leira while waving to Mitzi.

“The troll has proven he can more than take care of himself. You’re just worried he found your new hidey hole for your Cheetos stash. If he did, they’re already gone. Come on, you’re in this. When worlds collide. I think this was an episode of Seinfeld.”

“We’re winning! Three games to one!” Molly smiled and waved at Leira.

“You think they’re cheating?” 

“No, I think Oricerans are naturally gifted athletes, especially Elves. I told you that before. No magic necessary.” 

Correk went over to the regulars’ side and picked up a bean bag. He waved at Leira and mouthed, go on, pointing at the other side.

Leira went and stood next to Toni. “Honey, where you been?” Toni threw her arms around Leira drawing her in close for a tight hug, her soft afro brushing against Leira’s cheek. She smelled like roses and incense. “You like that? I mixed it myself. You want to take the next turn?” She leaned in and whispered, “and no cheating. Gotta earn the win,” winking at Leira.

“You guys are hanging out together now? How’s that going?” Leira gave Toni a crooked smile.

Toni looked up at Leira and shook her head. “It’s going just fine. You know, we are allowed out in the wild unchaperoned. We all get the rules and play nice with the non-magical and uninformed.”

“Yeah, sure, of course…” Leira gave a short nod. “I just didn’t know y’all traded phone numbers.”

“Of course we did! We all have you in common.” Toni frowned but she was still smiling as she took Leira by the shoulders. “Honey, when it comes to feelings you’re still a little on the slow uptake. Girl, you’re good people and you attract other good people who want to be together. It’s like you naturally go around attracting little pockets of family everywhere you go. Two of your little groups met and of course we liked each other instantly.” She laced her fingers together. “Like a good instant soup when you add water. Yum.”

“You had me till you did the soup thing.”

“Yeah, that might be because I’m hungry. We need nachos.”

Estelle came barreling out the door from the bar, carrying platters of wings and nachos. 

“Spooky how she does that especially for a mere mortal.” Toni let out a laugh. “Yes, I checked.”

“Everyone does. I get it.”

“But kinda cool. She’s the reason we’re all gathered here, you know. She made the phone calls. Said something about thinking of forming a league.”

“Yeah, that checks out.”

“Leira! You’re up. Stop the chin waggin and throw!” Scott was waving his arm from the other side, his forehead wrinkled in frustration.

“Right!”

“Keep your pants on and eat a wing. Hey, these are pretty good. Estelle, any chance I can get the recipe for the Jackalope.” Jack took another bite and looked expectantly at Estelle. 

Estelle blew out a steady stream of smoke with one eye shut, without taking the cigarette out of her mouth. She sized Jack up and took a pen out of her bouffant, pulling an order pad out of her apron and started furiously writing. “Won’t be the same but you can try.”

“I smell a wings contest brewing!” Kimberly pumped her fist in the air. Cassidy, a younger member of the regulars stepped forward, her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, clapping her hands. 

“I’m in!” Jack smiled and held out his hand.

Estelle tilted her head to the side, eyeing Jack. Her bouffant stayed perfectly still, shifting as one large red structure with the tilt of her head. She stuck out her chin and took out her cigarette, blowing a perfect O. “Challenge accepted. We’ll be the Hot and Saucy. I’ll front our shirts.”

“I’m pretty sure she agrees to form teams so she can come up with the names,” yelled Paul over the cheering and clapping.

“Cool. Our team is the Kickin Ash. Meet back here next Saturday. I’ll drag my smoker here before dawn for our side.”

“I think we have ourselves a Texas cook off. Good luck with my recipe.” Estelle smiled, the cigarette clamped between her teeth. “We can toss the beanbag around for extra points.”

“You’re in trouble now!” hooted Mike.

“You wouldn’t leave something out, would you little lady?” Jack eyed her good naturedly. 

Estelle raised a perfectly drawn on eyebrow. “I’d like you to know when you lose that you lost fair and square.” Ash fell off the end of her cigarette. 

“I think the wrong team got the name Kickin Ash,” said Toni.

“Can we get back to the game?” Craig tossed a bean bag in the air, waving a hand at the corn hole board near him. “You’re up, Leira. Still.”

Leira looked at the hole and gave a laugh, winding her arm up like Cassidy did to see if it would help.

“We take winner.” 

Leira stopped in mid-wind up and looked over at the five young men standing nearby. The one who shouted was wearing a UT sweatshirt, drinking a Shiner Bock. “We call next.”

Toni looked at Leira and smiled. “Well, maybe we cheat just this once,” she whispered and let out a cackle. “Momma gonna have some fun tonight. They think we’re a bunch of old nerds. Let’s show ‘em a thing or two.”

Leira threw the bean bag and hit just shy of the hole in the tilted wooden board. A cheer went up from the regulars. Correk gave her a crooked smile and shrugged as Jim handed him a beer.

“Come on Cassidy, your turn.” She wound up, spinning her arm in circles and tossed, making a neat arc as the bean bag slipped effortlessly into the hole. Scott and Kimberly patted her on the back as she smiled shyly and took her seat again behind them. 

“Nicely played,” yelled Eric as Jim grabbed a bean bag to take his turn. 

“Hey, Leira, there’s a tribute for Larry at the Jackalope on Sunday. Finally, a full moon so Jack can pull off the spell.  Just us folks. Bring a dish.”

“I’ll be there. I’ll bring my mother and Nana too. You can get to know them a little better.”

“Off a battlefield,” said Jack, wistfully. “We’re going to dance our asses off and try every cheap magic trick we know,” he whispered. “That’s what Larry would have wanted. Gonna boogie all night and toast our friend!”

Jim wet a finger and held it up in the air, testing the wind direction and getting a laugh out of both sides. The man waiting to play gave an annoyed grunt and took a swig from his beer. Leira looked up at them and measured their level of boozed up and ticked off. It was a useful gift to have when she was an Austin police detective. Gave her a sense of how fast things might go south and just how stupid the trigger would turn out to be.

Jim artfully pressed down each eyebrow with his finger, smiled and gave a sideways toss to the beanbag, his tongue between his teeth. The bag spun in two slow revolutions through the air, hitting the top of the board and sliding into one of the holes. 

“Nicely played.” Jack patted him on the back. 

“That’s game,” said Mike, smiling as he stepped forward to shake his hand. The other players pushed their way through the regulars from Estelle’s to the front, interrupting the smiles and handshakes.

“Our turn,” said their frontman, letting out a loud belch.

Leira pressed her lips together and narrowed her eyes. The trigger was going to be pretty low for this kind of stupid to go off. 

“We still don’t cheat, right?” Leira stepped closer to Correk who looked at two of the other team’s members swaying on their feet.

“Won’t be necessary.”

Toni leaned closer to them. “Doesn’t mean we don’t have a little fun, though.” 

The regulars from the bar moved out of the way and went and took seats at the nearby tables closest to the magical community. They cheered them on by stomping their feet and doing drum rolls on the table. 

“Two more!” One of the young men barked at Estelle. She lowered her eyelids to half mast, blowing out a large puff of smoke, blurring the details of her face, without moving a muscle. 

Estelle crooked a finger at the bar without taking her eyes off them.

Toni frowned, shaking her head. “Still not picking up on anything magical. Can’t figure out how she does that.”

“Estelle is a magical being, population one,” said Correk. He took a sip of his beer. “Toni, I think you’re up first for our team.”

“First we have some fun with the youngsters.”

The young man on the other side put down his beer and stood at the line, ready to throw. He nudged his friends and put his hand up beside his mouth, still talking loud enough for everyone to hear. “Bunch of old nerds. Easy pickings.”

“Good sign he was willing to put down his beer,” said Eric.

“This will be fun. Do your thing guys.” Jim stepped out of the way as he glanced at Correk. “They’ve raised this one to an art.”

Toni, Jack, and Molly stood close enough to each other to touch arms, passing a ribbon of energy from one to the next. Molly had a grin on her face as the patio squares beneath the young man’s feet began to glow. 

Leira looked around cautiously and noticed none of the other people at the bar were looking over at the light show. Only the young man was suddenly fascinated with his feet. He took a step and the light followed him, changing colors. Every time he moved his foot the light followed. A square lit up to the left of him and he stepped on it, shutting it off.

Leira smiled. “You’re playing whack a mole with him.”

“Not quite. Keep watching the bigger picture,” said Toni.

A square lit up to the right, just a little in front and he shook his head, blinking but stepped on it again as it instantly went out.

“What are you doing? Throw the bag.” One of his friends gave him a nudge.

“Hang on, don’t you see that?”

“Oh yeah, this is gonna be good.” Jack smiled. “Let’s speed her up just a little.”

The squares started to light up in a sequence, right and left, front and back. The man was mesmerized, still hanging on to the bean bag, following the lights.

“Shit! He’s doing the hustle!” Leira could hear the music in her head in time to the steps. 

“It’s one of our faves when we come across the drunken and rude,” said Molly, over her shoulder. “Plus, Jack has a thing for Saturday Night Fever. He dresses up in the white suit every Halloween.”

“If only we could figure out a way to get them to do the arms.” Eric lifted his arm over his head pointing. The light sped up faster and the steps took the man in a circle, still doing his best to follow them. As he came around the second time one of his friends stopped him, taking the beer from his hand.

“I’m cutting you off, dude. That’s too weird.”

The young man looked up, his head swimming as he leaned over and puked on his friends’ shoes.

“Oh, gawwwww, the worst.” Toni covered her face with her hands as several of the regulars looked away. Estelle appeared out of nowhere rolling a bucket with a mop inside.

“Didn’t even see her leave the action,” said Jim, fascinated. “How does she do that?”

“A spinning drunk might throw up is not that hard to predict.” Toni pursed her lips. “Yeah, we should have stopped with the first spin. We just about have this one perfected.”

“Why does it take all of you to light up the squares? That one seems easy.” Leira watched his friends help the man sit down and someone took the bean bag from him finally making a toss as it went just shy of any of the holes and slid in front of the board.

“I suspect they have to blend their memories of the song to get all the steps fast enough.”

“Well done, Correk.”

“Not the first time I’ve seen this joke played but usually on a drunken Elf who’s mouthing off and you save the spin for the finale. Just in case.”

“Right.” Jim pointed his finger in the air.

“Okay, my turn.” Leira stepped up and gently bit her lip as she threw the bean bag, easily throwing it into a hole. She shot her arms over her head, smiling. Correk raised an eyebrow, smiling back at her as he raised his beer.

It didn’t take long for the magical community to reach twenty-one points against the young men who somehow managed to get nine points.

“More than I thought they’d get.” Molly went to shake one of the player’s hands but ended up helping him take a seat instead.

“Uber time for them. You think they’ll remember any of this tomorrow?” Jack pulled out his phone. “This ride’s on me. Where you live son?”

“Fifty-fifty they remember much of anything. Come on Eric, let’s go shake their hands or help them up or make sure they’re alright.” Jim and Eric gathered the young men and helped them gather their things, and head out to through the bar to the street in front. Eric gave the driver a twenty. “Make sure they weave toward their apartment, okay?”

Correk turned his back on everyone on the patio and pulled in enough magic to send a steadying stream to surround the young men in the car, filling them with a sense of peace and calm.

Leira noticed what he was doing and gave a crooked smile, arching an eyebrow. “Someone’s pulled this joke on you. That’s alright, no explanation needed. That was nice of you.” She let out a deep sigh. “Glad you’re back.”

“We’ve established that already.”

Leira let out a snort and ran her hand through her short, dark hair. “Okay, I’m done. Hey, you never got to go to the food trucks. They’re probably closed by now.”

“Not a problem. Have you tried these wings? I’ll wager Jack is going down.”

“Grab some for the…” Leira looked up in time to see a wing moving itself across the table. The regulars were distracted by a story Jack was telling in great detail as Leira moved herself in front of the table, her back to the regulars. She lifted up the edge of the wing to find a troll covered in barbeque sauce, licking his face as fast as he could while carrying the wing. Leira scooped him, wrapping him in napkins and stuffing him in her pocket. 

Correk watched her, amused as he took a sip from his beer. 

Leira scooped up a few more wings in a napkin. “I’ll be right back.”

“That’s not enough to hold him.”

“Then I’ll show him where your stash is.”

“Very funny. Hey, wait… you wouldn’t.” Correk frowned as he grabbed the platter and carried it behind Leira toward the guest house.  As he passed Estelle, she nodded calmly. “Make sure you bring that platter back.” The cigarette gently bobbed up and down in her mouth as she spoke.

Correk caught up with Leira as she opened the door, wiping her fingers on a napkin and dropping her purse in the chair. Leira scooped the troll out of her pocket as she kept going into the kitchen, depositing him on the table. 

“Yumfuck!” The troll bit into the wing he was still holding and fell back onto the table, wrestling the piece of chicken.

“He’s leaving fur prints everywhere. I’m going to let that play out before I even try to clean it up.” 

Correk set the platter down on the counter and scooped up three more pieces, putting them on the table near the troll.

The troll was on his back, his arms and legs wrapped around the wing as he looked up at Correk, eyeing the wings on the table and the platter on the counter. He had a ring of sauce around his mouth that made him look like he had a furry red beard.

“No. Not the whole platter. You can share.”

The troll let out a cackle and bit down on the wing, finishing it off in seconds. He pushed the bones off and reached out for the next wing, sliding it toward his five-inch body, wrapping his arms and legs around the next piece.

“If he was any bigger this would be horrifying. The only reason we’re not looking away is because he’s so tiny.” Leira gave in and got a dishrag, wetting it at the sink and wiping up the area around the troll. “Feel like I’m making a barbeque outline of a crime scene.” She looked up at Correk. “This food thing with trolls never gets better, does it? I’m going to live to be hundreds of years old. He’s going to live to be something with zeros behind it, still bonded to me, still eating like this.”

“Now you’re catching on to why we don’t rescue trolls. Lifelong commitment.” Correk spread out his hands, smiling.

“Fuck me. This is going to go on forever.”

Sounds of slurping and grunting rose up from the table as the troll threw off more chicken bones and reached for another wing. He was covered head to toe in barbeque sauce and was happily licking his paws, nibbling on the last chicken wing. 

Correk saw the troll glance up at the platter as Leira grabbed a plastic container from a lower cabinet, rummaging around for a matching top. She handed the container to Correk as he upended the platter, letting the wings slide in, snapping on the lid. He put them in the refrigerator just as the troll cleaned off the last wing in his possession, smacking his lips. “Motherfucker! You have to sleep sometime.”

Correk raised his eyebrows.

“Yeah, he talks more now.” Leira rinsed off the platter and plucked the troll from the table, holding him under the running water. Yumfuck opened his mouth wide under the faucet and spit the water up like he was a furry fountain. 

“Badass,” he gurgled, grinning as Leira applied a little liquid soap. She was trying to get the last of the sauce off his back as he wriggled away from her.

“Cut it out, you can’t lick back there anyway. Can you?” 

The troll let out a trill and attempted to twist around and lick his fur.

“Nevermind! Don’t want to know. Sorry I asked.” Leira grabbed a dish towel and gently rubbed the troll’s fur as he spread out his arms, his legs in the air and shut his eyes. He gave off a soft purr as she dried him off and swaddled him in the towel. “Here, all yours. It’s a boy.” She handed him off to Correk and grabbed the roll of paper towels, tackling the remaining smears of sauce across the table.

“I’m heading back out to the festivities.” Correk picked up the platter and deposited the troll on the couch on his way out the door. “You coming?”

“Right behind you. Nesturnium.” She rubbed the top of the troll’s head as he let out a trill. “I didn’t forget this time. You stay put right there and watch TV or go to sleep. It’s late. We’ll be right out there.” Leira headed for the door. “I just tucked in a troll so I can go hang with some magical people and my Elven cousin. Yeah, things are back to normal! Aloha motherfuckers.” 

Correk smiled and opened the door.

“Leira!” The yell went up from the crowd outside as Leira smiled and shut the door behind her.




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Eireka looked across the table at her mother sipping coffee, narrowing her eyes to study her.

“Don’t do that dear. You’ll cause frown lines.” Mara took another sip.

“Exactly. What’s up, Mom. Confess.”

“Don’t know what you mean.”

Eireka tilted her head to the side. “Uh huh. You’re looking good these days, Mom.”

“Must be all the fresh air. The air is thick in the world in between.”

“That’s another thing. Time stands still in the world in between but lately you’re looking like a remake of Benjamin Button. You look more like my sister than my mother.”

“I’m half Light Elf. It’s to be expected. When you look at it that way we’re close in age.” Mara didn’t make eye contact with her daughter.

“After everything we’ve been through, you’re still doing it, aren’t you? How many portals have you opened?”

“I may be looking younger, but I’m still grown and your mother.”

“You had better have a damn good reason for risking the world in between again. You slipped through the cracks once…”

“I have my reasons and believe it or not, I don’t have to share them.”

“Better be good ones.”

“It’s me, dear, the best.”

“Romance?"

“I have nothing against humans. After all, your father was a human. A rather fine one too.”

“Money? I have more than enough from the settlement. You don’t need to be visiting an entirely different world to get money.”

“Occasional card game with a few old friends but I’m good on money. Stop guessing. And don’t even think about feeling me up with magic. Won’t work.”

“Creepy Mom.” Eireka drummed her fingers on the table.

“How’s Donald?” Mara reached over to the counter to get more coffee.

“Fine. We’re going hiking later today. Revenge? Is that it? Revenge?”

“For what? I don’t hold grudges, anyway. Pointless and draws dark magic to you.” Mara gave off a shudder. “That dark mist was enough to teach me to let things go.”

“I’m going to figure this out.”

“I’m sure you will, dear.”

“Can I at least get you to promise to be careful?”

“That goes without saying. I have a few skills of my own, you know. I made one bad call and now everyone doubts my magic.”

“Your one call was a wowzer. You are looking good.”

Mara looked at her reflection in the toaster. “Better than a facelift. Okay, I have to run. Do I need to pretend to be going somewhere on Earth or can we be grownups and I’ll just go?”

Eireka put her hands flat on the table. “Take me with you.”

“Not a chance.”

“I can open a portal on my own and follow you.”

“I know, but you won’t. You’ve got a bigger conscience than I do, always have. That potty mouth of Leira’s is from me. Go to Oriceran if you want to. It’s your home too, along with this one. Can’t stop you, won’t even try. But I want your word you won’t try to interfere or nose around in my business. Your word. You’re going to have to trust me that I have my reasons.”

Eireka made a steeple with her fingertips, pressing them against her mouth. She finally let out a sigh. “I do trust you but I’ll kick your ass with a fireball if you get hurt… or worse.”

“You should swear more often. Let’s go of tension. Maybe that’s why I’m looking so much younger.”

“Funny mother. Very funny. Fuck you.”

Mara let out a loud laugh, rocking her head back and opening her mouth wide, slapping the table. “There you go!” She got up and put her mug in the sink. “I’m out of here. I’ll be back tonight, you have my word. Maybe sooner if all goes well.”

“Will you at least agree to tell me eventually?”

“Definitely. That’s always been part of the plan. Let’s go in the living room. Never like opening a portal in the kitchen. Not enough room.” Mara got the cloak hanging on a hook in the living room.

“A cloak? Who are you hiding from?” Mara was sure she saw her mother start. A clue… maybe.

Eireka trailed Mara into the living room of the small apartment and watched as her mother formed a ball of light. The energy grew and sparked in her hands until she let go and a portal opened to Oriceran, growing large enough for Mara to easily step into the dense forest.

Eireka grabbed her mother’s arm before she was all the way through the portal. “You come back to me.”

Mara looked into her daughter’s eyes. “Always.” She brushed a lock of hair off Eireka’s face and stepped all the way into Oriceran. Eireka took a long look around at the lush foliage. It had been a long time since she had been there herself and she felt the ache in her chest. My other home. “Be careful, Mom.” 

The portal was already closing with a pop and a sizzle and a shower of sparks. Eireka put her hand in the air where the portal had just been. “Not easy being your daughter all the time.”




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Mara moved easily through the underbrush, making her way to the road that led to the bazaar. She had made the trip to Oriceran so many times lately the path was becoming familiar to her. 

“It’s good that I told her. Sure, sure it is,” she muttered, arguing with herself. The nearby reeds and ferns bent toward her as she talked. “I mean, it’s not like it wasn’t becoming obvious that something was up. Sure, yeah, it’s fine.” 

Mara batted at a bug flying low near her head, just missing it as it flew higher, whirring and buzzing. She was too distracted to look up and notice how the sun shined brightly off the insect’s body. It flew away in the direction of the deeper parts of the forest as Mara hurried on her way, still talking to herself.

“I need more information before I say anything. Everyone has been through enough. I could be wrong and get everyone worried for no reason. This way is better.”

Mara got to the road just as a carriage was passing. She waved at the driver sitting on the top and he pulled back on the reins, slowing the horses. “Are you headed north?”

He nodded as he rested the reins in his lap. “I stop wherever I’m paid to stop.”

Mara held up a smaller gold coin. “The Dark Market and you forget you saw me and you don’t stop for anyone else.”

“Suits me fine. Get on.” 

Mara hesitated, waiting to see if the driver was going to hop down and help her into the cab but he was busy biting down on the coin. She rolled her eyes and swung open the door, stepping onto the small step and hoisting herself into the worn carriage. The leather on the seats were shiny from use but still intact and the interior was swept clean. Mara settled back against the seat and looked out the window, making sure to keep her face hidden from view as they rode past the Light Elves’ floating castle. 

The view of the royal gardens was always a favorite part of her journey to the market.

It wasn’t long before the market came into view down the road. Mara tapped on the ceiling. “You can drop me here. This is close enough.”

“Suit yourself. Whoaaaaaa.” The driver gently pulled on the reins and Mara opened the door, easily hopping out. She tossed the driver another small gold coin and looked him in the eye. “You forget you even came this way.”

“Consider it done.” He bit gently down on the coin before sliding it into his pocket, smiling. He turned the horses toward the road that led toward the ocean and Rodania, giving the horses a slap with the reins as they picked up to a gallop.

Mara walked the last stretch of road, keeping to the side, looking for the young Wizard she was hoping would be at his table. Relief flooded her body as she saw Louie haggling with a Witch. “Prices haven’t gone up. These are new items. That means I get to set a new price.” He took a round metal object gently out of her hand and put it back in its wooden box. “Don’t like the prices, don’t buy it.” The Witch marched off in a huff, deeper into the tent. 

Mara got closer to the table and made a point of looking through the knickknacks near the front. Louie looked up at her and smiled broadly, sliding a box further under the table with the toe of his boot. “Lots of folks don’t get the risk involved with securing many of these babies. Not easy. We get that though, don’t we?”

“How much for this hair comb?” Mara held up the silver comb embellished with pearls. Louie scratched his chin, thinking about it. “For you, just two gold pieces. Not the small ones though.”

“Done.” Mara dug in her silk pouch and pulled out the coins. It would be a nice present for Eireka. A piece of Oriceran.

“What, no haggling? Suit yourself, lady but that’s half the fun. Some days it’s all the fun.” Louie took the two coins and slid them into a pouch at his waist. “Interest you in anything else?”

“I’m looking for Jackson.” Mara held his gaze, doing a nice imitation of Leira’s dead fish look. “I have some information he’ll want.”

“Tell me, I’ll tell him.” Louie was still smiling but his eyes gave him away.

Mara shook her head. “His ears only.” She took out a large gold coin and slid it across the wooden counter. “Where can I find him?”

“Lady, he doesn’t like to be found most days. I can tell him you’re looking for him.” 

Mara put her hand back on the coin as Louie pulled at it from the other direction. “On the other hand, he never said not to tell anyone.” Mara lifted her hand and Louie picked up the coin, flipping it in the air and smacking it in his palm. He put it in the pouch with the other coins. “How did you know to ask me in the first place. Jackson never hangs around these parts.”

“We’re old acquaintances and I remember when you apprenticed with him the first time.”

“I thought you looked familiar.” He tilted his head to the side, scrutinizing her. “Can’t quite place it.”

“The address?”

“Right…” Louie took his eyes off Mara and glanced back toward the road in the direction of the ocean. “He has a pretty sweet cabin in the woods near the edge of the forest. Only a morning’s walk to the ocean from there. Here, I’ll write the coordinates down for you. Can you read those? Perfect, like who on Oriceran can’t do that. Look out for his old dog. He gets a little overly protective.”

“Roscoe is still alive.”

“You know the dog! Well, of course you do if you’ve been around that long. Dog’s still alive but getting long in the tooth. Still a great guard dog. Those farts are enough to drive off any thief. Now, that’s real love.”

Mara cringed but recovered quickly. “Will I find him there today?”

“You’ll find him there most every day. Only time he leaves is to go on trips for lost artifacts.”

“Lost till he finds them?”

Louie smiled, the creases deepening around his eyes. “You feel me!” He pointed at Mara. “You good people. Tell him to come to the market sometime and say hello. All has been forgiven. I’m sure that old ban has been lifted. I haven’t seen him myself in months.” I have a sword I need to show him.




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Louie’s coordinates were accurate. Mara expected nothing less from a scavenger as gifted as Louie. She stopped at a thicket of trees and lifted the hood of her cloak, pulling in a small amount of magic to obscure her features. She needed the chance to talk to Jackson before he realized who was at his door.

Mara knocked on the door and tilted her chin down, making it even harder to see her face. She heard movement inside and a dog whine but no one was moving toward the door. She beat a little harder and stood back, waiting. Nothing.

She pounded again, this time with more urgency using the length of her forearm. Finally, someone was barreling toward the door, hushing the dog who had started to bark by this time, snatching open the door. 

 “For God’s sake, what is it?” Jackson snapped as he pulled the door wide.

Mara lifted her face. “Eireka’s in trouble and so is your daughter.” She let the spell slip from her features and watched the surprise grow over Jackson, mixed with anger and pain.

“Daughter?” His mouth hung open. He had a scruffy beard and his hair stood up in sharp points in places. There were dirt and oil stains down the front of his tunic and his boots had seen better days. Still, she could see what attracted Eireka to the man. Underneath all the grime and hair was a strong jaw and deep green eyes. Just like his daughter.

“Good to see you, Jackson.”

“Mara,” he hissed, still gripping the door. “What damn daughter? Haven’t you told enough lies already for one long Elven life?”

Mara swallowed hard. This is not going to be easy. “I have one more lie. A lie of omission. The worst one, I’m afraid. You have a daughter.” Mara took a step over the threshold, pushing Jackson out of the way. The stale air hit her in the face and she resisted making a face. Things would be tricky enough without her judgment about his living arrangements. “She’s twenty-five and a spitfire. A lot like you but likes rules. She even makes sure other people follow them for a living.” Mara dusted off a chair with her hand and took a seat. First part, accomplished. I’m inside. Will make it harder for him to ignore me entirely. 

Jackson shook his head, blinking his eyes as he rubbed his head. “Mara, your lies are generally closer to the truth than this whopper.”

“Not a lie. Look, I’ll own my part of things, you own yours. Eireka thinks she tried to tell you. There was a note. I intercepted it and burned it. Your part of things was you just left. You didn’t even try to say goodbye or my lies would have all fallen apart on the spot.”

“Get out of my house.”

“Not till you hear why I’ve come.”

“Get out of my house!” The old Wizard reached for his wand but Mara was ready and easily pulled in the energy through her feet, sending him back hard against a wall. 

“Fuck you, bitch! Pin me here till kingdom come! I don’t believe a word that comes out of your old craw!”

Mara could tell he didn’t mean it. He believed her. “I wanted to do this another way but my granddaughter, your daughter’s life depends on this.”

“Does she…what’s her name?” Jackson struggled against the magic holding him against the wall.

“Leira Berens.”

“Does she even know I exist?”

“No and before you go off about that too, that was Eireka’s call. Besides, things have been a little complicated for years now. You were the least of what Leira was trying to comprehend. I need your full attention if you could stop wrestling like a fly in a spider web.” 

“Let me go and get out of my life and I’ll be happy to go back to sitting still.”

“Not gonna happen. Even if you have to stay there all night. Sooner you hear me out, sooner I go.” 

At last, Jackson stopped struggling. “As I recall, it was also your idea not to tell Eireka I’m a Wizard either.”

“She was so fascinated with all of it. The magic, Oriceran, Light Elves. She would have never come back to Earth.”

“Would that have been so bad?” Jackson’s tunic was twisted from all his struggles. He did his best to straighten it out. He noticed the stains down the front and brushed at them.

“Her life was on Earth.”

“How did that turn out? I can tell from the look on your face… not so well. Usually what happens when lies get ahead of the truth.”

“You still walked away from my daughter and never looked back. A daughter doesn’t change that. Makes it worse in some ways.”

Jackson shut his eyes, pressing his lips together into a thin, straight line. “I wasn’t running. I was on a hunt for a relic. A big one! Large enough to retire and go to Earth with Eireka. But when I got back she was gone and there was no trace of her. I took the hint.”

Mara’s eyes grew wider and her face was flush from the realization of what she had done. “I caused this…” She gasped as the words came out haltingly. 

“No shit, Sherlock.” Jackson lifted his chin and looked up toward the mud and hay ceiling. “What else is new? Should have never followed you out of the market that day. Would never be in this mess.”

“Now that’s a lie from you.” 

He hung his head and looked at the floor, letting out a deep breath. “You have me there. I regret ever laying eyes on you. But Eireka…”

“And you wanted the artifact I had in my hands that day.”

“That would be true as well. That thing was something special. Tell me about my daughter. About Leira.”

“She’s strong and loyal…”

“Sounds like you’re describing a good dog.”

“Suddenly I can remember with pinpoint accuracy why you annoyed me so much.”

“Eireka didn’t think I was annoying.”

Mara shook her head. “You must have been using a pretty good spell.

“Damn hag!” Jackson kicked out his feet but couldn’t get away from the wall. “Say what you came to say so I can get rid of you!”

“Remember that artifact you wanted.” Mara reached into the deep pocket of her cloak and pulled out a wooden goblet. “It looks like it’s worth nothing. How did you know from a distance what it was? I never did find out.”

“I felt the pulse of the damn thing when you walked by.”

“You’re not a full-blooded Wizard, are you Jackson?”

“Tell me you aren’t turning up your nose at beings with more than one magical ancestry. You’ve been on Earth a little too long.”

“Hardly. You’re part human. All that anger at Earth had to come from somewhere. Only insiders can really work up a steam about a place.”

“I gotta pee. Quit dragging this out.” Jackson felt the familiar vibration from the goblet. “I shoulda known you had it on you. Was too angry to feel its signature hum.”

Mara sighed and crossed her arms across her chest. “That’s not something a Wizard can do. Not with this artifact. You’re like the missing link, Jackson. That’s bad news of a sort. Leira doesn’t realize it but she’s only a little over twelve percent human, if that much, and of a very special variety. The rest of her is actually Witch and Elven.”

“More of your lies about something?”

“Let me spell this all out for you. This goblet is a rare relic. It’s got the energy from an extinct tribe of Elves in it. Jasper Elves.”

Jackson stopped trying to scratch his nose on his shoulder and looked up. “Jasper?”

“That’s right. Most powerful Elves according to legend.”

“They were killed off thousands of years ago.”

“Not killed off. Died off. You know how dark magic will twist the energy of anyone who plays with it long enough?”

“Sure, will suck the life force out of them. Can’t mess with powerful forces like that and not expect consequences. The Jasper Elves were never into dark magic.”

“Quite right. They were the holders of the strongest light magic. They could feed straight into the lifeforce of energy and become one with it. Travel anywhere within magic, crossing over worlds, conquer anything.”

“Light over darkness, I know.”

“Part of the story that was lost was that the purest form of light energy can’t be tolerated forever either. We were never meant to sit in that much peace and joy. A being loses motivation to do much of anything else. It’s intoxicating. Takes you to the edge of death.”

Jackson held still, listening to her story.

“If you don’t access the magic, don’t push it you can survive.”

“Temptation is something I’m familiar with. We’ve been very close all these years.” Jackson let out a snort.

“It proved irresistible to the Jasper Elves and one by one they burned out, disappearing into the light. But before they left, many of them poured what energy they could into common household objects. They wanted others to feel a little of the orgasmic joy they had known.”

“Like a really good buzz.”

“Till it became a buzz kill. But not every other trace of the Jaspers were gone. They were like every other being on this planet, getting jiggy with it in the high weeds of the forest.”

“I’m gonna guess that you’re talking about your ancestors somewhere in there.”

“You’re correct. But mixed with other magical beings, the energy was neutralized. No more ride on the mystic plains. I’m a little more powerful than your average part Light Elf but nothing significant. Nothing anyone would notice.”

“You want to get to the point. I wasn’t kidding about that needing to pee part. It’s going to start dribbling down my leg soon if you don’t let me go.”

“What got you banned from the market? You used to be in good with everyone. Turn on a little charm and you even got people you cheated to stand up for you.”

“Oh dear Lord, now you’re changing the subject. Fuck. I knew I shouldn’t drink that last ale.”

“Okay, I’ll get to the point.” Mara shook her head. “I haven’t said it out loud before. Will make it more real and I don’t like it. Your daughter, Leira. She’s so headstrong. There’s not a chance in either world that anyone could talk her into pulling back on her powers if someone needed saving. And if it’s a member of that ballooning family she’s creating, she’ll run faster into danger. She’s proven that a few times and almost to her demise. And with each time…”

“Leira almost died?” Jackson choked out the words. A child I’ve never even met and she might have died before I met her?

“Those have got to be your genes too. Second there’s a problem she’s running headfirst toward it. I won’t be able to make her stop.”

“What are you not saying? Dammit get on with things!”

“Your genes, your DNA, that human part of you has mixed with Leira’s Jasper blood and turned it on like a light switch. Slowly but surely, she’s accessing the light force. More every time she tries it. Going into battle only sped up the process. Your human ancestor was special too, wasn’t he?”

“It was a she and the family stories say she was heroic but who knows.”

“I know! Somehow the right combination has come along of Wizard and Jasper Elf and human and made Leira.”

“Not Light Elf at all?”

“No, not at all. Another lie I told to protect Eireka. We pass so easily and the magic reads almost exactly the same with just the slightest of changes. Confuses most who mistake us for royalty. It was easier this way. Jasper Elves are still feared, even now. All that power whether it’s for good or not. No one believes that much magic doesn’t corrupt anything with a beating heart.”

“My daughter I never met already needs a rescue.”

“You’re clearly not listening. Leira doesn’t get rescued. Honey, she’s from Texas. This weird land with its own kind of magic. Leira does the rescuing, come hell or high water. She needs a solution, and fast.”

“So, let me off this damn wall.”

Mara removed the spell as Jackson slipped off the wall and ran outside to pee on a nearby tree.

“Classy as ever,” muttered Mara, waiting for him to come back.

He came back in lacing up the front of his pants, shaking a leg. “What are you waiting for? Let’s get a move on.”

“You’re going with me?”

“That’s what you came here for, wasn’t it?” Jackson gathered up his kit bag and slung it over his shoulder.

“I needed to confirm what I already knew. This is a bonus. What about the dog?”

“That damn dog is coming with us. Come on Roscoe. I don’t leave home without him. No discussion.”

“Great. Yumfuck will love him.”

“Yum who?” Jackson waited until everyone was out of the house and he raised his wand, casting a cloaking spell.

“Never mind. There’s just a little bit more. I’ll tell you on the road.”

“For pete’s sake woman. You’re unraveling the world’s largest ball of yarn as slowly as you can. You actually did find a new way to torture!”

“That spell strong enough to fool anyone?”

“Most thieves. The ones it doesn’t, the fire ants I left in a trap will take care of. No worries. What’s the one last thing? I know if you saved it for last after all that shit, it must be a whopper.”

“Light and dark are polar opposites and therefore attract each other like powerful magnets. They seek each other out and are somehow always aware of each other.”

“Get to the ever-loving motherfucking point…”

“The black mist is in search of Leira. It seeks her out all day long and all night. Almost won but she had some assistance. I’ve managed to spin a magic cloak around her but on Earth it doesn’t last long unless I keep coming back here to get recharged. I can’t keep that up forever. The black mist is going to find her one of these days and Leira will fight it off and in the meantime her powers grow stronger, become more pure.”

“And when she does fight them…”

“The light will take her over.”

“Open the damn portal already.”

“Oh wait, one more thing. Eireka’s dating again. Nice guy. Don’t fuck with that or I’ll put you back on the wall.”

“You’re a piece of work, woman.”




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Leira and Correk parked the green Mustang in a nearby parking deck and walked the few blocks down to 6th Street and the Jackalope bar. The sun was just starting to set and the full moon was already visible in the sky.

The troll was riding in Correk’s pocket, hanging out the top with the agreement that he didn’t say a word, literally, until they were inside of the Jackalope. That didn’t stop him from waving at every passerby they came across getting puzzled looks and smiles. Correk was too busy carrying a tray of fried chicken from HEB grocery store to be able to do anything about it.

Leira was carrying dozens of doughnuts from Voodoo in the familiar pink box. She gave the troll a hard look to keep him from peeling back the foil and starting in on a chicken leg. Instead, he ducked down into the pocket and came up with a piece of old candy corn and chewed on the bottom edge as they made their way along Trinity Street, turning onto 6th and into the Jackalope. 

There was a large sign out front that read, Private Party to celebrate Larry and a large framed picture of a smiling Larry wearing his favorite UT hat, resting against the oversized Jackalope statue in the front of the bar. Leira stopped for a moment and took a long look at the picture. The troll ducked down inside the shirt pocket and came back out with his cowboy hat, giving it a tip in Larry’s picture’s direction. 

Leira looked at Correk. “That’s like a clown pocket of endless crap.”

“Blame the troll. He treats my pockets like some kind of weird basement. I know there’s things stored down in there but I don’t want to go down and find out exactly what it is. I feel certain it would involve a fair amount of unidentified goo.”

“Magical goo.” Leira made a face. “How about we retire that shirt when we get home.”

They put the food on the long tables set up in the back and were immediately embraced by a long line of individual hugs. “I saw you yesterday!” Leira said, in the middle of being squished by Eric. Her nose was pressed up against his shoulder.

“He got into part B of this shindig a little early. Ignore him.” Toni came over, tucking some of her afro behind her ears. She was wearing a long flowing navy-blue dress with a shimmer of spangles near the bottom and on the edges of the sleeves. “Larry’s favorite dress,” she said, holding out her arms.

She patted Eric gently on the back. “Everybody loved Larry and it’s hard to let him go completely. That’s what we needed tonight for. To find some closure, say everything we needed to say…”

“Process that motherfucker of a battle…” Eric wiped a tear from his eyes and went to retrieve his beer. “Is this one mine?”

“Give him another one. I’ll buy it.” Jim was waving at Jack.

“It’s all on donation tonight. You know that.” Jack opened another beer for Eric. “You’re not driving home, right? Okay, good.”

Molly came up and hugged Leira. She saw the look on her face and rubbed her back. “Nobody’s going to talk about the battle tonight. That’s not what this is for. We’re going to celebrate Larry. His life consisted of more than just the last hours.”

“So much more!” Toni raised her beer high in the air.

“Here, here!” said Jim, raising his beer. A cheer went up from the crowd. 

Correk pulled himself away from the embrace of a woman with long dark hair down to her ass and made his way to Leira.

“You doing okay over there, sailor? Need a rescue? I remember the Elven charm.”

“That creature is a Light Elf too. A fetching one.”

Leira gave him a crooked smile. “Oh, okay, you noticed. Party over here.” Leira took the glass of beer from Toni.

“That’s a Rocket 100 pilsner, pre-prohibition style. You might be parking your car tonight! Party on people!” Toni let out a whoop and grabbed two more beers from the bar, heading off into the crowd in search of thirsty people.

“The troll has already escaped to parts unknown.” Correk gave a quick scan of the crowd. 

Leira sipped her beer and waved to someone she recognized from Lavender Rock. “What’s his name? Sirus, right. What? The troll is fine. I know I’ll regret saying this at some point but it’s okay. He can take care of himself. Nana was right all along. He’s managed not to cause sirens and flashing lights so far. What’s the worst that can happen?”

“He makes the news and starts talking in strings of motherfuckers.”

“He’s really a lot smarter than you realize. If he did that, it’d be because he had a plan.”

“This is a new Leira. Less worry, more going with the flow.” Correk studied her, narrowing his eyes. “I think I like it.”

“It was bound to happen…”

“Was it?”

“Funny… There’s Yumfuck. Is he actually in a conversation?” Leira gestured with her glass at the small knot of people standing behind the Jackalope statue. Yumfuck was balanced on an antler, putting him at eye level with a tall man, chattering away. The troll squeaked out something and smiled as everyone around him laughed. “I’ve never seen him move his jaw that much except when he’s eating. Look! The others look like they’re actually listening. He looks like a tiny Yoda.”

“Okay, we’re going to get this tribute started early! You know how this goes! Once we lock her down, nobody in…

The crowd shouted back, “Nobody out!”

Jack smiled and held out his arms. “Can somebody start the countdown?”

A roar of “Three!” went up from the crowd as everybody lifted their beer in the air. 

“Two!”

“One!”

Jack waved his wand across the front of the bar. “Extemporius!” A continuous silver waterfall, complete with noise covered the entrance blocking the view of the interior from anyone passing by, complete with white noise. 

Leira pulled in enough magic to see the glow emanating off everyone. Different shades of purple, white, green, silver and gold letting Leira know who was a Wizard or a Light Elf, or some other kind of magical being. She smiled, looking at the beer in her hand. “Wow, this shit really does have a kick to it.”

Correk looked at Leira as he sipped his beer. “Better slow your roll. Night is young.”

“Not my first beer on this planet. I know my limits.”

“You knew your limits. Your magic has been gaining a foothold and nothing is the same.”

“Did you realize Turner Underwood was coming to the shindig? I didn’t think this was his kind of deal.”

“He shows up when he’s needed.”

“That’s ominous.” Leira looked back at him and noticed the large photo of the Jersey Willen’s mother with a black ribbon draped across the top.

Turner looked up at Leira and tipped his hat to her, smiling. “It’s a little like noticing death at your party but better dressed,” she said.

Jack found his way to the center of the room and signaled to the deejay to stop the music. “Before we start the night’s festivities, I wanted to say a few words about our dear friend, Larry. He was the best definition of a friend. Larry was the guy we all came to depend on to show up when we needed to move furniture or get a ride from the airport and he always seemed grateful that he got the chance to help you.”

“The best!” 

“Thanked me for letting him help!”

“Sat with me when my mom was in the hospital!”

Jack held up his arm to quiet the crowd.

“That’s what makes a good friend. All the small moments where you need someone to just sit next to you, quietly and be there. He wasn’t the flashiest guy. Everyone in here was made better for knowing him. His greatest magical trick and he didn’t even need a wand. He did it by just showing up and letting you know you mattered to someone. To Larry who gave all.”

“To Larry!” Another cheer went up from the crowd and several people wiped away tears.

“Okay, enough of that. Larry would not want this to be a sad affair. In fact, he once told me if he went first I was to say at his funeral, the shell is still here but the nut is gone! Of course, we both thought that would be a long time from now.” Jack waved his hands in front of his chest, blinking back tears as he smiled. “Let’s celebrate Larry tonight by having a good time! Hope you brought your wands and potions, children.”

“Don’t need ‘em,” yelled a Wood Elf who had let go of his glamour for the night, reverting to the chameleon-like scales across his body. The skin along his arms and neck rippled, matching the pattern of the map of Texas behind him, blending in with the wall. The pupils of his eyes moved in different directions tracking the room. 

“You’ll wish you had ‘em,” a Witch yelled, laughing. 

“It’s the usual trash talking,” said Toni, sidling up next to Leira. “Larry would have loved all of this.” She let out a sigh. “You know what trick you’re going to try tonight? Good luck topping the last time you were here. People still talk about it at Lavender Rock when the normies aren’t there.”

“No idea. Figured something would come to me in the spur of the moment. What are you gonna do?”

“Toni! You’re up.” Jack held up his clipboard as Toni made her way to the center of the room, holding up her arms in the air, her long billowing sleeves shimmering in the light. 

She twirled around in a circle, dramatically pulling her wand out of a deep pocket and pointing it toward the ceiling as she continued to twirl. A trail of glowing silver dust was left in its wake, swirling into a whorl on the ceiling as it slowly made a shining portrait of Larry’s smiling face before dissolving into a warm shower of small silver stars, illuminating everyone’s face as they fell to the ground. The stars sparkled underneath everyone’s feet for a moment, eventually melting away.

“Nicely done.” Correk yelled over the crowd.

“Next up is Florence!” A moan went up from the crowd as Toni came over to Leira, wiping sweat off her brow with the back of her hand as she put her wand back in her pocket.

“What’s up with Florence?” 

Toni looked back at the round little witch who was taking center stage, smiling at everyone even as some rolled their eyes. Every inch of her fingers were covered in silver rings of different shapes and several silver necklaces were around her neck. A crescent moon and star shapes hung from the longest ones.

“Everyone loves Florence but she does the same trick every time. Four years running. It’s a good one but every… time…”

“She doesn’t seem to notice. Why doesn’t Jack tell her to try something new?”

“Just watch.”

Florence was busy waving her wand around the bar, creating a long vine that was weaving in and out of glasses on the bar, curling down on the floor and between people’s legs. Leira watched, fascinated, wondering if the vine was real or just an illusion. She bent down to touch it and felt the firm texture of a healthy young plant. 

“Seems like a pretty good trick to me.” She stood back up and watched the vine continue to wind its way around the room. As it passed the Jackalope the troll jumped on, standing atop the vine like he was riding a surfboard, circling behind the DJ and hopping off near the food table. Once the vine was everywhere Florence waved her wand again and blossoms appeared along every square inch, filling the room with color. 

“Not bad.” Leira fingered some of the petals, amazed at how real they felt. “Is this thing legit?”

The flowers all formed faces and sang in a round, the different pitches blending.

“That’s freaky.”

“Just wait. She has a big finish.”

“I think I’ve seen this one before. Curious.” Correk smiled and watched Florence raise her arms, waiting for the crowd to settle down. She was making sure no one missed the finale.

She tapped the air with her wand, sending out a spray of light that zipped around the room, settling on each of the flowers. One by one, the flowers became light, holding their shape, drifting toward the ceiling and dissolving into mist that rained back down on everyone’s head.

Suddenly, Leira felt a rush of joy fill her chest and she laughed out loud. She looked around and noticed everyone else was laughing too and some were even hugging each other. An Elven woman standing next to Correk wrapped her arms around him, hugging him tight.

“What was that?”

“A tiny spark of pure joy. It may be the only trick she knows but it’s a doozy. She missed the party the last time you were here. Jack always puts her on the list early because he thinks one little spark sets the right tone for the rest of the night.”

“He’s right. Everything seems easier.” 

“All about attitude, isn’t it? How we look at things.” 

Florence moved through the crowd, taking a small curtsy here and there, smiling at everyone. 

“Good one, Florence!” Toni gave her a hug as she passed by.

“You think she feels like that all the time?” Leira felt the effects of the spell draining off her. A small taste of happiness lingered. Don’t chase it. Just let it be.

“Probably not.” 

 “No one does. Evening Leira.” Turner Underwood was standing at Leira’s elbow, leaning on his cane. Leira couldn’t help wondering who he was here to help tonight. 

Maybe the guy just hangs out sometimes. Put down your spidey senses.

 “It’s the way it’s supposed to be. Light and dark, good and evil. We don’t seem to be able to get shit done without both of them hanging around. One gives you the hope to go forward and the other a reason to rally and fight back. Both have their purpose.”

“Deep as usual, Turner,” said Toni. “You on the list tonight?”

“I’m here to observe and pay homage to Larry.”

Jack was waving his arms at the crowd again to get them to settle down. “Alright, magical beings. Next up on the agenda is Yumfuck Tiberius Troll!” Larry swept his arm up to point at the deejay booth. The troll was standing on an overturned glass behind the microphone wearing his leather jacket and red cowboy boots. The headphones were propped up next to him. “Take it away YTT!”

The troll started beatboxing, creating a beat and making the sounds with his mouth, getting the crowd to roll their fists in the air. He abruptly stopped and held up his tiny paws. Silence dropped over the party inside the Jackalope. The troll held up his paw to his ear and started beatboxing again, rolling into a rap. The Jackalope exploded in cheers as he leaned into the mic and a tiny voice came booming over their heads.

“Open up the champagne, pop! It’s my house, come on in, turn it up. Hear a knock on the door and the night begins…” The troll made a face, an exaggerated and surprised O, shaking his head.

“He’s doing Flo Rida.” Leira shook her head, smiling and pumped her fist in the air. “Why is it he can never just talk to us?”

“Probably too boring for him.” Correk bobbed his head in time with the rap.

The troll chirped out the rap, breaking it up with percussion, spitting and making a rolling drum beat. “Cause we done this before so you come on in. Make yourself at home, tell me where you been. Pour yourself something cold, baby, cheers to this.”

Correk pressed his palms toward the ceiling in time with the beat getting an impressed nod of the head from Leira as everyone started to rap along with the troll. By the end, everyone was chanting along with the troll who was spreading his arms wide, smiling at the crowd just below him.

“Welcome to my house. It’s my house!”

People stomped their feet and cheered as the troll took a tiny bow, waving from the deejay booth and letting out a cackle that could be heard over the PA system. He waved and started spinning another record, turning around and twerking at the crowd.

“That’s a furry little butt,” yelled Jack, his hands around his mouth.

“Not really a magic trick but I like it. Anyone else need another beer?” Eric took a head count as he went past Leira and Correk. Leira held up her hand as Correk rolled his eyes. “We’ll take a Lyft if we have to, or call Hagan.”

Jack came out from behind the bar, waving the clipboard and found his way back to the center of the floor. “Okay, that’s going to be a hard act to follow but I have high hopes for this one. Last time she did not disappoint! Leira Berens, you’re up!”

Leira looked up surprised and gulped down the rest of her beer as Toni gave her a quick hug and whispered in her ear, “You’ll be great!”

There was a murmur among the crowd as Leira walked to the center of the room. Keep it simple. No strange shit this time. 

She took a deep breath and smiled at Correk, planting her feet as she pulled in energy in a steady, slow amount. The symbols on her arms lit up and her eyes glowed as she looked at Toni. The idea for her trick came to her when she saw Toni’s dress moving around. Leira sent out an intention and let out her breath as the spangles along Toni’s dress swept off the fabric and swooped toward the ceiling, forming the constellations. There were oohs and aaahs from everyone as the stars shifted and reformed to show different parts of the celestial sky.

Leira felt a warm flow in the pit of her stomach and knew the energy was surging forward, gaining strength. Keep it simple.

The magic swirled out from her hands and kept rising toward the stars overhead, blending in with the spangles as the roof gradually receded, showing the real stars in the night sky, far, far above. There were gasps in the room but they sounded like echoes inside Leira’s head as she felt a peace come over her and looked up to see the stars shining brighter. 

Correk looked up and realized what she was doing, a look of surprise coming over his face as he grabbed onto Leira’s arm. He was doing his best to ground her and pull her back. The symbols on her arms sped up, spilling out more information faster and faster.

Leira felt the second wave of Correk’s energy pull in alongside hers but was quickly distracted by the feeling of soaring above the bar and toward the stars. She shut her eyes and let the magic take her higher.

Correk hurriedly looked around the room and saw the troll up in the deejay booth breathing hard and wailing, gradually turning bluer. Turner Underwood was pushing people out of the way as he rushed toward Leira, his hands outstretched to grab her. Correk looked to the other side of Leira and saw who he was looking for, grabbing Jim by the arm and holding tight. He pushed his magic through Jim and into Leira, knocking her sideways. Her feet slid across the room as she felt the wind rushing through her lungs. 

Leira felt the hard tug from them and was ripped back toward the bar, her eyes snapping open, even as her head swam and it was hard for her to focus clearly. Something inside of her recognized the new element and bonded to it, returning to the Jackalope. 

She grit her teeth and held out her arms, determined not to faint or fall over as she looked up and saw the roof reappear. The spangles quickly returned to Toni’s dress.

“Leira! Leira! Can you hear me?” Correk was still holding onto Jim as he tapped the side of Leira’s face, making her look at him. “Look at me.”

Leira’s eyes gradually focused and faces took on more definition. Everyone was staring at her, their mouths open and a few were still pointing toward the ceiling. There was a humming in Leira’s ears and her head was still swimming but she still felt peaceful inside. She looked back and forth at Correk and Toni. “What happened? Why are you holding onto Jim?”

The symbols on her arms slowed down to a crawl and gradually faded and she felt the floor solidly beneath her feet. The troll came bouncing off the deejay’s booth, and hopscotched from arm to arm till he landed on Leira’s shoulder, sitting down. His fur was ruffled and he was still a slight shade of blue.

“What the fuck was that?” Jim was ashen and sweating all over. 

“I guess you showed everybody you could top your last trick!” Toni reached up and held Leira’s face in her hands as others backed away. Jack quickly waved his clipboard and read off the next name on the list, doing his best to distract everyone and get the party back on track.

“Girl, you are something special,” said Toni. “Almost quite literally out of this world.”

“What did I do?”

“What did you do?” Spit was dribbling down Jim’s chin into his neat beard.

Leira looked around surprised, still unconcerned. She saw the look of concern on Correk’s face and wrinkled her forehead trying to figure out why.

Turner Underwood stood just beyond the small group and watched Correk assess the situation. Correk peeled his hand off Jim’s arm when he was sure Leira’s energy was still once more. “You left your body and floated out there,” he said, quietly.

“You even took us on some of the ride.” Jim squeaked out the words, his voice breaking as he ran his hands through his hair. “Never been on a ride like that! Why’d you grab me like that?” He looked down at his arm and could still see the red handprint from where Correk had held on tight.

The troll grabbed onto Leira’s collar and stood up. His fur was gradually changing back to pale white, tinged with green. 

“You were the closest human element to me. I took a chance based on something I read in the Gnomes’ library. The human element in nature bonds together and grounds everything. That’s its natural state. You were slipping too far away.” Breaking the bond with the troll.

Turner Underwood nodded his head and gave a sly smile, making his way closer to Correk. “Well done. You and I should talk.”

“What? What about?” Correk was still trying to process what he saw Leira do. He didn’t take his eyes off her.

“The light energy was pulling her away and you knew what to do.”

“What if I wasn’t here? That was like the dark mist but she didn’t seem to know it. She didn’t resist.” 

Turner put his arm on Correk’s shoulder. “Take a deep breath. You were here. The rest can be taught. Right now, Leira’s magic is like a runaway freight train on some really good weed. Somewhere inside of her she has an idea that it’s going too far but it feels so good, so why not?” He shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve sensed this in her before but I wasn’t sure of the origins till tonight. We should talk. I’m getting on, even in fucking Elven years. It’s time for a new Fixer.” He tapped the side of his head. “You know I wondered how I would find the next candidate, but I should have known that the magic would do its own choosing. Come by my estate tomorrow in the morning. Don’t be late. There’s much to discuss and not a lot of time. Bring the Grateful Dead girl with you.” He let out a chuckle and grasped Correk’s arm. “The danger has passed. Learn to let it go as soon as it does. Easier to live your life that way. Elven 101.”

“Leira was not in control of the magic.”

“No, she wasn’t.” Turner Underwood gave a grave shake to his head. “That’s good and bad.”

“The good part?” Correk glanced over at him, frustrated.

“Leira’s paid attention to her lessons and trusted the energy enough to let it go on ahead of her. The bad, of course, is that she has the ability to access a large amount.” He held his arms open wide.

“Bit of an understatement.”

“Well, yes, but there is a limit. It doesn’t go on forever. Which takes us to the bad part. It ends with Leira slipping over and becoming one with the light. Fused, you might say. Never actually seen it happen before. Only heard stories. Lots of them. Ever heard of the Jasper Elves?”

Correk gave Turner a meaningful look.

“Ah, so you have heard of them. I thought as much. That’s what you were reading about in the Gnomes’ library. The Jasper Elves were said to be amazing. Their powers knew no limits but there was a price to be paid. Give in to the power and use it to its full extent and eventually be absorbed by it. Did them in, in the end.”

“How did they last as long as they did? They were around for thousands of years.”

“For a very long time there was a force of darkness that existed on both planets as well. I think you call it the dark mist but thousands and thousands of years ago it was much larger and was constantly seeking out others to infect and absorb. The dark mist kept the light of the Jasper Elves in check. Gave them something to push against. The Jasper Elves’ magic kept the dark mist in check. Constant battles and skirmishes, back and forth.”

Someone brought Leira a chair as the magic tricks continued in the center of the room. She took a seat as the troll jumped down into her lap and sat down, resting his head against her belly, watching the magic. Someone was making the silverware square dance in mid-air as everyone clapped along. The Wizard making them dance was acting as the caller yelling out “Dosey-do your partner!”

Turner followed Correk’s look of concern he was giving to Leira. “She’s not anywhere close to being lost. Let me finish the tale. There are some things the books may have left out and were only told from one generation to the next. Never written down. Since the gates first opened however many millennia ago that was, humans have also existed, along with the Crystal and Kilomea and assorted Elves. We’ve all been here for a very long time. It seems we’re much better at wiping things off of planets than coming up with anything new. But I digress.”

Turner took off his bowler and scratched his head, his cufflink twinkling in the dimmed light. He put the hat back on and leaned on his cane, thinking about his next words. “All of those same beings have always had a hard time keeping it in their pants. This one slept with that one. There was a little horizontal boogie over there. A little knockin of boots over here. Before you know it, there’s a few Jasper Elves who are also a little human. Very important part of the story.” Turner pointed his finger in the air. 

“Right around this time, the darkness was pushed back. Not the first time, but never in such a large way. The light was actually winning! First time in recorded history that the balance was so disturbed and for such an extended period of time. Not always a good thing. You’d think it would have to be, right? The Jasper Elves were free to try their hand at magic and could take their eye off the problem.”

“I know this part.” Correk could feel a slight headache from trying to hold back Leira. The backwash of energy she was putting out had run partially through him. Correk looked over at Jim to see if he was alright and saw his hands trembling.

“He’ll be alright. Helluva ride,” said Turner. “Might give him a nose bleed later, of course. Anyway, where was I? Right, the Jasper Elves! Fight between good and evil! Fucking epic stuff.” He shook his head. “The Jasper Elves did their version of flying too close to the sun and one by one they fused with the light. Poof! Gone!” He made a gesture like something blowing up with his hands.

“Why are you not more concerned about any of this? Are you always this calm in the face of…”?

“Death?” Turner considered the question, pursing his lips. “At a thousand years old I’d have to say yes.” He raised his shoulders, holding out his hands. “But in this case, there’s not as much to even worry about. Leira has something else going for her. That other part of the story and all that fucking around. Turns out human beings may not be magical but some of them are still a little something extra. An extra chromosome in the DNA of very rare human beings that normally does nothing.” He waved his hands and shrugged.

“No one would ever know they had it. Even if scientists found it they would think of it as a harmless anomaly. But when mixed in the soup of life with some magic DNA it springs to life and acts like a grounding for a magical being. Comes out in different ways. Can serve to temper some of these headstrong teenagers who want to use their magic for no good.” Turner grimaced. “Shows you there must not be much of that DNA around. So many kids playing with dark magic and now some of them are disappearing! In a Jasper Elf that twinkle of DNA managed to serve as a brake of sorts, speaking to the Elf and coaxing them back to their bodies.”

“It’s too late to give Leira a different DNA makeup.”

“You don’t need to. She already has it. It’s why she can pull off the things she does here on Earth before the gates open. But her will is strong. She’s managed to override the cautionary voice. Now, Jim over there. When you grabbed onto him, his basic humanity did what always happens with humans. It sought out that human part of Leira and bonded to it momentarily. That was the extra kick in the ass she needed to snap out of it. Now all she needs are lessons and a little tempering. Her best quality of running into danger is also her worst, if staying alive is crucial.” Turner let out a chuckle.

Correk wasn’t laughing. His face was still tight from the pain of the headache and from watching Leira slip away so quickly and powerfully. “She was even showing us where she was going.”

“Fuck, yes. That was amazing.” Turner slapped his leg with enthusiasm, smiling. “That was the human side of her wanting to share the experience.”

“Leira needs to learn how to listen to the human element within her.”

“The sooner the better. The way that girl finds trouble, it won’t be long before the magic takes over again and from what I saw, it’s starting to take the lead a little too much. Everything has its limits.” Turner patted Correk on the back. “Come by tomorrow. We’ll talk some more and I’ll teach you how to be in the right place at the right time. Till then, there’s a party going on over there. Enjoy it and raise a glass to old Larry. He fought well to fight back the darkness.”

Correk looked at Turner. “That’s why Leira didn’t go off the deep end at the battle. She had darkness to push against.”

“Now you’re catching on. Leira, come dance with me.” Turner held out his hand to Leira and helped her up as the troll jumped on to her arm and ran up to her shoulder. Correk plucked him off her shoulder and settled Yumfuck in his pocket. 

Turner spun her around the room, creating a waltz that only they could hear as he steadied her magic, grounding her further. 

“I feel fine. It was momentary dizziness.” Leira let Turner spin her under his arm. 

“You are fine. There’s not a thing wrong with you. You’re learning something about cooperation. You have some big adventures ahead of you, I dare say, young lady. Because wherever there is this much light, darkness eventually comes calling.”




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Harvey Lansing got off the bus and made his way to work. It was the closest stop but still left him with a half a mile to trek before he could finally sit down for the day. The commute to and from was the hardest part of his day, especially by bus but his salary didn’t leave him enough for a car payment. 

He kept to himself, ambling along down the pavement, used to the stares he would get from small children and the occasional adult. The old man was stooped over so low he raised his chin just to see where he was walking. His gait was slow and labored as he made his way down King Street in Alexandria, Virginia on his way to his job as an accountant in a small firm downtown. His clothes hung off him at odd angles and the features on his face didn’t seem to be in exactly the right spots. 

Still, he was content with his life and even happy at times. There is goodness in everyone, he thought. Time after time he was proven right. It took time for him to get to know his coworkers but he kept saying a kind word to whoever he passed and brought muffins on Monday, remembered birthdays with a card. He even left handwritten notes on the desk of anyone he saw going above and beyond their job or just being kind back to him. His gestures eventually won everyone over. They finally were able to see him.

I will bloom where I’m planted. It was his favorite mantra and he said it over and over again, hundreds of times a day. Life is good.

He came to the top of King Street and looked down at the Potomac River in the distance, gleaming in the light. This was his favorite part of his walk. All downhill with a view of the area. He could even see the top of his office building from there.

He loved the way the sunlight shone off the surface and on some days he even caught a glimpse of rowers and their slim, fast boats darting across the water. Everyone working in harmony together. He squinted, trying to see if there was anything in the distance today.

Something tangled with his large, orthopedic shoe, tripping him as he tried to hold on to his lunchbox. Harvey tumbled, putting out his arms, throwing his weight to the side so he could land in the softer grass. He rolled to his side in time to see the teenage boys, their lips curled in disgust as they pummeled him with their fists, throwing his lunchbox toward the street.

He was more surprised than scared. He didn’t even know any of their faces. 

“Freak! Even the circus didn’t want you!”

“Lawn gnome!”

Harvey looked up surprised to see if someone had actually recognized him. “Not a lawn gnome,” he managed to get out. “A royal Gnome.” But no one heard him. They weren’t listening. 

He saw the swish of a black cassock in the background as he covered his head with his arms.

“What are you doing? Stop that!” The rector from nearby St. Paul’s Church came running, swinging a bat like he intended to use it. The boys scattered running in different directions but it didn’t matter. The minister was more concerned with Harvey curled up on the ground. “Are you alright? Can you stand?” He knelt beside him and heard Harvey still muttering something. He leaned closer putting his ear closer and pulled back, surprised. “Let me help you.” The minister knelt closer and held Harvey’s face gently, letting his eyes glow for just a moment.

Harvey’s eyes filled with tears. The good still found me.

The minister helped Harvey into his old Ford Fairlane and drove him to the Seminary. He called ahead to let the dean know he was coming and bringing a very special guest. 

“I’m sorry this happened to you,” he said, glancing over at Harvey, leaning against his seat belt. One of his eyes was swollen almost shut and his hands were scraped. 

“They were afraid of me. I could see it in their eyes. I’m not wrong, just different.” He tried to smile to reassure the minister but the bruise on his cheek was making it difficult.

“Astute observation. I recognized a couple of them. I’ll make sure they’re punished.” The minister could feel the anger bubbling up inside of him.

Harvey reached out and touched the minister’s arm. “No, please don’t. What will that add to anything? Can you find them and let me meet them? If all we do is meet anger with anger, no one wins. I may as well go first.”

The minister pulled onto Seminary Road, driving into the main entrance of the Episcopal Seminary, past the Slow, Children at Play sign. He turned to the right, driving down Deanery Drive behind Aspinwall Hall to the dean’s home just beyond the old cemetery. The dean was waiting for him when he pulled into the driveway.

They helped Harvey into the kitchen and sat him in one of the old wooden chairs with a bright yellow oil cloth seat faded from the number of bottoms that had slid across it. Harvey sat with his head resting on his hands at the table. 

“Are you a Gnome?” asked the dean, softly. He looked up at the minister. They were risking nothing with their question, except looking cruel if they were wrong.

Harvey lifted his chin so he could see them better. The dean smiled at him to put him at ease. It had been years since Harvey had admitted the truth. “I am. I’m a royal Gnome from the Light Elves’ castle.” It was a relief to say the words aloud and have someone hear them.

The dean started and blinked his eyes, stepping back slightly. “A royal Gnome. It’s true. You did hear him correctly.” He looked at the minister who was attempting to dab at Harvey’s cut above his eye with a wet washcloth.

“What are you doing here on Earth? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a royal Gnome on Earth before.”

“It was an accident. Happened over sixty years ago. We were transporting powerful relics and something went wrong. Next thing I knew I was here. Had to make the best of it.”

The dean’s expression softened. “You fell through a portal. Have you met no one magical in all this time?”

The minister looked up at the dean. “He’s a royal Gnome. They don’t share their secrets with anyone. Would make it hard to sort out who’s who.”

Harvey winced as the minister wiped away a smear of blood.

“Sixty years…” whispered the dean. “Well, it’s about time you fell back through a portal. But we have to do this the right way. Call the PDF and get some kind of permission.”

“Maybe the Silver Griffins?”

“No, they don’t do portals as a rule and they might put the kibosh on the whole thing. Magic on Earth twists their panties something awful. It needs to be the PDF.”

“That could take a while. Government likes their paperwork. Remember, we’re not supposed to even know about them.”

“He’s waited long enough.  I do know a shortcut we can take. Make things easier for everyone. I’ll call Leira Berens.”




















CHAPTER NINETEEN




Leira wanted to play this one by the rules. “At least try.”

“That is supposed to be the very definition of our jobs. We don’t decide who gets to bend them. Entirely different department.” Hagan drummed his fingers on his desktop. He was resisting the urge to get up and go get something out of the machine.

 Leira eyed him suspiciously. “What is up with you?”

He was just grateful Lois wasn’t there to read his mind and shoot peanut M&Ms over to him. His stomach growled and he rolled his eyes. “Doing the health thing again. Rose insisted and she’s the brains of our operation.”

Leira hooted. “True that. Can you eat anything right now or are you over the limit for the day already? Not judging.” She held up her hands.

“I’m supposed to be learning to hold out for mealtimes. So far, I’m about one and three.”

“When did you start?”

“Yesterday.”

Leira stared at him, shaking her head. “Okay, moving on. Let’s see what good we can do in the world today. Would be a nice change of pace to help someone out.”

“Instead of locking them up. Boy, I’ll tell you this dogged race to get to places first…”

“That’s where you’re such an asset.”

“Don’t blow smoke Berens.”

Leira gave him a dead fish look. “Don’t get sensitive on me. You’re good at looking at all the puzzle pieces and figuring out what the other player’s next likely move is gonna be. Reason we’ve managed to beat the corporations to the punch so many times.”

Hagan rolled his eyes. “You need a loan, Berens? Trying to get me to babysit the troll? Tell you what, I’ll loan you… what do I have in my pocket?” Hagan pulled an old leather wallet out of his back pocket, flipping through it. 

Leira arched an eyebrow and sat back in her chair, letting him play it out.

“Oh hey, I have two twenties. Seems this waiting around to eat is working for my budget too. I’m not babysitting Yumfuck. He turns up enough as it is. Should probably save these two twenties to pay his tab somewhere. You could have my Subway Sandwich card. One more and you get a free one.”

“You done? It’s coming back to me why we don’t trade too many compliments.”

“That was all you. I did not say anything nice.”

Leira gave a crooked smile. “I stand corrected. Let’s call the general. This should be an easy one.”

Hagan shook his head. “That’s usually the first line in what turns out to be a great big shit show. Hello hell.”

“A little hell goes with our job, don’t you think?”

“How was that shindig for your friend? Everybody get their magic on?” He waggled his fingers.

Leira made a point of looking at her phone. “Don’t do the magic hands.”

“You didn’t even look up.”

“I know you. The tribute was a trip… Hello general?”

Hagan started to say something but realized Leira was avoiding looking at him. That’s not like her. 

He waited till she hung up the phone. “Rule four.”

“What? Were we in mid-conversation and I missed the first part?” Leira got up and stretched. She had taken to doing a lunchtime five k around the complex when they stayed in town. 

“Rule four,” he said more evenly.

Leira stretched again as she remembered rule four. She stopped and looked at him, holding very still. “Tell your partner everything. No half measures.”

Hagan pointed a large, meaty finger at her. “Never seen you break that one before. You even told me about the little hairy guy before you’d figured out this whole damn magic crap. I knew all about your mother. You even came to me when your grandmother was trapped inside clear Jello. That means this one has to do with you.” 

Leira started to say something but Hagan stopped her.

“Next words out of your mouth better be the unabridged truth.” His thick brows were drawn down and he was breathing a little hard. “Don’t treat me like we don’t have trust between us.”

Leira gave him a dead fish look but said the words anyway. “Fuck. Okay. I turned on the juice a little too hard and almost vacated the premises.”

“What the ever-living fuck?” Hagan got up abruptly from his chair, rolling it backward as he hitched up his pants.

“You have been losing weight.”

“Not now! I actually appreciate that one and it’s about time you noticed. But not now! For the love of Pete…” He paced behind his desk, his eyes widened. “You almost die and don’t think to mention it. What would rate a morning mention? Anything that happened to anybody else?”

“I can see that you’re a little mad.” Leira leaned her elbows on her desk. “I’m sorry. That was a bad call on my part.”

Hagan threw his arms up in the air and sat back down. “We run toward magical bogeymen every day. Never know what kind of weird shit we’ll find. A black mist tries to get us or a seven hundred-year old hag plots to take over two worlds and blow up a gym.” He held up two fingers. “I’m right there with you. The one thing that always makes me think we have a chance is not your magical abilities.” He waggled his fingers but Leira pressed her lips together, staying quiet. “It’s because I trust in this. This partnership. Don’t fuck with that.” He looked at his computer and started typing, filling out a report without saying another word. 

Leira watched him for a minute. “I do trust you.” 

Hagan didn’t look up and kept on typing. 

“I thought we weren’t doing the feeling thing,” she said.

Hagan cleared his throat.

Leira looked up at the ceiling. Good time for a portal or a fireball. She looked back at Hagan. “I don’t like to talk about things I don’t have a solution to… yet.”

“This I know. That or God forbid, being afraid.” He still didn’t look up and leaned closer to the screen trying to read something.

“Use your reading glasses. I know you need them.”

He let out a grunt and shuffled around in his desk drawer, pulling up a tangle of dimestore glasses, slipping on a pair.

“I…” Leira hesitated. “I wasn’t afraid. In fact, I was happy. I didn’t know how to tell you I almost died and I was going right along with it.” Hagan finally looked up at her concerned, and Leira looked steadily back at him. “I didn’t even know I was in danger. It didn’t feel like danger. No pulse pounding, no fear. Just joy. Kind of hard to bring up that over coffee.”

Hagan gave her a long look before he spoke. “I’m one hundred percent human. No foreign planet in here anywhere.” He rubbed his stomach. “I grew up in an era when the smart phone was mind blowing. Before that, my job was the same for me as it was for my grandfather. Hear me out. I’m the senior partner here. I have more experience figuring out a case. A lot more.” He leaned forward over his desk.

“Lately, every day has some kind of shit that flies or zaps or sucks things in that could kill us in ways I didn’t realize were possible until that very moment. All magical, all foreign to me and nothing that a gun will take down. So, I have to pull up my big boy pants and run in there anyway and improvise. Ask for help. Let go of the lead. None of it easy, I’m a planner by nature. But it’s all doable. That’s what over twenty years on the job will get you. The maturity to speak up even when you don’t know the right words and a heaping helping of humility that will save your ass. You can learn that one a lot sooner. We’ll just make that rule number fifty-four.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY




General Anderson didn’t waste any time coming by the warehouse. Leira looked up to see him come striding into the warehouse followed by several other agents. In the back was Alan Cohen. He gave Leira a smile but didn’t wave. The general was not in the mood.

 He took the chair opposite Leira and laid his hat on his leg. “Long days lately. For everyone.” There was a scowl on his face and deep lines from not sleeping. “We’re ahead in the race to keep magic in check but just barely. Tricky business.”

Alan looked over the top of the general’s head at Leira but didn’t give anything away. The agent next to him glanced over at him and back at Leira.

“This is unrelated, sir. There’s a royal Gnome that was trapped on this side of the veil. He’s not doing well and needs to be returned to Oriceran. Currently, he’s with the dean at the Seminary in Alexandria, Virginia.”

“I take it that would require a nice bit of magic.”

“It would take opening a portal. It would be a humanitarian gesture and the right thing to do. Low risk.”

“But a momentary distraction from the assignments at hand.”

“A day at most.”

The general didn’t answer for a long minute. 

Open a portal. Help a royal Gnome go home. The new normal. Leira shifted in her seat.

He gave her the same stoic, stony expression she was used to seeing on many occasions. She waited him out for an answer. His entourage stood behind him, patiently waiting in silence without moving. Even Alan.

Hagan sat across from her, not moving a muscle, giving the general the same blank look. 

“Minimal amount of magic used?”  The general abruptly rose out of his chair, putting his hat back on his head. Leira knew if he was asking questions they already had his okay.

“Should be.”

“No humans find out?”

“Not a one.”

“Do it. We owe the Seminary a few favors anyway. They’re good people. Well, good Elves or something.” The general waved a hand. “I’ll clear it with the Silver Griffins but you go there and open the portal personally. I know the dean and the last time he opened a portal I was a young man. That’s right. None of this magic is news to me. Is that everything?”

Except for a few run ins with the light force. Nothing else. “Yes, that’s everything.” Leira gave him a dead fish look. She knew better than to give information no one was asking for. Another old lesson from Hagan.

“You can take one of our planes. Get you back here faster. The artifacts issue is heating up and we can’t afford to waste time while you’re changing planes.” 

Leira walked the general to the door. “Thank you.”

“Humanitarian effort all the way around. They’re a good idea whenever you can do them. Frankly, I like to do them every time. Balances out the other things I find necessary to do that aren’t so pleasant. Do you need to take Lois or Patsy with you?”

“We’re good. Hagan and I can handle it.”

“Take Alan with you. Well then, I’m off to the next item on my agenda.” He strode toward the door without looking back. “Alan will meet you at the hangar. Take your PDA jacket.” Alan gave Leira a nod as he turned to go, pulling the door shut behind him.

“Better call Rose. Tell her to hold dinner. Maybe I’ll get those M&M’s after all. Call it the beginning of a meal.” Hagan pulled out his phone. “Always make the call first. You ever manage to hook up with someone, I’ll start you on the relationship rules. Give you a sample. Rule number one, call the spouse first. Hello Rose?”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




They got to the hangar thirty minutes early and found Alan already waiting for them. At the last minute, Leira brought Correk with them. “For help with the portal,” she said. And to keep me grounded.

The flight was uneventful and they got there just as rush hour was winding down. It wasn’t long before they were pulling onto the grounds at the tree-lined seminary.

“Turn here. He said to come to his residence.” Leira pointed to the right as Hagan turned the rental car around the curve, the lights shining on an old red brick Colonial with dark green shutters. The dean was standing in the open doorway.

“Man lives next to a cemetery.” Alan watched the headlights play over the headstones and a tall carving of an angel in flight.

“Kind of goes with the job description.” Hagan turned off the car and was already opening the door, pushing the button to unlock his seat belt. “Where’s your jacket?”

“I brought it with me. It’s in the car.” Leira got out and walked up to the dean, her hand outstretched.

The dean grasped her hand in both of his. “I knew we’d be seeing each other again, and under much better circumstances. Thank you all for coming.”

The dean led them into his study where the Gnome was resting comfortably on his brown leather tufted couch. The bruising on the side of his face had turned a deeper purple and green and his eyes were still swollen. Correk clenched his fists at the sight but said nothing as Leira went over and put out her hand. “It’s nice to meet you Harvey. We’re here to help.”

He looked up shyly at Leira. “It’s been a long time since I saw my home. Thank you for wanting to help me.”

“We’re going to get this done.” Leira nodded her head. “Do you need a few minutes before we do this? Do you need to gather anything?”

The Gnome patted a duffel bag next to him. “Got everything I want to show my folks. Mostly souvenirs. I’ve been waiting a while for this. I’m ready when you are.”

“Okay, then let’s get this show on the road and return this Gnome to Oz.” Leira glanced at Correk who gave her a nod. She formed a light ball in her hands, her eyes glowing and let the magic grow, pulling in the energy with her feet.

“Regulate the energy.” Correk watched carefully as Leira pulled her hands apart, easily opening a portal. “You’re doing fine.”

The dean leaned closer to Hagan. “Is she new at this magic thing? I got the impression she was a very powerful Elf.”

“Long story.”

Leira felt the magic beckoning to her, like it was asking if she needed more. She kept her eyes open and felt for the human DNA within the magic stream. The portal widened just as a large macaw flew by, the colorful wings expanding. The royal Gnome’s eyes filled with tears and he struggled to stand as Correk and Hagan helped him to his feet. He walked unsteadily toward the opening as a breeze hit him in the face. “Oriceran,” he whispered with reverence.

“Look at that. It’s been a long time.” The dean put out his hand to reach through the portal and touch the ground. “You never know how much you miss a place…”

The Gnome stepped through the portal as Correk reached through and laid his duffel bag down on the ground next to him. The Gnome got on his hands and knees and kissed the dirt, running his hands through it, getting it under his fingernails. There were tears running down his face.

“What the hell…” Alan’s mouth opened and his eyes widened.

The Gnome was still reveling in the dirt, rubbing it on his cheeks, stretching out his neck. In the process, his back began to straighten and his features on his face moved just slightly into a better position. His entire body shifted, realigning itself. 

The Gnome stood up, straightening his sweater and brushing some of the dirt off his pants. Clods still clung to his cheeks.

“It’s the magic. It’s restored him.” Correk smiled and gave the Gnome a wave. “Royal Gnomes in particular were never meant to leave the dense field of magic. They don’t fare well. It’s as if their very being is kept alive by magic.”

“Can’t stop thinking of Santa’s elves.” Hagan shook his head. “Sorry.” 

The dean smiled. “Totally appropriate. They are often the support system on Oriceran and can see the bigger picture when others are too focused on winning the details. Gnomes are some of the kindest creatures on Oriceran unless someone they love is harmed. Then they’ll nobly go into battle but they only fight to stop a war. Never to crush an enemy.”

Leira held the energy steady, giving everyone a longer look at Oriceran as she resisted the stronger surge of magic swirling around her feet.

“You’re Leira Berens. I’ve heard of you.” The Gnome beckoned to her with his finger. “You will do great things. Remember this from an old Gnome. Everything works for the good. Even an ass kicking managed to lead me home. But you’ll need to be looking for it to spot it. Whatever you focus on will grow.”

Leira could feel the magic growing stronger within her and she stepped back, letting the portal abruptly close with a shower of sparks as the Gnome gave a last wave and a smile, standing upright and breathing in the scented Oriceran air. 

“That never grows old.” Hagan waved his arm around in the space where there had just been a hole.

“That was a nice piece of work we did tonight. Good for us.” The dean clapped his hands together, delighted.

“Wow, that was a new one for me,” said Alan, quietly.

“You okay over there?” Hagan clapped him on the back.

Correk put his hand on Leira’s arm. “You did fine.”

“I know you’re sending in your magical scout to check.” She gently pulled away her arm. “Ask me outright, I’ll tell you. Feels like you were crawling under my skin. The urge was there. I managed to resist it. What did the Gnome mean, you’ll have to look for the good?”

“Things work out the way they’re supposed to even when it doesn’t look like it at the time. Old Elven kind of wisdom.”

 “Sounded like something right out of Turner Underwood’s playbook. Why is it, I keep thinking he knows so much more than he ever says.”

“Because it’s true. We should talk. He’s asked me to be the next Fixer.”

“Whoa. Mind blown.”

“You are without words. Not even a good string of swearing. Now, I’m more impressed with the offer.”

“Fuck off.”

“Much better. Troll approved.”

“There must be more to you than I realized.” She studied him carefully. “You have had a knack of saving the day. Funny, I never noticed before.”

Correk smiled. “You’re going to someday die as an old lady swearing and making a joke.”

“In my new vibrating recliner.”

“Classy. You’ve thought the whole death thing through. At least you kept the bar high. Don’t you somewhat humans want to die in bed surrounded by family?”

“Fucking vibrating recliner. Family can be there too. Hey, I’ll live so long imagine what else the chair might be able to do by then.”

“I’m getting out of this conversation before you tell me.”

“See? Turner was right, you do know more than you’re letting on.”

“Time will tell.”

Leira smiled but she looked at him a little longer. I wonder…

Her phone buzzed and she glanced down. There was a text from her grandmother to call her back. Sooner rather than later.

What’s Yumfuck done now? Leira answered her, typing, see you for Sunday dinner. The phone buzzed again in her hand before she could see the reply. The general was calling. 

“Hello? Yes sir. Not a problem.” Leira listened, writing down numbers as the general spoke in rapid fire. Correk could hear bits and pieces that almost amount to shouting. There was no room to get much in till the general wound himself down. 

“We’ll do our best. Okay, we’ll do better than that.” Leira hung up the phone with a grunt.

“Problem?”

“We need to get somewhere in a hurry.”

“Not a problem. We have a government jet waiting on us.”

“Still a problem. The general heard about a prized artifact in West Africa somewhere and all the sides are descending on it. The French have sent in their own people, along with Axiom, and a few unknown rogues.”

“He wants us to be the winners.”

“I see the issue. We have no time and half a world between us.” Leira licked her lips, considering the other alternatives. “We could…”

“No, we could not.” Correk said each word deliberately. “I know your idea. It’s a bad one.”

“You don’t know what I’m about to say…”

“Open a portal from here to there.”

“Wrong! I know the rule about opening portals to move around on Earth.”

Correk arched an eyebrow and looked at Leira suspiciously. “Then, let’s hear it. What do you have in mind? An ancient ritual Turner Underwood told you about? If you’re about to say anything about traveling there out of body…” His face instantly flushed with anger.

“Whoa! Cool your jets there, dude. I may run toward conflict but I have my limits! Okay, it’s to open a portal. Hear me out. Not from here to there but from here to Oriceran, and then to West Africa.”

Correk said nothing, just looking at her for a moment. “Okay, that’s not half bad.”

“Scaring you with the whole out of body thing helped, didn’t it? This sounds rather pedestrian. Two small portals and I have exact coordinates. Seven degrees 44'59.99" North by 1 degree 29'59.99" West. Leave now?”

“Did the general give you any more details?”

“I’ll tell you on the way. It’s mostly a lot of, everyone wants this stuff, they’re all armed, get there first and take it. Don’t get killed. Keep the magic to a minimum.”

“He talked for a long time. It seemed like there was more.” Correk started to form the ball of light as Leira held up her hand. “No, I’ll open it. You’ve done enough for one day.”

“Killjoy. That was all he said, in a nut shell except for the part about Oricerans vying for this trinket too.”

Correk looked up as the light grew, opening the portal. 

“You had to know that Oricerans would get involved in this at some point.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Louie pressed his back against the large boulder, listening to the scientists climb over the monument, making a racket. 

“No finesse for the job. Fucking anthill.” He leaned over to his side, looking out just far enough to get a look at their progress. His heart was pounding and he could feel the sweat trickling down his back. “How do humans do this?” He adjusted the knapsack slung across his chest and checked his watch. Two goddamn hours left. I was cutting it close already without all the interference.

He got a portal to the middle of Ghana, in West Africa opened with the help of his best friend, Zyno. He was a Wood Elf he knew from the Dark Market who was almost as good at scavenging as Louie. Almost. The price was steep, ten gold coins with half the money upfront and half on the return visit safely back to Oriceran. Zyno was always quick to point out that was the friends and family discount.

Louie jingled the gold coins left in the leather pouch hanging from his belt, along with a knife in its sheath and a magical compass that worked on both planets. On Earth the needle pointed true north and on Oriceran, eastward toward the strongest magical pull. One day, Louie was determined to find out if there was more to the story on both planets but for now, he had another treasure to hunt and only so much time to do it.

He didn’t open portals for himself anymore. Not after what happened in Montana near the Saskatchewan border years ago. Louie got tipped off about a prized ancient relic the humans dug up along with other less magical relics. None of the archaeologists realized what they had but Louie did. In his excitement, he fumbled the light ball when making the opening. He stepped through without paying enough attention, already looking out toward the frozen horizon as he felt his leg slip into a crease, pushing against a thick, gelatinous air. He felt the immense, pressurized tug as the world in between did its best to suck him the rest of the way into its grasp.

A mild current of panic immediately set in but he was used to having to save himself in close quarters and some part of his brain kicked into calm survival mode. He looked down and saw the carabiner he always rigged to himself, just in case and reached out, hooking himself to a system of pulleys the researchers had set up for the dig into the deep hole. He hung on and pulled with everything he had, inch by inch till his leg was free. 

Dumb luck, that’s all it was that saved me that day. The whole thing still turned his stomach. Louie took a lot of chances all the time but only because he planned so well. He shivered in the hot African sun. Rather die. He shook his hands, getting rid of the bad mojo. Doesn’t help on jobs like these. Besides, problem solved. Best friend opens the portal, I sleep at night. Zyno offered an even bigger discount if he could come along, getting a laugh out of Louie as he stepped through the portal.

“Nice to know you’d still charge me.”

Zyno had shrugged. “Keeps us honest. Well, our version of honest anyway. Be back on time. I run a tight business.”

Louie smiled at the memory. Damn asshole of a best friend. Best kind. He rolled over and looked again, counting the number of people moving about the opening to the dig. Miners from a local village digging for gold on their own had come across a cache of ancient artifacts when one of them fell through the bottom of a passage and into what they thought was an old burial site filled with artifacts and a few dead bodies. The miners knew the find was valuable to someone but they were more interested in the gold. Still, just selling the location of the artifacts might be worth something. Pictures of the artifacts appeared online in a bidding war. Somehow word spread… all the way to Louie.

He surveyed the local terrain, wondering if there was time to cross over to the northern side and cut back from behind, finding another way into the mine shaft. Might just make it.

He set out, sliding down a large dune, tracking his way west to make a curving arc back to the dig from behind. The sun beat down on his head, covered by a white cotton cloth, tied down by a thin rope around his forehead. He was a hundred yards from the dig, muttering to himself about the heat and the sand in his shoes when he heard a commotion and gunfire. He did his best to run through the sand, bogging down with each step, sand pouring into his boots. He finally gave up, pulling out his wand and casting a spell, hardening the sand temporarily as he took off at a run. 

Louie crested the far end of the tall dune where he was hiding before and saw a flash of bright purple light, ducking in time as a fireball went flying by him, crashing in the sand far behind him. Warning shot. Not aimed at me or it would have found me.

He blinked his eyes, trying to get the sparkling flashes of light to go away so he could focus. “Come on, come one, come on.” He shook his head, getting down low and moving forward. No time to hang back now. 

His eyes adjusted and he finally saw the locals scattering away from the dig, leaving only a handful to earn their measly paycheck and stand their ground to protect the artifacts. The corporate hired hands were lined up behind the locals, their fingers on triggers even as they were doing their best to duck down lower. 

“Not guns for hire. Good to know. Fireball seems to have scared them. Hey, I know them!” Louie stood up straighter as he spotted Leira and Correk, their arms covered in fiery symbols as Leira unfurled another fireball sending it over the heads of the opposition, singeing the tops of their heads and leaving an acrid smell hanging in the air. Louie heard the whistle of the fireball as it sped off, further into the desert and landed in the sand. “Smart. No way those goons know fireballs magically seek out their intended target. She’s aiming to scare. I like it.”

The men weren’t completely backing down, holding their position in front of the dig. Louie saw his chance and half ran, half slid down the other side of the dune, coming around the far right side of the dig behind the humans. A few of the locals running away passed him as he got closer to the mine. He slid in next to the armed gunmen, smiling at a beefy man with a shaved head. “Hey, how you doing? Modern warfare. A bitch, am I right?” 

The man stared at him, looking down at his gun as if he was wondering where to point it. Louie patted him on the back like they were old friends, and scrambled toward the entrance of the mine, throwing himself in, feet first. He grabbed onto a rope dangling down the center and shimmied down further, wielding his wand as he went, lighting his way. He glanced down at his watch. One hour to go. Move it!

He landed hard on the floor of the shaft, and felt the jar in the side of his ribs, still sore from his adventure capturing the sword. He moved his wand around the tight cavern and found three narrow tunnels all going in different directions. “Eeny meeny miney mo. That one it is.” He crawled head first into the tunnel, bent over and moving as fast as he could, his wand held out in front of him to illuminate the darkness.

He came to a larger opening and found abandoned pick axes and buckets. No artifacts.

“Fuck!” He turned around and scrambled, dirt falling on his head as he made his way back to the main entrance. He pressed his lips together to keep out as much dirt as possible, squinting his eyes as he fell out of the passageway, back into the larger room. 

“I guess it was miney.”

He crouched down as he did his best to run, banging his head on a rock as he went, finally coming to a wider room. Nothing.

“Son of a bitch! What is with my luck today?” He felt the top of his head where a lump was already forming. 

He made his way back, listening for anyone else coming down in the mine as the dirt clung to the sweat all over his body. “Last hole.”

It was even narrower and not shored up yet. In one place he had to get down on his belly and pull his way through for a few yards, snaking his way to the right. At last he got to the chamber and held the wand out, immediately getting a twinkle reflecting back at him. He smiled in the inky darkness, dirt covering his face as he looked at the crowded room.

“All of it interesting, not all of it magical.” Quickly, he ran his hand over each object searching for the one that would give him a jolt back. His finger caught on something sharp as he recoiled from the pain, licking his finger and getting a mouthful of dirt and sweat. “No time,” he muttered as he put his wand in the other hand and kept searching, flipping over embellished metal plates and carved wooden boxes. “You’re in here somewhere.”

He reached for a platter as his hand brushed against something in the shadows, jolting his hand up into the air with a loud sizzle. 

“Aha! Come to Daddy.” He put out his hand cautiously and took a deep breath as he made contact with the object. His hand vibrated making a hollow thumping noise against something. He held on, gently pulling out the artifact and held it up, shining the light from the tip of his wand on it.

“A drum, okay. I suppose that makes sense.” He could feel the hum of the energy, recognizing light from dark. “Not dark magic. First good win today. I’ll take it! Now, how do I get this mother out of here. He turned around, holding on to the vibrating drum, his teeth shaking and pushed it into the hole, climbing in after it. It barely fit. He gently shoved as he crawled, still listening for anyone coming in to join him. As he got to the main room, finally holding the drum to his chest, feeling the vibration go straight through him, he saw faces of the humans appearing at the top of the hole.

“Hey there! How’s it going?” 

A gun appeared over the edge as Louie stepped back into the shadows, dousing the wand. “Fuck me,” he said through clenched teeth. “One thing I don’t like doing…” There was no time left to meet Zyno and no easy way out of the hole. He could tell from the vibration the artifact was a valuable one. He wasn’t giving it up. “Probably kill me anyway out of spite, sons of bitches.”

He put the drum down in front of him and formed a light ball, whispering a spell into it as it slowly grew larger, opening a portal. Louie’s face was strained as he wiped the sweat from his face, leaving a streak of dirt. He looked through the portal at the sandy beach near the ocean and could see the floating city of Rodania far off in the sky. “Zyno is gonna be pissed he didn’t get the second half of his money.” 

He looked around at the edges of the portal, making sure as he cautiously stepped through, just as Leira and Correk lowered themselves into the chamber.

“Louie!” Leira jumped the rest of the way, rolling toward the portal. There wasn’t enough time to draw up magic and be sure she could keep it to low levels. Should go with good old-fashioned police training. 

Louie looked up as he leaned over and grabbed the drum, dragging it into Oriceran. “Our side won? Good for you! Nice to see you again, Leira. What’s his name, nice to see you too,” he said, waving at Correk, as the portal started to close. Correk lunged at the opening to grab the drum just as the portal closed, completely filling the room with sparks, temporarily lighting the chamber throwing shadows on the walls.

Leira shook her head. “He’s starting to get on my nerves.”

“Starting?” Correk looked around. “This must be thousands of years old. I’ll bet someone put the artifact here just as the gates closed the last time.”

“Did you recognize where he exited?”

“That was seaside near the Land of Terran. I’m guessing he didn’t mean to go that far north but was grateful for the port in the storm.”

“I’ll break the news to the general once we’re back in Austin. We don’t follow Lucky Louie just yet. That could take days and we have another problem to deal with.”

“The hybrid bugs.”

“That’s one way of describing them. Come on, can you get us out of this place before the people above regroup and just shoot down into this place? This place is rank.”

“Way ahead of you.” Correk formed a ball of light, letting it grow as he sang into it and a portal opened into the forests of Oriceran. Leira and Correk stepped through as they heard the rumble of heavy machinery overhead. 

“They brought a lot of back up. Boy, are they going to be disappointed.” Leira breathed in the cooler air and stood still for a moment as the breeze rifled her hair. “Much better.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




“I want to make a stop before we head back to Earth. I think we need more information and while we’re here…” A trail of tiny grey mice skittered by Correk’s foot, sliding down into a hole.

“You want to see Perrom? Nana told me all about him when I was laid up with a broken leg. It’s a good idea.”

Correk brushed aside large leaves stretching three feet across, holding them back for Leira as they made their way to the edge of the forest. “I haven’t asked you about what it was like for you.” He looked back at Leira who gave him her dead fish look. “So, not a talk about our feelings day.”

“I’m kind of full up on that for now. It was alright. The cast itched and I didn’t like laying still. Mom may say I was more of a pain in the ass than I think I was. Estelle was great.” Leira ran a few steps ahead of Correk, wanting to stretch her legs. Just the memory of being broken… “She brought me food and beer and played cards with me. Mom tried to shoo her away a few times because of the cigarette smoke. You know, I’ve never seen her without one in her mouth. I’m not sure I’ve even seen her light one. You wonder how she sleeps at night.”

“I wonder how she breathes.”

“Her super power. It didn’t work anyway. Estelle doesn’t really take orders from anyone and there were a few years there where she was the only kind of mom I knew. Estelle doesn’t really share well either.” Leira slowed down to watch a large elephant move through the forest followed by a small baby. The elephant lifted his trunk and let out a blare.

“You don’t see that every day,” she whispered.

“The Gardener of the Dark Forest must be rescuing more animals these days. He has herds of different kinds of animals safely tucked away in this vast forest.”

“And no one hunts them?”

“Some have tried, all have failed. Some never returned. There’s stories of magical beings turning to stone statues, I don’t know.”

“That’s intense.” Leira watched the tall grasses sway toward them as they talked, gently rolling in the other direction as a high-pitched trumpet from the baby elephant sounded in the distance.

“There are stories about the Gardener but most believe he doesn’t really exist. Of course, most would never set foot too far inside the Dark Forest. There are plenty of creatures born on Oriceran that can tear you apart or poison you in a hundred different ways or turn you inside out even.”

Leira ran ahead and turned around and waited. “But not you, you go through here like it’s home to you.”

“Apparently not you either. You have this internal combustion that has to keep going forward.”

“That’s a nice way to say I act before I think. Not true you know. I’d make a piss poor detective if that was true. I make calculations. Hagan would have dropped my ass by now if that wasn’t the case. Keeping a rash partner is a death wish.”

Correk gave a half smile. “I would never say you do anything rashly.”

Leira ran past a row of large, leafy bushes, running her hand along the sides as a flock of colorful birds rose all at once, flapping their wings and letting out loud squawks. Leira laughed and looked back at Correk. “The forest is really alive today.”

“It’s like this all the time. It’s heaven on Oriceran, even if most don’t know it.”

“Why aren’t you afraid of coming so far into the forest?”

“I grew up knowing a lot of Wood Elves, Perrom in particular. We used to play in these woods. He knows every square inch and taught me. There’s nothing to be afraid of if you know your way around but part of its magic is how few beings cross into the forest.”

“I thought there were dangers in here.”

They came to where the floating castle was just visible above the tree line in the distance. “There are dangerous areas. Plenty of them and Perrom and I only went into those when we were younger and way too curious about them. I’ll have to tell you about some of those adventures sometime over pizza and beer.”

“At Home Slice and invite Mom and Don and Nana.”

“If you wish. Watch where you’re going, there’s a root…”

Correk stopped in mid-sentence as Leira floated over a tall root behind her, easily landing on the other side. 

“You didn’t even see that coming,” he said, softly. He narrowed his eyes, wondering. 

“Not sure what just happened.” Leira felt the light-headedness again but said nothing about it.

“The magic of Oriceran, I guess. This is as far as we need to go. If Perrom is around he’ll know we’re here. He always does. Something about being raised in the Dark Forest.”

“He was raised in the forest?”

“He lived in a cabin. He’s not feral. He had a roof over his head, but yes.”

“I’m sure there’s another good story in there, too. So much to learn. Earth is not nearly as interesting.”

“I’d disagree. I’ve seen a Texas sunset across an open prairie and Lake Michigan in the winter.”

“We have some places like this but not as many left anymore and there’s the lands underneath the kemanas. I’ve only seen one of those. You may be right but have you looked at this place?”

“We should take another road trip. A real one this time to your Grand Canyon.”

“Fill the trunk with Cheetos and red licorice and take off.” Leira saw trolls scampering over and under nearby tree roots and she instinctively pulled her hands in by her chest. One is enough for a lifetime. Correk noticed and let out a laugh.  

“How long do we wait?” Leira made a face at him and looked around, sensing a presence nearby. Her arms lit up easily, the symbols burning brightly as her eyes glowed. It was so easy on Oriceran. “He’s here, isn’t he. Someone is.” Correk noticed something different about the symbols but before he could look closer they faded. The cosmos were sending Leira another message, effortlessly and without her bidding. What is happening to her?

Perrom stepped out from the shadows, his body a mosaic of the different plants behind him. The pupils of his eyes moved around in every direction taking in the territory. All at once, every pupil turned to focus on Leira, a curious look on Perrom’s face as the scales along his cheek flipped back and forth.

“What are you, Light Elf?” He wasn’t even looking at Correk.

“Nice greeting, Perrom. Not even a hello.” Correk noticed his friend’s concern but smiled anyway, wondering what he had noticed. 

Perrom dropped the scowl and looked over at Correk. “You look well and you brought a friend.”

“This is Leira Berens, the woman I told you about and yes, she’s a Light Elf.”

Perrom hesitated like he wanted to say something but stopped himself. He put out his hand to Leira and she took it, feeling the scales of his skin twitching under her grasp. They were surprisingly soft and pliable, not at all what she expected. 

“Feel like a cosmic road trip?” Leira gave him a crooked smile. “There’s something we could use your help with.”

The pupils of his eyes slid around, searching her face. Correk noticed her arms lighting up, spelling out something in symbols he had never seen before except in books from the royal library. Only to flip over again before fading away, only to light up again. Ancient runes. What? He looked at Leira but she seemed unconcerned as if she was unaware of the messages.

“Will you come back with us? A short trip to make a point and at least slow them down. Something strange is happening.” Leira pulled out of her pocket one of the engineered bugs they had seen in Iowa holding it out for Perrom to see.

His eyes widened and he took it from Leira, examining it closely. “I’ll come with you,” he said, suddenly, anger in his voice. “But I need to see someone first.”

“We don’t have a lot of time,” said Leira.

But Perrom was already moving deeper into the forest as he pulled a curved wooden horn out of his bag, blowing into it and sending out a call. Birds fluttered out of nearby trees and a monkey swung overhead, screeching.

“I knew somebody would eventually go all Lord of the Rings. Is the hobbit army going to come running?” Leira kept up, following him closely. The symbols lit up again, slowly fading back down.

Correk watched as he followed behind them. “He’s calling his father, the Gardener of the Dark Forest. He’s letting him know they need to meet.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Perrom came to a clearing in the woods and blew the horn again. There was a distant rustling in the trees and Leira was sure she heard a low growl as something heavy padded its way at a gallop in their direction. Out of the dense forest a lion burst through into the clearing. Antlers towered above his large head, spreading out in both directions. Atop the lion was a Wood Elf with long, dark dreadlocks and earrings decorated both ears all the way up the sides. Vines were woven into his hair that moved and writhed, with blooms that opened and shut. A silvery hamster poked its head out from one of its pockets and saw Leira, ducking back inside. 

Leira’s eyes widened at the sight of the lion but she stayed her ground even though his head was at her eye level and his large yellow eyes looked toward her as he curled his lip. Not as bad as a dark mist but maybe worse than a felon with a gun. Nice kitty. Like Santa got his wires crossed trying to make a better flying reindeer.

The Gardener’s pupils darted around the deepening forest, looking for any other eyes that might be watching them, scanning the skies. A lone harpy flew overhead, crying out but kept flying looking for something easier to capture and eat.

“I have something to show you.” Perrom held out the altered insect for his father to see.

“No introductions? No, good to see you Dad?” Leira whispered to Correk, her eyebrows raised. Correk ignored her and watched the Gardener. He had only seen him a few times when he was younger and every time he was struck by his command of the forest.

The Gardener slid off the lion and put his hand firmly on the animal’s back. The lion huffed out a great breath and slowly lay down, letting out a low rumble. Leira could feel his hot breath where she stood and made herself stand firm. 

The Gardener stepped forward and looked at the bug, turning it over in Perrom’s hand. He looked up in surprise. “Where did you get this?”

“The humans have them on Earth,” Perrom said, gravely. “It appears you were right.”

“Someone has betrayed us. One of our own kind.” The Gardener let out a loud banshee yell, throwing his arms in the air, his hands balled into fists. The lion suddenly stood, his ears back, and he let out a roar in sympathy with the Gardener. The Gardener beat his chest with his fist, the scales along his chest flipping over to match the honey brown of the lion and back again.

“He is losing his shit. This is over a bug?” Leira spoke softly, her jaw set. 

The Wood Elf’s irises all rapidly moved toward Leira, focusing on her, scowling. “Who is this? She’s from Earth! You brought a stranger into my forest.” His voice echoed among the trees. Leira could hear things rustling in nearby bushes, moving further away from them. The lion’s enormous head peered around the Gardener at Leira.

Leira felt the same thread of anger pulsing inside of her whenever a bully tried to prove his strength. Not a gun but this will have to do. She let the magic enter her feet, easily coming up from the rich Oriceran soil, lighting up the symbols along her arms and flashing up her neck. Wanna play rough? Let’s go.

Correk looked over at Leira and back at the Gardener.

“Do something about your guest.” Perrom stepped between his father and Leira.

Correk bristled and stood beside Leira, his fists clenched. “I’m not her handler. She makes her own decisions.”

Perrom looked from his friend to Leira and his expression softened. “We are all on the same side,” he said in a low voice, still standing in the middle. He turned to his father. “They don’t know the whole story. How bad this has gotten. We need them as allies if we’re going to stop this, you know that.” Don’t dig in your heels. Don’t insist on doing things your way. Don’t drive me away.

His father was still breathing hard but he held up his hand, calming the lion who lay back down, turning his head, rustling the leaves overhead with his antlers. “Why do you trust them?”

“Them?” Correk bristled, spitting out the word.

The Gardener took a step forward, holding himself up straighter.

“This is why they’ve gotten away with so much already! You trust no one!” Perrom shook with anger.

The Gardener eyed Correk. “Light Elves have been known to take what they want, trampling through these woods.”

“You’re stuck in another time. The treaty ended all that.” Correk said the words in a low, even tone out of respect for his friend but he was tense. Leira let the energy continue to flow through her making a perfect, endless loop, back into the ground as she waited for someone to make the first move toward friendship or foe. The symbols along her arms were turning over at a measured pace as if they were watching as well. The options were all open and Leira was willing to be patient. 

“This is bigger than we realized, isn’t it? Not just a few bugs or a few seeds. Something bigger is going on here.” Leira looked at him more carefully and saw the pain in his face. “Someone is threatening your kingdom.” She let the magic seep out of her veins and back into the ground. The symbols stopped turning and Correk looked over to read their last message. He looked up at Leira and put his hand on her shoulder. 

“We are here to help, Gardener,” he said, calmly. “Tell us what’s been happening and we’ll listen.”

The Gardener’s breathing had slowed and he tilted his head, narrowing his eyes as he raised his hand again and whistled a long, bending note. There was the sound of saplings breaking as a large beast moved through the brush. Leira’s eyes grew wider as a black rhino appeared from the north, coming to stand next to the Gardener. 

“Dear Lord…” Leira tried to hold in a gasp as she looked at the moving parts that made up the midsection of the rhino. 

“Someone is stealing the animals of the Dark Forest and experimenting on them. They’re trying to combine magic and engineering to create something new.”

Correk shook his head. “Experimenting here on Oriceran?” The shock registered on his face as he watched the beast move and the computerized parts of the animal respond. “Not Rhazdon, surely…”

“No, not Rhazdon. Technology was never of interest to her. Someone with a more modern way of looking at things. Someone who we think is looking to the future and wants to get ready…”

“For the gates opening.” The words spilled out of Leira’s mouth and she knew it was true. “Are those parts made from artifacts?”

Perrom’s eyebrows went up in surprise and he looked at Leira and Correk but nodded his head.

Leira kept looking at the rhinoceros doing her best not to imagine the future. “To what end?”

“Humans want to push the limits of technology mixed with magic to see what kind of life is sustainable and for how long. They’re willing to pay almost any price and share the most interesting new inventions.” The Gardener was spitting out the words.

Leira’s old training as a detective kicked in and she saw the pieces starting to fit together. “Human beings want in on the benefits of magic but they don’t have the right DNA. But they do have technology and are hunting artifacts…”

Correk interrupted, filling in the other pieces. “Oricerans want the technology to use after the magic is drained from our planet to Earth.”

“Is that what happened the last time? That can’t be true.” I’m missing something. Leira put her hands on her hips, still keeping an eye on the two large animals only a few yards from her. “This is one of my weirder days lately and that’s saying something. I’ve become Alice and I’m trying to fight an unseen Queen of Hearts.” Leira looked up, the answers coming to her. “That’s it. This is about control, even now. Where are these experiments happening? It’s on Earth, isn’t it? Or you’d hunt them down yourself.” 

The Gardener grimaced. “Yes, whoever is helping them from our own kind has guided them well. They are on Earth, where it’s harder to search for them.”

“The artifacts race, some of it is to power these experiments.” The rhino snorted and pawed the ground. “Is he in pain?”

The Gardener ran his hand along the rhino’s back, stopping just short of the cold mechanics. “No, I’ve made sure of that. Magic keeps him sustained but there have been others that I’ve had to put down out of compassion. They have been using animals from Earth but I’ve managed to stop some of their raids on their planet and this one. Still, they get through and steal mostly seed pods from Oriceran.” 

The vines curled up around his dreadlocks pulling them back and working them into a loose braid. “I’ve rescued what I can but it’s not much. This all started with the insects. I’m afraid it was Wood Elves who came up with that idea. They saw it as harmless equipping cicadas with small bits of electronics they got at the Dark Market. They infused the parts with magic but in such small amounts. That was nearly impossible to put a stop to but I tried in vain.”

“My mother was sick and took up most of his attention and time.” Perrom’s voice caught and his eyes glistened.

“But then they made the deals for the seeds and let me guess, some of the insects got mixed up with the trade. A human being saw them and wanted to know more.” Leira made herself look up at the rhino as he turned his large head, looking directly at her with deep grey eyes and long eyelashes.

“We need to shut this down.”

“That is easier said than done. We haven’t been able to figure out who’s doing it or where their labs are or we would have destroyed them already.”

“Not destroy, bring to justice.” Leira held up her hand to stop the Gardener. “It has to be that way. Our planets are growing closer to the day when the gates start to open and we will all be mingling like one big dysfunctional magical family. If we don’t figure out a system of law, of checks and balances then this turns into mayhem pretty fast. It doesn’t take long for dystopia to show up when revenge is on the table.”

“There aren’t laws to cover this,” said Correk.

“Then we create them. We set a precedent. Bottom line is we figure it out instead of blowing up shit. It’s not the only response. Granted, it’s sometimes a favorite of mine but not a first choice. But first things first.”

Perrom looked at Correk.

“She grows on you, trust me.” 

Leira ignored them and looked directly at the Gardener. “We still don’t have the whole picture. It would be far too easy to step wrong without all the facts. You need our help, surely you can see that. You’ve tried to do this on your own and it’s only grown worse and more entrenched. But together we can build a bridge between these two worlds and see if it’s possible to do the right thing instead of slash and burn.”

The Gardener of the Dark Forest rubbed the soft ear of the rhinoceros as the animal twitched. Against the backdrop of the hum of life within the forest there was another, steadier hum of the computer parts at work inside of the rhino. The Gardener was tired and he knew it, drained from the effort of trying to protect his sanctuary. Mythology was no longer enough to keep out intruders. “Where do we start?”

“Wait, what?” Perrom whipped his head around. “I’ve been asking you the same thing for months!”

The Gardener looked wearily at his son. “You want revenge and that has no ending to it. As long as there were two sides, someone would have been willing to pick up the sword or a wand and carry on the fight. If this Eden is to be protected, we need peace. But I don’t know how to do that on such a large scale.”

“First, we cut off their supplies as much as possible. Tends to bring the rats to the surface. That means rounding up the damn artifacts and cutting off the chain of seeds to Earth. Then we see what surfaces. The harder we choke them the more desperate their moves will become and then they’ll finally make a mistake.” Leira pounded her fist into her palm.

“That will take an army,” said Perrom.

“Fortunately, I’ve got one already. I work for them. And if the other world finds out about what they’re doing, maybe, just maybe they’ll rally behind us. That one can be kind of tricky with humans sometimes. But sometimes, at just the right moment they surprise you and then anything is possible. You’ll see.” Leira took Perrom’s arm feeling the silky scales beneath her fingers rippling at her touch. “Will you come with us? We need your help on Earth.”

“I will if you’ll help me with a project of my own.” Perrom looked at his father. “It’s time, we’ve talked about it.” 

The Gardener nodded sadly, “Go ahead, the survival of the project will depend on what we decide to do here. They should know.”

“We’ve started returning some of what we’ve protected and sheltered here on Oriceran, to Earth. To create a new sanctuary and for a while it has been a great success.”

“But now it’s threatened,” said Correk. He looked up to see a flock of snow geese overhead in a V formation. 

“We wanted to get ready for the opening of the gates as well. If the prophesies are right and Oriceran is coming to an end…”

“Wait, what? To an end?” Leira looked from one person to another, concerned. “Like Krypton gone?”

“That’s one theory,” said Correk, sourly. “Not everyone believes that’s what will happen when the gates open.”

“But if there’s a chance that it’s true, we wanted to be prepared. And if it isn’t, we helped replenish the Earth. Two sanctuaries. There was no down side.” The vines released the ponytail and let the Gardener’s dreadlocks spread out over his shoulders, opening small, trumpeted white and violet blooms.

“It all seems connected at the root. Something put this entire thing in motion. We’re not seeing it, but we will. Pull that string and soon and we may be able to pull it all down,” said Correk.

“Take us to it. This second sanctuary. Use a portal and show us what we’re protecting. It makes it a lot easier to protect something when I know where it is. Correk and I can find our way home from there.” I know we’re close to putting it all together. When in doubt, gather more information. Another Hagan rule.

The Gardener created a golden ball of light, holding it up and letting it grow, opening a portal. “The second one is in a place called Sabinal on land that stretches as far as the Dark Forest.”

Leira looked through the portal and let out a surprised laugh. “Sabinal, wait a minute. We can Uber home. That’s Texas.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Leira stepped through and found her feet on familiar territory, looking out over a vast ranch. “I’ve heard of this place. It’s the Five Star ranch and it stretches over three hundred thousand acres. Pretty standard size for one of these old ranches. It even goes into the hill country.” She turned in a circle looking at the distant horizon. A familiar sense of calm came over her whenever she knew she was on Texas soil. It’s easier to breathe.

In the far distance she saw the outline of a herd of elephants running from the shelter of trees slowly toward a lake. She shaded her eyes with her hand, squinting to get a better look. Even from a distance she could feel the ground shake under her feet.

“Not something you see every day in Texas,” she murmured, awed at the sight.

The Gardener held up his hand and told the large lion to stay as he stepped through the opening from Oriceran. The lion roared but stayed where he was as the rhino turned to go back, shuffling deeper into the forest. Leira couldn’t get the sight of what was done to the rhinoceros out of her mind. Correk and Perrom stepped through and took a look around. Perrom’s scales flipped over to a sandy brown and gold, matching the waving tall grasses.

 The portal snapped shut with a pop as sparks sprayed everywhere, sizzling as they rained down.

“Welcome to the Two Moons Sanctuary. The outside world still knows this place as the Five Star ranch. We thought it best if we kept as low a profile as possible. We are registered as a private animal sanctuary.” The Gardener stood with his feet apart and his hands on his hips looking over the veranda. The scales on his skin gradually melded together into a smooth cocoa color and the pupils in each eye shifted together till there were only two. The vines in his hair pulled back into the recesses of his dreadlocks and a tit mouse scampered down the Gardener’s neck to his arm, running to his hand. The Gardener placed him in a pocket on his vest.

He whistled and a pack of coyotes came over the crest of a hill, running straight to him.

“Second time today I’ve had to trust that I’m not about to get mauled.” Leira watched, wide-eyed as the coyotes came and settled down at the Gardener’s feet. 

“Dad has always been able to communicate with any living being, plant or animal. Beings that think for themselves override it with their will and can’t hear him. But even here on Earth he’s able to draw a low-level amount of magic and give them a sense of trust.”

“A real-life Dr. Doolittle but more earthy.” And older guy sexy. Like a black version of Aquaman on land. Okay, Berens, head in the game.

“There’s a perimeter I created around the ranch that the animals can sense is there and they stop, keeping them away from prying eyes.”

“Texas is known for wide-open views visible from the air. People would know what you’re doing here and talk…”

“Like I said, we’ve been transplanting animals, birds and plants. Come, I’ll show you.” Perrom let the scales on his skin meld into the same brown skin as his father, his eyes taking on a more human look as he trudged up the grassy plain to the crest of a hill. The others joined him, standing in a line at the top.

In the distance was the edge of a familiar forest. “Another Dark Forest…well, fuck me. You transplanted full grown old growth trees. That is another wonder of the world,” Leira whispered. She started walking toward the forest, looking back to see if the Gardener was protesting but he was calmly following her, with Correk and Perrom behind him. 

“That must remain a secret for as long as possible,” warned the Gardener. “There are more animals we need to protect that need a colder climate. Animals from Earth and Oriceran. There are plans to open another sanctuary somewhere frozen and another in the middle of the sea. Once magic begins to return places like this will be easier to protect but we are a generation away from that still.”

“My grandmother used to mention this ranch.” The wind was blowing through Leira’s hair as she walked faster, wanting to get closer to the first trees. Those are full grown oak trees…

“Who is your grandmother?”

“Mara Berens, she’s…” Leira watched the Gardener and saw it was his turn to be surprised.

“I should have noted the resemblance. Your grandmother is a trusted friend of the family. She was the Elf who recommended this ranch in the first place. But she stopped coming by the sanctuary years ago.”

“About four years ago? She was trapped in the world in between. Correk and a lot of others helped me to bust her out.” Leira didn’t even look back as she spoke to see the Gardener’s surprise. She was being drawn to what she was seeing as she got closer. The forest was still over a mile away but Leira could see even from the distance that there was movement among the trees and birds flying over the tall treetops. A heron took flight and headed in the direction of the lake and the elephants.

“That’s even possible?” Perrom looked at his friend in surprise.

“Only under the right circumstances with a lot of help,” said Correk, shaking his head. “It’s not something I think we can replicate.”

It was there for a moment. Leira wondered again what Correk still wasn’t telling her. But it passed and she turned back to see the elephants in the distance moving across the prairie, trumpeting with their horns. A feeling of freedom spread through her.

Leira suddenly took off at a run, slowly at first, sprinting toward the forest, building toward a run, grateful to feel her legs strong and healthy beneath her. The wind blew into her face bringing tears to her eyes and it wasn’t until she reached the first line of trees and smacked the bark of a giant tree with a large knot in the center and branches that spread out in a wide canopy. “That’s an oak tree, I was right.” She ran her hands over the deep ridges, being careful not to stand on the large roots. “This looks like five or six trees fused together.”

“Very observant. That is a white oak to be exact,” said the Gardener, catching up to Leira. “Over there are elm trees. Very hard to find in North America anymore and we’ve gone to great lengths to protect them from disease.”

Leira looked up in surprise, her mouth open. “I just saw a monkey! That was a fucking monkey swinging through the trees.” She turned and looked at Correk in wonder. “This is Texas, right? I could swear this is Texas.”

The Gardener nodded his head as Correk crossed his arms and watched Leira, amused.

A herd of dama gazelles ran past, startling Leira for a moment. They looked like goats with longer necks and curved horns. 

“Do you keep the predators from going after the smaller animals?”

“No, I have my limits to interfering with nature. When left to its own devices, the natural environment works things out. Tinkering usually leads to chaos.” The Gardener walked deeper into the forest. “Well, come on. You wanted a tour, didn’t you?”

Leira grabbed Correk’s arm, excited. 

“We should bring Yumfuck. Let him play here.”

“An enormous troll park. He would love it.”

“You are bonded with a troll. Bring him for a visit. There are some of his kind deep within this forest. But do not bring any sentient beings. No humans, no other Elves, no one. We cannot be sure who is betraying us.”

Leira was reminded of why they were there and an anger rose up inside of her. Someone is after these animals for their own gain.

The deeper they got into the forest, the more the light dimmed under the layers of canopy overhead. Large ferns grew along the forest floor and soft, squishy moss spread out over the ground. It looked like green rolling water, creeping up the sides of trees.

Leira moved closer to Correk in the growing darkness and whispered. “We are so far into the woods I’m sorry we didn’t leave a trail of Jujubes to find our way out. Nothing would try to eat those and live to speak again. Have you tried one of those? Four out of five dentists put their card in the box when you buy them.”

“Yes, I’ve tried the things. Felt like it was ripping out my teeth. I finally had to peel them out. The troll, of course had no problem swallowing them whole. How is a normal being supposed to eat them?”

“My point exactly, you’re not. I think they’re meant to be like wax fruit and someone got carried away.”

“Wax fruit?”

“Long story. I’m not getting a signal. We can’t even see the sky. Maybe my phone’s GPS will work. 

“You forget you are magical at the most curious times. This place is overwhelming but you can sense your way out of here. Take it all in and notice what’s happening.”

“You sound like Turner again.” Leira let go of thinking about a case or the troll or Eireka or Mara and became more present, taking in the details around her. That’s curious. Her attention wandered to a rabbit with long fur only on its ears, eating a mouse. Hard to tell who’s the predator and who’s the prey in these parts. Good to know. Ecobalance is shifting. The Gardener really doesn’t play favorites. Okay, Berens, focus. There it is. There was a growing low vibration under her feet. She knew at once what it was. “A kemana.”

“There you go. We are near a kemana that’s not on any map in Oriceran. I suspect your grandmother knew about it and told the Gardener.”

“Nana is a regular Jane Bond when it comes to keeping secrets and sleuthing out things. I come by this detective work honestly. Mom is better at finding a bargain even before the internet kicked in. Used to go on trips with her down back alleys to warehouses and voila, there would be beautiful used furniture at a steal. Guess that was her magic kicking in but how do you sense a good sale?”

“That’s the first time I’ve heard you tell a story about growing up with your mother. You don’t do that a lot.”

“I filed them all away so well it’s taking me some time to bring them back out. Look! A goddamn orangutan! How is that possible? Should we be whispering? Something in here is bound to see us as prey.”

The vibration grew stronger and steady under Leira’s feet and the growth grew denser as they got to a tall pile of boulders deep in the forest. Carved in the side were three symbols. The infinity symbol, a large S and a pattern of four diamonds. 

“Another underground city. I know this one. The infinity symbol opens sesame.”

The Gardener put out his arm to stop Leira. “That one will get you killed with a billion joules of energy.”

Correk scowled and whispered to Leira. “Remember, I told you every set of symbols is different. You need a guide when you first enter or at least a map. There is still a lot for you to learn.”

Leira ignored the reprimand from Correk. “A billion… seems like overkill.”

“A lightning strike.” The Gardener put his hand over the carving of a hand as the air around them grew colder and rays of light shot out from the stones in front of them. A rock in the center slid away, creating an entrance and revealing stone steps winding down into the ground. Lavender crystals jutted out from the interior walls, lighting the way with a soft purple glow. “The diamonds were your grandmother’s idea. She has an odd sense of humor.” 

“Nana has a fondness for poker.”

The Gardener smiled as he let his skin flow back into scales and the vines reemerged on his head. The titmouse ran out of his pocket and back to the safety of the dreadlocks.

“It’s just like Hilldale.” Leira peered down into the depths. 

“It’s connected to a far side of Hilldale by a road that we have kept hidden to everyone except those who we trust to help us with the care of this sanctuary. The kemana helps us to have enough energy to create a low-level glamour over the entire ranch. Just enough to make people bored with the idea of ever venturing onto the property.”

Leira felt the energy swirling around her feet with the chilled air. The more she used magic, the more it was right there, beckoning her to connect with it. Leira’s phone buzzed in her pocket, startling her and she quickly pulled it out. She saw the general was trying to call her and had already tried a few times. “Hello, yes sir. I was out of satellite range. I didn’t see your messages. I can do that. I’ll pick up Hagan on the way. Not a problem.” Leira hung up the phone. “Duty calls. I need to get myself to Austin as quickly as possible, which is about two hours due northeast of here.” She gave Correk a hard look. 

“Not going to make this a habit,” he said, already forming a ball of light. “Perrom will you make the return visit with us?”

His friend nodded and waited for the portal to open. “I said I would help.” He was holding the glamour, letting his skin stay smooth.

“Can we come back again and go down into the town below?” Leira looked at the Gardener expectantly as the portal opened and Perrom stepped through back to Oriceran. 

“You are Mara’s granddaughter. You are welcome anytime if you bring her by for a visit.” The Gardener stepped through as Leira and Correk followed. Leira turned back to watch the large rock slide back into place, hiding the underground world. The portal closed with a shower of sparks and Correk hesitated, letting the air clear before he created another ball of light. “Not the best idea in the world to be doing this.”

“You said that. One Mississippi, two Mississippi…”

The Gardener gave out a loud whistle and there was a crashing in the forest as the lion made his way back by the Gardener’s side. The Gardener climbed atop the lion, holding on to the mane. “Take care of the Two Moons. Find out who’s causing all this mayhem and let me know.” The Gardener was looking directly at his son.

That’s not going to be good for anyone. “Let’s get going. That was fifteen Mississippis, more than enough.”

“A foolproof system, I’m sure.” Correk formed a light ball, opening a portal as the three stepped through to Leira’s living room. The troll looked up, surprised to see Perrom with them and stood up, opening his arms wide. “Welcome home motherfuckers!” He chirped and let out a loud belch, swallowing hard as he licked his lips. “Taste it twice!”

He was surrounded by oversized bags of Cheetos and Doritos that were all empty. Correk looked at the troll and back at Perrom, hissing in a low voice. “Those were mine…”

Leira gave a crooked smile as she went to the lockbox in her bedroom and got her gun. She passed by Correk and whispered, “You know it’s an addiction when you want to hide it from your friends.”

Correk scowled and looked up at Perrom. “They’re unbelievable. One of the better things about being here. You’ll see.”

“Play nice everyone. I’ll be back as soon as I can. There’s something afoot at the Driskill Hotel. I shouldn’t be gone too long.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




 “Tell me this again. Getting ahead in the artifacts race won’t just stop others from stockpiling energy it may save an animal sanctuary. Do I have that right?” Leira and Hagan were sitting in Guero’s Taco Bar on South Congress near the ten-foot white guitar painted in splashes of red and blue. The Tailgators were setting up to play. “Is there anywhere in Austin that doesn’t have music?”

Leira bit into a taco and shook her head, swallowing. “Even the laundromats have a little stage tucked in a corner. Some even sell beer.”

“Slow down, we’re not on call anymore. You’ll give yourself heartburn. Magical shenanigans are on pause for five minutes. That was quick thinking you had back at the Driskill.”

“That’s only temporary. I couldn’t very well tell them we may have created a thinner veil between this world and the world in between. The ghost stories there have really picked up. Blaming it on the plumbing won’t work for long.”

“Not an easy fix to that one.”

“No, there is not and we have bigger problems. All the big players on this world seem to know about magic. Every side has their own agenda and it’s some pretty serious shit. The Silver Griffins must be on high alert, twenty-four seven.”

Hagan held up his hand counting off the different groups vying for artifacts, or seeds, or animals. “You have the different governments on this planet. It is just this planet, right?”

“Far as I know. Other side has magic. They want technology.”

“We’re part of the government groups. Then there’s the different corporations from different parts of the world, and some of those have joined forces with each other. Have to figure that some of them will do a little back channel dealing and cheat each other out of something, so that’ll probably shift. Then, there’s the… what’d you call them… scavengers? In the good old days at the precinct we called those thieves. Much easier. Those are from Oriceran.”

“You’re right on track. There aren’t many scavengers. Not many good ones anyway. It’s only one that I can think of who’s good enough to get there ahead of us.” Leira bit down hard on a taco just thinking about being inches from the drum as the portal closed on Louie’s smiling face.

“What did that taco do to you? Okay, those are the players we know of but that doesn’t mean we’ve seen them all, or does it?”

“I’d say no, it doesn’t and only because so much is at stake. But I can’t get over the feeling that somehow all of it is connected. Don’t know if it’s a person or a goal.”

“Let’s put that aside for now and look at this thing like two old detectives. At least one of us qualifies for that distinction.” Hagan sat forward, pushing his tie down in front of him and brushing away the bits of shredded lettuce on the table. He took a quick sip of his coffee and put his hands on the table. “Way I see this is we go at it from the angle of what the thieves want. All of them. And we cut off their supply.”

“Had the same thought.” Leira held up her hand for the waitress.

“I miss those days,” Hagan said, wistfully. “Eat what you want, burn it all off. Now, I settle for living vicariously through you.”

“You still eat as much as I do.”

“True. It’s my boyish figure I miss. Managed to lose a few pounds walking with Rose every night I can. That doesn’t even feel like exercise.”

Leira gave a crooked smile and looked at her old partner. “You’re a good guy, Hagan.”

“Don’t start with the emotional crap. We’ve managed to have a very nice thing going here for years now. Back yourself up and eat your taco. Magic has given you a soft chewy middle.”

“You’re comparing me to a Tootsie Pop.”

The waitress came up, her pad already out. “What’ll it be? The usual?”

Hagan looked at Leira. “Been short order cheating on me?”

“I do occasionally get really nice fast food without you.” Leira looked up at the waitress and smiled. 

“Doesn’t hurt my feelings honey. Food is good, don’t need to get you to agree with me. Speak up, day is moving along!”

“Four more tacos, all beef, cheddar on two, feta on the others, hot salsa on the feta.” Leira wiped her mouth with a small paper napkin.

“The usual plus two regulars. You got it!” The waitress was gone, off to give another table water.

“Two of those are for you. While we can, we should just enjoy the moment and sit here and eat at a table like real people.” Leira shook hot sauce on the last bite.

“Way I see it, a lot of this is a human problem. Greed. We look at what they’re after and do a cost benefit analysis. What’s easiest to get to and then head there first. Just so happens, I’ve been tinkering around with just that. Turns out I may have a knack for this world domination business.” Hagan pulled out his iPad and opened an Excel spreadsheet. 

“Okay, I’m a little impressed.”

Hagan looked up from the screen, an eyebrow cocked. “I’m with the online shit. I know my way around a Google doc. What? You’ve seen me fill out more than one report and we’ve been using those laptops in squad cars for years.”

“I also know you still have a landline and an AOL account. I know you can do it, I was thinking you had a thing about old school. I kind of expected you to pull out a notebook.”

“That’s not old school. It’s more like inertia. Well, some of it. I like having a landline. Always know where to find the phone. You drop a six-hundred-dollar phone just once in a gas station urinal and suddenly a twenty-dollar cordless looks pretty good.”

Leira made a face. “Good thing those tacos won’t be ready for another couple of minutes. And I’m going to spend that time thinking of anything else.”

“I got lucky. It landed on the urinal cake.”

“Define lucky for me.”

Hagan gave a shrug and put up his hands. “It didn’t get wet. Just a little damp on one side. Seemed like a win.”

“Suddenly I really want to talk about hunting bad guys and morphing animals into bio-robots. Remind me to never use your phone.”

“You should have seen some of the pay phones back in the day. Woof! Okay, look at this spreadsheet.” Hagan scooted his chair closer to Leira, showing her the screen. “These are all the players we know about and these are all the places on Earth that have something they want.”

“Kind of covers the globe, doesn’t it? Look how connected we all are.” Leira quickly scanned the chart, amazed.

“Here’s the cost of mounting a search, probability of finding a prize. Dammit.” Hagan jostled a bottle of sriracha sauce, tipping it over and leaving a dotted trail across his iPad. He dabbed it with a napkin and licked his finger, wiping away the rest.

Leira raised her eyebrows, giving her head a quick shake. “Don’t ever change.” She pointed at the screen. “I see you put the food chain in its own section.”

“Yeah, the crops are a little harder to calculate. Their supply line goes to Oriceran where things get dicey to calculate. We’d have to reverse the strategy for that one and cut off where they can sell it.”

“Finding something else they want and bargaining for it may work better.” Leira sat back. “We’re still missing something. I can feel it and it’s not magic talking. It’s that gut feeling from working with you. There’s a connection here.”

“I’m flattered. A win for the human side of things.”

“It’s going to take that kind of thinking to figure out the crime before it’s committed, which is what you’re talking about. Looking at the motivation doesn’t take magic. Takes reasoning. It’s a good idea.”

The waitress brought over their order and put the tacos with feta and hot sauce in front of Leira. 

“Nice seeing you again, honey. Bring in that tall drink of water with you again, will you?” The waitress gave her a wink as she turned to help another table.

“Correk’s Elven charm at work again. He makes an impression with the ladies, young and old.”

“Ordinary slobs like me don’t stand a chance.” Hagan let out a grunt and scrolled to another page.

“You, my friend, married up when you got Rose. There is no better.”

“Very true, I am a happy man for the rest of my days if that’s the only good thing that ever happens to me. Look, we can’t find the connection, yet. We may not be able to stop the import from Oriceran of seeds. Remember kudzu? That weed covers a good part of the South these days. Grows over anything in its way. Houses, cars, even very tall trees look like they’re wearing a kudzu blanket. Wasn’t always our problem until one day somehow a little seedling came over on a ship from Japan. Same thing, good or bad is bound to happen but on a global scale.”

“You may be right. It’s how to control everything so no one gets hurt and Oriceran isn’t plundered.”

“That takes us right around to the place that makes the most sense to start. It makes your friend and his new sanctuary on Earth the place with the biggest target on its back right now.” Hagan tapped his screen. “Predictable, low risk so far, and a payoff toward some bigger goal that has given me nightmares since you told me about it. If some old rich guys are out there trying to make themselves into Robocops so they can live forever…” Hagan gave off a shudder. “Enough to put me off my feed.”

“Longevity is my working theory but I’m not one hundred percent sold on it yet. Too many pieces of the puzzle are still missing.”

“In the meantime, when duty calls we chase down what the boss asks us to go after, which means artifacts. At some point, it would behoove us to share all of this with the general. Sooner rather than later.”

“The sanctuary on Earth belongs to the Gardener of the Dark Forest. Let’s hold off telling the world of its existence just yet. Doesn’t feel right.”

“Alright, I’m going to trust you on this one, kid. But, you’re assuming that the general doesn’t already know and that this won’t come back and bite us squarely on the ass.”

“I owe that much loyalty to Correk, too.”

“Fair enough, we do a little good old-fashioned detective work and find out who’s got their eye on the sanctuary. See where it leads. Maybe it’s not all connected.”

“Maybe…” 

“Come on, let’s roll by your place. I’ve never met a Wood Elf before and I have a little something for the short stack.” Hagan pulled out a small football with a string attached to it in a loop. “It’s really something to hang from a rearview mirror but the troll was asking me about football.”

“You making a new friend, Hagan?”

“I’m telling you, he grows on you when you’re not looking.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




Hagan stopped by Barfly’s after leaving Leira’s guest house. The troll had loved his new tiny football even if he did lick it at first to see if it was food.

Barfly’s was his favorite watering hole and home away from home. He walked up the steps under the long green awning, pausing at the doorway before turning left toward the bar. To the right there were old square wooden tables and round back chairs and at the far end of the room, two pool tables. He sat down at the bar, resting his feet against the faux wood paneling along the sides. Behind him was the wall with tin roofing all the way down the back covered in Heineken and Coors signs and one for Texas Kirin beer, along with chalk boards for specials and keeping track of pool games. 

There was a window set up at the end of the bar closest to the kitchen to take orders plastered over with large menus and notices about things going on around town. Almost every square inch was covered with something. 

The other side of the long, narrow room was exposed brick and overhead the same wood paneling matched the bar, creating the effect of a wooden box with neon ads for Rolling Rock and Bud Lite. 

There was nothing fancy about the place but the barbeque was some of the best around. It was the best kind of watering hole that only the locals had ever heard of and was just the way Hagan liked it. 

“Can I get a Bud in a bottle?” 

The wiry, tall bartender looked away from the football game on the ancient TV and silently pulled out a long-necked bottle from the cooler, opening it and placing it in front of Hagan without ever saying a word. He didn’t even need to make eye contact. No one ever made a point of seeing anything in Barfly’s. 

Hagan had been coming there since he became a homicide detective and had never told anyone about it, except Rose, of course. But she swore she’d take the secret to her grave. It was his one great secret in life and it gave him the chance to drink a beer in peace. Chasing after killers sometimes left Hagan with the need to unwind for an hour or two where he wouldn’t be disturbed. Hunting people who were intent on using magic to cause harm added another layer of stress. 

“Can I get a plate of barbeque and fries? Overcook the fries, will ya?” 

The bartender let out a grunt and gave a wave in Hagan’s direction to let him know he heard him, slowly wandering back toward the kitchen. His long, skinny brown ponytail was pulled back in an old green rubberband. Hagan heard the door open a few inches and swing shut again but when he looked over he didn’t see anything. “Texas wind should not be underestimated.” He took a long sip of his beer, letting the cold fizz pour down the back of his throat. First few sips are always the best.

The cat who lived in the bar let out a squeal and a hiss and jumped down off the ledge where it was sleeping, hurrying toward the back where it could hide under an old pleather couch. Hagan leaned back from his stool to get a better look but still didn’t see anything. He turned back toward the bar and leaned forward, resting his arms on the bar and took another sip as the stool next to him moved on its own, making a scratching noise against the floor.

Hagan slowly put the bottle of beer down, resting his hand on his gun wondering if that was a pointless exercise. Whatever it was, he was still going to take his shot. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered, as he heard a soft trill. The troll peeked out from the bottom of the bar, wearing his leather jacket and red cowboy boots. He easily climbed the legs of the stool, bounding onto the bar. “Fuck me,” said Hagan, shaking his head. “How did you find me? You should consider taking up tracking felons. Yumfuck, bounty hunter.”

The troll let out a cackle and sat down on the bar. “Evening motherfucker.”

“We’re all friends here. You can call me Hagan. Only people in handcuffs need to call me motherfucker.”

“Hagan it is,” chirped the troll.

“You little shit. I knew you could talk.”

“Oooooh, football.” The troll gazed up at the hazy picture on the TV.

“You really have a thing for football. We may make a tiny Texan out of you yet. Who you rooting for?”

“Cowboys, of course.” 

“Loyal, I like that.” Hagan smiled and held up his beer in a toast, taking a swig. “We’re on the thirty-yard line, first down with the ball and we’re ahead by nine. Not even done with the first half yet so this could go either way. Dak Prescott likes to run the ball but that’s a good way for a quarterback to get his bell rung by the defensive backs.”

The bartender came walking back carrying a platter toward Hagan and only hesitated for a moment when he saw the troll in his leather jacket and boots sitting on the bar. He put down the platter and got a fork and knife out from below the bar, putting them on a long napkin and stood back. There was a grease stain across his maroon Electric Light Orchestra sweatshirt. “You want another beer?”

Hagan looked up and saw the bartender was actually looking at him. Hagan held his gaze without looking at the troll. He was too tired and after all he had seen go down in the magical world, a small furry being in a little outfit didn’t seem like enough to get riled up about. “One more would be good.” He gave his best dead fish look as the bartender leaned down and got another beer from the cooler, never looking over at Yumfuck. 

As he wandered away, Hagan heard him mutter, “Seen just about everything. Gonna have to cut back to just drinking beer. I tell you, Austin is weird right down to its britches and drawers.” He stopped at the end of the bar and put a hand to his cheek, expertly spitting a brown stream of tobacco juice into a brass spittoon on the floor, leaning back against the back of the bar, going back to watching the game.

Hagan slid the platter closer to Yumfuck. “I’m not going to go through the usual drama with you and try to keep you out of the food. How about I share and you don’t roll around on my plate. Deal?”

The troll put up his tiny paw, smiling and Hagan shook it. “You want a fry? I like ‘em a little toasted. You’re just gonna have to live with that.” Hagan sprinkled vinegar over half the fries. “The plain ones can be yours and this half is mine.” He pulled the plate out of reach. “On one condition. You don’t breathe a word about this place to anyone. I want that on your honor as a troll. Not even Leira, your buddy.”

The troll stood up and held up three fingers in the Boy Scout salute, solemnly nodding his head.

“I’m not sure if that means the same thing with a troll but I’ll take it. You and me are pals even if we’re not stuck together for life. I have Rose for that, no offense.”

“None taken,” squeaked the troll. He picked up a French fry that was the same size as he was and slowly pushed it into his mouth, quickly biting as he pushed. “Yummmm…” He picked up another and repeated the process, quickly going through the fries. 

Hagan looked at the half empty fries and waved at the bartender. “We’re gonna need another plate of fries over here. Make it a large and cook em a little long.” No one ever said please in Barfly’s. It was a good way to get your ass kicked.

The waiter looked back in their direction and shook his head. “Maybe just a beer with dinner would be good.” He made his way back to the kitchen, his skinny ponytail swinging between his shoulders.

Hagan looked at Yumfuck as he took a heaping forkful of barbeque. “You ever miss seeing little people like you?” He swallowed the hot meat, keeping his mouth open to let out some of the steam.

The troll shrugged. “The story’s not finished yet. I was born under a wandering star.”

Hagan waggled his fork at the troll. “Not so fast. I know my country songs. Don’t pull that shit on me. Talk to me straight without the gimmicks or stick to the motherfuckers.”

Yumfuck gave him the side eye, arching a tiny eyebrow. “Too much trouble afoot to be worrying about relations right now. This is better.”

Hagan leaned toward the troll getting a smudge of barbeque on his tie. “You know there’s trouble coming? Do you know what it is?”

The troll shook his head, a serious look on his face, his lips pressed together in a straight line. “There’s no treaty. No agreement. And no clear path to get everyone to agree. Difficult times ahead. Lots of motherfuckers.”

“Amen to that.”

“Aloha.”

“You know what? I come to this joint to not talk about what’s out there. Let’s go back to football. You ever been in a fantasy football league? I bet you’d clean up. We should start one just between you and me. I’m sure there’s some kind of wager we can make. 

The troll was barely listening, licking his lips and staring at Hagan’s barbeque. Hagan looked up as the bartender came in carrying a tray. “More barbeque too.”

“Way ahead of you. I saw how the chipmunk was putting away the fries.” The waiter put down the tray and set two plates in front of Hagan and the troll. “Does your friend need a fork or is he good with his paws. Doesn’t seem to have a thumb or anything.”

“He’s good.” Hagan held up his hand and the bartender went back to the game, occasionally stealing glances over his shoulder. 

“Here, let me help you take off your outfit. I know how this goes. We can hose you off in the bathroom sink afterwards.”

Hagan carefully folded the leather jacket and put it on top of the boots, pushing the extra plate of barbeque toward the troll. 

Yumfuck took a deep breath and opened his mouth wide, spreading his arms and dove into the hot meat, letting out a satisfied trill as he swam down the middle, made a turn on his back and swam the other way pushing his arms out to the sides, his mouth still open.

“How do you do that and swallow?”

The troll ignored him and pushed on as Hagan tried to take a bite from his plate, transfixed by the troll. “I want to look away…”

The troll rolled over, his belly rounded and stuck out his tongue, licking the plate till it was clean. He stood up, his fur covered in deep brown barbeque sauce, blinking to keep the sauce from dripping into his eyes. Hagan rolled him up in two napkins and carried him to the men’s room just past the Galaga arcade game as the troll stretched out his arms, trying to reach the controls.

“After we wash you off. Right now, you’re five inches of hazmat.” Hagan looked at the old, chipped sink and the separate faucets for hot and cold. “Sorry about this little guy. The hot is way too hot.” He turned on the cold and held the troll underneath, rinsing off the sauce as the troll shivered. With his fur wet he looked even smaller except for his extended belly. Yumfuck shook his head, shaking out his green hair as Hagan gathered up a pile of brown paper towels, patting down the troll.

“Not too bad. Was it worth it?”

“Yumfuck!” The troll gave two thumbs up.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




They stopped at the game on the way back to the bar. The troll was standing on Hagan’s shoulder and the bartender leaned out far enough to catch a glimpse and gave a shrug. He went to give an old man who came in and sat down at the far end of the bar a beer without even a greeting. Barfly’s was like that. Everyone who came in was a regular.

“This was one of my favorite games back in the day. Not even called a video game. We called them arcades back then. Lots of people had to all come together in a place in the mall to play these things. We’d crowd around somebody when they had a hot game going and cheer ‘em on. You got to even put your initials in. I lived for this shit. Would save up all my change from delivering newspapers. Don’t say, what’s a newspaper. Too soon. Too soon, little buddy.” Hagan shook his head.

“How do you play it?”

“You take the left arrow key right there and I’ll take the right one. See that spaceship at the bottom of the screen? When you jump on the left arrow the spaceship will go left. We’ll have to work together. Our common enemy is a giant insect that flies down and tries to bomb us. It’s a lot like my job lately. We shoot the insect and destroy all of them and we can get to the next level where it gets harder and we do it all over again.”

“Start her up!”

Hagan put the troll down on the left button and started the game. The giant insect flew across the top of the screen and dove toward the spaceship. “Jump! Jump!” 

The troll let out a squeal of laughter and leaped up and down, moving the ship as Hagan worked the right button. The bartender leaned out again and half smiled, shaking his head. “Wherever you can find some joy, dude.” He went back to the game, swearing at the referee.

“Jump…now!”

A bomb managed to find its target and the spaceship exploded with a flash of light and sound. 

“Sumofabitch!” The troll shook his little fists, still jumping up and down on the button.

“I taught you that one, didn’t I?” Hagan patted his chest with pride.

He pushed the button to start the game again as three large guys came in, talking loudly and making jokes about the decor. 

“Hey barkeep,” yelled one of them, wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves cut off to better show off his tattoos. He pounded on the bar with his open palm, startling the old man. Hagan let the insect quickly win the game and glanced over to see what the men would do next. The troll let out a disappointed squeak but noticed where Hagan was watching and turned his attention, hopping up on Hagan’s shoulder.

“Trouble,” he squeaked. “Dumb shits with muscle, worst kind.”

“I’d have to agree.”

The man behind his friend at the bar stepped up to the corner of the bar, flexing his large, muscular arms as he grabbed the edges of the bar with both hands, shaking it as hard as he could, rattling the plates and Yumfuck’s boots. The old man quickly picked up his beer as it sloshed around in the glass. He still didn’t look directly at the men.

That didn’t stop them from coming up behind, surrounding him as one of them stuck his finger in his mouth and put it in the beer, swishing it around. The bartender leaned under the bar for his bat and brought it up. “Don’t want any trouble, dudes. This is a peaceful establishment.”

The third man quickly leaped over the bar, sending one of the plates flying to the floor where it broke into pieces. Yumfuck watched the fries scatter along the floor as his fur ruffled along his neck. The bartender swung the bat as the man grabbed it with both hands, grinning with tobacco stained teeth. He pulled it out of the bartender’s hands and leaned it on his shoulder standing behind the bar. 

“Time to do something about this shit, Yumfuck. I’m not a cop anymore. Don’t necessarily have to follow the rules. Of course, I’m not a complete dick. Won’t shoot first, ask questions later. That’s Berens. Okay, it’s you and me, Yumfuck.”

“Yumfuck!” The troll growled, jumping down to the floor, marching ahead of Hagan as he neared the bullies.

The men were all looking across at Hagan and didn’t see the troll.

“We have another player in the game, ladies!” 

“You look a little long in the tooth, Grandpa. You sure you want to pay to play?” 

The three goons were smiling, jostling each other and knocking against the old man at the bar who was doing his best to ignore them, his hands shaking around his beer. The bartender was backed against the far wall and eyeing the old phone near his head. The man with the bat spotted where he was looking and took a bat to the phone, sending the parts flying. Hagan kept moving forward, the troll right in front of him, cracking his knuckles letting out a tiny belch.

“Let’s kick some ass…” His voice came out in a low rumble. He pulled out the weighted billy club he kept in his pocket for emergencies.

The three men laughed and snorted as one of them punched his fist hard into his hand, leering at Hagan. One of them squinted at the back of Hagan’s jacket. “What does that say? PDA? Public display of affection?”

Hagan got close enough to the bar to protect the bartender and the old man and yelled, “Now!”

The troll let out a roar, shaking the tin roofing on the wall as he grew tall enough to brush his head against the ceiling, his claws extended, his teeth bared. Hagan stepped forward and put himself between the men and the old man at the bar and took a swing at the meathead in the flannel shirt, landing a punch squarely on the man’s nose, knocking him back as a trail of blood splattered in the air.

The troll took a menacing step forward, dragging his claws along the front of the bar, leaving deep ruts as the wood paneling made long curls that fell to the floor. He let out another roar, hot steamy air blowing into the men’s faces as spit hung from his fangs. “Come on, motherfuckers,” roared the troll.

“See, now that’s a proper use of the word.” Hagan smiled at the men, shaking his hand. “Still got it. Didn’t even need the billy club.”

The smiles dropped from the two other men as they picked up their friend and dragged him, stumbling toward the exit. Hagan noticed one of them had peed, a wet stain down one leg.

“Don’t ever come back!” The bartender shook his fist in the air.

The troll shrunk down to his regular size, his fur still standing up on his neck. Hagan reached down and held out his hand as Yumfuck climbed on board, depositing the troll on the bar.

“You did good. I owe you doughnuts from Voodoo.”

The troll ran to his boots and jacket, gathering his things. “Pissed me off when they messed with my boots.”

The bartender’s mouth hung open as he looked at the little troll talking. “Gotta cut out the weed too,” he muttered. He put out his hand to Hagan. “Tonight’s on me. Let me get you more fries and you and your little freaky pal are welcome in here anytime. Happy hour prices whenever you show up. That was legendary and will keep those hairless apes out of here for good. They’ve been causing trouble for weeks!” The bartender was still talking up a storm as he walked back to the kitchen.

“Hope the talking doesn’t become a habit.” Hagan looked at the troll and shrugged. “I kind of liked the quiet. You okay, sir? Let me buy you another beer.” Hagan leaned forward to get a better look at the man and his eyes widened. He was holding a wand.

“I was about to send them flying when the troll saved me from breaking the rules on magic. Was just thinking it’d be worth it to shut those assholes up. Can’t an old Wizard just get a quiet beer anymore?”

“I hear you, man. Let me buy your next one.” Hagan was pulling out his wallet when he noticed the two girls by the pool tables. “They must have come in when we were playing Galaga.” The girls were nervously laughing and looking down at their phones as Hagan’s face grew ashen. “Fuck me and the damn millennials with their phones. Berens is not going to take this well. I don’t suppose you’d delete that?” He waved at the girls who looked embarrassed even as they rolled their eyes. 

“So, that’s a no then.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




It had been a while since General Anderson was out in the field. The call had come in and there was no time to reach Agent Berens and get her to Washington. At least that’s what he told himself. I can handle human beings running amok, even if they’ve got magical artifacts on them. This has all gone far enough. “Not my first damn rodeo,” he muttered.

“What’s that sir?” Alan Cohen leaned forward to try and hear what the general was saying.

“Nothing.” The general shook his head, holding up his hand. He held on to the strap just inside the helicopter as they flew over the Smithsonian Zoo in restricted air space. It was the shortest route to Rock Creek Park and time was of the essence. The helicopter touched down near the Riley Spring Bridge, flood lights turning the night into day illuminating a popular running trail. 

The park was closed since dusk but the general had gotten qualified information that there was a worthwhile artifact in the park, left there during the time of the Civil War when the park was full of grist mills and Lincoln was known to walk through there on a shortcut to his son’s grave. Corporate goons were seen moving into the area to retrieve the item. That just chaps me five ways to Sundays to think of an American relic getting tossed around for profit. Throw these asshats under the courthouse.

He unbuckled his seatbelt and stepped out of the helicopter, instinctively ducking as the rotors slowed. “Span out around the perimeter. Make sure none of the ground has been disturbed anywhere.” 

“Alright, let’s go.” Alan took the lead and directed the search parties into different directions. He had an uneasy feeling about the entire operation as soon as they landed and there was no sign of anyone. Either the artifact was already gone or their information was bad. Both options would be bad news. 

Lois and Patsy spilled out of a black SUV, their wands at the ready. “I don’t know what the general hopes we can find. These aren’t divining rods. We don’t point them at things and take readings.” Patsy looked flustered, brushing back her hair and finally giving up, using her wand to pull it back into a bun. 

Lois looked around and spotted the general at the edge of the bright lights peering into the darkness. She grabbed Patsy’s hand, pushing up her glasses with the other, still holding onto her wand. “Come on, let’s go get our marching orders. General, we’re here!”

The general turned around, a tense smile coming to his face. “Good! You can trace magic being used, correct?” He didn’t wait for an answer even as Patsy and Lois both nodded their heads. “Scan the area to see if you can pick up on anything. We need all hands-on deck to stop these corporate raids. I’ve had enough and in my own goddamned backyard!”

Patsy and Lois stole a look at each other. They had never seen the general so worked up. “The boss needs us. Let’s get to work,” whispered Lois. “You take the right side and I’ll go left. Send up a small flare if you find anything and I’ll come running.”

“If it’s a bunch of human beings digging around in the dirt for something magical there may not be a trail to find.”

“I know that as well as you do but we have to try. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

The Witches spread out, scanning the area for a sparkling trail of residue but found nothing. The search parties walked only arm length apart, slowly scanning with flashlight and covering every square inch of ground but there was no sign of overturned earth. Digs in the area based on the intel had specified they only found the remains of someone’s beloved pet. 

“Nothing,” hissed the general, angrily taking off his hat and slapping it against his leg. “We’ve been had, but good.”

“General, there’s a call coming in for you over the secure line.” Alan Cohen handed him the phone, a grim look on his face. The general already knew what they were going to tell him. 

“Where was it?”

The aide on the other end of the phone gave the data as efficiently as possible, ignoring the angry muttering. It was a loss. “Harlem in upper Manhattan. The bad intel was close.”

“Any good lie needs to be,” spit out the general.

“It was full of our history but wrong era. It was from the American Revolution, and the Battle of Harlem Heights where General Washington had his first win against the British. The victors are already crowing about it on the dark web but we haven’t been able to figure out who they are just yet. We picked up a few but turns out they were posers wanting to get in on the celebration.”

“They will have moved it several times by now. Dammit! Do we at least know what the good goddamn it was?”

“The chatter is saying it was a map of the area from thousands of years ago made from the hide of an animal and very powerful. It was in someone’s basement hidden in a wall. Historical building and protected from demolition. Bricks finally needed repointing and they found it preserved in its case. He put it up on eBay. Dumb motherfucker. A Wizard who lives nearby paid him a few hundred dollars and started an auction of his own. That’s why they needed the cover to distract us. The auction was tonight. They were worried we’d say national security and take it from them.”

“They were right.”

“The winning bid came from a corporate source. A grouping. That’s all we know so far, sir.”

“One big FUBAR. Get me the source who fed us this bullshit so expertly.”

“He’s in the wind, sir. Can’t tell if he’s dead or alive, or if he knew what he was doing or not but he’s gone.”

The general hung up without saying goodbye, handing the phone back to Alan.

“There needs to be some changes. We’re not winning enough of these races. Get Agent Berens on the phone. I’ve had enough of playing this one by the rules, even if we’re the dumb fuckers who made up the rules.”




















CHAPTER THIRTY




Room 302 in the Driskill Hotel was repaired to look the same as it was before the world in between opened up spilling out some of its contents. The window frame was restored and the furniture that was singed in strange burn patterns with long, thin black lines was sanded down and repaired. The carpet was too far gone, covered in a strange slime no one could explain and nothing would remove. It was stripped out of the room and replaced with the same color, same texture as if nothing out of the ordinary ever occurred there.

But, things happen that are a little trickier to repair. The veil between the world of the living and the world in between was stretched thin in places and didn’t snap back. The word was spreading throughout the world in between and dark creatures slinked around the site, checking in, hoping for another tear to set them loose. 

The world in between wasn’t letting go that easily. Magical creatures trapped inside found their way to the room, pressing up against the veil and gesturing wildly to the guests who naively slept there. More than one quickly packed all their belongings, marching up to the front desk, demanding a different room. Others just complained about a constant chill in the air no matter what they set the thermostat to. The maids whispered to each other that there was something just not quite right about the room and would shudder, arguing about whose turn it was to clean.

The room was left without a guest most of the time, it was easier. A maid pushing her cart down the hall heard sizzling and popping through the door, and she carefully placed her ear closer as the sound grew louder. She looked around to see if anyone else was nearby and heard it too. No one. She got out the key card and held it close to the door, hesitating as the sound died away. She leaned in to listen again. Nothing.

She pushed the cart away quickly, letting it go, not wanting to be there if something else happened that she couldn’t ignore. 

A portal from Oriceran opened wide and Harry stepped through, sinking his boots into the carpet. He was a young half Wizard, half Light Elf who made his living as a scavenger and prided himself on going to any lengths to get what he wanted. “Never taking a half measure. That gets you nowhere.” It was his mantra. 

He smiled, looking around at the room, and went to the window to take a look down at 6th Street. The streets were already blocked off from cars and were filled with people pouring in and out of the bars. Music could be heard from down below even on the third floor of the hotel.

“At fucking last. Wish I had time to check that out. But, not tonight ladies. On a rescue mission with a clock running.”

Harry turned around and faced the center of the room, taking in a deep breath and drawing in the magic through his feet. Symbols lit up on his arms and his eyes glowed as he did his best to sense where the weak spots were to the veil. “Right in front of the window. Okay, little tricky. Need to make sure the exit is this way and not in mid-air.” He scratched his scruffy beard, squinting at the problem.

“Nope, don’t know how to do that. Well, then fuck it. Taking a chance guys. Already up shit’s creek. What’s one more wrinkle?”

Harry went and stood near the window and opened his rucksack taking out a wooden jigsaw box, moving the hinged pieces around till a drawer opened in the center. He put it down on the floor and reached into his boot, removing a leather pouch and pulling it open, carefully taking out a three karat, round ruby stone.

Memories popped into his mind of a first kiss, his father going out for a hunt, a friend offering to help on a job… But the energy from the stone was making him feel everyone else’s point of view, flooding him with their view of him. A different kind of truth, not all of it flattering. “Goddamn Jewel of Deception. Someone knew what they were doing when they named this cursed thing.” 

He clenched his teeth and fought against the same rise of panic he felt when he temporarily borrowed it from the giant Arachnids on Oriceran. He groaned as he gripped the stone in his hand, making it worse. A teacher watching him take a test, his first boss, an old Gnome who taught him how to scavenge. All the good and the bad without any kind of filter.

His hand shook as he lowered it down, sweat pouring off his forehead. He dropped the stone into the small open drawer, finally releasing it and felt a rush of relief in his chest. “Note to self. If I ever get three wishes, mind reading will not be one of them. Boning a young Helen Mirren is still on there. Get me some hot Elven woman.”

The ruby vibrated inside the box as the different drawers around it reassembled themselves, moving in and out and forming different shapes.

“This has to fucking work,” muttered Harry, chewing on his bottom lip as he looked from the box to the empty space above the window. “He has to be there. Come on Liam.”

The box began to spin and the ruby gave off a refracted red light that from the street looked like someone was throwing a disco party in their room. Energy pulsed outward from the box in rolling waves, slamming Harry against the far wall, leaving an impression of his head. He fell to his hands and knees, shaking his head as he scrambled back to his feet.

The box stopped spinning and the light shone toward the window as a hand emerged from the world in between, reaching into the room. Several more hands emerged as they clawed at the air, pulling and pushing an opening from the world in between.

Harry’s eyes widened and he pressed himself back up against the wall. “This may not be going as planned.” 

He didn’t move, refusing to run. He had sworn he’d help get his friend out of that hell hole and he was staying till it was done. The Jewel was the only thing there was that was thought to be strong enough and an artifact that could hold it was hard to come by. It was now or never. 

A tuft of red hair emerged as a teenage boy pushed his head out, finally spilling out onto the carpet.

“Who the hell are you?” Harry rushed forward and pulled at the arms, bathing himself in the red light as two more teenage boys stumbled into room 302. Harry felt a growing sense of panic wondering how long the opening would last as he took out his pocket knife, took a deep breath and plunged his head into the world in between. “No fucking half measures!” Liam was struggling through a mass of bodies all fighting each other to get to the opening. A dark mist wove itself in and out of the struggle. 

Some of them clawed at Harry as he wielded his knife, slashing at them, pulling at Liam’s arm. A hand reached out and grabbed onto his dark, curly hair, trying to pull him in further as he bit their arm, getting them to let go. 

He could feel the hopelessness of the place as he pulled backward, dragging Liam with him, still menacing the others with the blade.

Liam fell against him as Harry let gravity pull them backward, rolling onto the floor and knocking the box on to its side as it broke into pieces and turned to ash. Liam’s boot went through the window as glass shattered, spilling down onto the sidewalk below. 

The Jewel of Deception spilled out onto the rug, burning a hole as the light immediately shrunk down to nothing with a loud hum, hurting their ears. 

One of the boys reached for the stone as Harry yelled out. “Don’t touch that!” He scooped up the stone, clenching his teeth again as images of hanging out with his friends and learning to use a wand from his mentor flooded his brain. “Not making this easy.” He doubled over, opening the pouch and dropping in the stone as tears came to his eyes.

“You crying?” A teenager with a mohawk looked at Harry, his lip curled.

“You been in there since the ‘80’s dude?” Harry took a deep breath and waited for his stomach to stop lurching. “Fuck, that’s not a good time.” He wiped his eyes with his sleeve and straightened up, smiling broadly. “Liam! Dude! I broke you out!”

Liam looked dazed and smiled at his friend as Harry hugged him tightly, slapping his back.

“We need to roll on out of here. I have to get that stone back to some hairy, eight-legged dudes who don’t like to share. I know this is a lot to put on you after what happened the last time but we’re going through another portal.” Harry was already forming a light ball, letting it grow as a portal to Oriceran opened, revealing the edge of the forest.

“Time to go. I’m gonna need your help.”

“I don’t know about this, Harry.” Liam was ashen just looking at the opening but Harry got behind him and pushed, sending Liam onto the forest floor, rolling in the dirt. 

“See? Easy, you’re already there.” Harry stepped through and looked back at the three teenagers in the room. “You guys are welcome. Glad I could get a few of you outta there. You’re on your own from here. Exit is that way.” He pointed at the hotel room door as the portal snapped shut, showering the room with gold sparks.

The red-headed teenager looked around confused and stumbled toward the door, opening it as the maid was coming back down the hall with her cart. She startled and looked past the young man at the destruction in the room and the other two teenagers still sitting on the floor.

The red-headed young man looked up and down the hall and back at the maid. “Is this Phoenix?”

The maid pushed her cart toward the elevator, practically running as a thin trail of dark mist swirled out of the broken window.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Charlie Monaghan sat at the head of the table in the Axiom boardroom, barely containing his rage. The other board members were already gone. They had quickly made their exit once it was clear that Pearson Cowley had won the day. Charlie was difficult enough to take on the days when he won the deal.

Pearson Cowley had come in prepared and laid out the reasons for working with the federal government to capture the artifacts. Civic duty, still profitable, defense contracts. The tide quickly turned in his favor and the vote was almost unanimous. 

Charlie was the only dissenting vote. His hold over them was weakening and he knew it. 

You’re about the deal and winning…

Isn’t it annoying when the good guys win. All those principles getting in the way of the win.

It’s not the person who wins the battle, Charlie. It’s the one who wins the war. 

Right now, it looks like you’re losing the war.

Charlie’s eyes glazed over and for a moment the irises of his eyes turned completely black. The dark mist was making house calls, growing stronger. The collective was finding a voice.

“Something needs to be done,” whispered Charlie.




***




Pearson made his way toward his car as his driver held open the door. Pearson climbed into the back, settling his rotund form into the leather seat. He pulled out his phone and quickly dialed General Anderson. “It’s done. You have our full cooperation. I’ll let Lacey Trader know we’ve made a successful alliance.”

The driver started up the car and looked at the rearview mirror at Pearson. “Good day at the office, Boss?”

“Progress was made but it may come at a cost.”

“Don’t it always.”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




Louie agreed to meet at the Tiny Lounge on North Leavitt Street in Chicago, reluctantly. Very reluctantly. He was in the backyard of the Order of the Silver Griffins headquarters and he knew it. But the buyer wouldn’t budge and the offer was too good to pass up. 

Louie opened a portal by the Western Avenue El stop near the back of the Dunkin Donuts. The noise from the train rattling past hid the sounds of his entrance. The sparks were written off by passersby as something falling from the tracks overhead. 

“Somebody ought to fix that,” said a woman, rolling her eyes as she looked up.

Louie flipped up the collar on his coat as he came out from behind the building and cut down the alley toward Lincoln Avenue. “Meeting in early spring in Chicago right under the Silver Griffins nose. Sure, what could go wrong,” he muttered, as he jammed his hands in his pockets, trying to keep warm. 

He’d been roughed up before by agents from the Silver Griffins and lost more than one relic to their vault. It bruised his ego too. The small artifact, a Victorian postcard, was tucked carefully inside his vest lining with a piece of cardboard. That’s where it would stay until he saw some money. 

He opened the portal early so he could get there ahead of the buyer and scope out the place. Fewer surprises the better. Sooner he could get back to his world and thaw out his entire body. Work with the sword some more. He had been practicing with it every chance he got and he could swear the sword was teaching him.

He crossed over Lincoln at Montrose just by the park and looked up at the next block. The Tiny Lounge was a small, narrow bar that could hold no more than twenty people tucked between two larger buildings. If someone didn’t know it was there, they would walk right by it. It was one of the reasons Louie picked it for the meeting place. Fewer prying eyes.

He stepped up onto the curb on the other side and got to the corner of the building when he saw a minivan pull up and two women get out. Witches… This is a trap. The Silver Griffins were there even earlier, piling into the place. Louie could spot them from a distance. He didn’t hate any of them but they were bad for his business.

He kept walking past the Tiny Lounge and took a quick look inside the window, noticing his buyer sitting alone as the two Witches settled in at the bar. Pearson Cowley took a sip of his bourbon and looked up, locking eyes with Louie. The Silver Griffins assigned him the daunting task of tracking Louie.

What the hell? Louie smiled and gave him a wave as he picked up the pace, heading down the block and turning into the Bad Apple, quickly making his way to the back and out the door, already forming a ball of light.

“Going somewhere?” Leira was waiting out back, leaning against the green Mustang. “You’re kinda predictable, Louie. I saw this move coming. What does that say about your mad scavenger skills.”

“That I keep beating you to the prize?”

“He’s over here.” Leira smiled a crooked smile and stood up straight. Correk came from around the building and stood to one side, his arms crossed. Hagan came out of the back of the Tiny Lounge and down the alley from the other side.

“A triple team. I like it. Shows respect. Can’t take me down with just one.” Louie kept smiling, trying not to think about Trevilsom Prison or facing the Silver Griffins. He had been warned to stop doing business in magic on Earth. Charm don’t fail me now. The light ball still pulsed between his hands.

“Not going quietly.” He pulled at the ball of light, creating a small portal between his hands. Risky. That’s how tears happen to the world in between. He kept smiling, deepening the creases around his eyes as he looked at Leira.

“Don’t make this into a bad movie. We’re not here to take you down. Now, the Silver Griffins down the street. They may feel differently. We can ask them if you like.” Leira put a hand on her hip. She saw the light between his hands and could feel her own energy responding, wanting to surge forward. Not right now.

“What is it you want? You need to buy something?” Louie felt himself relax just a little. A buyer.

“In a way. We need to buy your services. We need your help. The bad guys are winning too many skirmishes and we need someone with your particular skill set. The word is you’re one of the best scavengers around.”

“One of… Don’t want to start off negotiations with an insult, do you?” Louie shivered in the cold. The portal wavered and flickered. He was glad he had put the card in the lining of his coat. There was still a chance he’d get to leave with it. Of course, there was the small problem of getting hit in the ribs and bending the card. 

Leira gazed at him, no expression on her face. She had time. It was on her side. Louie couldn’t afford to be seen by the Silver Griffins anywhere near the buy. They’d realize it was him. 

“Kind of cold out here. You want to make your offer?” Louie’s lips were turning blue. He hated the cold.

“We want you to work with us. Help us find artifacts.”

“I work alone. Better profit margin.”

“Not from Trevilsom Prison.” Correk pulled in just enough magic to send a small fireball at Louie’s hands, exploding the ball of light and closing the portal. 

“Thanks for warming my hands, dude.” Louie was doing his best to sound casual, like things were going his way.

“Join our team. We’re the good guys. There’s steady pay, plenty of snacks and lots of adventure. You can even use magic on Earth without getting hunted down. Everybody wins. Do it because there’s very bad shit going down and we need some more allies.” Leira pulled out the show stopper, using her energy to display images of the altered animals the Gardener had found. 

Louie’s smile became strained as he looked at the rhinoceros and he winced at the image of the horses. “That is some very bad shit indeed,” he whispered. “Those artifacts?”

Leira nodded her head, still looking at him with no expression. Hagan came and stood by her side. Louie wasn’t going to try and go anywhere. They could all see it on his face. He was in.  All he needed was to ask a few more questions.

“You know who’s doing that? What they’re gonna do with the animals?”

“No to both of those. But if we can cut off their supply of artifacts we may flush them out enough that we find out.”

Leira saw the Witches from the Silver Griffins exiting the back of the Tiny Lounge. She opened the door of the Mustang and beckoned to Louie. No need for a magical battle in the alley if it could be avoided. “Time to make a choice. You coming?”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




The long folding table fit neatly in the center of the Paranormal Defense Fund’s warehouse in Austin. Once it was covered with a tablecloth it started to look a little better. Dishes and silverware helped. Leira stepped back and looked at it. “Not too shabby.”

Correk put votive candles on the table, smelling the vanilla scent. The troll went behind him, picking one up and smelling it. “Yum.” He gave it a lick and stuck out his tongue, wiping it off with his paw as he put the candle back down. 

“Don’t let him sit on any of the plates. No one needs tiny green hairs in their pizza.” Leira gave the troll a look, arching her eyebrow. He let out a cackle and rolled on the table.

Correk pulled out a baggie of grapes and plucked the troll off the table, putting Yumfuck on his shoulder and handing him a grape. “Your Sunday dinners are getting crowded. You’re going to have to find a bigger place to live just to have dinners.”

“Yeah, not sure the general will let this happen all the time. He was feeling good after a couple wins. Hit him up at the right moment.”

“Do you even remember what it was like when you ate alone most of the time?”

“There were seconds. Nana texted me and said she’s bringing a plus one. My grandmother dating. There’s a concept.”

“Have you noticed that your mother and grandmother are doing better at dating than you are?”

“I don’t see you holding hands in a movie theater. Big talk, Cousin.”

“Maybe Alan Cohen should be your plus one. I’m feeling confident he’d accept.”

Leira threw a spoon at Correk’s head as he ducked. 

“This is a lot of silverware for pizza from Home Slice. We could have met there.”

“I wanted Yumfuck to be able to actually eat with us. Even Hagan is stopping by for a slice before he takes off on a vacation with Rose. I hear they’re going on a cruise. About time he took some time off.”

There was a buzz from the door and Leira looked up at the virtual screen to see her mother and Don, holding the boxes of pizza. She pulled in energy, lighting up her arms and sent a stream of energy at the door, opening it. “What?”

Correk pressed his lips together, frowning. “It’s not a party trick. You need to be cautious.”

“Lighten up just a little. I won’t pull a Flying Nun on you. I have a handle on it.”

“Leira! We found the place. It’s so nice to see where you work. It was nice of the general to give us all temporary clearance. I suppose there’s not much to really see in here.” Eireka looked around at the simple structure. “We can add some plants.”

“It’s a place to fill out paperwork, Mom. It’s fine.”

Don put the pizzas down on the table as the troll stood up and bent his knees, ready to leap. Correk caught him mid-air and held him in front of his face. “Not a chance. No pizza till everyone’s here and you bite only the piece that’s on your plate. Understood?”

“Seems fair.” The troll smiled and let out a trill. Correk put him back on his shoulder and handed him another grape.

Hagan came rushing in the door, putting away his key card, carrying a case of Shiner Bock. On top was a pink box from Voodoo Doughnuts. “Thought this might help the festivities. Where do you want ‘em? On my desk?” Hagan passed the troll and gave him a wink as Correk narrowed his eyes looking at Hagan. “Doughnuts are for the troll. I owed him. He might share. Ate a cruller on the way over, little buddy. Too long a drive. Makes us nowhere even.” Hagan smiled and clapped his hands together. “We all ready? Can’t stay long. Left Rose home alone. Still haven’t broken it to her that I work in magic these days. I’d prefer she not leave me at this late date. I am starving.” Hagan took a slice out of one of the boxes and took a big bite, closing his eyes and smiling. 

“Hey!” The troll frowned and looked at Correk who shook his head. “You wait for everybody else.”

“We’re still waiting for Nana and her plus one. There they are now.” Leira looked up at the screen and saw a nice-looking man standing next to her grandmother. She turned to go and open the door the old-fashioned way and saw the color drain from her mother’s face as she stared at the screen. 

“You okay?” Don took her arm, concerned.

Leira looked back up at the screen and saw Mara smiling and chatting with the man, holding a large Tupperware full of salad. Leira looked over at Correk who was walking closer to the screen to get a better look. Leira made her way to the door and opened it, ready for anything. Nothing inside of her sensed any danger. The energy was more curious, than anything.

She opened the door and took the Tupperware, hugging her grandmother with one arm. “Sorry I didn’t get the chance to call you back.”

“That’s okay. This is probably better, anyway. Tell everyone at once.” Mara smiled nervously.

That’s not like her. Nothing fazes Nana. Not even the fucking world in between. “You’re not getting married, are you?  How long have you two known each other?” Leira tried to make a joke but noticed no one was laughing.

“About twenty-six years,” Eireka said, softly. There were tears in her eyes. Don took her hand and held it tightly.

Leira turned around confused and looked at her mother and back at Mara. Correk’s eyes widened and he walked to the door taking the Tupperware from Leira. The troll bounded down to the floor and scrambled to Leira’s shoulder, eyeing the stranger.

“Mind if we come in?” Mara nervously walked in and turned, pointing her hands. “Leira, this is Jackson, your father from Oriceran. Jackson, this is your daughter.”

Hagan stopped chewing and wiped off his mouth with a small paper napkin. “Fuck me, you’ve got to be kidding.”

“I’m sure you have a few questions. He’s not here to start anything. I asked for his help. There’s something we need to explain.” 

Leira looked back and forth between Mara and her mother, assessing what was going on, not sure what to say and choosing silence as the better option. 

Correk put out his hand to Jackson. “Correk of the Light Elves. Have heard absolutely nothing about you.” He fixed Jackson with a hard stare.

Eireka finally found her voice. “We should all sit down. Mother, what are you up to? Is this what you’ve been sneaking off to do? Your own Ancestry.com? You should have asked.”

“We need his help. Let me explain.”

“I came to help my daughter,” said Jackson. “Before it’s too late.”

Leira opened her mouth to say something as the alarms went off on the screens. “Hold that thought,” she said, turning to read the symbols as a viral post from the web played on the screen. 

Yumfuck looked up and saw the video of himself brawling in a bar and shrugged his shoulders, hopping onto Hagan’s desk and opening the pink box. “Last meal, may as well enjoy it.” He opened his mouth wide and bit into a glazed doughnut, climbing further into the box as he chewed, tunneling toward the creme-filled.

Hagan held the slice of half eaten pizza in his hand as he watched the video of the troll grow to the size of a hairy giant, baring his teeth. He was clearly visible behind him, punching one of the bullies. “I may have failed to mention… Look thinner than I expected.” 

In the corner of the screen there was a feed that said, over two million views.

Leira gave him her best dead fish look and raised her hand to silence the alarms. “Everybody take your seat. You too Hagan. Call Rose and tell her you’re going to be a little late. This is going to be one helluva family dinner. Nana, you can sit across from me. Start talking.”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




Blake Johnson sat at his desk at the Austin Statesman, staring at the video for the second time. He saved it in another file on his desktop and opened his notes, making a notation of time, date, and location. It was the fifth video he’d found of the tiny troll, compiling one from the Continental, another from Comi-Con and even a couple from the State Fair of the troll riding a bull. “I’m closing in on you, whatever you are. We’ll talk soon.” The reporter stared at the frozen image of Yumfuck dancing on a stage. “Pulitzer here I come.”




FINIS
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It’s three days before Thanksgiving and I’m about to run to the grocery store, hoping in vain that it’s not going to be crowded. But, also knowing it’s okay if it is. College kids are home, families are gathering and everyone wants to shop as a family. It’s nice to see. I’m headed on Thursday to the offspring’s house where he’ll be cooking with the wonderful Katie. 

This is the one holiday that is meant for gratitude, family (including those we create ourselves), and being of service to others. In that tradition, I’m going to use this space to remind myself of all that I have to be grateful for this year. Feel free to write me at my Facebook page, Martha Carr, Author, and let me know what you’re grateful for too.

I’m going to start with having the good sense on July 31st of last year to go listen to some guy named Michael Anderle talk about actually making money and building an audience from writing fiction. Then, having the good sense to get up and go ask him questions. (One of three people out of 90 in the room.) Then, following up with one million and one questions afterwards. (Only one of the three who did.) Then, when he called and offered a universe, not only saying yes, but having the good sense to just follow his lead. 

It takes a lot to have that much trust in anyone, especially when it’s a dream I’ve carried for so long. But, when I’ve been able to let go and just keep moving forward, not worrying about the details, it’s worked out in ways I can’t describe. A few examples that also remind me to be grateful – I had no health insurance during the Great Recession and when I was diagnosed with cancer no doctors would see me. Didn’t matter what the diagnosis was. They wanted the moolah up front. I kept making phone calls, looking for a way and found this grant at Northwestern in Chicago. Normally, it took 6 weeks to get a reply. That would have been a death sentence for me. Without saying anything to the clerk on the phone, the woman took it upon herself to walk my application from desk to desk, from building to building, and WAIT THERE till the person gave her a reply. If they needed more documentation, she called me and I got on it. I got a ‘yes’ in A DAY! That clerk was my angel on earth because more than anyone, she saved my life.

Here's another less dramatic one but still, kind of weird and really fun. I lived in an old, tiny apartment in Chicago. Not much to speak of with cracks in the floor and a tiny fridge and stove. During the worst of the recession and the cancer when money was hard to come by I sometimes had to call the landlord and work out payment plan and I always kept my word. And, if I saw something broken around the property, I let him know. So, when things were going a lot better financially, I told him I was going to move. I badly wanted a dishwasher. He said, “We’ll get you one.” I said, “Well, that’ll eat up some of the very little cabinet space.” He said, “We’ll put in new cabinets.” I said, “The window’s too big.” He said, “We’ll change the window.” This went on for a while till he said, list everything in the apartment you want to change and we’ll do it and he did. And he raised my rent by $5. I even got to pick the paint colors. 

Whatever anyone is in to is cool with me. No one’s wrong – we’re just all different. Makes life more interesting. For me, I walk a spiritual path, and remind myself of that all the time. That means, I don’t rely only on what I’ve known or what I can see. I just keep putting one foot in front of the other and do my best to be kind to others and definitely have some fun and see how all of that adds up. And clearly, I add in a healthy dose of swearing. And it’s all added up to this wonderful life that I’m so grateful for – especially because of all the people in it. Even when I was down to my last dollars I never felt poor because of the people around me. That’s still true – and now that circle is a lot larger because it includes all of you. Thank you, thank you, thank you. Happy Thanksgiving and more adventures to follow.


Author Notes - Michael Anderle

November 23, 2017







First, THANK YOU for not only reading this book, but making it through Martha “I’m going to Author Block you” Carr to read my notes, as well.

Martha has worked the Be Thankful message, so I’m going to steer clear of that space for a while and talk technology.

Why? Well, you see I have recently made a purchase that is going to change my 2018 and frankly, I couldn’t be more surprised about this company making something that I’M excited to use.

What company you ask? I’m glad you asked - it’s Microsoft.

I know, right? I said all the same things you are saying right now in your own minds. Well, some of you. Some are saying “what took you so long” and “why would you pay all of that money to Apple.” For those of you who said the second comment, trust me when I say that I would have been walking out of the Apple store for LESS money than I did the Microsoft store.

My Microsoft Surface Book 2 (13”) was expensive (perhaps it might have been less expensive, but it was on Black Friday sale (early) and they had all of the wonderful toys…)

I have been an Apple fan for longer than I have owned anything Apple. My first apple device was a hand me down white hard-drive clicky-wheel iPod and I’ve loved all things Apple ever since. 

Except now.

Oh, don’t get me wrong, I’m not getting rid of my Apple iPhone (looking to purchase the iPhone X soon) and that new iMac Pro?  Eighteen Xeon Cores of Techy goodness all sheathed in black metal?

Oh, your mine baby, I’ll be rubbing my hands down your aluminum 5k monitor sides and whispering sweet things like ‘I love how fast you boot up’ and ‘your screen looks aMAZing in the dark.’ 

Wait, why are you looking at me like that? Doesn’t everyone talk to their computers like this…?  No? 

Oh. I guess it is just me, then – fine. I can handle the cold of the night…so long as the phosphorescent glow keeps me up. 

Anyways… Last year Apple came out with their new Macbook Pro’s and I was on the front line, watching the streaming announcement video as the maestro of marketing Phil Schiller took to the stage to let me know what I was about to drop all of my hard earned cash (or credit card with enough of a balance) to own.

Up it came. It was dark grey, it included a touch area where the Function keys used to be. It had advanced ports and Gott Verdammt was it pretty.

It was whispering to me, I swear on my Mother’s chili, it was whispering to me. It was saying “Buy me, bitch!”

And so I did.

I didn’t buy just ‘any’ Macbook Pro, oh no. I bought the maxed out 15” Macbook Pro with the highest everything because this machine was going to be with me forever…

But it wasn’t - and I’m still pissed off to this day. It is like a friend has decided to go another direction, and you understand they need to go that direction for their own life, but their decision didn’t fit yours and so you logically have to part ways.

But, it still hurts.

The problem? The keyboard. 

The new super awesome totally engineered and redesigned keys on the keyboard don’t have enough travel in them for someone like me. I’m fifty now and I learned to touch type on an old Selectric typewriter. I’ve had some form of an IBM 101 keyboard for decades. Some were clicky, some weren’t.

But they all had plenty of travel in the keys. I’ve had to adjust down already for minimal travel with laptops.

I’ve had over a dozen laptops in my life. I’ve owned about five or six Apple’s alone. I’ve owned two Air’s, a 2008 macbook, two 15” macbook pro’s (older style), a 13” Macbook Pro (new style) and the new keyboard went in a direction I just couldn’t follow.

There is minimal travel in a keyboard, and then there is too little travel. For the new Apple laptop keyboards, and I am only talking for me personally, the new keyboards on the Apple laptops are officially too little travel.	

So, I’ve been looking at what’s next. I tried a Microsoft Surface Pro (it’s the iPad looking computer that you have a soft keyboard you connect to it) and it didn’t work.  I like to type at times with my laptop ON my lap. Neither the Surface Pro or iPad Pro (you knew I had one of these, right?) work for this style of typing.

So, I’ve been using the most up to date last generation Macbook Pro for over a year now and my shoulder is getting tired lugging the laptop and my iPad Pro plus various dongles and shit all over Vegas. 

Note: I don’t like working from home. I’ve been here for too many years and need a new place to work rather than what is (for me) a lonely office.

So, back to this new laptop and giving thanks.

What I was really trying to find was a laptop that would give me a keyboard I felt I could use for another ten or fifteen books while minimizing my lugging weight.

What I actually received kind of surprised me.

Microsoft kept claiming that they were building computers for the creatives (taking a spin at Apple’s efforts for so many years) and frankly I ignored them. Microsoft has been ‘following Apple’ for so long that I felt they were just hoping to capitalize on Apple’s occasional stumble. Then, they (Microsoft) started building hardware where they had that atrocious Windows version using non-Intel chips which was a bust.

Seemed like same-ol-same-ol Microsoft to me. Since I was a certified MSDE (Microsoft Solutions Developer) from way back as well as a techy, I’m a little jaded when it comes to Microsoft.

Enter my Surface Book2.

<I am going techy here for a minute.>

This laptop has a button to pull off the screen making it a large tablet computer. Further, my laptop has two graphics cards. One is a lightweight graphics card which is part of the tablet. The discrete (more powerful) laptop graphics card is in the base where the keyboard and larger battery is located. Since this was near Thanksgiving, they had an unexpected Black Friday Virtual Reality glasses on sale and for another $49 the laptop plus virtual reality hardware was MINE MINE MINE!

I didn’t have anything going on Sunday afternoon, so I said ‘sure, I’ll let you help me set it up’ and over an hour of updates later, the laptop had all of the software needed to connect to the VR Helmet, two hand controllers, Xbox controller, pen and mouse that I had purchased. I really didn’t want to upgrade a laptop anytime soon and at fifty, I might want to play a game.

Or maybe two.  

(Ok, I admit I purchased Gears of War 4 to appease my need to shoot virtual alien monsters and SuperhotVR and perhaps I’m looking for another game or three to purchase in the future.)

However, it’s the most mundane thing in the world that has me excited at the moment. I’m not going to ask you to guess, because I’ve provided no clues whatsoever and frankly, I wouldn’t guess it.

It’s notes. Or, to be more precise, it is to-do lists.

The only to-do lists which work for me are paper. I’ve tried all sorts of digital to do lists, but I can’t seem to stay on top of the little PITA’s. However, for-freaking-ever I have wanted a little warehouse type building with cement floors where I could place multiple whiteboards on wheels and video screens and write all over the sumbitches.

Except, I can’t afford anything like that. Now, in virtual reality, I can. 

And the Microsoft software and stuff on this laptop, I can play again and maybe have my own virtual reality CSI kinda office shit where I can write to-do lists on 3d whiteboards I can move around my little warehouse office.

Except, it is Thanksgiving Eve and my two youngest are home playing with the virtual reality headset upstairs.

Games are a calling, and it’s family time for a few minutes before I get back to work again.

I think I’ll go be thankful for a while.

Have a fantastic set of holidays this year, and a wonderful 2018!

Ad Aeternitatem,




Michael Anderle




Want more?

Join the email list here:

http://oriceran.com/email/

Find the Oriceran Universe on Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/OriceranUniverse/

Find the Oriceran Universe on Pinterest:

https://www.pinterest.com/lmbpn/pins/




The email list will be a way to share upcoming news and let you know about giveaways and other fun stuff. The Facebook group is a way for us to connect faster – in other words, a chat, plus a way to share new spy tools, ways to keep your information safe, and other cool information and stories. Plus, from time to time I’ll share other great indie authors’ upcoming worlds of magic and adventure. Signing up for the email list is an easy way to ensure you receive all of the big news and make sure you don’t miss any major releases or updates.




Enjoy the new adventure!

Martha Carr and Michael Anderle 2017
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Website:  http://oriceran.com/




Facebook:  https://www.facebook.com/ChroniclesofLeira/










Michael Anderle Social




Website:  http://kurtherianbooks.com/ 




Email List:  http://kurtherianbooks.com/email-list/ 




Facebook Here:  https://www.facebook.com/TheKurtherianGambitBooks/ 
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The Revelations of Oriceran




The Leira Chronicles

* with Michael Anderle *




Waking Magic (1)

Release of Magic (2)

Protection of Magic (3)

Rule of Magic (4)

Dealing in Magic (5)







The Kacy Chronicles

* with A.L. Knorr *




Descendant (1)

Ascendant (2)




The Soul Stone Mage Series

* with Sarah Noffke *




House of Enchanted (1)

The Dark Forest (2)

Mountain of Truth (3)

Land of Terran (4)




The Midwest Magic Chronicles

* with Flint Maxwell *




The Midwest Witch (1)

The Midwest Wanderer (2)

The Midwest Whisperer (3)




The Fairhaven Chronicles

* with S.M. Boyce *




Glow (1)

Shimmer (2)

Ember (3)


Books by Michael Anderle




Kurtherian Gambit Series Titles Include: 







First Arc




Death Becomes Her (01) - Queen Bitch (02) - Love Lost (03) - Bite This (04)

Never Forsaken (05) - Under My Heel (06) - Kneel Or Die (07)




Second Arc




We Will Build (08) - It’s Hell To Choose (09) - Release The Dogs of War (10)

Sued For Peace (11) - We Have Contact (12) - My Ride is a Bitch (13)

Don’t Cross This Line (14)




Third Arc (2017)




Never Submit (15) - Never Surrender (16) - Forever Defend (17)

Might Makes Right (18) - Ahead Full (19) - Capture Death (20)

Life Goes On (21)










The Second Dark Ages




The Dark Messiah (01)

The Darkest Night (02)

Darkest Before The Dawn (03)

*with Ell Leigh Clarke*







The Boris Chronicles

* With Paul C. Middleton *




Evacuation

Retaliation

Revelation

Restitution 2017







Reclaiming Honor 

* With JUSTIN SLOAN *




Justice Is Calling (01) 

Claimed By Honor (02) 

Judgement Has Fallen (03) 

Angel of Reckoning (04)

Born Into Flames (05)

Defending The Lost (06)

Saved By Valor (07)

Return of Victory (08)







The Etheric Academy

* With TS PAUL *




ALPHA CLASS (01) 

ALPHA CLASS - Engineering (02) 

ALPHA CLASS (03) Coming soon







Terry Henry “TH” Walton Chronicles

* With CRAIG MARTELLE *




Nomad Found (01)

Nomad Redeemed (02) 

Nomad Unleashed (03)

Nomad Supreme (04) 

Nomad’s Fury (05)

Nomad’s Justice (06)

Nomad Avenged (07)

Nomad Mortis (08)

Nomad’s Force (09)

Nomad’s Galaxy (10)







Trials and Tribulations

* With Natalie Grey *




Risk Be Damned (01) 

Damned to Hell (02) 

Hell’s Worst Nightmare (03) coming soon




The Age of Magic




The Rise of Magic

* With CM Raymond / LE Barbant *




Restriction (01) 

Reawakening (02)

Rebellion (03)

Revolution (04)

Unlawful Passage (05)

Darkness Rises (06)

The Gods Beneath (07)




The Hidden Magic Chronicles

* With Justin Sloan *




Shades of Light (01) 

Shades of Dark (02)

Shades of Glory (03)

Shades of Justice (04)




Storms of Magic

*With PT Hylton*




Storm Raiders (01)

Storm Callers (02)

Storm Breakers (03)

Storm Warrior (04)




Tales of the Feisty Druid

*With Candy Crum*




The Arcadian Druid (01)

The Undying Illusionist (02)

The Frozen Wasteland (03)

The Deceiver (04)

The Lost (05)




Path of Heroes

*With Brandon Barr*




Rogue Mage (01)




A New Dawn

*With Amy Hopkins*




Dawn of Destiny (01)

Dawn of Darkness (02)

Dawn of Deliverance (03)




The Age of Expansion




The Ascension Myth

* With Ell Leigh Clarke *




Awakened (01) 

Activated (02)

Called (03)

Sanctioned (04)

Rebirth (05)

Retribution (06)

Cloaked (07)

Rogue Operator (07.5)




Confessions of a Space Anthropologist

* With Ell Leigh Clarke *




Giles Kurns: Rogue Operator (01)







The Uprise Saga

* With Amy DuBoff *

Covert Talents (01)




Bad Company

* With Craig Martelle*

The Bad Company (01)




The Ghost Squadron

* With Sarah Noffke and J.N. Chaney*

Formation (01)







Other Books







Etheric Recruit

*With S.R. Russell*




Gateway to the Universe

*With Craig Martelle & Justin Sloan*







SHORT STORIES




Frank Kurns Stories of the Unknownworld 01 (7.5)

You Don’t Touch John’s Cousin 




Frank Kurns Stories of the Unknownworld 02 (9.5)

Bitch’s Night Out




Bellatrix: Frank Kurns Stories of the Unknownworld 03 (13.25)
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AudioBooks




CLICK HERE TO SEE ALL LMBPN BOOKS ON AUDIBLE




Available at Audible.com and iTunes
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