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CHAPTER ONE




Detective Leira Berens was getting impatient. Murder suspects shouldn’t get to call the shots, at least not in her version of the rules.

This mother of all headaches wasn’t helping her attitude, either.

“You’re going to need to come out sometime, Arthur,” Leira yelled, from where she stood in the weed-filled, postage-stamp of a front yard. She was giving the suspect five minutes to think it over but then she was going in and getting him. 

The five minutes was just to make her Captain happy. Happy Captain, happy life.

“Fuck, Arthur, it’s us or the Mexican Federales,” she yelled, squinting into the hot Texas sun as she tried to persuade him. “I hear our hospitality is better.” She turned back to looking at the house. “It’s not going to be pretty if we come in there, I’ve got a damned headache.”

“He’s coming out,” said her partner, Detective Felix Hagan. “He’s out of options. We’re the only ones who won’t shoot him,” he looked around at the neighborhood. “Or worse.”

Arthur was a punk kid in a local upstart gang trying to take over territory in Austin. He had killed a man in a Tijuana bar fight. Normally, not an Austin problem.

Tough luck that the dead guy was a member of the Latin Kings. Even worse luck when the Kings picked up Arthur’s best friend who quickly told them every secret, including a few about Arthur. 

They had cornered Arthur in a biker bar on South Lamar and Arthur chose to shoot his way out of there. A kid fresh out of college, not much younger than Leira, took a bullet to his neck. 

Unintended consequences. 

He bled out in a minute making Arthur an Austin P.D. problem. Now, everyone was looking for Arthur.

Leira glanced down at her watch. The face of the watch shimmered and blurred for a moment. Gold sparks shot out in every direction. She froze, staring at her watch.

“Shit,” she whispered, looking around quickly before looking back at her watch, “Not again.” Two days of watching things lose their shape and glow like the fourth of July had her unnerved. 

Too young for a stroke, or at least she hoped so.

Worse idea, she was going crazy like her mother, Eireka Berens. Sent off to the padded rooms at thirty-two when Leira was just ten years old for talking about entire worlds that no one else could see. 

Leira shook her head and looked again. The dial of the watch cleared. One more minute.

“You getting antsy? Youth,” said her partner, with a snort of laughter. 

Leira glanced at him and back at the run-down bungalow. She was giving him the look he had nicknamed, the dead fish, the first week they rode together. Leira thought of it as more of a blank stare.

“Don’t be an asshole, Felix, just because I can still see my shoes. Old age is making you cranky.” She said it matter of factly.

“That would bother me more if you were wearing grown-up shoes,” he said, smirking at her Merrell Vapor blue and orange thin-soled running shoes. It was the most expensive thing she ever wore. 

“Somebody’s got to be able to run after the bad guys,” she told him, not looking in Hagan’s direction. He let out a laugh. He liked his young partner even if she was impossible to read. Frankly, he saw it as one of her better qualities even if he could never tell if she was trying to make a joke or just stating the obvious. 

It didn’t take him long to also realize Leira didn’t like chitchat and never hesitated to shoot. 

More reasons to like her.

She wasn’t much to look at despite the curves and skinny pants she favored, and flawless ivory skin with a face framed by thick, short dark hair that curled around her face. Men occasionally tried asking her out when she was at the University of Texas but no one ever got her way of looking at the world. 

She liked being able to reason things out and leave feelings out of it. 

Not exactly willing to tell a guy what he wanted to hear accomplished diddly squat for her dating profile. 

“Damn house looks like it’s being held together by the paint chips,” she said, still aiming her semi .40 at the front door. “Okay, enough of this,” she griped, taking the front steps two at a time. “Arthur shouldn’t get to eat his last meal as a free idiot in peace.”

“I’ll make sure to tell the Captain you paused before doing your usual foot through the front door,” said Hagan, following her up the stairs, his .45 raised as he quickly scanned left to right. 

Leira turned, her back to the door and kicked backwards, splintering the old wood as the door swung open, banging against the wall. She swiveled and whispered, “Going left.”

Hagan nodded, slipping down the narrow hallway to the right toward the bedrooms. 

“Clear!” Leira called out from the kitchen, looking out toward the back porch. 

A plate of half-eaten mac and cheese was on the kitchen table. Leira kicked a fork, making it slide across the floor. “Arthur, your last meal was powdered orange cheese,” she called out looking around. “It’s poor choices like these that got you to this point in time.”

A loud crack rang out. Detective Hagan let out a deep, strangled scream. “Stop! Stop goddammit!” he yelled.

Detective Berens wasn’t sure if her partner was yelling in defense or out of habit. She ran down the hall and saw Arthur squirm through the window in the back bedroom. 

She turned to see Hagan collapsed on the floor holding his shoulder. There was blood seeping through his fingers. “Go, get him!” he yelled through his clenched teeth. “Get the little fucker!”

 “Call for a bus,” she called over her shoulder as she slipped easily through the window and took off after Arthur who was leaping the chain link fence into the next yard.

She vaulted the fence, already running as she closed the distance between them. Arthur looked back to see where she was and was surprised to find Leira right on his heels, he tried to bring the pistol up.

He was doubly surprised when she punched him hard in the face, mid-stride, before tackling him, the pistol flopping end over end in the grass.

 “That’s for Hagan,” she spit out, wrenching his arms behind his back and closing the handcuffs tight around his wrists as he squirmed on the ground.

Spitting out some grass, he tried to turn to look up at her. “You broke my fucking nose, you bitch!”

“Yeah, you’re having one hell of a bad day,” she told him. She jammed a knee into the small of his back.

“What the hell? You taking steroids?” Arthur whined. “How you get to be so strong?” He bitched when she pulled him up and pushed him back the way they came. She’d come back for the pistol in a minute.

Leira dragged him back to the small house and right up to the window. Before he could react, she shoved him back through the window he had just slid out of and then followed herself.

He landed with a thud. 

“Damn, lock me in the car instead. Why you have to do me like that? Never use a door?” he complained, rolling over and trying to stand.

Leira ignored the bitching and shoved him back to the floor. “Shut up and stay there.” 

The sound of sirens was getting closer. 

“Hagan, you okay?” she asked, after coming back from the bathroom, a rag in her hand. “Here, press this on your shoulder. It’s the least questionable towel I could find in this place.”

“Damn, Berens, you sound like you’re worried. Makes me think I might be dying if you’re concerned.”  He grunted.

Leira gave him the dead fish look.

“Much better,” he smiled. “Now I know I’ll be okay.”

“Get a room,” Arthur sneered. Leira turned to him and delivered a swift kick. She stood there waiting to see if he had anything else to say.

Nothing but the occasional whimper until a couple of uniforms came to take him away.

“Feel free to bounce his head a couple of times when you tell him to duck getting into the backseat,” she said as they marched him out.

Later, Leira waited at the hospital until Detective Hagan was stitched up and relaxing with green jello in his own room. 

“This is the life,” he said, lying back in his bed trying to fish out the last bite of jello with one hand. Leira managed a smile.

“All the paperwork we’re gonna have to fill out for a flesh wound. I better enjoy this.” He shook his head, slurping the square of jello off a white plastic spoon.

“I think the flesh wound is supposed to be the good news. Gotta go,” she told him. “Your wife on the way?”

He looked up and shrugged. “Yeah, damn boss wouldn’t let her off any earlier without clocking out. My fault, just a little. I told her all I got was a scratch. Go, before she sees me and the yelling starts,” he said with a wink.

Leira slipped past the nurses’ station as Rose Hagan was demanding to know why her husband had to stay overnight. 

She thought about stopping to say hello but when she turned to head in that direction the desk lost its shape and the gold fireworks started again. 

“Damn, it’s bigger,” Leira whispered, frozen to the spot. She reached back for the wall to try and orient herself. 

“Oh no,” she said, as the middle section of the station disappeared altogether. The center of the oversized circle turned a watery gray. Her eyes grew wide and she instinctively rested her hand on her gun. 

Someone, or something in the giant murky space was looking back at her. “Not happening,” she whispered, as she stepped forward to get a better look. 

The gold fireworks around the edges hummed. Hell, they snapped, crackled and popped. “This is a hell of a hallucination,” said Leira, as she put out her hand to see what would happen. 

Curiosity was always her go-to even when caution was the sane choice. But sanity was clearly checking out, so why not go all in?

Whatever it was felt large and squishy, more solid than she expected.

“Hey!” said a startled nurse, trying to right a tray of small paper cups filled with medications, bouncing around on the tray. Leira's hand was resting on her boob.

The nurses’ station was back where it belonged and the opening was gone.

No more sparklers. Just low fluorescent lighting. 

“Sorry about that,” said Leira, quickly removing her hand. “Was trying to point at something.” Making something up on the fly always ended badly for her. She tended to stick closely to the truth, but she had never faced trying to explain her own crazy before.

“Next time, ask before you touch,” the nurse ordered.

Leira gave her the dead fish look. “Not really my type,” she said, trying to make a joke. 

The nurse narrowed her eyes. “You should be so lucky.”

“Into… men…” Leira told the nurse’s retreating back. The nurses at the desk were all laughing. Leira nodded and waved, feeling her face grow warm as she headed down the hall. “Crap.”

She found her way to their unmarked patrol car, a green Mustang, opened the door and sat very still behind the wheel, waiting to see if something else was going to happen.

Nothing did.

“First step of going crazy is making an ass of yourself,” she said, taking deep breaths. She blinked a few times, hard, to see if she could conjure up the image. 

Nothing. She tried again. She needed to be sure. Blink. Blink.

“So, this won’t be like I Dream of Jeanie. Okay, either I sit here or try driving.” She started the car. “Always did love a challenge. Steady as she goes, brain. Let’s see if we can get home in one piece.”

She pulled the Mustang onto the one-way street, tightening her grip on the wheel, turning up the music. 

“I am not my mother, I am not my mother.”

Damn headaches.

From behind her there was a hum and a pop. A pinhole appeared between the cars in the first row, widening until it was large enough for the two tall elves to step through. Swirls of light surrounded them, making them invisible to the few people parking their cars or walking through the parking lot. 

“She can see us,” said the older of the two elves. An elven crown held down his straight, silver hair that was tucked behind pointed ears, and flowed past his shoulders. His words sounded like a stream of music floating on the air. 

“It would appear so,” the younger elf replied. He raised a long, slender arm trailing thin streams of colored light with every movement. He traced a half circle in the air with his right hand. A baseball-sized orb of violet light with a glowing yellow center bounced in the air in front of them. 

“Go,” sang the elf. 

The violet ball zipped down the street in the direction of the Mustang that was turning a corner a few blocks away. The light slipped under the back fender and stayed there, glowing softly as the car drove out of sight.

“She’s well suited to our needs. A detective, right?” asked the royal elf.

“They call her a homicide detective.”

“You know what it means, don’t you? That she can see us? The energy within her is strong. Stronger than it should be in a human being. Stronger than it’s been in this world for thousands of years.”

“Thirteen millennia ago.” There was a short pause. “That could prove to be a problem,” the older elf mused, looking around at the buildings and vehicles lined up on the street. 

 “First the murder, now this girl can see us. Something is not right,” said the younger elf.

“One thing at a time. Be glad she can see us. We need her help.” His face spasmed with anguish. “My son is dead long before his time. Someone will need to pay for it.”

“Time is running short for answers I fear, your majesty.”

“Then let’s get on with it.”

The younger elf sang a single loud note. The hole widened again and they stepped back into the glowing portal in the middle of a parking lot.

No one in the lot even noticed, but they all suddenly remembered the same song. 

“La, da, da, da,” sang an orderly on his way into work. “Ode to Joy, beautiful symphony. Wonder what made me think of that?”

“Ode to Joy? Nah, man, that’s the theme to Die Hard, dude,” said his friend, humming the same tune. “Best Christmas movie ever. Was thinking about the same song. Weird, huh? Coincidences.” the two walked in silence for a second or two before he added. “Gotta love ‘em.”

“Yeah, you and me,” the orderly smirked, “we’re like twins.”

A low hum behind them went undetected as the hole disappeared and a last spray of gold flashed and sparkled on the dark pavement.




















CHAPTER TWO




Leira was relieved to pull up in front of the small blue house on Rainey Street and waved to the people on the front porch next door. They were already drinking. Most of the colorfully painted houses on the street doubled as bars and happy hour was just getting underway. 

The strings of white lights hanging from the porch were already on, even though the sun hadn’t quite set. Even the neon sign Estelle mounted above the roofline was lit. 

Leira went through the tall gate marked private and weaved through the painted metal tables and chairs on the oversized patio to the small guesthouse in the back. 

She had rented the place when she was still in college and saw no reason to move once she headed out into the real world, especially after her grandmother disappeared. 

Her grandmother had vanished without a trace. The unsolved case was Leira's motivation to become a cop and work to make detective.

There had to be a reason and some day, she’d find it. 

Besides, the rent was the right price these days. Free in exchange for stomping out bar fights, which were a rarity, and occasionally bringing her coworkers home for a drink. 

At least as far as the patio. Estelle liked having cops around her business. She said it kept away a lower element.

The patio was already filling up with people getting a head start on this evening’s buzz. 

 “Hey, Leira.” A regular lifted a cold Shiner Bock in a salute. Leira waved back but kept moving. “On a case?” he called out, but Leira ignored him. She wanted to get to her small sanctuary and figure out what the hell was happening to her mind.

She wasn’t anti-social, she just didn’t think to be social at times.

She slid in the key, and turned the knob, sliding her purse off her shoulder as she stepped in. “Home, sweet home,” she said and closed the door behind her. She reached over to shut the wooden blinds that overlooked the patio and dropped her purse on the red velvet easy chair to her left. Her grandmother’s favorite reading chair.

Leira took deep breath, still pressing her back against the door. 

“Can’t be happening,” she whispered into the darkened room. She bit her lower lip, willing herself to get it together. 

She picked up the framed photo of a younger Leira with her mother and grandmother. Everyone with the same dark green eyes, smiling at the camera. 

“How can everyone call me Lucky Leira with a family like this?” she asked, tracing the image of her mother with her finger. “One locked away, one disappeared without a trace and then there’s just me.” 

Leira started to sigh but caught herself, and slapped her hand hard on the wall.

“Enough! Damn, Berens, sentimental? Okay,” she said, carefully replacing the picture. 

I could use a drink, she thought, as she turned on a small lamp with seashells around the base. Another relic of her grandmother’s.

She stopped to look at herself in the mirror by the door. 

“Another shirt ruined.” She pulled off the dirt and blood streaked button down. 

“Damn,” she murmured, “rough day at the office.” 

She went to her bedroom at the back of the cottage. The small cottage was square with just four rooms. The living room was the largest of them, and the kitchen was just big enough to fit a round table and four chairs in the center with a few feet of clearance on every side.

The bedroom was even smaller but Leira liked it. Big enough for a bed and a dresser, with a small closet on the far side of the room. She made her way to the hamper and after another look, dropped in the shirt.

She unholstered her gun and retrieved the grey metal lockbox from her wooden childhood dresser. She pressed the combination, placed the gun inside and shut the lid firmly, listening for the solid ‘click.’

‘You survive the chewing out?’ she texted Felix. Three bouncing dots appeared almost immediately.

‘By the skin of my teeth,’ he texted back. ‘Go enjoy your evening, Berens. I’m good. Going to watch reruns of Golden Girls on this broke-ass TV and fall asleep.’

‘I’ll bring coffee in the morning’.

‘And a cruller. But don’t let Rose see it.’

Leira smiled her crooked smile and pocketed her phone. 

She went back to the large oval mirror hanging by the door and leaned in to get a better look. Not bad for someone who never wears makeup, she thought, then rolled her eyes. Or at least, good enough.

She looked down, straightening her favorite Wonder Woman t-shirt, feeling some relief. No bloodstains had seeped through. That’s something else to be grateful for, she thought as she walked to the front door.

She opened the door and paused on the threshold, waiting for the usual greetings. She liked the ritual more than she was willing to admit.

“Leira!” called the woman just coming onto the patio from the main room. Several other patrons turned their heads to look. 

“Leira!” they shouted. She stepped down and shut her door, not bothering to lock it. No one who knew her would be dumb enough to try breaking into her place. Anyone who didn’t know her would get stopped a dozen different ways by as many people before they got the door all the way open. 

“Come sit by me,” said Mike, a regular, patting the seat next to him. He was sitting at the weathered and faded long wooden bar. Battered old license plates from Estelle’s travels decorated the sides. Clusters of tiny white lights hung in bunches overhead.

Leira grabbed a stool as the bartender popped the top off a tall neck and set it in front of her. 

“Boone River lager,” said a man in a coat and tie on the next bar stool. Leira didn’t recognize him. Not a regular at Estelle’s. “Little lady has taste,” he added, giving her a wink as he held up his glass. 

Leira frowned, sizing him up before turning her back. Not in the mood, she thought.

“Aw, come on, don’t be like that. It’s Friday! It’s even happy hour. Let me buy you a drink.” He pulled his barstool closer to hers.

Leira knew his type. Relentless. She turned and scowled at him. “Look asshole, this isn’t Match.com. You’re not going to score here. You’re in the wrong bar. Try Rodeo Pete’s on 6th Street. You’ll have a lot better luck with the tourists.” She turned back to say something to Mike.

There was a heavy tap-tap on her shoulder. She looked in time to see a larger finger tap her again. There was a gunmetal gray Rolex on his wrist. 

“Seriously,” she said, as people turned around, some of them moving their chairs closer. Ready to jump in and help Leira if it became necessary. 

Leira felt the crowd grow tense. Time to help everyone ease out of this and calm down.

“Look, dude,” said Leira, “you’re in the wrong establishment.” She scooted her t-shirt just high enough to show him her gold shield. “Last time I’m telling you, nicely or otherwise. Try Rodeo Pete’s, but dial it back a little or even beer goggles won’t help you score. I don’t care how much you try and wallet-slap the honeys.” 

“Feisty, I like it. Come on, one drink,” he smiled, dimples appearing in his cheeks, holding up his hands in mock surrender. He stood up and waved at the bartender, holding up two fingers, but the bartender looked at Leira to see what she wanted him to do. She shook her head, no.

“Okay, I get it. This is your place,” he said, sitting down on his stool. “Look, I’ll buy your beer and you don’t even have to give me your name,” he coaxed, dimples appearing again. “I’ll be right over here, minding my own business, Officer.” He tilted his head to the side.

Leira frowned. “Suit yourself,” she said, turning back around as she took a sip of her beer. The first few sips of a cold beer on a hot Austin night were always the best.

Mike leaned in and whispered, “I think that’s called harmless flirting.”

Leira looked up at him through thick, dark lashes. “Maybe? I’m not in the mood.”

“Doesn’t mean you need to treat everyone like they’re about to be charged with something,” he said, giving her a smile. Leira had known Mike and some of the other regulars since she moved in over four years ago. Just after her grandmother disappeared.

“Have to look out for you, you know. Estelle’s rule number thirty-one,” he said. “Look out for Leira, which we would all do anyway, by the way.” 

He took a long swallow of his gin and tonic, catching a piece of ice and crunching it.  

“Long day,” said Leira. “Felix got shot. He’s okay,” she said quickly, holding up her hand to head off the potential words of comfort, or worse, a hug. “Just needed some stitches and a night at the hospital. Still, long day,” she said, drinking the last of her beer.

“Another?” asked the bartender.

“Sure, one more.” She wasn’t ready to go home just yet, even if it was just a few feet away. 

“Hang out with us for a while,” said Mike. “You should be around some kind of family.” Then he shrugged. “I’m afraid we’ll have to do.”

“You guys are more than enough,” she smiled, resting her arms on the bar. “Hey, I’ll be right back,” she said. “Watch my beer.” She slid off the stool and headed for the comfort of her own bathroom. One of the perks of living behind a bar.

“She always so hard to get along with?” asked the pickup artist watching Leira as she walked out.

A meaty hand clapped him on the back, making him spit just a little of his drink, dribbling it down his chin. 

“That’s Craig,” said Mike, nodding at Craig, who still had his hand on the man’s back. “He’s another regular here. To even be considered a regular here, you have to want to be a part of Leira's Society. That’s what we call ourselves.”

“Didn’t catch your name?” said a woman who had pulled her chair closer. She held out her hand.

“Bob,” he replied, trying out his dimples again. 

“Lucy,” she said, shaking his hand hard. She gave him a smile that didn’t make its way up to her eyes.

“Not that she knows about that part,” said Craig. “We’ll make that our little secret.” 

“Former marine,” said Lucy, tilting her head toward Craig. “It’s my only style of conversation.”

“Take a good look around, Bob,” said Mike. “Everyone here tonight is a part of Leira's Society.”

“Except for that couple, over there,” said Craig. “First date, I suspect. Too much talking to suit my taste. Clearly, still enjoying each other’s company.” He looked pained. Lucy laughed and poked him, brushing a long, blonde lock of hair off her shoulder.

“What are you, like a fan club?” asked Bob, still smiling, but sounding nervous.

“More like a family,” Lucy said. “An over-protective, Texas-sized family.”

“See that tiny little woman in there?”  Craig pointed at Estelle who was showing someone to their table.

“The grandmother packing a gun?” Bob’s eyes widened. He took a large swallow of his drink.

“That’s Estelle. She leads this merry band and is the head of the society. No one bothers Leira here,” Mike proclaimed.

“No one,” Craig agreed, slapping Bob’s back again.

“Rodeo Pete’s?” asked Bob, pulling a twenty-dollar bill out of his wallet, and slapping it on the bar.

“Good idea,” said Lucy. “Take a cab. No parking on 6th Street after nine. They tow whatever’s still parked there and let everyone wander in the streets.”

Bob smiled stiffly as he backed off his stool and left quickly, weaving through the now-packed chairs till he got to the door. 

“You know, she might actually figure out how to like a guy if y’all stopped running everyone off,” said Lucy, watching him go. 

“He wasn’t good enough for her,” Craig insisted. “Besides, you know the rules.”

“He was acting like a guy,” said Lucy, “and he wasn’t that bad looking. Leira could use the practice.”

Leira stepped up behind them, “You chased him off, didn’t you?” said Leira. She ignored Lucy’s comment. She knew they all thought of her as dating-impaired. Maybe they were right.

“Damn girl, you’re like Batman in those shoes. Sneak up on anyone,” said Craig.

“Thanks for doing that,” said Leira. “I’d remind you again that I can take care of myself but tonight, I kind of appreciate it.”

Craig and Mike exchanged a look. 

“Her partner got shot,” said Mike, “but he’s doing fine,” he added, when Leira scowled at him. “I’d have told him eventually,” he said, sheepishly. “Rigorous honesty,” he added, waving at the bartender. “How about I get the next round?”

“You owe Craig a few beers, anyway,” said Lucy, moving her chair back to her table. “You can send mine over here.” She added, “Leira, you can come sit with the girls, if you want.”

Leira sat down on her barstool and turned toward the bar as a man took the seat next to her. 

“Hi,” he said, with a smile. 

What is it with tonight? she wondered. 

“Damn, girl, whatever it is you’re doing, let me in on it,” Lucy called. “All the good ones are making their way over to you tonight.”

“Semi-good ones,” said Mike.

“Okay, big brothers, maybe step back a little. At least for my sake,” said Lucy, trying to get the new guy’s attention, smiling at him. He didn’t take his eyes off Leira.

“I think I’ll take this one to go,” Leira said, picking up her beer. She could feel a tight soreness in her shoulder from where she had landed on top of Arthur and, even though the headache had eased up, to her relief, the remnants of pain were still there. “I’ll be fine,” she said, with a reassuring smile.

Bad choice. A look of concern passed across Mike’s face. Damn. 

She waved as she turned to walk away. 

No looking back, she thought. Tonight, I have a feeling they’d follow me. 

She opened the door to her cottage as another shout went up. “To Leira!” followed by a lot of clinking glasses and the sounds of laughter. Leira braced herself and turned, raising her beer in the air.

“Till tomorrow,” she shouted, her usual farewell. Craig at the bar smiled broadly at her, raising his glass. 

“Or later tonight!” someone shouted back, causing another ripple of laughter.

“Gotta’ love a routine,” she mumbled to herself as she pushed open her door. 

She curled up on the couch and took a sip of her beer. 

“Ow!” she exclaimed, sucking in air through her teeth. She carefully set the bottle down on the floor and pushed down the waistband of her form-fitting black pants. A bruise the size of a quarter was forming on the curve of her hip. 

She gently pressed the green and purple spot. “Have to stick my landing better the next time,” she mumbled.

She let go of her pants and was reaching down for her beer when the room exploded with gold light. It was streaming everywhere, sparks shooting out to the sides. 

Leira ducked and rolled to the floor, knocking over her bottle. 

“Fuck,” she shouted, covering her head with her arms, waiting for the rest of the blast. She could feel the beer pooling around her right knee.

Nothing happened. The room was so quiet she could hear the beer as it dripped from the bottle onto her rug. 

“No!” she yelled, squeezing her eyes shut, willing herself to not go crazy. 

Go crazy like her mother, she thought as she fought the emotions.




















CHAPTER THREE




Leira was not used to the feeling of panic that washed over her. Her heart was beating fast – too fast – and she was finding it hard to catch her breath. 

Instincts kicked in and she forced herself to make an assessment of the room. 

Come on, Leira. Enough.

She opened her eyes and looked up, ready to at least try and take down whatever was in front of her. 

A hole had opened up in the middle of her small living room, exactly like the one she had seen at the hospital. The air around it shimmered and she could feel the pulses of energy it gave off move through her body.

Two creatures stood just inside looking out at her. Leira would have called them men but something about them made her think twice. Points on their ears, long white hair, one of them, the hair was so white it seemed to glow. 

“Elves,” she said, not sure what was happening. “Straight out of D and fucking D.”

And of course, there was the large rip in the world that kept appearing in front of her.

“Not human,” she shook her head. “Freakin’ elves.”

There was something familiar about all of it. Something tugging at her. In a flash of remembrance, she knew what was coming back to her and she shuddered.  

Her mother’s goddammed crazy stories. Never about little green men or the government out to get her, oh no.  They couldn’t be as acceptable as UFOs or anything.

Tall beings that could bend light. Isn’t that what she always said? 

“Goddamn Light Elves!” she shouted, finally remembering what her mother always insisted on calling her delusions. The shorter of the pair looked surprised and hesitated, putting his hand on the other one’s arm, pulling him backwards.

Leira noticed they were standing on what looked like something solid at the same level as her living room floor. Images flickered behind them, rapidly shaping into what looked like an old, dense forest.

Trees are way to big too be to be from here, thought Leira.

Every muscle in her body was tense as she rocked back on her heels. Her gun was still in the lockbox in her bedroom behind her.

She reached for the metal bat she kept under her couch and in one fluid motion grabbed the bat, rolled within striking distance and swung at their ankles. Before she could connect, and knock them over like bowling pins, the older elf sang something and made a sweeping motion.

They rose high enough to avoid being struck by the bat and hovered in midair. Now, it was Leira's turn to look surprised. 

“Crazy comes with a lot more details than I realized,” she mumbled, glancing around, maintaining her situational awareness. “Like I’m inside the fucking movie.” 

The older elf wearing the crown stretched out his arm and opened his hand. The bat in Leira's hand began to vibrate and she tightened her grip. Her arm shook violently.

“Stronger than I imagined,” he said.

“She’s absorbing the energy,” the other observed. “But how?”

“No, it’s more than that. She has powerful inner strength. She’s a natural…”

Leira bit her lip and pulled back as hard as she could on the bat. For an instant, it floated toward her.

The being waved his hand again, creating a circular symbol of light and the bat pulled itself from her grasp and flew to him. Leira fell backward from the momentum, landing hard on her tailbone.

 “Can you be beaten to death by a hallucination?” she asked, wondering if her brain would slip over the edge and supply an answer.

The younger elf rolled his eyes, looking annoyed. 

“That seems about right. I go crazy, I come up with,” she got back on her feet, “annoyed aliens.”

“I don’t think we qualify as aliens,” said the older elf as he stepped through the opening, coming down to the ground again. “Not only are we not of this world but also not from this dimension.”

The annoyed one followed, taking the bat from his companion, and gave more of a huff than a sigh.

“You’re fully formed images,” said Leira, her mind swimming as she reached out to poke one of them. “You’re even beautiful,” she said, awe in her voice, “with pointed ears. I knew watching Star Trek late at night would come back to haunt me.” Her finger moved closer to the younger elf, who drew away from her.

“Let her,” said the older one. Leira saw that he was wearing some kind of crown made of twisted metal shaped into vines and leaves with a ruby in the center. The annoyed elf started to pull back and even raised his hand to do something. 

“No fireballs in here,” said the one wearing the crown. It sounded to Leira like an order.

“Wonder what it means that I even wanted royalty in my delusions,” she said, and touched his arm, wrapping her hand around his wrist, squeezing it.

“I assure you, I’m real,” he said, the words coming out in a rush of music. Leira froze when she realized they weren’t speaking English. They weren’t actually speaking at all. 

They were singing...

“What’s going on? What’s happened? Is any of this real? I’m not this creative on a good day. Shouldn’t my insanity be limited by my ability to dream you guys up?” Her questions came out in rapid fire as she eyed the bat again. The younger elf seemed to sense where her thoughts were wandering and moved the bat further out of her reach.

“Did you just read my mind?” she asked.

“No, you were staring at it,” he sang.

“You’re not crazy,” the older elf added. It was the most beautiful string of sounds Leira had ever heard. “We’re really here. You can call me Oriceran.”

“King Oriceran,” the other elf clarified. “And yes, you were right. Light Elves.”

“Trust your senses. You can see us, you can touch us. More importantly, we’re not here to harm you.”

“While I’m glad to hear I didn’t dream up something that would want to kill me, I’m going to need better proof to be sure I’m not nuts,” said Leira. “This isn’t the first time you’ve appeared and I’m the only one who reacts.” She looked back and forth at them. “That’s not a good sign,” she pointed to herself, “for me.”

“Fair enough. How can we help you with this, what, a test?” the king asked.

Leira hesitated. Every idea that came to her could be explained away. There was no way to know for sure if she was losing her mind. 

She held out her hands in frustration. “I’ve got nothing,” she admitted. “No idea how to prove it.”

“Then let’s get on with things,” said the younger elf. “Time is passing in your world and a killer is getting further and further away.”

“Killer?” asked Leira. “Hell, I dreamed up a case, too? That actually makes more sense. I’m working even as I go insane. No rest for the wicked.”

“You’re really going to need to put that aside if you’re going to help us,” the king said gently. “The entire sane or insane argument.” He lifted his hand as if he was about to do something.

“Wait, I have an idea,” she said. The elves waited but Leira didn’t say another word, just leaned in toward them. She opened her eyes wider and raised her eyebrows. The king got the message.

“We don’t read minds. It’s not a talent we’ve acquired, as yet. You’ll have to tell us.”

Another eye roll from the younger elf. 

“Sorry,” said Leira. “I suppose it makes me feel better to know you can’t just do anything. Magic has limits.”

“Okay, on with it,” sang the king. “What’s the test?”

Leira took a deep breath and held it, making them wait. She almost couldn’t say it out loud. 

“Find my mother’s ring,” Leira said, hoping they could do it, despite the fact that this had to all be a crazy illusion. 

The ring had been lost for years and was the only piece of jewelry she had that belonged to her mother. She still felt the loss.

“Easy enough,” the king said.

“Party trick,” the other elf agreed. 

“Do you have a name?” asked Leira, glaring at him. She was getting annoyed, even if she had hallucinated him.

He sang the notes again but she couldn’t make out what he was saying.

“What the hell was that?” she asked. “Wait, that’s familiar. Do it again.”

He sang it again, holding the last notes.

“Hold on, that’s the theme from Die Hard,” she said, laughing despite what was happening to her. “Best Christmas movie, ever,” Leira and the young elf said in unison.

“Yes, I’ve heard that before,” he said. “Not my first appearance here.”

“The ring?” she asked, the spark of hope she felt dimming. No ring and going crazy, she thought. A pang of loneliness settled in her chest. Next step to going crazy.

“Can you picture it in your mind?” the king asked. 

“Child,” the other elf sang, sounding annoyed.

“Keebler,” growled Leira.

“Not a cookie, and we don’t live in trees,” he said. “Those Keeblers are a strange cross between a wood elf and a gnome and I assure you, have nothing to do with Light Elves. Although, neither one of those species has ever made cookies either.”

“How would you know about Keebler…?”

“Picture the ring,” the king interrupted. He took a deep breath and swept his hands, trailing gold light, through the air, making symbols in orange and yellow flame that hung there. The symbols came together and melded together, turning and reshaping themselves until they finally formed into the shape of a box made of light.

The king looked pleased, relieved even. He sang something Leira couldn’t understand, his face close to the glowing box.

The box began to spin faster and faster, starting to move around the perimeter of the room, bathing everything in a rosy glow, filling the space with a high-pitched moaning sound that was almost unbearable to Leira. 

She struggled to keep her bearings and felt herself swaying from side to side.

Zip! Woot!

All that she could see was a continuous stream of glowing orange light and inside of the stream was every memory she had of the ring, right up to the day it was lost.

Leira watched, fascinated, remembering all the good times with her mother and the dread as her mother started to get worse, finally giving Leira the ring for safekeeping, just before the orderlies took her away.

Plink!

The spinning stopped abruptly and the light disappeared. Something small and hard dropped at her feet. Leira looked down and saw, resting against the tip of her sneaker, a platinum band with two sapphires flanking an emerald. 

“Oh my God…”, she whispered. It was her mother’s ring.

She bent down slowly, hoping the illusion would last. Tears welled up in her eyes as she picked up the ring and slid it onto her finger, back where it belonged. She wiped away a tear with the back of her hand and blew out the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

“Not a crier, Berens,” she said, balling her hands into fists. She looked up at the elves, who were waiting patiently for her to let them know if the test was enough to satisfy her.

She held her hand out in front of her and looked at the ring from every angle.

“I can feel it there,” she whispered. “Cold metal.” She pressed the ring into the palm of her other hand and felt the sharp prongs. “I’m not sure I care if I’m crazy or not,” she said softly. 

“Good, then let’s be going,” said the younger elf. 

“Wait,” said the king. “She has to agree to go. We don’t kidnap anyone.”

“That’s something,” said Leira. “Where exactly are we going?” 

“Our world, on the other side. To Oriceran and our kingdom where the Light Elves reside,” the king replied. “We need you to help us solve a murder.”

“You have the same name as your entire planet?”

“We’re Light Elves,” said the younger elf, as if that was all the explanation that was needed.

“Who was killed?” Leira easily slipped back into detective mode.

“My son,” whispered the king, holding out his hand to Leira.

She hesitated for a moment but curiosity, and a deep desire to help won out. She put her hand in his. 

“What the hell,” she said. She felt a warm glow course through her veins. Glowing symbols of every color appeared, crawling up her arm, under the skin.

The younger elf finally let the bat fall to the ground.

As the symbols spread, the portal opened around her, filling her cottage, swallowing up her world, until she found herself surrounded by the dense forest she had glimpsed earlier in the hospital.

“Welcome to Oriceran,” the king smiled. “Come, there isn’t much time. The memories fade with every passing hour.”

“Memories of what?” Leira asked as she tried to keep up, looking all around her in amazement at the new world. The ring picked up the light, flashing on her finger.

“My son’s murder,” the king replied, looking at her. “More will be revealed, but we must hurry.”

 “I still don’t know what to call you,” she said to the younger elf, as she moved easily along the uneven ground. All the years of running were paying off. 

“I told you my name,” he said, singing it for her again.

“Yeah, I know, theme from Die Hard. Guys in my world are hung up on it, too,” she scrutinized him. “I’m going to call you Bert. You know, like Bert and Ernie. Same high forehead.” She leaped over the biggest tree root she had ever seen, landing easily on the other side. Bert took note of her agility. 

“Frankly, on you, it’s more of a seven or eight head,” she said.

“That’s a new one to me. What’s a Bert and Ernie?”

“They’re Muppets.”

“What’s a Muppet?” 

“You know Keebler but missed out on Muppets? Okay, whatever. It’s an oversized doll and someone puts a hand up their…” she said, jabbing the air. “To make them talk.” 

Bert rolled his eyes. 

“We’re past the Wood Elves kingdom,” said the king as they entered a lush, mossy clearing. “We can use magic again without being detected. Get us home before someone sees the girl.”

“I’m not a Muppet,” Bert grumbled, creating violet symbols made of light in the air. 

Unnoticed, a cicada flew along above them, part organic, part machine. The whirring sound it made blended into the forest’s constant background noise.

“Uh oh, I’ve pissed off Bert,” Leira whispered as the ground dissolved around her. The cicada hovered for a moment before circling and turning back to report all that it had seen and heard. Bringing Leira to Oriceran meant the Light Elves had broken a basic rule and others would be interested in knowing more.




















CHAPTER FOUR




Leira found herself standing in the middle of a large, open space, deep inside the Light Elves’ kingdom. The entire kingdom was nestled in a valley near a mountain range, overlooking a wide green valley. 

Only problem was Leira was standing high above all of it, as if she was floating in mid-air. The entire vista was visible to Leira from every angle, even under her feet. The elves floating nearby looked unconcerned. 

Don’t panic.

As far as she could tell, there were no actual walls, no floors. There wasn’t even a table or chair. She slid her sneaker forward just a little and felt something solid beneath her.

Reassuring.

Leira found herself frozen in place, not willing to move.

“You look distressed,” the king said. It was a statement of fact. He didn’t seem to be sharing her concern. 

She stared back at him, not sure what to say. “The…ground…” she stammered. Everyone turned to look at her, confused.

“Where the hell is it?” she asked, starting to get angry, pointing down. ‘The ground, where’s the damned ground?” She waved her arms, but that felt too much like she was flapping wings. She stopped, arms still out, fighting the urge to curl into a ball. 

“I’ve got this one,” said Bert. He touched fingertips together in elaborate patterns, and the floors became visible, flowing out from the corners like liquid before turning into solid marble. The center of the floor was inlaid with a cursive O inside the same style of crown the king was wearing. It was bracketed by Irish wolfhounds sitting at attention in mosaic tiles.

The liquid flowed up toward the sky, forming walls, leaving space for windows that stretched from the floor to the ceiling. An oversized crystal chandelier blossomed from the ceiling, while the room seemed to furnish itself. Everything glowed around the edges.

“We do like the glitter,” said the king, looking up at the chandelier.

“I quite prefer to do without any of it,” said a female elf, as tall as Bert with long, flowing dark hair, wearing a crown similar to the king’s. She was the most beautiful creature Leira had ever seen. “It really spoils the view to have to pretend we have floors and walls,” she observed.

“Leira Berens, this is my wife, Queen Saria,” said the king.

“Pretend?” Alarmed, Leira quickly tested the sturdiness of the floor by stomping her foot. Best to find out now if she was about to fall to her death. 

The floor held.

“Well done,” said the king. “Very brave, that’s a good sign. You face things head on.” He gave her a smile that quickly faded. “That will serve you well in the task at hand.”

“You’re staring,” the queen observed, fixing her deep green eyes on Leira. “It’s as if you’ve never seen an elf before. That can’t be true.” She arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow at the king and said, “Surely you’ve noticed.”

“How long do we have left?” asked the king, ignoring the queen’s words.

“Three hours, no more,” Bert replied.

“What happens in three hours?” Leira asked, as she studied the room She let her fingers graze cut glass pitchers that sang melodies when she touched them, admired gold framed paintings that came to life when she looked at them, carved wooden trays that had leaves growing from the edges. 

Everything was more beautiful to her than anything she’d seen back on Earth.

“The memories will be lost,” Bert urged. The king cleared his throat to catch Leira's attention. She was too busy staring at a prism dangling in one of the windows. The sunlight was shining through it, casting an image of a blue reindeer on a nearby wall. 

Its broad antlers were refracting in the light.

Leira touched the prism and as it moved the images changed. She was mesmerized as first a gold antelope, then a white wolf and finally an emerald green dragonfly danced on the wall.

“She’s enraptured by a child’s toy,” The queen shook her head. “This is who you’re entrusting with finding our son’s killer?” Her voice was sharp and full of pain. 

Leira snapped out of it, pulling her hand away from the prism. “I’m here to do a job,” she said, her experience kicking in. It didn’t matter if everything around her was new and different. She was here to investigate a crime. “Singleness of purpose.”

“Indeed,” Bert replied, frowning. 

Leira could tell he wasn’t happy. Not my problem, she thought. You called me.

“Let’s get on with it, then,” she said. “Time matters, even over here.” She gave her best dead fish look. 

“Better,” said Bert, as he held open a tall door. Leira strode through confidently, as Bert tsked loudly. The king and queen followed but Leira hesitated, realizing she didn’t have a clue where she was going.

“Perhaps we should lead the way?” The queen looked down her nose at Leira. 

The queen stepped in front of her, waving her arms to show the floors in front of them. “All of this opening and closing is a tiresome nuisance,” she flicked her wrist. “I suppose it’s a short-term necessity.”

“I could always just go home,” replied Leira. The queen turned to look at her and Leira held her gaze, not backing down. She cocked her head to one side, waiting to see if the queen had anything else to say. No one else moved, even though Leira could see that Bert was once again rolling his eyes, annoyed.

“Very well,” said the queen. “Let’s get on with it.” She waved an arm over her head, her sleeve fluttering as the walls and floors behind them dissolved completely. “There, that’s better,” she said. She flicked her wrist, completing the spell as the rest of the castle disappeared again. She didn’t bother to turn around to see Leira's reaction.

Bitch wanna play, thought Leira. Okay, you are a grieving mother, I get it. I’ll give you this one. Leira focused on the queen walking in front of her and the surrounding peaks in the distance. She didn’t dare look down at the distant valley below.

As each room became briefly visible Leira could see other elves busy at work, or lying down, resting. The queen made a series of swift motions and a dark cloud appeared, lightning and thunder cracking and rumbling around it. The queen moved swiftly into the cloud as it enveloped her. 

Leira hesitated a moment but walked into the dense, grey mist. 

At least I can’t see what’s not underneath me anymore, Leira thought as she moved deeper into the cloud. The darkness cleared as swiftly as it had arrived, and she found herself standing in the center of a room with smooth, granite walls, and a marble floor identical to the one she’d seen before. 

On the far wall, a fire burned in a marble bowl.

 A young elf lay in the center of the room, a male who looked to be about Leira's age. His skin was almost blindingly white and he was dressed in dark green robes that twinkled with light. A braided necklace with a diamond-shaped lavender stone pendant hung from his neck. On his head was an elven crown. He looked like he might be asleep, but Leira knew what she was seeing.

This was their dead son.

“This is my son, Prince Rolim, of the Oriceran Light Elves. I keep this room perpetually shrouded.” The queen touched her son gently. Grief crossed her face and she seemed lost, but only for the moment. “No one enters this room without my express permission, no one,” she said sternly, looking at Leira.

“Message received,” Leira replied. “Tell me why I’m here. Here, specifically. Is this where he died? It looks like you already cleaned up the crime scene,” she said, looking at the perfectly laid out prince. “There isn’t much, if anything to learn here.” 

The queen scowled at Bert.

“Is he supposed to be my handler?” asked Leira. “I don’t do well with babysitters. If you want me to work a case, let me work the case.” 

Bert stepped forward but the queen held up her hand. 

“Let me do what you brought me here to do, or return me to my world and we’ll call all of this a weird dream brought on by a seriously bad breakfast taco,” said Leira. She stood with her hands on her hips, waiting to see who would blink first. 

It wasn’t going to be her.

“Fine,” the queen commented while waving a hand in annoyance. “We’re wasting time.”

“Look, why do you need a homicide detective from Earth in the first place? I’m a damn good one, I get that,” Leira said. “But still. Why can’t you figure this out and take care of the guilty party with a swoosh of your hands?” she asked, waving her hands in the air mimicking the Queen.

“Stop!” said Bert. “A little respect.” 

She turned to Bert. “You’re going to have to decide if you want protocol or solutions. I can’t do both. Frankly, I can’t do the first one at all, but, if I know you don’t want solutions at least we’ll know how to proceed and we can cut this short,” she said. “Bert here seems hung up on niceties.”

“Bert?” asked the king, frowning.

“Come closer.” The queen held out her hand. “Some things take direct contact.” 

It wasn’t until Leira got closer that she saw the tears in the queen’s eyes. She was barely containing her grief.

Leira grabbed her hand and watched a series of fiery symbols materialize on the queen’s arm, as the room faded and changed. 

Leira was standing in yet another room made of the same granite walls but open to the sky. There were things on pedestals around the room, each of them illuminated from within. 

The king and queen and even Bert were gone. The prince was alive and standing there, arguing with someone who looked more like a human form of trouble from her world. A man, late thirties most likely, average height, dressed in worn brown cowboy boots, work pants and a long-sleeved khaki shirt over a t-shirt with the faded image of a T-Rex on the front. 

He was doing his best to look nonchalant, but failing.

“Hello?” said Leira, wondering if the prince would turn and talk to her, but neither one seemed to hear her. There was a low buzzing sound in her head.

“This is only a memory,” the queen’s voice said. Leira could still feel the warmth of her hand, even if she couldn’t see her. “Elves retain the last hour of their lives for four days after death. This is the fourth day.” Leira could hear the grief in her voice. “Normally, it brings comfort to those who remain.”

“The images only project a few yards from the body.” It was Bert, somewhere off to the side. 

“This is more than just images,” said Leira, in awe as she looked at the prince. “He looks… alive.”

“Yes, he does,” said the queen, a catch in her voice. “Pay attention to the details. We wasted precious time selecting you and we can’t be sure how strong the images will remain.”

Prince Rolim was holding something. Leira moved closer, still holding on to the queen, to get a closer look.

“That’s a pin of the family crest,” said the king. “We are in the royal relics room. It’s kept hidden at all times. Objects that have powers of their own to begin with are kept here.”

“To begin with?” Leira asked, seeing the look of surprise and anger on the prince’s face. He clearly didn’t know the man who was greedily looking around the room.

“Many of these relics were made stronger. Elves over the centuries have gathered together and imbued certain objects with some of their own power. It’s a kind of safekeeping, meant for future generations or when more power than a single elf can provide may be needed,” said the queen.

“Even royal power,” the king added.

“And that lavender rock is one of those relics, isn’t it? I didn’t see that when we came in,” said Leira.

“That’s because it’s gone,” said the king. “Keep watching.”

The man licked his lips, barely paying attention to the prince. 

“How did you get in here?” the prince demanded. “Who helped you? Who are you?” The prince pocketed the pin, making a series of small motions, fiery symbols appearing in front of him. They formed a large ball that formed into images of the man in front of him, crossing over into this world.

“Your name is Bill Somers,” said the prince. “And you are trying to steal a relic from my world.”

“Found a relic. It’s what I do, uncover things. Dig them up. I’m an archaeologist, by trade. Translates to finders keepers in my world,” he said. 

“You’re a common thief. You’ve taken a powerful relic from this room. It belongs to me,” said the prince, scowling at the man.

“Well, I did but I’m going to need it,” Bill said, nervously. “I’m on an assignment and this pretty necklace will need to go with me. I’ve waited much too long to prove this world exists.”

“What slime,” said Leira, watching Bill try to justify what he was doing. 

“Give me the pendant in your pocket,” Prince Rolim ordered, holding out his hand. 

“You can’t take it from me, can you?” Bill’s voice was relieved and delighted. “I have to give it to you. Well, well. So, you have rules too. Good to know.”

The prince gestured and a dagger flew to his hand.

“Hold on now,” said Bill, the nervous smile returning. “No need to get touchy. I get it. It’s your plaything. No reason we can’t both walk away feeling like we got something, now is there?” He had both of his arms up, as if he was trying to let the prince know he was harmless. 

“Stop,” Leira said, quietly, knowing her words were useless.

Somers began to twitch. His anxiety was clearly growing, making him dangerous and unpredictable. She watched helplessly, gripping the queen’s hand tighter as she took a step forward to try and stop what she could see coming. 

But a wave of light pushed her back.

“Stay where you are,” the queen said in a low voice. “The memories will only let us so close. You can make them break apart by getting too near.”

Leira stopped struggling, watching Bill offer to give back the pendant, bargaining for something else in the room.

“What about a different stone? A magic crystal?” he asked, reaching into his pants pocket with a shaking hand. “Something that can do a little levitating. Or, how about a pretty one that can help me read minds. You have something like that?” 

The prince stayed where he was, his hand outstretched, his anger clearly growing.

“All of you are exactly the same,” said Prince Rolim. “Selfish humans,” he spit angrily. “Nothing in this room belongs to you. These aren’t trinkets you can cheat each other for. Give me the rock and we’ll deal with how you got here. And who helped you.”

A braided gold necklace slipped out of Bill’s pocket and dangling from the end was a similar piece of lavender rock, held in place by gold prongs. It was the same one Leira saw on the prince’s body.

“That necklace,” said Leira. “I saw it on the prince’s body.”

“It’s a copy that was there in a display case. Another relic. We put it on him for a reason. Objects can take on energy from traumatic events,” said the king. 

“Like a murder,” said Leira. 

“Yes,” the queen said, “like a murder. Having this one on my son’s body has helped make the memory stronger. It might even buy us time, if we need it.”

“I know that kind of rock. I’ve seen something like it before,” said Leira, trying to remember where. She felt the queen squeeze her hand tightly. The end must be near, thought Leira. 

“How can you stand to watch this?” Leira asked quietly. 

“I have to,” said the queen. “My beautiful son was only one hundred and twenty-five years old. In our years, that makes him the same age as you. He had hundreds of years left to live. Children to father, to continue our line, the Oriceran line. All of that was taken from him by a human.”

Somers dangled the necklace in front of his chest, his arm close to his body, a sheen of sweat on his face. Leira's eyes swept the scene, taking in every detail.

The archaeologist kept talking, buying himself time. He snuck glances at the door as if he expected someone to rescue him.

“An accomplice,” Leira said, softly. “Even with all your magic, we’re not that different. A crime plays out pretty much the same way.” 

Leira watched the prince lunge forward to grab the necklace out of Somers’ hand. Somers held the necklace against his body and stepped back. He fell against a display case, knocking the relic loose. The prince saw his chance and pulled at the thick chain. Somers’ eyes widened and he pulled back, shoving the prince with his other hand as he tried to regain his balance.

The prince pulled on the necklace, and Somers stumbled into him, struggling to hold onto the necklace, grabbing the prince’s arm with his other hand. They struggled, twisting and turning, making it hard for Leira to see exactly what was happening, until it was too late. The prince staggered back, the dagger deep in his chest.

The anger drained from the prince’s face, replaced by surprise and pain. He looked into Bill’s eyes, still clinging to the necklace.

The queen’s grip tightened, almost twisting Leira's knuckles. 

Leira ignored the pain and focused on what was happening—at least in memory—right in front of her.

“What?” Somers looked down and saw the blade of the dagger buried to the hilt in the prince’s chest. He let out a startled cry, still holding on to the prince. 

Prince Rolim tried to pull away, to lift his arm, as if that would help. He opened his mouth to speak but only a gurgle emerged, followed by a thin stream of silvery blood. Leira heard the queen sob quietly.

Focus, Leira, she thought. Do your job. 

Somers panicked and pulled the knife out in one swift motion, pushing the prince back, watching him teeter for a moment before falling. He fell to the floor, barely alive, his eyes still open, staring up at the sky, the pendant still in his grasp. A shimmer of light surrounded him, growing dimmer.

Somers stood for a moment, turning his head to see if help was coming but doing nothing to summon anyone. “No,” he said with a shudder, as he panicked and stepped over the Prince’s body. He reached down at the last moment and tugged the relic from the prince’s hand, pocketing it. The shimmer of light faded till it was gone.

There were tears in his eyes as he moved toward the door. At the last moment he turned and snatched some of the smaller artifacts in the room, filling his pockets. He looked back one last time and mumbled, “Sorry, I never…you shouldn’t have...” and fled.

The images started to fade and the room Leira had first entered emerged. The queen was staring at the spot where her son had fallen as she let go of Leira's hand. The low buzzing in Leira's head finally stopped, making the room eerily quiet.

She looked at them, not wanting to break the silence.




















CHAPTER FIVE




“That was a lot to take in,” she said finally, trying to keep her focus. “I’ve never been present at the ‘before’ part of a murder investigation.” 

Bert looked at the stricken queen and quickly created a chair of light, catching her before she fell. 

“Take Leira to the place where we think the killer escaped back to her world,” said the king, his voice heavy with grief. “Answer any of her questions. Give her whatever she needs.” He knelt by his wife, taking her hand. The queen had not been able to look away from the memory, or look back at her son’s body behind her.

“Yes, your majesty,” said Bert, turning to go. “Follow me,” he said, waving at Leira.

“For what it’s worth, the prince was wrong about one thing,” said Leira.

“Come. Now,” said Bert.

“About what?” asked the queen, looking back at Leira, tears shimmering on her face.

“The selfish part. Not all humans are selfish. Some can be very kind. It’s just that when you get a bad one, or a pathetically weak one, they tend to not have limits on the harm they cause. Makes people like me necessary.”

“We have the same kind of evil in our world,” said the king, gently kissing the top of the queen’s head. 

“If that’s the case,” Leira asked, “why do you need me? I can’t do any magic.”

“Precisely.” The queen, held her gaze. “The killer used no magic, left no trail marking his evil. Magic won’t solve this crime. To make things worse, he appears to have gotten away cleanly to your world. It’s difficult for us to travel there without being seen. There are rules about all of this,” she said, a sob escaping from her throat.

“Enough,” the king said firmly, eyeing both his wife and Leira.

“I’m sorry,” said Leira. The dark cloud grew around her for moment, just as quickly pulling away, until she found herself back, standing in the middle of the sky, the valley far below her feet once again. Her stomach lurched and she tripped forward, still surprised to feel a floor beneath her feet when she couldn’t see one.

“Can we stand on actual ground?” she asked, her eyes wanting to shut. “I can’t concentrate hanging around like this.”

“As you wish,” said Bert, drawing symbols in front of them. Leira shut her eyes, trying to cut down on the nausea, and opened them again to find herself transported, standing in a garden of neatly trimmed low hedges and paved walkways with stone benches lining one side. She took a seat and put her head between her legs. 

“Think what you want,” she said, her head still down. “I’m not puking today.”

She saw his moccasined feet stop in front of her. 

“I can wait,” he said. 

“Sit down next to me,” she said, patting the bench next to her. “Don’t stand in front of me like that.” She put her head in her hands and took in long, even breaths. Finally, she was able to lift her head.

Bert was watching her patiently.

She looked up at him, “That’s kind of creepy, Bert.”

“I’m letting the name thing go for now,” he said, a slight frown on his face. “Ask me your questions.”

“Why me, would seem to be the most obvious one.” She asked, still rubbing the side of her temples.

“You’re a homicide detective, a good one.”

“And?”

“And Bill Somers escaped to your hometown of Austin. We believe he’s moved on but you will be able to follow him. He has no reason to think he didn’t get away with his crime.”

“What are you going to do with him when I find him?” she asked, taking another deep breath.

“You’re confident you’ll find him. Good. We’ll try him. We’re not Kilomea.”

“I’d ask what those are, but I have a feeling that’s a rabbit hole of information.”

“They’re ugly, large creatures built for warfare. They live in the northwestern part of the land,” said Bert, pointing off in a direction towards his left. 

“We’re going there with all of the crazy, magical things, aren’t we?” said Leira. “Okay, go ahead. How many kinds of beings are there in this world? At least the ones who can talk, cause trouble, look kind of human.”

“There are about a dozen,” said Bert. “To start with there are the witches and wizards who keep to themselves. Many of them belong to an Order that serves a group known as the prophets. There are Dark Elves who live on the other side of the Great Forest, and the Wood Elves who inhabit parts of the forest and watch over it.”

“The king mentioned them when we arrived. He was trying to avoid them,” said Leira. “Are they dangerous?”

“No, there is a treaty. Those days have passed. He was trying to avoid letting it be known we willingly brought a human over to this side.”

“Against your rules. I’d do a better job if I knew what they are, at least the main ones. Is there a chance I can get a list of them?”

“There’s not enough time,” said Correk. “You’ll be back on your world soon and then you will be able to go back to what you know.”

“Fair enough. Come on, let’s walk around the grounds,” said Leira, standing up slowly, feeling a little better. “I do better when I’m moving.”

“Very well,” said Bert. “These are the royal gardens. This is a low maze. You can see over the top. It’s really for the young elves amusement. We can make our way to the queen’s garden, among the enchanted trees and talk there. No one will be able to hear us.”

“Part of the enchantment?” said Leira, following behind him. “No transporting.” She pulled on Bert’s arm. “We can just walk there.”

Bert regarded her and said, “I didn’t transport you. You moved at the speed of light. But we can go at your pace.”

“I didn’t say I need special treatment,” said Leira, annoyed. “I just want to travel in a fashion I’m accustomed to, like walking at a normal pace. Tell me more about the Light Elves.”

“Our line goes back almost to the beginning of this world’s existence.”

“Almost, but not quite?” asked Leira.

“There was only one race of elves that were older than Light Elves, but they haven’t been seen for thousands of years, since the treaty. The last of their kind died out in a war that engulfed this world for a generation.”

They walked down a grassy path between tall trees with the same kind of enormous roots Leira had already seen. 

Bert saw her looking at the trees and said, “We’re passing through Golden Chestnut Grove. They grow to be over two hundred feet tall and are home to many creatures.”

Leira heard the sound of high-pitched voices and scratching inside one of the trees as they passed.

“Can’t be oversized squirrels. What is that?” she asked, scanning her surroundings.

“You mean that sound? Those are Ashgrog dwarves. Smaller than the dwarves that live along the rivers. Generally harmless, if left alone.”

“Understood,” said Leira. “Stick to the path.”

“Stay close to me and listen well. That should be sufficient,” said Bert.

“Once I’m back in my world, will I be able to find you if I have more questions?”

“That may prove difficult.”

“Because of that no contact with humans rule.”

“Yes, that’s precisely the reason.” Bert stopped walking, and waved his hands to draw symbols.

“I take it no one else can hear this,” said Leira.

“Our worlds have come together before. The cycles cause us to cross paths. The amount of time between crossings is twenty-six millenia, or if you want to be exact, 25,800 years. We call one complete pass a Great Year.”

“Let me guess, the last time the worlds came together was right around the time of the war that wiped out the other elves.”

“Correct. Humans didn’t cause all of the mayhem,” said Bert. 

“Earth was involved?”

“Many creatures played a part but there was more harm than good. Councils were gathered, rules were created and powerful spells were cast, enchanting everything to make sure history didn’t repeat itself.”

“That was the last time our kind crossed?” asked Leira. “Come on, keep walking. I can’t stand this stationary thing.”

“You’re a very restless creature.”

“Also not something all humans have in common. A lot of us are referred to as couch potatoes.”

“Furniture made out of food,” said Bert. “Hmph. We would just call that lazy.”

“Fair enough,” said Leira. “I don’t suppose you guys have something called sarcasm, do you? Never mind,” she said, waving it off. She took a deep breath, feeling herself relax. “What is that scent? Something familiar about it.”

“I don’t know why. It only grows on this side of the veil, on this world. It’s moon haldi blossoms. They only bloom when our moons are out together, like tonight.”

 “So familiar,” she said, trying to place the scent. “Any other creatures in particular I should know about before I go? I am leaving soon, right?”

“Within the hour, I would imagine.”

“Good. I want to get back before morning on my side. I don’t want anyone to notice I’ve been gone.”

“Not a chance.We will return you to your home shortly after you left. Only a little time will have passed. Our worlds are not completely in sync. It’s part of what makes going through the portals so dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” She looked at Correk, realizing she had no choice. “I have to get home but you owed me more of an explanation before we left. Hey! What was that?”

A tiny creature with a shock of green hair standing straight up on its head darted in front of them and into the nearest golden chestnut.

Bert threw out his arm, stopping Leira in her tracks. “Don’t move! It’s a pesky troll. Look away! If anyone or anything plays with one of those damn things, they could bond with you! If you actually help one? Well, better to just lay down and die because it follows you everywhere causing trouble. Gets into everything. That’s just the beginning of your troubles with a troll.”

“Why, Bert, I didn’t know you could get that worked up,” said Leira. “Not a bad first attempt at actual anger,” she said, doing her best to curb her curiosity and look away. She tried to take sideways glances as they got closer to the tall metal gates and the entrance of the queen’s gardens. “You sound like you have some troll experience. Bad memories?”

“You think this is what you’d call funny but a troll is nothing but a nuisance that you can never shake. It would be comparable to having a permanent boil on your skin that always festers just enough to irritate.”

“Very good visual, Bert,” she said, curbing her desire to look. “Ugh,” she added at the thought of a permanent boil. 

In the corner of her eye, she saw the tiny troll, no taller than five inches, scamper over a root. The troll cackled, green hair and white fur vanishing into the trees. 

“Looks a little like a little doll I had as a kid,” she mumbled. “Same wild hair and lack of clothes. I used to tie bandanas around mine.”

Leira caught Bert glaring at her and she looked away again. “Okay, okay, no helping trolls. Nasty, troublesome boils.”

She dug her hands in her pockets as they passed under the intricate metal O above the wrought iron entrance.

“Tell me about where you live. Is every Light Elf an Oriceran?”

“Very perceptive,” said Bert. “Or a good guess. Every Light Elf belongs to the House of Oriceran, as you call it, but the name is given to the king. It would have been Prince Rolim’s one day. It was given to the first king back when this world was still young.”

“What do you call these?” asked Leira, bending down to smell a blossom.

“Roses,” said Bert.

“Oh, same as our side.” 

“Not everything is different. Things have managed to cross in both directions.”

“That’s it,” she said, remembering where she had seen the rock before. “Lavender Rock. I knew I’d seen it before. That massive quartz cliff just outside of town. That necklace is from there, isn’t it? That piece of jewelry comes from my world. Wait a minute.” Leira stopped abruptly as things started to come together for her. “Magic…exists…in…my…world,” she said, drawing out each word.

“I was wondering just how long that one would take you,” said Bert, turning by a large stone gargoyle spitting water into the air.

“You couldn’t help me out? What else are you waiting for me to figure out?”

“I have my orders,” said Bert. “Answer any of your questions.”

“But offer nothing. So be it. I’ll figure the rest of this out, you know. It’s only a matter of time.”

Bert looked at her with a calm smile that gave away nothing. 

Leira kept walking and noticed tall slender reeds of green and red that ran along an iron fence and swayed every time Bert sang a sentence. 

She smiled, just a little. “Those are beautiful. It’s like they’re motion activated,” said Leira. “Hey, they move for me too,” she exclaimed before noticing his face. “No need to look so sour about everything. I’m sure there’s plenty here that would ignore me.”

“We should head back,” said Bert, looking more than a little troubled. 

“A little moving grass couldn’t have done that to you,” she said, looking from the gently moving grasses and her elven escort. She narrowed her eyes, starting to put more of the puzzle together.

“Can you think of any other questions?” he asked, settling back into his usual irritable demeanor.

That’s an act, thought Leira.

“Can I use magic?” she asked, on a hunch.

“That remains to be seen,” said Bert. “Not today.”

“You’re an annoying riddle, wrapped in an enigma. All right, I get it. Not why I was brought over here, at great risk,” she said, looking toward the dense forest on the horizon. 

“Questions,” said Bert.

“You’re all business. Is there a timeline for when this Bill Somers needs to be found?”

“Yes, before the next double moons appear.”

“What happens if I don’t deliver him before then?” She paused a moment and tapped her lip. “Not sure I want the answer to that one.”

“Then the power the prince stored in the relic will go to Bill Somers and give him certain powers in your world.”

Dammit, she thought. “So, I was right. I didn’t want to know. How often do your double moons appear?”

“Once a month, much like your own full moon. But one has already passed. You have less than a week left.”

“Before all hell breaks loose,” said Leira.

“Yes, exactly like hell,” Bert agreed.




















CHAPTER SIX
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Leira looked at him as they passed into the Golden Chestnut Grove, but thought twice about asking him anything else. She had enough to worry about for now. She had a gut feeling there would be another chance to interrogate him. Besides, she’d seen enough horror for one day and didn’t want to imagine any more. 

Dammit! It was right there on the tip of her tongue anyway.

When exactly did the gates of hell open up before? she thought. Yeah, I’ll save that one for another day.

They passed under a long bough that bent down right above Leira's head. Moss shared the branch with a trail of yellow blossoms. 

“Beautiful,” said Leira, reaching up to pull a blossom. She always had to touch things.

A whoop of laughter rang out and she turned to see the tiny troll, staring into her eyes from the branch. He seemed just as mesmerized. 

A gust of wind blew through the trees, rustling the branches and caught the troll off guard, blowing him down, tumbling ass over head. He let out a terrified squeal and Leira instinctively put out her hand and caught him, inches before he hit the hard ground. Reaching up, she placed him gently back on the branch.

He purred appreciatively and rubbed against her hand.

“Oh crap! Shit! No!” she yelled, remembering Bert’s admonition, yanking her hand back. She could feel Bert glaring at her.

“I wasn’t going to let him crash land,” she said, turning around to return the look. “Little guy would have splatted on the ground. Am I screwed? Damn! Crap!”

“Swearing really has no effect on anything,” Bert sighed. Leira looked back at the branch. No sign of the troll.

“Any chance I got away with that?” she asked.

“You might be all right. Come on, let’s get you out of this world. That should break the bond, if there is one.”

“Never been so glad to leave a place and get back to my nest,” said Leira, picking up the pace. “Do we have to go back to the woods, or can we say, bippity-boppity-boo right here?” She stepped over a branch.

“Why are you suddenly speaking in gibberish? That’s not part of your language, is it?” asked Bert, looking at her, a question in his eyes.

She flung out a hand. “It’s not mine. We call it the language of Disney. Very popular in my world.”

“Doesn’t appear in any of our books.” Bert’s said, puzzled. 

“It’s weird how easily I got used to hearing you say words, instead of singing.”

“Another necessary enchantment. We’re back at the edge of the castle.”

“How does anyone ever know that?” asked Leira, looking around. All she could see was a vast empty clearing surrounded by the forest. “If I squint, I can just make out a shimmer, I think. The whole thing is invisible or what, nonexistent?” Her stomach gave a lurch.

“That’s the whole point,” said Bert. “You can’t attack what you can’t find.”

“Which begs the question, how did Bill Somers find the castle, and that room, and so easily?” she said, ticking the questions off on her fingers. 

“Indeed,” Bert said. “That is a question you will need to answer, and soon. We need to head this way,” he said, heading down an overgrown path. Leira hadn’t seen the path until the elf pointed it out.

“Someone betrayed you,” said Leira, speeding up. Bert was moving faster through the woods. Leira looked down to make sure she didn’t trip over any roots and looked up to see him whispering something.

“You’re casting something, aren’t you? Covering my tracks?”

“You’re very good at your job, Detective Berens,” he said, moving slightly faster.

“That’s the first time you’ve called me that,” she said, jogging to keep up. “What are you afraid of out here?” she asked, looking around. “Something has you spooked.”

A chill ran down her spine. “You think one of your own kind helped Somers. Is that even possible?” She stopped where she was and took a closer look at her surroundings. She was sure someone, or something was following them. She crouched down to get a better look. Something was moving through the underbrush at a rapid pace but Leira couldn’t be sure what. 

In this damn enchanted land it could just be the plants doing their own little dance.

Bert turned around and tapped on her arm and then headed further up the path. Leira started moving again, keeping up with him despite his pace. 

“Everything is possible.” Bert looked pained, a scowl on his face. “Even betrayal. Keep moving. I’m not worried about Light Elves knowing our whereabouts. Even the traitor, if there is a traitor, will know you were here.”

“Then what are we trying to avoid?”

At last, they came to the clearing where Leira had first found herself in this world.

“I realize your entire day is made up of question and answer sessions,” said Bert, “but we’re out of time.”

“The choice of a human killer was no accident,” said Leira.  

“I would agree,” said Bert, clasping his hands behind his back. “But they may have been trying to bring over a human thief. At any rate, whoever is responsible was trying to ensure there would be no trail, literal or figurative to follow once he left this world.”

“No magical trail,” said Leira, “because if there was, you wouldn’t need me. That’s a lot of trouble to go to. Makes sense. You want to kill off royalty and live to tell the tale, you’d better do some planning. Who stood to benefit from the prince’s death?”

He shook his head. “That’s the puzzling part. No one. There was no other heir yet, but the queen can still bear more children. Light Elves do not reach outside of their lineage for just anyone to sit on the throne.”

“So, someone was buying time,” said Leira looking around while she thought. “Someone wanted at least a century of time. What is it about this particular time period that makes all of this so valuable?”

“All very good questions, which you can spend time pondering back in your world.”

“Getting the bum’s rush. Forest has eyes?” asked Leira.

“In our world, Detective, elves don’t deal in right and wrong. At least, not in the same way that humans insist on. So much judgment and emotion. We’re more attuned to nature that doesn’t know right or wrong. We deal in consequences. Having you here violates a treaty that’s over thirteen millennia old, and at a very inopportune time.”

“That’s not the first time someone has brought up that exact measurement of time. What is it about that era?”

Bert raised his hands to start spinning light but hesitated before looking Leira in the eyes. “I’ll tell you this much, and no more. It’s not exactly my secret, or I suppose prophecy would be a better word. Everything hinges on that exact measurement of time. Not only for us, but for your world too. Whoever helped Billy Somers with his crime knows. I fear that the two are somehow connected. Find Bill Somers and bring him back here. Alive,” he said, and began moving his hands, making different shapes with the light.

A portal opened up to Leira's living room, just as she left it. Home.

She stepped through, glad to feel the familiar carpet under her running shoes and see her familiar artwork on the wall. Most of it was by her mother.

Her mother.

“Wait!” yelled Leira, as the portal started to shimmer and fade, shrinking in size. “My mother! She’s not crazy!” she shouted, as Bert waved an arm, shrinking the portal even further.

“Answer me!” she yelled, as the portal shrunk to just a handful of inches.

At the last moment, something popped its head through the small opening and cried out as if it was in pain, squeezing through with a ‘pop,’ and rolling like a ball, coming to a stop at Leira's feet, just as the portal closed.

She looked down to see the five-inch troll with wild tufts of luminescent green hair stand up, and smile at her, laughing so hard, it shook.

“Crap! This can’t be good,” said Leira squinting at the small furry troll. “Maybe not?” she asked, more of a plea in the troll’s direction. 

The troll chortled and bounded to her sofa, scampering quickly across the rug. It disappeared under the cushions, pushing them one by one on to the floor, coming out the other side and leaping high in the air toward Leira, catching her off guard. 

She yelped as the troll dropped feet first into her pocket, turning around in a circle, making a loud squeaking noise. Leira gingerly peeled back the top of her pocket, wondering if the creature was likely to bite.

It opened its eyes for a moment and smiled at her, cackling again, before curling up into a tight ball in her pocket, and drifted off to sleep. 

“How much trouble could you be?” she whispered, watching its tiny back move with each breath. “Dig that hair.” She smiled. “At least when Bert finds out I’ll no longer be the only thing pissing him off,” she muttered.

There was a knock at her cottage door, followed by a sharp bark, Leira turned towards the door.

Mitzi, another regular, was on the patio and as usual, brought her schnauzer Lemon with her. 

“One minute!” Leira called out. 

She hesitated, tapped her foot, not sure what to do. “I can’t answer that. Lemon will sniff you out. What…”

She looked down in time to see the troll unfurl itself and its bright green eyes pop open. 

Just like my doll, thought Leira. The troll climbed up, then leapt out of her pocket and rolled down the side of her leg, landing right next to her, just as Mitzi opened her front door. 

“Wait!” yelled Leira, not sure just who or what might be in danger, and whether she was responsible for the well-being of a troll. 

“Dammit,” she whispered. “I have to protect something that’s the size of a dog treat.”

Mitzi pushed the door the rest of the way open, already coming inside. Lemon stood next to her, yipping as loudly as possible, wagging her tail, ready to play.

From behind Leira's left leg, the troll let out a high-pitched jumble of sounds and shook itself all over till it practically vibrated, ballooning into a large furry animal that resembled an oversized dog, a streak of bright green hair down its back. 

Leira was too shocked to do anything at first as the troll barked and growled, its ears pinned back close to its head. Leira lunged for the door, pushing Mitzi and Lemon back outside, slamming the door shut, leaving them on the other side, safe from whatever was about to happen. 

She could feel her heart pounding in her chest as she turned to look at the large troll…dog?!

“No!” she said, as firmly as she could, wagging a finger at the troll.

“You got a dog!” Mitzi yelled through the door. “A very big dog! Why didn’t you tell me? Is it a rescue?” Lemon continued to bark but it was now mixed with whimpering. 

“Just dog sitting for a friend!” Leira shouted back over her shoulder to the door.

“Nice green hair! Totally Austin,” Mitzi yelled through the door, Lemon’s yapping growing louder for a moment. The troll leaned against Leira, smiling up and panting. 

“Good, um, dog?” Leira said quietly as she looked through the peephole. Mitzi was still there. “I can’t be totally crazy if Mitzi can see you too.”

 “Yeah, yeah, dog sitting. Just staying the night,” she replied through the door, turning in time to see the troll shrinking back to his tiny body. “Oh geez,” she mumbled. “What was that? I’m in over my head and I don’t have time for this.”

The troll cackled and scaled her leg easily, holding onto her pants as it found its way back into her pocket, settling back in and shutting its eyes. A tuft of green hair poking out.

Leira looked down at her pocket and back up at her door. “Uh, sorry, Mitzi, another time.”

“No problem. Let me know if you keep him longer. Have to get you some toys.”

She waited until Lemon’s barking got far enough away before turning the lock on her door. That move would make most of the regulars suspicious if they noticed. 

She looked down at the green hair. “I don’t suppose you come with an instruction manual?” She stepped over and sat on her couch. “Do you even understand what I’m saying? How do I get you to stay in one place? Bert!” she yelled. “Come back!” She immediately regretted the yelling, and cringed, waiting to see if anyone else would knock at her door… or worse, have the troll change into something else.

The troll shivered in her pocket. Leira waited a minute and blew out a breath as she cautiously settled back on her sofa, trying not to disturb the troll. She slid her hand carefully into her pocket and eased the sleeping troll out and stared at it. “I have too much to do and very little time, to let you get in the way.” 

The troll let out a trill.

Leira rolled her eyes. “Well, hell.” She stood up and carried the troll in the palm of her hand, cradling its little warm body as she walked to her closet and found a shoebox, dumping out a pair of heels she’d never wear anyway. She took a washcloth from the bathroom and put it in the box, tucking the small troll in, and put the box in the center of her bed.

As quietly as she could, glancing over her shoulder, Leira unlocked the lockbox and got her gun, then grabbed her keys. She noticed the spilled beer was gone.

Score one for magical friends.

Taking one last look to make sure the troll was still sleeping she bit her bottom lip and thought about what to do next. She wanted to catch Bill Somers.

Catching people who would harm someone else was one of the reasons she got into the profession in the first place.

Asshole killers that crossed into other worlds and came back with magic to screw up her town? Yeah, she was going to find him and bring him in.

Besides, even though the queen was a real bitch so far, she could cut her some slack. Even Leira wasn’t that cut off from her feelings to know about the pain of a grieving mother.

At least, she didn’t think she was.

Leira glanced at the box on her bed and sighed. She didn’t want to know what kind of trouble ignoring a troll might unleash, so troll owner was going to have to fit into the manhunt somehow. That was going to be a new twist.

She looked down at her hand, at her mom’s ring. “The moment I get you Bill Somers, I get mom out of the psych ward, and bring her home.”

Leira almost smiled. 

There were still a few hours left in the evening.

She thought about what she needed to do.  I’ll start with Lavender Rock. Who knows? I might get lucky and find the beginning of a trail. I’m coming for you, Bill Somers.

She left the cottage, determined, heading toward the Mustang. 

A few moments later the front door opened and she was back, muttering. “Leira, you’re a goddammed idiot,” as she walked into her bedroom and grabbed the box with the troll and the lid. 

Setting the lid firmly on the box, she strode back out of the small house and closed the door behind her once again.

Leaving a troll behind to cause mischief would not be a good start to finding this killer.




FINIS




IN 72 HOURS,

LEIRA IS BACK 

WHEN WE RELEASE …
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Here we are at the first book (Book 0) in the new universe and it feels like a big deal. Hell, it is a big deal. When I was twenty-nine years old, newly divorced with a baby boy, the wickedly funny Louie, I took a sharp right in the career thing. I went from being a retail stockbroker to being a writer. 

Family was not thrilled.

I no longer cared. Something inside of me had changed. If I had to struggle, so be it, but I was going to walk my own path, come what may. 

Louie even came along on a lot of my first writing assignments, patiently sitting in his stroller. He was there as a five-year-old at some of my first book signings. He would look up at shoppers and say, “Are you going to buy my mom’s book?” 

That all started thirty years ago. 

Along the way, I’ve written for the Washington Post, spent time on US orphanages and wrote a neat little book about it, a few novels, a national column and a lot of financial struggle. Wouldn’t trade a minute of it because I chose it. Whether or not everyone agreed with it, I was on the path to the place I wanted to be. 

That mattered more.

And I’ve gotten almost every piece of that dream. Traditionally published critically acclaimed fiction and non-fiction, national column, pieces in prominent publications, fans of my work. 

One thing that has never quite been there, though is the financial success. 

The constant refiguring to make sure the bills were paid and Louie had what he needed took its toll and there were days I had to ask myself if I could get up and do it again. 

The answer was always, you’re a writer, keep going.

Then I met Michael Anderle and listened to his story about how to write and how to market fiction. He was a revelation in so many ways. I had been waiting for someone like him. I knew it when I heard him speak and it has been confirmed the more I get to know him. 

He took all of my abilities, taught me the missing pieces, cheered me on when I wondered if I could learn all of it, and shoved me out there – front and center – knowing it will all succeed. On the harder days of building this universe with him, I trusted his vision and just kept going – to this day. 

Here we are.

I keep thinking about that young mother that I was who had the nerve to tell everyone, “No, I’m going to do this my way,” and how much courage that must have taken, even if I didn’t see it then. I want to go back and thank her for that one big act. 

I want to tell her, it all turns out even better than okay, because you took that one giant step for us. 

You believed in that dream like it was worth everything else, and as it turns out, it was. I’ve had 30 years of great friends, weird and wonderful adventures, and touched a lot of lives with the words that I’ve written. 

So, if you’re reading these author notes and you’re someone who’s wondering about that dream that you have burning a hole inside of you but you wonder…?

Go for it! 

Some day you will meet your own Michael Anderle (the way Michael keeps creating new things – it may even be Michael himself!) and you’ll have a GIANT ADVENTURE and all the years in between will be full of love, laughter, weirdness, friends, family, tears, struggles, triumphs and wonderful things that take your breath away. Don’t miss the ride – it is everything. Enjoy the new universe! 

More adventures to follow.


Author Notes - Michael Anderle

July 30th, 2017




Exactly one year ago tomorrow (the day we release Quest for Magic) I was speaking in Austin Texas, telling a room full of writers about my rise to making a significant amount of money that month on Amazon. Something I had accomplished it in nine months. 

Many were interested, but few believed.

Out of the 70-80 people in attendance, exactly three (3) came up to me afterwards to talk. Many left because the talk had lasted a long time and they needed to get home. Some had left because they were sure this Michael Anderle was full of crap.

A few WANTED Michael Anderle to be full of crap.

I didn’t hold back any punches (I don’t think – there is a video of me talking that night in Austin on YouTube – just search for me.) What I didn’t do was say it was easy, or provide a simple way to do what I had accomplished (because there isn’t one.)

But, one of those three people that evening that came up to ask me questions was Martha Carr.

I won’t go through all of the details, but Martha pushed out six books in her thriller series, some short stories and a LOT of effort that I found worthy of support in the next six months.

She didn’t ask me to join the Oriceran Universe, I asked HER if she would like to do it with me. So, before the stories get changed (hey, we are writers, it’s what we do) I want to lay that truth down in stone.

A couple of weeks ago, as we were trying to tie up the loose ends on this book, she mentioned we were coming up on our 1-year anniversary and we jointly agreed.

It would be majorly cool to kick off our Universe one year to the day of that talk.

Look out world, History is going to reveal Itself…

The Revelations are being shared…




Michael Anderle




My Facebook Announcement




Once Upon A Time…

A married father of three boys counted reading as his hobby… A LOT of reading. Like most who loved to read, he dreamed of actually putting a book out into the world one day.

But never did.

Until 2015, that is.

There are a lot of stories in the world, and well over 5,000,000 on Amazon alone. However, our intrepid author didn’t care. He wasn’t even sure anyone would read his story so he didn’t spend much on a cover, or editing… Or hell, he didn’t even spend much time re-writing over and over.

He just put pedal to the metal and wrote the hell out of three stories.

But, the stories about Bethany Anne resonated. First, a few fans took a chance on this ‘new guy’. They gave him some good reviews (while telling him to edit his stuff, better.)

And he took it to heart.

Over the next year, this little author, his series, AND his fans, became one of the most talked about groups in Indie publishing. Hell, his name is more expensive to bid on for marketing on Amazon because other authors want HIS fans to read their stuff.

Then, December of 2016 happened and the Universe blew the hell UP!

Fan’s wanted more stories, so the “Ages” were created. The Second Dark Ages (Post Apoc), The Age of Magic (Fantasy), The Age of Expansion (Sci-fi) and now the Age of Madness (Horror / Zombie)…

But there was a small problem.

The author was working to finish his own series, and yet, he wanted to play with fantasy… Not the Age of Magic fantasy…

Something Different.

Something that had been lurking in the dark recesses of his mind over the last ten years.

He wanted to tell a new story of Earth’s past, Earth’s Present… and a setup to create a new Earth’s future.

With characters that you love, and a few you love to hate.

But this time, the reason for the change isn’t an alien race out to enslave the galaxy.

No, it’s a world and something called The Great Year.

25,800 years.

It’s Magic, It’s Energy. It’s Elves and Dwarfs and something hidden for millenium.

It’s Oriceran.

Those on Oriceran have changed Earth’s past, and now those on Earth are going to change their future.

Austin Police Detective Leira Berens is not normal, but even she has no idea why. The truth has been hidden for thousands of years.

Now, an Elven Prince’s murder will change worlds and those that fight for truth will fight those who hide it.

I’m incredibly excited (and very anxious) to reveal Quest For Magic (Book 0) and Waking Magic (Book 01) Written with Co-Universe Creator Martha Carr arrives Tomorrow, and Thursday!

Can YOU handle the truth?




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 We’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




Martha Carr Social




Website:  http://oriceran.com/




Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/LeiraChronicles/










Michael Anderle Social




Website:  http://kurtherianbooks.com/ 




Email List:  http://kurtherianbooks.com/email-list/ 




Facebook Here:  https://www.facebook.com/TheKurtherianGambitBooks/ 





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 (Due 2017)




Never Submit (15) - Never Surrender (16) - Forever Defend (17)

Might Makes Right (18) - Ahead Full (19) - Capture Death (20)

Life Goes On (21)







**New Series**







The Second Dark Ages




The Dark Messiah (01)

The Dark Knight (02)







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)







The Etheric Academy

* With TS PAUL *




ALPHA CLASS (01) 

ALPHA CLASS (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)







Trials and Tribulations

* With Natalie Grey *




Risk Be Damned (01) 

Damned to Hell (02) 

Hell’s Worst Nightmare (03) coming soon




The Ascension Myth

* With Ell Leigh Clarke *




Awakened (01) 

Activated (02)

Called (03)




The Rise of Magic

* With CM Raymond / LE Barbant *




Restrictions (01) 

Reawakening (02)

Rebellion (03)

Revolution (04) 




The Age of Magic




The Hidden Magic Chronicles

* With Justin Sloan *




Shades of Light (01) 




Storms of Magic

*With PT Hylton*




Storm Raiders (01)










SHORT STORIES




Frank Kurns Stories of the Unknownworld 01 (7.5)

You Don’t Mess with John’s Cousin 




Frank Kurns Stories of the Unknownworld 02 (9.5)

Bitch’s Night Out




Frank Kurns Stories of the Unknownworld 02 (13.25)

With Natalie Grey

Bellatrix







AudioBooks




Available at Audible.com and iTunes




The Kurtherian Gambit




Death Becomes Her - Available Now

Queen Bitch – Available Now

Love Lost – Available Now

Bite This - Available Now

Never Forsaken - Available Now

Under My Heel - Available Now




 




Reclaiming Honor Series




Justice Is Calling 

Claimed By Honor 

Judgment Has Fallen 

Angel of Reckoning 







Terry Henry “TH” Walton Chronicles




Nomad Found 

Nomad Redeemed 

Nomad Unleashed 







The Etheric Academy




Alpha Class 

Alpha Class 2 




Anthologies




Glimpse

Honor in Death

(Michael’s First Few Days)




Beyond the Stars: At Galaxy's Edge

Tabitha’s Vacation
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