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   Miserable Wretch
 
   There would be no happily-ever-after to my fairy tale. I was dying, to begin this story. Not in the long-drawn out way that everyone is, dying by days. My death was staring me dead in the eyes. Body damaged beyond imagining, magic gone, I was on the way out. My biggest regret was that I had never slept with Bella. Not in the way you are thinking, although I’d dreamed about that often enough. No, simply in the warmth of her arms with the peace of the night wrapped around us. I wondered if I would be aware in the afterlife, eternally regretting this failure. 
 
   My destruction had begun with the imprisonment at Tower Baelfire, the abuse I’d taken there, but in the end it was the one thing I hadn’t even been conscious to enjoy... Bella using my magic to fend off the Wild Hunt with a taste of their own medicine. The elfshot that had poisoned me for so many years, hurled back at them with the full power of the woman I loved behind it. Alger had told me the story and I was sorry I hadn’t been awake to see it. In my last moments of lucidity, I’d thought at the time I had done it, I’d asked Bella to marry me. Purely selfish, I assure you. I also thought at the time I was going to be dead before she would have to go through with it. 
 
   I also regretted the burden I was about to drop on Devon’s slim shoulders. He was a good lad, but still a lad, and nowhere near ready to be Duke. Being my nephew and the last scion of the House Mulvaney was bad enough without my adding to it. Maybe I ought to have just died quietly in her arms, rather than letting my dreams out of the box at this late date. I didn’t want the Dukedom, I wanted her. My fairy princess who had brought me back to life in more way than one. 
 
   After the proposal, and my inevitable collapse, people came in and out of the room, but I don’t remember who was there. Bella kept crying but not letting anyone see her. She thought I was out of it, and mostly I was, sometimes I was just too tired to look awake. It had been some time since I’d proposed, I wasn’t sure how long. I wasn’t staying awake long enough to know if it had been days, hours, or only minutes since I last opened my eyes. 
 
   My magic was gone. She’d stripped the elfshot, and with it had gone the magic. I tried for Sight, and got only the gray sparkles that happen if you squeeze your eyes shut for too long. So when Mark came and sat by my bed at some point, I was unable to confirm if he had magic, or I’d been mistaken back in Alaska. I did remember that I’d been told how he and some of Bella’s family had helped come to my rescue, following her into unknown and definitely hostile territory. 
 
   “You didn’t go home?” I asked, startling him. He had been nodding off and obviously not expecting the dead man to talk to him. 
 
   “Er,” he rubbed his eyes and yawned. “Alger offered to teach me how to use magic. Seems I have some.”
 
   So my crazy great-uncle, the arch-magician, was at it again. Thanks to his meddling, I’d been targeted by the Wild Hunt as a boy. But he had balanced it with a gift to Bella, giving her the collected wisdom of the largest library ever, and she had access to all of it with her mind. Now, it seemed, Alger had collected Mark. Which didn’t answer my internal question. I externalized it. 
 
   “So why are you sitting here?” I was genuinely curious. I’d barely met him, sitting watch over me was hardly his debt to pay. 
 
   “Bella needed to sleep. Alger’s sitting with her to make sure she does. Ellie’s worn to the bone, and you mother was summoned to Court.” His explanation was punctuated by a venture to the small table where a coffee urn stood. The smell wafting from his cup when he came back made my stomach growl, which startled both of us. I didn’t remember the last time I’d eaten. I had vague memories involving a spoon, and something either warm or cool. 
 
   “Would you like some? Or can you have it?” He looked uncertainly down at me. Flat on my back, I couldn’t drink it. 
 
   “Hell if I know.” I admitted. I tried to sit up, the blankets an unendurable obstacle to that idea. He gently slipped an arm under my shoulders and I decided to let him. Once I was sitting, we found, I could stay up, wavering like a leaf in the wind. He grabbed cushions off the little couch and got me propped. 
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Don’t mention it.” 
 
   I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to hold the cup, but that I could manage. I sipped slowly. It tasted wonderful with lots of cream and a little sugar. 
 
   “Ichor of the gods.” I quipped with my old joke. He grinned suddenly, a flash of white teeth in dark brown beard. 
 
   “Longest I’ve seen you awake in a while.” Mark was right, I realized. I didn’t feel like I was going to fade out and fall over, either. 
 
   “I needed coffee.” I reached up a hand to my own chin, letting the cup nestle in the coverlet folds to keep it secure. I was almost as bearded as he was. “By the Hunt! How long has it been?”
 
   “Bella’s the only one you will let near you, mostly. She was worried about trying to shave you with Alger’s razor - I think cutthroat was the word she used - so it’s been about six weeks. And man, it ain’t becoming.”
 
   “I don’t have face foliage like you do, no matter how long it’s been,” I shot back at him. My beard was straggly, so I was used to keeping my face smooth. I fingered the hair again. “You know where that razor went?”
 
   A look crossed his face. “You kill yourself with that blade, Bella will kill me.”
 
   I snorted and leaned back against the pillow. “I have safety razors. Alger obviously didn’t look in the cupboard.”
 
   I told him where he’d find them, and as he walked across the room, closed my eyes to rest the eyelids. They were heavy after so long not being awake, it turned out. I woke up again to daylight, and no Mark. But... I managed to touch my chin. I was lying flat again, but my arms were above the coverlet so I could move. I was smooth shaven. Good man. 
 
   “You’re awake.” And that was mother’s voice, sounding rather pleased. I turned my head. 
 
   “How long?” I croaked. She fluttered a bit, finally coming up with a glass of water and a straw. I sipped gratefully. 
 
   “Since?” She was trying to deflect, not a good sign. 
 
   I sighed. “Since I talked to Mark?”
 
   She relaxed. “That was yesterday. Or last night, rather.”
 
   “Bella?” 
 
   “She’ll be up shortly, she’s having lunch with Ellie in the kitchen. I took over for an hour, firm. Poor girl needs to rest, too.” Mother sounded unusually grounded. She had spent most of my adult life cultivating all the mental depth of a sparrow, with an avid appetite for gossip and the social skills any honeybee would envy. Under it, I knew, was a keen mind for the byzantine politics of High Court. My reclaiming the dukedom had injected new energy into one member of my family, at least. 
 
   “She does. And doesn’t need to be tied to my wrecked old hulk,” I knew I sounded bitter.
 
   She blinked in surprise. I suppose I also sounded morose. I growled a little under my breath. I just wanted to die in peace. Was that too much to ask? 
 
   “Are you hungry?” she asked. 
 
   “Do I get to sit up if I am?”
 
   She sighed. “Let me go get Mark.”
 
   She was almost out the door before I could respond, calling after her, “He’s not my valet!” I finished in my head, having run out of breath, I don’t have a valet, I don’t need a valet, I’m not some old doddering fool or a Court dandy. 
 
   I lay there, panting slightly from that exertion. I could hear murmurs in the hall, but not what was being said. I wondered if Alger would give me grace. This was impossible. I would not be a burden for what remained of my worthless life. I rolled over, feeling like even that was a monumental accomplishment, and a wave of weakness washed over me. I wasn’t going to be able to stand up, much less make it to the bathroom. I didn’t want to think about those provisions for the weeks previous. 
 
   The coverlet was the next obstacle. I’d never realized before just how heavy the damn thing was. No-one was walking through the door just yet. In that moment of aloneness I realized just how oppressive it had been to never be alone, even if I had been unconscious. I wanted my armory, that ultimate man-cave, warded with spells that no-one dared tamper with to invade my space. 
 
   The legs over the edge of the bed was a bad idea. They were heavy as lead, and about as easy to move. 
 
   Actually, once they had momentum, they worked just fine as anchors, pulling me downward. I slid out of the bed and landed on the floor with a jarring thud.
 
   That worked. Time to start crawling, probably better than trying to walk just now. The nightshirt was tangled around my legs and not helping.  I honestly wasn’t sure if I was looking for a weapon to kill myself with, or just get to the bathroom. Footsteps sounded, coming through the door. 
 
   I looked up at Bella. She crouched down next to me. “Where are you going?” She had a funny look on her face. 
 
   “Bathroom,” I gasped out. She nodded. Mark appeared on my other side, and together they got me to my feet. I refuse to admit that I whimpered when I took that first step. 
 
   “Bella!” My mother, sounding both scandalized and afraid. 
 
   “Lucia, he needs to move. If he stays in bed he’s going to die. Or waste away to nothing. If he’s out of bed, he’s ready to walk.”
 
   Mother Titania, I loved this woman. Dying was worth having the right to call her mine. They got me in the bathroom, and I promised I would rap on the door when done. That business over with, I didn’t want to go back to bed. Mark half-carried me to the little couch, while mother and Bella had a low-voiced but very tense discussion over my husk. I was beginning to feel like laughing at all the attention and angst in the air, when Ellie appeared with a tray of sandwiches, and my stomach made a rude noise again. She looked pleased to see me sitting up, at least. For once I didn’t mind all the people in my room. As long as I was awake and alive to see them. 
 
   Food was both delicious, and exhausting. People were less and less welcome as I tired again. But I had been up for a whole hour, easily the most since... Well, I don’t want to think about that. 
 
   “Bella...” I was now surrounded by what seemed like most of my family. I wasn’t sure she could hear me over the talking, and I didn’t have the strength to project. She stood up. 
 
   “Everyone out. Yes, he’s better. But mostly he needs rest.”
 
   She’d read my mind. I leaned back, watching as she efficiently herded them out, gentle and inexorable. 
 
   “I’m not ready to get back in the bed.” I told her after the door closed behind the last of them. 
 
   “Okay. When you fall asleep I’ll go get Mark to help me get you into bed.”
 
   “I have questions,” I started. She came to sit next to me, easy in her soft blue dress. I wondered about her jeans, and then realized that they wouldn’t be available Underhill. She had been making her own dresses with magic, but had confided in me that trying to make jeans resulted in canvas pants. I wasn’t sure what the difference was, but wasn’t about to argue with her. It wasn’t like she could just jaunt above to go on a shopping trip, either. If - when - I died, what would become of her? Bringing my wandering mind back to my point, “No one is using magic around me. On purpose, or...?”
 
   She nodded. “When the smallest spell is activated in your room, you... twitch. It was decided,” which most likely meant she had put her foot down, hard, “that we would not use it around you. I wanted to take you home, honestly, but they wouldn’t allow it, and I wasn’t sure what to tell a doctor was wrong with you.”
 
   Massive internal bleeding, broken bones, and complications from a mind rape. I felt my face flinch. She put a hand on my cheek. “I was sure I was going to lose you.”
 
   “You still might. Bella, I...” I swallowed hard. “I don’t think I’m going to make it. I’ve been ill before, with the elfshot. This is, different. I can’t even access the Sight. There’s nothing.”
 
   She shook her head, smiling a little. “You had me worried up until last night. Wanting to shave was a sure sign that you were coming back from the edge.”
 
   “I lost my magic. I’m moody as hell, and I have a serious case of the blues.” 
 
   She shrugged. “There’s a whole world of people without it up above. You’re alive, and you have been doing very little with magic for a long time, I talked to Alger about it.”
 
   I sighed. I couldn’t explain what I was thinking, that if I had to be helpless, dependent on others for everything, I didn’t want to be alive. 
 
   “Will you sleep with me tonight?” Now I did succeed in startling her. 
 
   “I don’t know...” she began dubiously, and I could tell she was trying to figure out how to say this. 
 
   “Just sleep.”
 
   “I’ve been sleeping here,” she patted the couch cushions. “But yes, I would like that.”
 
   She put her head on my shoulder, not resting any weight on me, and I realized I was all skin and bones. No wonder I was having trouble moving, my muscles were shot. If I wasn’t going to die, that was going to have to change. 
 
   I fell asleep like that, her warm against my side. I woke up to her curled up under the covers with me. Someone, likely Mark and Bella, had tucked me into bed. It was what I had wanted, but I lay there staring at the ceiling, worrying. What if something did happen to me, despite her assurance that I would be recovering now? I needed to talk to Alger, who seemed to be avoiding me. He had been part of the hubbub earlier, but hadn’t talked to me, and I hadn’t noticed until later. 
 
   Bella rolled over. “Hey.”
 
   Her eyes were only half-open and her hair tangled over her face. She pushed it back, and I could see her face pale in the half-light of the room. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”
 
   “I’m not used to sleeping with someone. And I have been a bit worried about you. I was...” she paused, and in the dark I couldn’t see her expression, but I could hear the tears when she went on “You got really still.”
 
   “I’m still here.” And she was warm, and with me, and my heart skipped a beat. I really didn’t want to die. Not yet. 
 
   “I almost didn’t sleep with you tonight. I was afraid I’d hurt you.”
 
   I huffed a short laugh. “Roll over on me and smother me? you’re not that big, Bella.”
 
   She sniffed. “All right, it wasn’t rational. But this wasn’t how I wanted our first night to go.”
 
   “Me, neither.” I reached out and took her hand. I wanted to hold her, but she was right, it would hurt. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Bella’s Turn
 
   Bella woke with a start. There was another person in bed with her... she was in a bed, first time in weeks. Lom! She rolled over carefully. He was breathing softly, still alive. She relaxed and watched him sleep. It was full daylight, and although the curtains were drawn, she had enough light to really study him. 
 
   His face was thin and pale. While he was asleep, she couldn’t see the pain lines around his eyes, but the deep crushed-violet circles under them were not reassuring. She didn’t know what had happened under Baelfire Tower, not all of it anyway. His injuries from the physical side were healed, thanks to Melcar being on the spot to take care of the immediate trauma, and the time since, but she was very afraid that her using the poison of the elfshot had been what was keeping him from fully healing. 
 
   She slipped out of bed without waking him and went to the room across the hall. When it had become obvious that he wasn’t recovering anytime soon, Ellie had asked if she would like this room. It was closed, dusty, and very empty, had been for a long time. Bella was acutely aware that there was history in this house she knew nothing about. Ellie, who had hired or just called in a favor, Bella wasn’t sure which, had brought in a crew of her wood elves to help around the house. Alger, Lucia, Devon, and Mark were all staying here, in rooms that stretched improbably off the end of a hall she was certain had not been there before. Fairyland was strange, and it hurt her brain if she thought too hard about it. 
 
   She had a bed, and clothes in the wardrobe, but not much else, and it didn’t feel like home. Bella looked around the room. The brocade wallpaper was gaudy and hideous. Dressing took only a moment, and pulling a brush through her hair to re-braid it not much longer. She kept thinking she was going to cut it short, but there was no time. Ready for the daytime, she slipped back into Lom’s room. 
 
   He was still sleeping soundly, she saw. This seemed to be a natural sleep, though, not the coma he had been slipping in and out of for so long. Bella bent over him and could see the movement of eyes beneath his closed eyelids. He dreamed. This was a good thing. She resisted the urge to kiss him, lest she wake him up, and retreated to the couch, where there was less temptation, and a book on the table. 
 
   Carrying a library in her head was, she had decided months ago, a wonderful thing. But paper was still nice, too. She had this, Thaumaturgy for Wylde Beastes, in her head, but it helped her organize her thoughts to look at it in paper. For one thing, what she was thinking of as the search engine in her brain, was not terribly controlled and from time to time she would be overwhelmed in answers when asking a simple question. Besides, the old books smelled good. 
 
   The house was still and silent, and Bella wondered what time it was. Time Underhill was not linear. She had never seen the moon, here, and although a sun rose and set, the night skies were milky, with a pearly opalescence. No stars, which she missed. She wondered what season it was back at her cabin, and had anyone remembered to clean out the refrigerator? 
 
   Ellie put her head in the door and looked at Bella. Bella nodded silently and came out into the hall, relieved at the interruption, as she wasn’t focusing well on her studies. 
 
   “How is he?” Ellie asked. 
 
   “He seems to be dreaming. He’s...” Bella looked for the right words to describe how she felt. “He’s there, again.”
 
   Ellie nodded, smiling. “There will be breakfast and coffee shortly, then. But this came, and I thought you needed to see it right away.”
 
   She handed over a small, stiff envelope sealed with red wax. Bella was reminded again just how archaic some customs in this place were. She’d seen the seal before, on notes that came requesting a status update every few days. This missive from the king, she was sure, was not another of those. 
 
   She opened it slowly, apprehensive. This whole business of having a king still rubbed her wrong, and he hadn’t been the most rational person in their dealings. 
 
   Consort-Elect Belladonna, 
 
   We summon thee to an audience with the King and Council on this day. An escort to Court will be provided. 
 
   The signature was scrawled so she couldn’t read it. Short, to the point, and left her feeling like she hadn’t a clue. Bella handed the note to Ellie. 
 
   “What does it mean?”
 
   Ellie’s face betrayed her surprise at being shown the royal summons. She was Lom’s most trusted retainer, Bella knew, and Bella also knew she was intelligent and had a mind of her own, she wasn’t simply a servant. 
 
   “I don’t know enough about Underhill to not put my foot in my mouth,” Bella explained, “I am going to need help if I’m going to protect his good name.”
 
   “I don’t know what it is about. Lucia may, she has been at court recently.”
 
   Which was also Ellie’s delicate way of referring to Lucia’s ability to keep her ear to the ground when it came to Court gossip. Bella had no doubt that between Margot and Lucia, the King had an efficient internal intelligence operation, had he the sense to use it. Which, now that Bella thought about it, was a brilliant idea. 
 
   Bella looked toward Lom’s room. They had all been rotating through sitting with him, never leaving him alone. Ellie shooed her down the hall. “I’ll stay, you get breakfast. Lucia is in the great room.”
 
   Bella nodded her thanks and went. Coffee was sounding better and better, as she had a feeling speeding up her mental processes would be necessary about now. Note in hand, she collected a mug of coffee from the kitchen before finding Lucia seated at a desk under one of the tall, mullioned windows. Lom had indulged himself with this place, Bella thought again. 
 
   “Lucia?”
 
   The older pixie looked up sharply, her crisply arranged white hair framing her pale face perfectly. Bella had never seen her anything other than immaculately made up, which kept her from looking washed out. Lucia was the epitome of old-fashioned grand-dame. 
 
   “Good morning, Bella. Is he...?”
 
   One thing about her future mother-in-law, she truly did love her son. “He’s sleeping, and dreaming. I wanted to ask your advice.”
 
   Bella handed the older woman her note. Lucia pulled a set of half-moon framed glasses out of somewhere and slipped them on before reading. 
 
   “Ah, I wondered how long he would wait,” she commented after a quick perusal. 
 
   “Do you know what this is about?”
 
   “You are to be his consort, and there are many things you do not know yet.”
 
   Bella felt a wave of frustration pass over her, but she tried not to show it. “I’m well aware that I am ignorant, and frankly, I don’t want to be his consort.”
 
   That, and it just felt wrong to be called a consort. She knew it was supposed to be a strictly political position, but she was a one-man woman. Bella glanced upward, wishing he were awake. His cool, calm insight was what she needed. 
 
   “My dear,” Lucia held out her hands. Bella allowed her to take one of hers into her grasp. “I know this must be terribly confusing, as you were not brought up here. But you must understand this position is both a deep compliment to you, and the only way you can have the freedom to return home even if only for visits.”
 
   “What?” That rocked Bella back strongly. Not being able to leave Underhill? 
 
   “You are enormously powerful in magic. The likes of which has not been seen in many generations. Do you think the King would allow that kind of risk to be untrained in the world above? Only by accepting the consortship could you be trusted.”
 
   “Oh.” Bella hadn’t thought about this. That was Lom’s job, to bring magically dangerous beings Underhill, to... what? She didn’t know. Prison?
 
   “What happens... is there a jail, or?” she groped for the concepts behind what she was thinking. 
 
   Lucia looked surprised. “I thought you knew.”
 
   Bella shook her head, feeling Lucia’s fingers tighten on her own. “They are sent to the Wild Hunt, to be bound to the Huntsman. If they try to escape, they are hunted.”
 
   “That’s what the Huntsman wanted of Lom.”
 
   Lucia nodded. Bella went on, feeling numb. “They would have sent me to the Hunt? And Lom...”
 
   “Would never have allowed that to happen.”
 
   “I realise that. I didn’t understand...” She pulled free of Lucia’s hands and sat heavily in the nearest chair. 
 
   “When the Hunt came for him, Alger almost let them have him. I didn’t understand - I still don’t, and I wasn’t about to let them anywhere near Lom in that condition. But what has he done, to be turned over to them?”
 
   “I don’t know. As a young man, I...” Lucia looked away, and Bella understood this to be hiding some great emotion. “I sent him away. To Alger, to be trained, but really he could have stayed at home. I don’t know what happened, but the next time I saw him he was very ill,” she imitated Bella’s gesture and looked upward, “dying, really, and I made the second fatal mistake. He never trusted me again. It’s been years, and his chosen profession has not made him friends, Underhill, despite it being for their own good.”
 
   “I think I understand. Cops, up in my world, aren’t always liked, either.”
 
   “He’s not...” Lucia fluttered a little, something Bella had never seen her do. “He’s a bounty hunter, not respectable. It would be better...”
 
   Bella interrupted her. “I know he hunts the monsters. I wanted to help him.”
 
   Lucia looked shocked, her smooth mask crumbling for an instant. “You are... you can’t...”
 
   “Why not?” Bella put her chin up a little. “Someone has to help him, and right now,” they both looked up, “he’s helpless.” She finished softly. “So, tell me what I ought to wear to this audience, and I will go do what I must. I also want to tap into your knowledge of the court. With that, I have a chance.”
 
   It was some time later that Bella stood in the entry hall. Dressed simply, but formally, she waited for her escort. Going to court under guard, especially knowing what her fate would be if she disobeyed the King’s orders, was not helping her keep her calm. But for Lom’s sake, she must be compliant to her new role. At least she had been granted a reprieve while Lom was on the borders of death. 
 
   She didn’t know either of the men who came for her, fairies in the familiar green and gold dress uniform of the court. They did not speak, and neither did she, simply stepping into the transport spell and whisking off to the Kings antechamber. Bella contemplated the inside of the spell, trying not to look at the men who were too much like guards escorting a prisoner, instead focussing on the iridescent soap-bubble walls of the spell that bore them however many miles in mere moments. It didn’t take long, but today, it felt like forever. 
 
   Bella felt very alone. She was used to being alone, out in the wilderness, no people for miles. That felt safe, comfortable - that was home. Here, she was on edge, unsure of what was wanted from her, and with people who relied on her to get it right. 
 
   One of those people, the majordomo who was Lom’s friend and supporter at Court, now hers as well, was standing stiffly by the doors and announcing her formally. He softened his normally stony expression as she passed, and Bella hid her smile. Joe’s wink, almost imperceptible, helped enormously as the double doors swung open, and she marched through with her head held high and an exterior calm. Even here, she was not alone. And with Lucia’s coaching, she had an idea of what to expect. Hostility, at least concealed.
 
   The men and women of the council were seated around the vast rectangle of tables, the center of it left open for the speaker of the moment to pace and be able to be heard easily. The king slouched in his big chair on the dais, Bella didn’t think the leather cushions and simple wood frame qualified it as a throne, but it suited him. She liked King Trytion despite herself. He was an even-handed ruler, from what she had seen. There was an empty chair, and she went to it without pausing to ask directions. They had all been there a while, she could tell, from the cups and small plates in varying disarray on the table, and papers simply everywhere. 
 
   She nodded to the King before sitting, and he nodded back. The rest of the Council had fallen silent, and Bella could feel her palms start to sweat. She folded her hands in front of her. Showing fear would be like baiting a grizzly bear for a hug.  
 
   “M’Lady Bella, Consort-elect, how is Duke Mulvaney?” The King spoke to her without much preamble, as she was learning was his way. This was not a flowery man, but very formal. 
 
   “My King, I believe he has finally begun to recover.”
 
   He smiled slightly, almost hidden beneath his beard and mustache. “This assures us that our decision to call you was correct.”
 
   Bella took a deep breath. She still didn’t know enough protocol to know what she was about to mess up. “And, my lord, what did you call on me about?”
 
   He sat up straighter and leaned forward. Across the table from her someone coughed, a man from the deep sound, but she refused to look away from the King, who was also ignoring the person trying to get his attention. 
 
   “A situation has arisen, one that we are accustomed to calling on Duke Mulvaney’s services for. Unfortunately, as he is indisposed, we were hoping that you would be able to step into his role.”
 
   Bella tried not to let her jaw drop open. She had been prepared to meet requests to take up her role, and begin planning for the coronation. She had not been expecting this. “You want... me? To go after a monster?”
 
   “It was made clear to us that he considers you a partner. As such, and without other alternatives...” So that was what they had all been discussing so fervently before her arrival. Looking for someone, something else, to rid them of this problem. She lifted her chin a little. 
 
   “I am willing.” Her voice rang out, far clearer and firmer than she thought possible. “What is it, that makes you willing to risk losing me?”
 
   He nodded slightly. “That is a grave risk. Yet this is also a grave danger to Our Kingdom, and you would be a rare Queen-consort with your power. We cannot wrap you up in wool and keep you hidden in Court. Nor would we send you out on a suicide mission, nor alone.”
 
   His eyes softened a little. She knew he would like to say more, but not in a room full of hostile ears. “There is a briefing packet for you, but in short, the nest of ogres you encountered once before has, due to the irritation of that fight, perhaps, become a visible nuisance.”
 
   “Ah.” Bella leaned back in her chair and remembered that particular fight. Lom seemed to think the only one of them killed was the one she had blown apart with an incendiary rocket blast to the chest. Messy, scary, and they had been working as a team. Lom had gone bowling for ogres with a logging truck, for goodness sakes, and now she was supposed to take on a whole nest by herself?
 
   “And I may put together a team?” She asked quietly, still not looking at anyone but him. This time, the man across the table did speak up. She could see on the faces of those surrounding him that they were in agreement, but he was their appointed spokesman. 
 
   “Consort-elect...”
 
   Bella interrupted him, knowing she was being terribly rude, and not caring. She had a fairly good idea of his identity, but it irked her that she was being undermined, “and you are?”
 
   He ignored her and went on, “One of the great benefits of Lom was that he always worked alone. So there was less... disturbance, above.”
 
   Bella filled in mentally, ‘and so if he died, there would be fewer witnesses.’
 
   He rumbled on, lacing his hands together in front of him on the table and looking down his nose at her. “He fit in above, at least somewhat, which few of our people have the training to do. You, for obvious reasons, will do so as well. We are unwilling to risk further exposure in this matter, bad enough already as it is.”
 
   She blinked at him. So, not a suicide mission, eh? Something came to her mind, and she looked back at the king, who had gone all stone-faced again. “My cousin, Mark, who remained Underhill, could assist me.”
 
   The king shook his head, “Alger and Mark were dispatched to an incident Underhill about six hours ago. Discretion is of the highest importance, and they cannot be recalled.”
 
   Bella took a deep breath. “Then, by your leave, I would take the packet and go to gather tools for my assignment.” She swiveled her head back and glared at the old fairy who had been her opposition. “I do not know your name, sir, but I trust that I am able to arm myself?”
 
   He smiled, showing teeth, and it was not a nice look. “I have no further objections, Consort-elect. And my name is Buckingham.”
 
   Bella stood, nodding her head at the king far too quickly to be proper, she was sure, and retreated. If she had stayed in the room any longer she would have lost her temper, and that would not have been a good thing at all. She was going to surprise them all, survive, and come back to wipe the floor with them as Consort. This was a house that needed cleaning. 
 
   She didn’t even stop to talk to Joe, just popped a transport bubble around her and went home. By the time she got there she had an idea of what she was going to do. The king had said not alone. Buckingham had said no team. Lucia, Margot, Devon... they were all useless in this situation. The Library was full of lore on Ogres, and she was reviewing it when her bubble popped in the entryway of the house.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Femme Fatale
 
   Lucia took one look at the thick leather folder Bella had almost forgotten she was holding and paled, proving that some of her color was her own. Bella noted that the rouge looked ghastly when the rest of the face was drained of color. “You know what this is, then?”
 
   “You are being asked to do Lom’s job?”
 
   “Yes. I don’t think there was much asking to it, either. I need Ellie, is she in the kitchen?”
 
   Bella swept past the stunned Lucia, noting absently that the rustling material of her dress made excellent punctuation to her mood. She needed to get out of it and into jeans as soon as possible. And going above meant she could buy more jeans. Her mind was still going a mile a minute with plans and lists when she realized Ellie would be upstairs if they were down to her and Lucia in the house to watch Lom. And why had Mark left without a goodbye?
 
   Bella was not going to have this conversation in Lom’s room. She paused at the foot of the stairs, looking up. Lucia caught up to her. 
 
   “Bella...” She laid her hand on the younger woman’s hand where she was clutching the finial. “I’ll send her down and sit with him. And I will send for Margot and Devon to help care for him.”
 
   This was a relief. Bella let Lucia go past her up the stairs, and turned back to the kitchen door, looking at the armory. Not yet, talk to Ellie first. And before that... Lom kept a desk in the kitchen. When Ellie came down the stairs Bella was sitting at the kitchen table writing. One letter, all ready, sat at her elbow, while the other was just begun. Bella looked up. 
 
   “How is he?”
 
   “He has awakened and is asking for you.” Ellie looked concerned, unusual on her craggy face. “I told him you were delayed...”
 
   Bella rubbed her face. “I can’t tell him what’s happening, but I don’t know how to avoid it, either. And he will know as soon as he looks at me.”
 
   “What has happened?” Ellie asked, starting to reach out, and then stopping. 
 
   Bella realized the other had been about to touch her, thought it improper, and stopped herself. She reached out both her arms, and hugged the little elf, realizing that she had never done this before. Ellie patted her back. Bella felt a prickle of tears but would not allow them to fall. 
 
   “I am sent out to hunt Ogres in Lom’s place.”
 
   Ellie sat down abruptly, her mouth open. “You can’t tell Lom.”
 
   “I can’t lie to him.” Bella insisted. “And Ellie, I’m going to need help, and I don’t know how to get it.”
 
   “You aren’t taking a team?”
 
   Bella shook her head. “Someone named Buckingham - I really must start learning who everyone on the Council is, I saw no friendly faces today, and I didn’t know they were my enemies...” she trailed off and took a deep breath. “He stated that I would not be allowed to put together a team, as that would be disruptive above.”
 
   “So you will call on your family?”
 
   Bella nodded. “I can’t think how else to deal with it. Right now I’m trying to figure out how much magic I can use up there... I don’t even have a car!”
 
   Ellie nodded. “You needed training, and he’s in no condition. But you must tell him. Bella...” she stumbled over the name, not used to speaking so familiarly. “He’s dying.”
 
   “What?” Bella straightened with alarm. 
 
   “Shh... “ Ellie put her hand out and Bella placed hers into them. The wood elf’s hands were out of size to the rest of her, calloused from kitchen duty, but warm. “You know that he has struggled with the elfshot for many years.”
 
   Bella nodded.
 
    “He swore that if he ever came to a place where he was unable to care for himself any longer, he would die. I have done what I could...” Ellie shrugged, “But I know his pride. Without magic, he will give up.”
 
   “I see.” Bella took a deep breath. “You said I couldn’t tell him, and then that I must tell him, why?”
 
   “I have a devious plan.” Ellie’s eyes twinkled. “I mean to give him something to live for.”
 
   Bella knew her face must show her confusion. “What?”
 
   “You. He will fight, for you.” Ellie squeezed her hands, and then let go of them. “But you must come back.”
 
   Bella smiled. “Of course. Shall I tell him now?”
 
   Ellie cocked her head. “Someone is coming.”
 
   Bella went to look, and saw two men outside the door. She hurried to let them in. 
 
   “Joe! I’m sorry I didn’t stay to talk...” the words died on her lips as she saw who the heavily cloaked man was, behind him. “Come in,” she finished woodenly. The last person she wanted to see had just landed on her doorstep. 
 
   Joe proclaimed loudly “We are here to visit Lom, my friend Tim and I.”
 
   Bella looked at him in astonishment. Then it dawned on her that there might be watchers, or listeners, outside here where the house did not dampen other magic. She stepped back to allow them in and pull the heavy door closed on those intruders. 
 
   “We need to talk.” King Trytion did not pull back his cowl. Under it the shadows made his face look threatening. 
 
   “Haven’t you done enough?” Bella couldn’t stop her sharp words. 
 
   “Not nearly so. And you don’t know enough yet.”
 
   She nodded. “Come into the kitchen, it has no windows.”
 
   They followed her in, and she found that Ellie had vanished, leaving a tray full of tea and cookies ready on the table for them. 
 
   “Please sit.” Bella tried for hospitable, at least. 
 
   Joe positioned himself facing out the door, but the king reached for a sand tart. 
 
   “I have done you a great injustice,” he began. Bella poured tea. “You don’t know how power flows in the court, and you can’t thus see and be prepared for the undercurrents. You were caught in the riptide today, I am afraid. I can’t alter that, but I can assist you with your mission.”
 
   Bella took a deep breath. “I do feel like I am over my head, sir.”
 
   King Trytion pulled back his cowl, and she could see his expression. He looked sad, and tired. “The Council is very strong right now. The last consort was... easily led. Usually, historically... we provide a balance, the king and queen against the council. In practice, it results in very little getting done, but this is not a bad thing.”
 
   Bella felt her lips twitch. It sounded like he was describing the US congress. “So today was not your idea?”
 
   He nodded. “You are very perceptive. The Council... well, some are the parents of princesses you displaced. Others resent your being so very different, and outside their control.”
 
   “So I am unwelcome, and this was a way to eliminate me.”
 
   He winced a little. Bella picked up her teacup and sipped, buying some time to gather her thoughts. She set it down again carefully, feeling as fragile as the thin porcelain. “I am not going to decline the mission. But I could certainly use some help.”
 
   He nodded. “I am going to have Melcar come here to watch over Lom. And for you, I cannot do much, not with Buckingham’s restrictions, but I can send some of Lom’s contacts to you. I don’t know who, above, to recommend to you. He was close-mouthed about his sources, for good reason.”
 
   Bella nodded, much making sense to her now. Lom liked and trusted his king, but with the Council’s power over him, giving him too much information would have been bad, and Trytion obviously understood this as well. She decided not to mention her family to him.
 
   “But you know of some Underhill. Thank you.” She contemplated asking about Alger and Mark, then decided she had better not push the issue. 
 
   “Bella,” he began, obviously a little awkward with the informality. “I would not have us at odds. I hope to create a partnership, if you will, that will last a long time. You seem to be what my kingdom needs, a strong, sensible woman.”
 
   “I am...” she took a breath, and went on more slowly. “I am willing to try, sir, but it will need to be a mutual trust and honestly, I don’t know you well enough yet. I’m not sure if I am supposed to treat you like my boss, a colleague, or my husband. The word “consort” has a different meaning, above.”
 
   He winced again. “You are Lom’s lady. I could see that as soon as I met you. There is a... bond between you that he has never had before.”
 
   “Before?” 
 
   “With his first wife?” He stopped, the look on her face registering. “You didn’t know.”
 
   She shook her head, not trusting her voice. She had suspected, but... Well, when had they had time to talk about this sort of thing? “It’s been a fast development, Lom and I. I didn’t... I don’t like to pry, sir.”
 
   “Oh, er...” She could tell he was trying to make a decision. The steely-eyed king off balance struck her funny bone, and she felt herself relax. 
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I am sure in time I will learn from Lom, himself.”
 
   He drew a relieved breath and his face relaxed. “As for our relationship, I would like it to be more... informal. You have much to learn, but I do not want to make you feel lesser than I. Otherwise, I would suggest you think of me as more... a professor.”
 
   Bella suddenly felt that she understood much. This was not a man who had had choices in his life. Bounded by duty and honor, he was tied to the throne, despite what he may have wanted in his younger years. She reached across the table, and he accepted her handshake. “That I can do. I must learn, I can see, to do the job properly. And in time, who knows?”
 
   “May I see Lom?” His change of subject surprised her, but she understood their personal conversation to be at an end, for now. 
 
   “Of course, sir. He was asking for me, as well, shall we go up together?”
 
   He offered her his arm at the foot of the staircase and his eyes twinkled when she took it.Corwin spoke to his majordomo, “Joe, could you send that message, and come along, if you don’t think it will tire Lom excessively, m’dear?”
 
   Joe smiled very slightly, and made the flicking gesture of a released message spell. 
 
   Bella reassured them, beckoning for Joe to follow them up the stairs, “I think he is much stronger, Joe, you are always welcome, you are his friend.”
 
   Joe followed obediently. Lucia came out when they could be heard from the room, and Bella could see her composure rattled for the second time that day. She dipped a little curtsey. 
 
   “M’Lord!”
 
   Trytion waved her off gently. “Lucia, we must speak soon, but I have little time before my minders will miss me. Is he awake?”
 
   She nodded. “Anxious about Bella and grumpy, I will warn you.”
 
   Bella broke in, “Perhaps I had better warm him up and warn him.”
 
   She slipped through the door. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Setbacks
 
   I knew something was going on. First of all, Ellie and Mother both had been stalling, and looking nervous, when I asked for Bella. Secondly, that was a male voice in the hall, and Alger had left me a note that he would be away a few days and was taking Mark. 
 
   So when Bella came in I was lying on my side trying to figure out how much it would hurt to sit up. She was a sight for sore eyes, magnificent in a gown I hadn’t seen before. She rustled as she walked, and the dress was long enough she seemed to glide across the room to me. She bent to kiss me. 
 
   This I could get used to, the gentle warmth of her touches. But now I was alarmed. She should not be dressed as though she had gone to High Court, and she should not look worried. 
 
   “Help me up. Who is out there?”
 
   She put her arm behind my back and gave me leverage to get up on a few pillows. “The king, and Joe.”
 
   “Oh, shit.”
 
   “Lom...” she started to say something, but I put a finger to her lips. 
 
   “Will we have time to talk after?”
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “Then let them in and let’s get this over with.”
 
   She retreated to the door and swung it open. The king, incongruously clad in a flowing cloak that was more suited to Alger’s robe affectation, and Joe, looking stiffer than usual. I’d been right, I wasn’t going to like this at all. 
 
   “How are you feeling?” The king spoke first. All right, this was a courtesy call then. I’d seen Bella’s warning glance at him. 
 
   “I’ve been better. You look oddly not-yourself, today.” I tweaked him. 
 
   He chuckled hollowly. “I am playing hooky.”
 
   “To see Bella, or me?”
 
   “To see you. I officially saw Bella earlier today.”
 
   Well, that explained why Bella was dressed for Court, she had been there. I looked at her, and could see her distress. She had said we would talk. I stopped trying to pump the king for information. 
 
   “I appreciate your concern, sir.”
 
   “You’re on the mend, I can tell. The prickles are back and at full array.” He stepped closer and patted my shoulder gently. “Lom...”
 
   “Forget it, sire. This could have been any mission, any given day.” I hadn’t been expecting it, sure, and went over it again and again. The bubble collapsing, the shotgun blast taking the Low King to hell. I’d kept that look on his face with me through all that followed; shock and surprise, in the instant he realized I really was that crazy, to kill him in spite of the personal danger I was in. 
 
   King Trytion looked stricken, and then put on his Court mask. Oh, damn, what had he done?
 
   I looked at Joe, who was imperturbable as always. “Take care of him, will you?”
 
   He nodded once and they left, the king having gotten my unsubtle hint. 
 
   “Bella, what the hell?” I tried to stop myself, gasping for breath. Damn, I was weak. 
 
   “Lom...” she came and sat on the bed next to me. “I will be fine. I’m not going to go charging into this. You taught me how strong I am, now let me test myself.”
 
   I could feel all the blood drain out of my face, and from the look on hers, she no doubt thought I was going to keel over on her. 
 
   “You’re the Consort-elect. There’s no way...” I had to gasp, and she broke in. 
 
   “The council insists that as I am your partner, it is my duty to take this mission on, and it cannot wait until you are recovered. Lom, my dear man, I want to do this.”
 
   She laid her head gently on my chest and I wrapped an arm around her. Movement was easier, today. 
 
   “There are humans, above, in my world, in danger. I have the power to help, and you know what my training is. Now I’m a magical first responder. Can you accept that?”
 
   Yeah, I had to. It wasn’t like I could get out of bed and stop her. I tightened my arm around her. “What can I do to help?”
 
   She looked up at me. “Advice on how to hide magic above?”
 
   I could do that. And I needed to get better, fast, so she wasn’t alone for long. I might not have any magic, but at least I could shoot straight. “I have so much I need to teach you.”
 
   She smiled impishly, “And there is so much I want to learn.”
 
   She surprised me with that look, and its hidden meaning. “Woman, you want to kill me?” I smiled and it felt good. I wasn’t happy about the situation, but having her in my arms was intoxicating. 
 
   “How much time do we have?”
 
   “Not nearly enough,” she sighed and tried to pull away to sit up, but I held on. She could have escaped me, in the state I was in, but she followed my lead, and I kissed her. 
 
   I hadn’t really had the chance to do this the way I would have liked, to take my time and be the lead dancer in an embrace with her, and I didn’t want to let her go without taking my time to remind her how I felt. Words simply weren’t enough in this case. Well, one would do. I released her lips and whispered, “Mine.”
 
   She shivered with pleasure, and I let her sit up. I didn’t have the strength to follow that statement with direct action, not just yet. 
 
   “Lom,” she started and I hushed her again. 
 
   “Bella, call Raven. And...”
 
   Just to see if I could, I tried to summon a spell message. The pain was instant, and blinding. I thrashed on the bed, trying to make it stop. Bella made a short squeak of alarm, and then went into medic mode. Pulling the pillows away, she got me onto my side and far enough off the bed that the vomit hit her, and the floor, but not the sheets. 
 
   “Ellie!” She shouted. “Lucia!”
 
   I couldn’t stop twitching. Every muscle was on fire, and it wasn’t stopping. All I had wanted... the world faded to black. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Trying Too Hard
 
   Bella felt Lom go limp, and Ellie ran through the door. “Help me get him back on the bed.” Bella gasped, the effort of holding his dead weight straining her. She didn’t dare use magic with him in this state. Ellie hurried, and between them they got him rolled onto the bed, on his side, so he wouldn’t aspirate vomit if he did that again. 
 
   “I need to get this off me and clean up. Don’t take your eyes off him, if he throws up...” Bella broke off. Ellie had nursed him before. 
 
   “Go. Lucia and I will take care of the mess.” Ellie reassured her, hands fully occupied with Lom. 
 
   Lucia walked in the door and took in the situation at a glance. “What happened?”
 
   “He tried to access magic. He can’t do that again.” Bella knew her voice was clipped but couldn’t help it, she was afraid.
 
   “I would hope he’d know better!” Lucia spoke sharply, but Bella knew it was distress, not anger. 
 
   Bella held up a hand. “Lucia, I reek and this must be cleaned. Not now.”
 
   Lucia fell silent, and Bella left the room. In her own bare room she used magic to clean the dress, before stripping it off and leaving it in a heap on the floor. She knew it was an inanimate object, but just at the moment she didn’t care if she ever saw it, or another dress, again in her life. Now that she was alone, she couldn’t stop the tears. Through the sobs, she went to the wardrobe and started pulling out more practical clothing. 
 
   The crying was annoying, but she couldn’t stop it, and she wasn’t about to throw herself on the bed and “have a good cry.” What would happen if Lom died? She remembered the letters she had written before the king’s arrival. One was for Lom, should she not return. The other had been in case he didn’t awaken before her departure, so she didn’t need that anymore. She was fairly sure that her not telling him she was going on a mission would have been a huge mistake. He was not a man who trusted easily, and having been given his trust, she treasured it. 
 
   Bella blew her nose, pulled on a sweater and jeans, and mopped her eyes. Finally, they were drying up. She was going to look a wreck, but it was done, and it hadn’t slipped out in public. She took a deep breath. Time to pack, and leave. If she delayed to wait on Lom’s recovery, she might never leave, and this needed to be done. 
 
   She did walk across the hall and into his room before she left. He had stopped twitching and was lying still, with Ellie hovering over him. 
 
   “Lom?” She wasn’t sure he could hear her. 
 
   He opened his eyes a little. “I promise not to die,” he whispered. 
 
   She kissed him on the forehead. “I promise to come back.”
 
   He was barely audible, “Call Raven. And call Dean. He’ll bring the sprites.”
 
   “Thank you. Please try not to worry, just get better.” She kissed him again and slipped away before he could protest. 
 
   Bella went straight to her armory. Across the hall from his armory, in the basement, it had been the gift from Lom which had told her wordlessly how he felt about her. No-one was allowed into his inner sanctum, but she had the keys. His trust was sweeter than any spoken declaration.
 
   With the spells on the upper door, she knew she could be completely alone, and it was time to make a list and stop thinking about anything other than the mission. She now knew who to call in, and hopefully the king could provide addresses, or something. Which meant it was time to think about equipment and money. Even if she could somehow magically conjure gold from thin air, which wasn’t possible, she’d need to convert it without raising eyebrows, and...
 
   She put her head down on the workbench. This was impossible. How did Lom fund his work? She needed to get above and try some things out, like transportation bubbles. She sat up straight and summoned the briefing portfolio she had stowed in her library earlier. How well would this work, above? She was rather spoiled, she admitted to herself. Being able to stash materials in a magical library was certainly convenient. Could she do it above? One more thing to experiment on. 
 
   Reading through the briefing yielded the information that no one knew how many ogres there were in the Mount St. Helens nest, as she dubbed it, but there had to be several. She and Lom had had a brush with them, a true running fight, during their escape from Alaska to Underhill. Lom had engineered most of it, and she had been in on the last part, with the very special weapon he had gifted her only the day before. She couldn’t remember how many she had seen in their fight. There had been too much movement and she hadn’t been close. Which had been fine with her. Bella looked around to see the ugly black multi-grenade launcher on the rack. For sure her “little friend” was coming along on this mission. And that was another thing, how did Lom carry around weapons that were as illegal as hell? 
 
   Sometime after their fight, most likely allowing for recovery time from the wounds she and Lom had inflicted, the ogres had taken a hiking couple, leading to an extensive manhunt. This had alerted Underhill, through some process that was not clear to Bella, although it might have been a news-clipping service, from the articles included in the portfolio. There were older articles alluding to disappearances, and some were of shaky provenance. 
 
   “The Enquirer? Bigfoot? Sheesh...” Bella dropped those clippings back and wrinkled her nose. Sure, she was family with a trickster spirit and a fairy princess in her own right, but some things were obviously delusions intended to protect the collective psyche of humanity. 
 
   In the end, what she was left with was an unknown number of the enemy, an unknown location, (although helpfully narrowed down on the included map to several square miles of some exceedingly rough country) and unknown resources. She pulled a blank piece of paper from her workbench notebook and started to make a list. 
 
   It didn’t take her long, and then she flicked messages off her fingertips, one at a time, to Joe, Devon, and finally, reluctantly, Alger. From Joe she needed the contact information for Dean. From Devon, the know-how to communicate with the internet from Underhill. Finding out about that had explained so much. Like that some internet trolls were in fact, real trolls. Alger she simply sent a note saying that she was tasked with a mission above, and did not know when she would be back. She still didn’t trust him, not after he had tried to hand Lom over to the Wild Hunt. 
 
   Now, she needed to go through a door, by herself. Better over quickly, so she could experiment. And she needed to make some phone calls while she was out there. It was oddly a vulnerable feeling, the idea that she might lose access to her magic up there. She knew from the little lesson she had on the ferry she would have some, but the big question was how much. Lom had flown to Alaska, and brought her here by plane, boat, and car... but he was a disabled magic user. 
 
   Bella climbed the stairs heavily, wanting to see either Lucia or Ellie before she left. At the top of the stairs, two things happened. She got an answer from Joe, and Devon showed up in the entryway, looking worried. 
 
   “Devon, Lom is fine.” She hurried to assure him, giving the slender boy a quick hug. “I just needed some information.”
 
   “What’s going on, Bella?” He followed her into the kitchen. “Uncle Lom is the only one I really let know about...” he looked around nervously. “I mean, he said that it was a great tool, but I should be careful.”
 
   “I rather think others know about it, not through you, but on their own. And he told me. Look, I’m going above, and I need to be able to stay in touch.”
 
   He nodded. “I’ll give you the URL and password to get in, then. Where are you going?”
 
   “Confidential, Devon, sorry. Court business.”
 
   Which she hoped would satisfy him, because she didn’t know how much he knew about what Lom did for a living. Not knowing seemed to be the phrase of the day, and it all went to show just how much use having a whole library in your head could be. 
 
   “Can I come with you?”
 
   He had managed to surprise her. “Devon, you can’t, I’m sorry. Why do you ask?”
 
   “You make Uncle Learo... um, Lom, happy. I want to be there if...” He shifted unhappily. “If you need anything.”
 
   He was offering to be her bodyguard. “Devon. Thank you. I am honored,” Bella assured him gravely. “But I cannot take anyone with me. Orders.”
 
   “Ok.” 
 
   He looked so much like a kicked puppy that Bella felt bad. “Your uncle had a bad episode earlier, but your grandmother may appreciate a break from sitting with him for a while. He’s fine, he tried to use magic and it didn’t go well. Just make sure he doesn’t do that, or throw up on himself. Can you do that?”
 
   He looked taken aback, but then he put his chin out pugnaciously. “Sure. I’ll see you later.”
 
   With him gone, Bella flicked open the message spell. It held a slip of paper, an incongruous credit card, and a voice message. The paper was a sketched map with a tiny glowing dot on it, she could see it was a spell, and as it moved a little, she guessed that it was Dean’s location. The message spell was also voice mail. 
 
   “Bella, with the king’s regards. Also, the card is to a bank account with funds for your mission. The pin is on the back of the location map, I’d dispose of that when you are done and have it memorized. We realized that you might not be able to get access to Lom’s accounts above. Good luck.”
 
   Joe’s voice faded away, Bella looked at the short number, committing it to memory. That was very helpful indeed. She contemplated her next task, and sighed. What was she going to say to this stranger? She had never met Dean, and wasn’t sure if she was supposed to hire him or simply ask a favor. 
 
   “Dean, this is Bella, Lom’s partner. Lom suggested I contact you for help with a mission. He’s not able to be on it and told me to send you a message. If you can meet me at his house in a day’s time, I will brief you and you can decide if this is something you want to do. Thank you.”
 
   She held the little message spell in her palm for a moment and then flicked it away. Time to brave the upper world. She pulled a bubble around herself and went back to the meadow where she had first learned about her wings. It had taken her a long time to get used to them, and they still sometimes got in the way. Poor Lom, she had been such a pain that first day. 
 
   Bella stood on the edge of the flower-strewn meadow and realized that this part of Underhill seemed to have no seasons. It was a beautiful summer day, not the fall it was back at Lom’s house, or Court. She had no idea, she realized, what season, or even year, it was back on earth. She took a deep breath and turned around to face the door. 
 
   The door was a golden haze shimmering in an arc in the air. She thought it looked like an overlay on reality, about as intangible as a film hologram. Bella reached out and pushed, gently, with her power, and it opened so she could step through. She had made two passages, one with him, entirely unsure, and the other holding on to one arm of a bitter, vindictive old woman who had caused innumerable deaths, and Bella took her to her own death with that passage. Jenny the Morris dancer, the human who had sold her fairy benefactors, for the promise of more power in the Low Court. Bella thought that might have been the point where she had decided to accept her new role, Underhill, and no longer be fully human. 
 
   This passage without Lom, her protector, partner, lover, and friend, made her accept something else. For now, she was alone. 
 
   It was raining on the other side, of course. She had pretty much expected that, and was wearing a light rain slicker. The Oregon coast could be counted on for either rain or fog at any time of the year. It wasn’t bitter cold, though, which meant it wasn’t winter any longer. Bella pulled out her cell phone and looked at it. Bars, and a little battery. Enough. 
 
   She dialed a number and held it to her ear. “Uncle?” she asked when he answered. 
 
   “Bella! How are you, chickie?”
 
   Hearing his rough voice in her ear made her feel like crying again, oddly enough. “I’m well. I need your help, though.”
 
   “Of course. What can I do?” Only Raven, the trickster, would accept without any questions her sudden reappearance in the human realm. Even her family would no doubt be filled with questions. She smiled. 
 
   “Tell me what happens in a minute.”
 
   “What?” he sounded confused, and she didn’t blame him. But she didn’t know if this was going to work, and anyway, anytime she could surprise him was fun. 
 
   Flicking her fingers, she sent the package she had prepared to his cabin, aiming for his kitchen table. She heard the startled yelp over the phone and grinned. It had worked, all right. He started to laugh. 
 
   “You went away and learned things, my girl!” He was still chortling. 
 
   “Uncle, I don’t have much charge on my battery. Can you look at that, and call me back, say tomorrow at this time? There is no cell service where I am staying.”
 
   “You sure you all right?” Bella smiled at the fussy sound in his voice. 
 
   “I’m good, Uncle, just... I have a new job. It’s in the packet. Love you, bye.”
 
   “Love you too.”
 
   He hung up and she stared at the phone, startled by his final words. He’d never been one for what he called mush. 
 
   Bella tucked that thought away and went on to the final stages of her experiments with magic. She held out her hand and ‘called’ for her MGL. It landed in her hand with an audible clunk, and she almost dropped it. She hadn’t been prepared for the weight, fully expecting that part to fail, and it was really cold. She wrapped the corner of her jacket around her other hand and held the weapon with that, blowing on the fingers of the other one, and watching the ice form, then sublimate off the weapon in steam, leaving it soaked. So it had been someplace really damn cold, and dry, or there would have been ice when it got to her. 
 
   Very interesting. Also, some weapons would not perform well under those stresses, she would have to be careful what she called for from Underhill to above. Last thing. Bella set her shoulders and sent the weapon back, before trying to create a transport bubble. It felt stiff, and she closed her eyes and visualized Lom’s great room. The bubble jerked sideways and stopped hard, knocking her off her feet. 
 
   She didn’t bother to get up, just thinned the bubble enough to see out. She was still in Oregon, maybe twenty feet from where she had started. She dropped the bubble and compared where she was to where she had been, and the door. So... transport bubbles didn’t go through the veil between worlds. Bella rubbed her sore rump and tried the last thing. The bubble had taken a lot out of her with the effort, and she decided to make this a short test. She visualized the pull-out where Lom had left the car on their trip in, and went there. 
 
   This time it worked. But she found that she was staggeringly tired when she dropped the bubble. Looking up the hill to where she had come from, she realized two things. One, she was going to have to hike back up there, and two, she had no idea what a bubble looked like from the outside on earth. Underhill it was invisible, or at least, moved too fast to see. Here, she didn’t know. It was really lucky no-one had been parked here. 
 
   Bella pulled a water bottle out of her little knapsack, the bug-out bag she had carried from Alaska, and took a drink, then munched a protein bar. She was shivering, time to get herself home and more food. Something else to plan, magic worked here, but it took a lot more power. She remembered how Lom had eaten after the snow machine incident, and winced. At least she didn’t have to worry about getting fat. 
 
   The hike up the hill to the glen was uneventful, if wet, and the door didn’t seem to take as much of an effort to open as the other magical things had. On the other side, she felt the same crazy itching she seemed to get with each eruption of her wings, and she also felt lighter, which gave her a bit more energy. She pulled open a bubble, and stepped in. Underhill, magic was almost effortless, now that she had a comparison. Returning home wet, cold, and hungry, on the other hand... 
 
   Ellie fussed over her as she drooped in a kitchen chair. Bella peeled out of as many layers as she decently could, and went to stand by the fireplace, grateful for that warmth soaking into her. She was facing the fire, thinking she really ought to sit down again, when a cleared throat behind her made her jump. She turned to face a fairy man whose face was oddly familiar. 
 
   “Hello?” she offered tentatively. 
 
   “I’m Dean,” he informed her. “You messaged me.”
 
   “Yeah. Sorry, it’s been a long day.” She gestured to the table. “Please, sit... would you like anything? I’m about to eat.”
 
   He eyed her from head to toe, reminding Bella strongly of the way Lom had scrutinized her on their first meeting. “Been hitting the magic a bit hard?”
 
   “I was above, testing my limits,” she admitted, sitting in her chair with more a controlled fall. Ellie shoved a plate in front of her and a steaming mug of something at her elbow. Bella started to eat, helplessly needing the food. 
 
   “Aye, ‘tis a bit different up there. Lom is...?” He looked up. 
 
   Ellie interrupted. “He’s not awake.”
 
   Bella shook her head. “He had a bad turn this morning. He’s not out of the woods, and he can’t access magic at all. The king tasked me for a clean-up mission above, but the Council is being... difficult.”
 
   He snorted. “What else is new? So you’re hunting monsters, eh?”
 
   He eyed her again, and Bella felt herself blush. “I am Lom’s partner,” she told him evenly. “I don’t know what your arrangement is with him and, frankly, this is the first time I’ve done this on my own. I need someone I can trust and Lom sent me to you. He also told me to ask about the sprites.”
 
   He nodded. “You cover expenses. I’ll settle up for pay after the completion, with hazard bonus as needed. What’re we going after?”
 
   Bella almost snorted the very good stroganoff that Ellie had fed her. He wasn’t even going to ask that first? He really did owe Lom. Or he had a death wish. She took a minute to respond, gathering her composure. 
 
   “Nest of ogres in the Mount St. Helens area. Do you know where that is?” When he nodded, she went on, “Lom and I tangled with them a few months back, which may be why they showed up on the radar now. The Low King had some ties with them, and with his death they may be running wild.” She shrugged. “All I know is that we need to clean them out and make it go away.”
 
   “So what’s the plan?” He sipped from the mug, and she wondered if that was to hide his emotions. He had a very good poker face.
 
   “I’m working on it. I am forbidden to put a team together here Underhill. So I’m calling in family, and you.”
 
   “Alger?” 
 
   “The council took care of him. He’s off on some super-secret assignment.” She sighed. “I know it sounds crazy...”
 
   “Nah, I’ve seen worse. Deck’s stacked against you.”
 
   He leaned back in his chair and lit a cigarette. As he was blowing smoke at the ceiling, Bella watched in fascination. She was fairly sure most people couldn’t blow smoke rings from a cigarette like that. This was going to be... interesting. 
 
   “I don’t know yet what my family will be able to offer. I’m hoping for my cousin Dan, he’s a big-game guide.”
 
   Dean nodded with a glint of approval. 
 
   “Sprites are good reconnaissance,” he offered. “Vicious little bastards, too.”
 
   “I know I killed one ogre last time, and what it took. So I have a pretty good idea that there won’t be such a thing as overkill on this job.”
 
   He let out a short chuckle. “There is no overkill, only open fire and reload. Wise man said that once.”
 
   “I am still trying to figure out how best to do this. I only know the answer is not full-frontal assault. Why don’t you tell me what you would do?” Bella prompted. She knew nothing about this fairy, expect that he had worked with Lom in the past, and seemed unflappable as she’d poured out what little she knew and he took it without a protest. 
 
   “Sneaky is good. Lom’s the best at that, cunning little bastard - pardon the language. We were boys together, and I went my way, which was mostly away from Underhill. Had enough of the politics and schemes, but he had family to keep him tied down here. I like your idea of taking a look before jumping into it.”
 
   Bella appreciated his explanation of the connection between him and Lom. She needed a month to talk to Lom, though, with all the questions she would have for him when this was over and he was better. 
 
   She suppressed a yawn. “And I have got to sleep before we get this show on the road. If you make up a list of what you want for equipment while I do, it would be a big help.. I want to leave first thing in the morning.”
 
   She pushed back from the table and he nodded. “Rest while you can,” he offered by way of advice. 
 
   She left him sitting at the table, looking off into the distance, pencil and paper in front of him. Here, where she could use magic, she wanted to get everything they could think of. Shopping above was more limited, and her magic was only going to go so far, she knew now. 
 
   Here, she could modify what they needed. It was... 
 
   Bella collapsed into her bed, half wondering how she had gotten up the stairs, and fell deeply asleep.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Spritely Introduction
 
   In the morning she found Dean, three very rambunctious sprites, Devon, and Ellie waiting for her. She looked at them and spoke to Ellie. 
 
   “Coffee?”
 
   Ellie wordlessly handed her a steaming mug. Bella sipped, shuddered, and looked at the others. “Devon?”
 
    He answered her unspoken questioning of his presence. “I know, I can’t come. But you need this, and I figured I’d better show you how to use it.”
 
   He had a slim little laptop waiting on the table. “Uncle Lom has wifi in the house, so...” he tapped a few keys. “See, I bookmarked it for you. Elflife discussion forum, but if you login here...”
 
   She nodded. “I can connect to you.”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll stay on, just in case. But I might not respond right away... Unless?”
 
   She shook her head, knowing he was asking if he should sit by the computer constantly. “You can help more by monitoring every so often and helping Ellie and your grandmother here at the house. I may not even need this. It’s a back-up plan, you understand?”
 
   He nodded and she switched her attention to Dean. “You have a list?”
 
   “Gave it to Ellie.” He gestured at the sprites who were clustered near his head waiting to talk to her. She had deliberately not been letting their high-pitched squeaks of excitement distract her. 
 
   “The McGregor brothers,” was his laconic introduction. 
 
   She held out her hand and they flew to her, one sitting in the palm of her hand, the others on her shoulders. She could feel tiny hands in her hair and one had a grip on her ear. 
 
   “Um... Hello.” Bella really wasn’t sure what to do about them and, as she looked closely, they did not at all match what her mental picture of them had been. The one on her hand had a luxuriant red beard, but was nearly bald, and burly in build. He grinned at her. 
 
   “Pleased to meetcha. That one,” he jerked his thumb over his shoulder toward Dean, “Said we munna wear our kilts. Said you’d not take us w’out owr trewsers.”
 
   Since he was sitting on her hand, she was truly grateful for Dean’s admonition and shot him a look, which made him break into a grin. He turned away abruptly. 
 
   “And you are?” Bella addressed the sprite who had left her hand to stand on the table in front of her. 
 
   “Ah’m Ewan, that ‘un,” he pointed at the left shoulder, “ist t’de’il in disguise, Calum.” He shifted his attention to the other shoulder. “An t’un takin’ liberties w’your ear is Iver. Let go o’tat, boy!”
 
    The pressure on her ear fell away. Bella thought she heard a murmur of apology in that ear. 
 
   “I’m glad to meet you all.” She assured him gravely, hoping her amusement wasn’t showing on her face. 
 
   He stood up and threw her a sloppy salute. “We’re at your service, ma’am!”
 
   “Did Dean tell you what the mission is?” She was curious if they would be willing to go up creatures thousands of times their size. 
 
   He nodded. “We’ll be your eyes and ears in t’air. Looking forrad t’some action, t’boys an’ me. Last time was with the goblin battle with Lom in command. Whee! Some fightin’ there.”
 
   “Thank you. Let Ellie,” who had unofficially become the team quartermaster, “know if you need anything. We leave here in about two hours.”
 
   He snapped another salute and the three of them careened off, bouncing off one another with muffled curses, once off the table, and even Dean’s chest, which he endured with a stone face. 
 
   “Have you got what you think you will need?” Bella asked him. 
 
   He nodded. “I’m ready to go. Where are we going?”
 
   “I suggested that my family meet me in two days in Longview, if they can come that quickly. I will touch base with them once we are above. Oh, and I need Devon again...”
 
   “Right here,” the boy came around the corner, a scone in his hand. 
 
   “I need to charge this,” she held up her cell phone. “And my options are going above and renting a hotel room, which I’d rather not, or a cyber cafe. My home is a little far to go just now.”
 
   He nodded, “I have an MGC to AC converter. I’ll go get it.”
 
   He all but ran out of the room, with Bella calling after him, “What the heck does that mean?”
 
   “Magic to alternating current, duh!” He didn’t even slow down. 
 
   Bella sighed, “Teenagers make me feel old.”
 
   This got a short laugh out of Dean. 
 
   “I will go stage everything we are taking. How are you planning to do transport?” he asked.
 
   “Anything that can be damaged by cold we carry. The rest of it gets wrapped against moisture damage and tagged with ‘come-here’ spells. I’ve already figured out that I can pull items to me from here. That saves us some steps.”
 
   He actually registered an emotion, showing a little surprise. “You can do that?”
 
   Bella cocked her head slightly, “You can’t? I’m sorry, I’m still figuring out what I can do with magic. I’d tried it yesterday.”
 
   “Was that what had you so tired?” His eyes narrowed in thought. 
 
   Bella shook her head. “No, that would be the transport bubble from there to here.”
 
   Now he did look startled, and had a distinctly admonitory tone. “You’re lucky you didn’t kill yourself.”
 
   This had not occurred to her, that the consequences for using magic could be so drastic. “Drat. I keep running into that. There are so many things that just aren’t covered in the books.”
 
   “That one is just...” She could see his struggle for the right words. “Insane. Look, next time ask me, ok?” 
 
   “Sure, if I have time.” She got up, and went to get Ellie. 
 
   Behind her, she heard him mutter, “I thought I was the one with a death wish.”
 
   She ignored him, knowing that she had already done far more than any Underhill lore said she could. She wondered sometimes if they just hadn’t been trying anything new for so long that they didn’t know what they were capable of anymore. 
 
   Ellie came down to the armory with her, scrupulously avoiding going too close to Lom’s door. His half of the cellars was protected by so many layers of spells, and most of them nastily lethal, that Bella didn’t blame her. She had decided to stage the mission equipment here in her workshop so it wouldn’t be in the way. 
 
   It also gave her an opportunity to speak to Ellie completely alone for a change. Even in the house, Bella was no longer sure that there were no listening ears. 
 
   “While we are gone, Melcar will be here. And here...” Bella handed Ellie a spell, the tiny orb of glowing energy. “If you need me, that’s linked to me, wherever I am.”
 
   The little elf nodded. Bella had always had trouble reading her face for emotions, with the wood-elf’s craggy skin and the age-lines that mapped her life on her face. 
 
   “I don’t know what the Council is thinking,” Bella went on, awkwardly. “I’m sorry, I wish I had a better clue about all this. With Lom incapacitated, I hate taking off and leaving everything on you and Lucia like this. But what can I do?”
 
   “You’re doing the right thing.” Ellie held out her hands, and Bella took them, accepting the comfort and support she badly needed at the moment. “You need to go take care of the mission, and he will be in good hands. As I said before, this is the best thing for him, some impetus to get out of bed and not mope himself to death.”
 
   “He’s not allowed to do that,” Bella growled. 
 
   Ellie laughed. “Let’s get you on the way to above, so you will be home sooner.”
 
   “Sounds good to me. I’m leaving the door attuned to you, so if you need to come down here.” Bella gestured at her armory, and Ellie smiled. 
 
   They went back to the kitchen, where Devon brandished the cell phone at Bella. “All ready to go!” he announced cheerfully. 
 
   "Terrific," Bella told him. "You still aren't coming."
 
   He nodded, only a little crestfallen. Good, maybe he understood duty and wouldn't try to follow them. She nodded at Dean and looked down at the table. The sprites all had tiny mugs of something. She looked closer. Surely that wasn't...
 
   "Whiskey before breakfast?"
 
   "Och, aye! An w'breakfast, too!" Callum cheerfully informed her. 
 
   Dean intervened. "They don't get drunk. Sprite metabolism is very fast."
 
   "Ok," Bella let it go, dubious, but she needed them. "We eat, and go."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Fighting Back
 
   I awakened to see Devon dozing on the chair. I croaked and he woke up. 
 
   “Water?” he mumbled sleepily and I nodded. 
 
   After a few sips I could manage real words again. “Bella?”
 
   “She, Dean, and the sprites went above this morning. I think she’ll be fine.” He was trying his best to be reassuring, but I could see the concern in his eyes. Not all of it was for her. 
 
   “Help me get up.” I asked him abruptly. I needed to move, lying here wasn’t going to help her if she needed me. 
 
   “I’m not sure...” Devon glanced toward the door and I could read his thoughts clear as if they were written on his face. 
 
   “No, you don’t need to check with someone. Just give me your shoulder to lean on.”
 
   He helped me out of bed, and I could feel my muscles trembling just from the effort of standing. Moving my feet in steps was a monumental act of will. I lost count when I had to stop, but we weren’t half way across the room and I was panting. 
 
   “Back t’ bed,” I gasped. He more carried me than I walked, this direction. I realized I must weigh next to nothing with all the time not eating. Maybe eating more would help. 
 
   Back on the bed, I had him put pillows behind me so I was sitting and sent him for food. I was worn out, but not sleepy for a change. Maybe I was getting a bit better. Ellie came back in with him. 
 
   “I’m fine.” I told her. She raised an eyebrow and I realized I must be coming across grouchy, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t happy, and didn’t have enough energy to pretend for social reasons. 
 
   “I can see that. Do you need...” She gestured at the bowl of soup. 
 
   “I can feed myself.”
 
   I did, too, but it was an effort, and when I had finished the savory lentil stew I was ready to sleep again. I let the tide of darkness wash over me, wanting to rest for once, because I knew I’d be stronger when I woke up. 
 
   I was. We made it all the way across the room, and back to the chair, where I got to sit up and eat my breakfast. 
 
   “Any news?” I asked Devon when he came in as Ellie left with the tray. 
 
   He shook his head. “I know she had her cell all charged, and we’d talked about her renting a car so she could get to Longview, and she planned to meet her cousins there.”
 
   I nodded. “Let’s walk.”
 
   He patiently let me drape an arm on him. I took a painful step, and then another. 
 
   I wanted to rush this. I really didn’t want to take the weeks I knew I was going to need to recover, and I especially didn’t want to face the loss of all magical power. I’d lived with little for a long time, but that wasn’t the same as not having any. I really wanted to just curl up into a ball and make it all go away, but she might need me. Not the kind of princess who needed rescuing, not my Bella. However, we all need back-up from time to time. 
 
   “Devon, can you have Melcar come see me? I know Alger’s off on some Secret Squirrel mission.” 
 
   The boy actually giggled at the squirrel crack, and I made a mental note to tell him to look it up on youtube. But he let me back down into bed, and when I woke up some time later, Melcar was bending over me. 
 
   “I want...” I started to tell him, and he grimaced at me. 
 
   “I know full well what you want. Let me finish my examination.” He pressed a hand in the center of my chest heavily enough to make me say “oof.”
 
   He poked and prodded and I slowly realized that there was someone standing behind him. My situational awareness was sadly lacking, and I couldn’t get that back soon enough to make me happy. 
 
   “Eh... Do I call you My Liege or Corwin today?” I asked the cloaked king when I got a better glimpse. Melcar had moved downward, and had my legs uncovered. At least I was wearing a nightshirt of decent length. 
 
   “Corwin ought to suffice since you are unable to give me obeisance.”
 
   I stuck my tongue out at him. Childish, but... I felt a rush of relief that he had come to check on me. I wasn’t in the doghouse with him, even if the Council was out for my head. 
 
   Melcar shook his head at my immaturity, a faint smile on his face. I amused him. 
 
   “I can boost your recovery time.” He interrupted my attempt at witty repartee with good news. 
 
   “Terrific. How fast?”
 
   “It’s not an instant fix,” he cautioned, “that kind of power drain could kill you, and it might kill me. We haven’t been using any magic in your vicinity, out of concern for the effects, you know?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m no delicate flower and I want you to stop pussy-footing around.”
 
   “We’ll try. But it’s still going to take weeks.” He sat on the edge of the bed and Corwin sat in the chair. He looked gravely concerned. 
 
   “Weeks?” I blurted. I needed to be up and out of this house in days. 
 
   “Lom, left to progress naturally, it would take you months, up to a year, to regain your muscle mass and strength. I haven’t been willing to try this before because you were so weak I was sure it would kill you. But I’m seeing you come back from the edge and I’m willing to try. But,” he held up a warning finger. “A very small start, and we stop if there are any ill effects. Got it?”
 
   I subsided back onto the pillows. “Got it,” I growled at him. Corwin put a hand to his face to try and hide his smile. 
 
   “Can we do it now?” I ignored my king’s amusement at my attitude. Sure, I might be acting like a lovesick kid, but Bella needed me. 
 
   Melcar nodded. I braced, and watched as he gathered a spell in the palms of his hands, like a ball of glowing honey. He laid it on my chest, and I expected to feel something, but it slowly soaked into me, vanishing, and all I felt was sleepy. 
 
   “Ish no... not workin’” I informed him, trying to keep my eyes open. 
 
   He chuckled. “Stop fighting and get some sleep, I’ll check back in the morning.”
 
   I wanted to say goodbye to Corwin, but my eyelids won their battle to fall like rocks. 
 
   I did awaken in the morning, still vaguely disappointed the spell hadn’t worked. I could only console myself with the knowledge that it didn’t seem to have hurt, either, and I could smell coffee. I swung my legs out of bed and stood up before I thought about it. 
 
   “Holy mother...” I caught myself on the bedside chair as my brain kicked in and reminded me that my body wasn’t up to snuff yet. 
 
   Melcar walked in the door a minute later holding the tray of coffee and implements. “Ah, you’re awake.”
 
   “It worked! I didn’t think it had, I couldn’t feel it.”
 
   He eyed me, standing there clinging to the chair and swaying like a tree in the wind. “Would you like coffee?”
 
   “I need to sit for that. Um...”
 
   He set the tray down and helped me balance and step around so I could sit. “It will be a while until you have all your facilities again. Yes, you can push, but you must respect your body when it says enough.”
 
   “Got it. Why didn’t I feel it working?” 
 
   He perched on the edge of my bed. “I don’t know yet. You might have... When Bella pulled the elfshot out of you, she may have stripped out the paths magic takes through you.”
 
   “Um...” I thought about this. It would make sense, the reaction I had had when I tried to reach for magic. “Permanently?”
 
   He shook his head. “I have no idea, I’m sorry. Let’s give it time, and see what happens.”
 
   I knew that saying from him. It meant probably, and he wasn’t going to make a judgment just yet on whether I was crippled for life. No magic... I drank the coffee, and life proceeded. 
 
   I slept and walked, and in between there were meals Ellie prepared to be heavy on fats and proteins to build my body back up again. I lost track of time once more, as I had no schedule other than the demands of my body for sleep. I tried not to think too much about her, as I knew she would be focusing on the mission at hand, not on me. She was a sensible girl, my Bella. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Team Leader
 
   Bella stumbled on stepping out of the doorway from Underhill to the human world, and Ewan bounced off the back of her head. 
 
   “Ow!” She put up a hand and rubbed where he’d hit her, with his boots it felt like. “Watch where you’re going!”
 
   “Och, and when y’grow a foot in front o’me?” He shot back, hovering at head-height, incongruously standing in midair with his hands on his hips. 
 
   Bella sighed and conceded, “I didn’t think to warn you of that, truth is, I’m not used to it myself.”
 
   “What’s the plan now?” Dean looked around the little glade, ignoring their byplay. 
 
   “We hike down the hill and I call for a car.” Bella brought her mind back to the task at hand. 
 
   He looked up at her. “Got it. By the way, remind me later to show you other doors, hey?”
 
   Bella felt foolish. “I ought to have asked about that before, but I only know this one and one other, which doesn’t open on this continent, I don’t think.”
 
   He nodded in understanding, “Nah, you’re learning. And a little fresh air won’t kill me.” Dean winked, and lit another cigarette. 
 
   Bella got the phone out and dialed. 
 
   “Raven?” She asked when the ringing stopped. 
 
   “Who else would it be?” His irascible voice sounded in her ear. 
 
   She laughed. “Well, one of the cousins. You aren’t as alone as you make yourself out to be, Uncle.”
 
   “Hrmph. Where are you?”
 
   “We just crossed over from Underhill. We’re in Oregon, down on the coast near Florence.”
 
   “T’boys are on their way.”
 
   “Did I tell you where they needed to go? And is Tex flying all the way down?” She was confused.
 
   “No, and yup.”
 
   She could hear the amusement in his voice. “Uncle... “
 
   “Your Folke aren’t the only ones with eyes and ears. Don’t forget that I have resources too, young lady. And I’m not letting them think your family has abandoned you.”
 
   She hadn’t thought that she was abandoned - after all, they had come when she called for help with Lom, and into a very strange place, at that. Bella suddenly realized that she was once again a pawn in a power display. Raven was ruffling his feathers and looking big in front of the Fairy Kingdom. She sighed. 
 
   “So...” she started. 
 
   He cut her off. “Get yourself up to Longview. You have transport?”
 
   “Yes, Uncle.”
 
   “T’boys will be at the hotel.”
 
   He hung up, and she stared into space, thinking there had to be more than one hotel in Longview. She would have to call Dan and ask. But not until they were on the road. They still had a four hour drive ahead of them. Bella didn’t even want to think about having the sprites cooped up in the car with them. Dean was bad enough. He got... twitchy when he had to be still for long. 
 
   She caught up with them at the pull out, where the rental guy was shifting from foot to foot outside the little black sedan, and the sprites were nowhere to be seen. 
 
   “I’m Bella Traycroft.”
 
   She held out her hand and he shook it. “Um, could you sign here?”
 
   He glanced at Dean and hastily away again. Bella wondered what the fairy had done. She took the clipboard and scrawled where he pointed. 
 
   “Thanks so much, we didn’t expect to wind up here when we started the hike.” She gave him the same cover story she’d fed the rental office, as he handed her the keys. “Do you need dropped off?”
 
   He shook his head and checked his watch. “No... “
 
   Another car pulled in, the tires crunching on the gravel. 
 
   “There’s my ride!” He blurted.
 
   He almost ran to the other car and, as they pulled out, Bella turned to Dean. “What did you do?”
 
   He shrugged, and she knew she wasn’t going to get anything out of him. Hopefully it hadn’t involved obvious magic. That was what they were here to prevent. He held out his hand. 
 
   “What?” She looked at his extended hand, wondering what he wanted. 
 
   “I don’t ride shotgun. Keys.”
 
   She blinked at him. “Have you got insurance?”
 
   He laughed. “Just let me drive, ok? I promise no one will see me doing magic, but I hate being a passenger.”
 
   She shook her head and handed the keys over. “Where are the sprites?”
 
   “I sent them ahead. They have their ways.”
 
   She opened the door, and something else occurred to her, “When was the last time you drove? Do you know how to drive this kind of car?”
 
   He started the engine and she jumped. “Get in, Bella, and stop worrying so much.”
 
   He drove like a bat out of hell, she discovered, and she learned that the only way she could deal with some of the turns he took was to close her eyes and hang on to the edges of her seat for dear life. They were never on two wheels, although she could have sworn that they should be, and they weren’t pulled over, which she decided had to be through the use of magic in some way. They made Eugene and I-5 in less time than she would have thought possible, but at least on the freeway she could relax. He did not drive weaving in and out of traffic, he just went straight and outpaced all the other cars. 
 
   He winked, never looking away from the road in front of them. “Still alive over there?”
 
   “Yes, strangely enough.” She slumped down a bit. “This is much better.”
 
   “I do like a curvy road.” 
 
   She could hear the satisfaction in his voice and decided to ignore the subtle innuendo. “I didn’t think you could get through the Coast Range that fast.”
 
   “Most can’t.” 
 
   She looked out the window, they were through the city and out into the Willamette Valley. “I haven’t been through here since I was a kid. It’s gotten built up.”
 
   “I haven’t been on this stretch of road, I don’t think. My old stomping grounds were quite a bit further south.”
 
   “Oh?” Bella prompted, curious. He didn’t answer, and she decided she wasn’t going to push him for answers. Or distract him, not at the speed he was going. 
 
   She settled for looking out the window and checking the time, wondering when she could call Dan. She had been thinking she would wait until Portland and they were only an hour out... but now she was thinking it wouldn’t even be that long. Bella wondered if she could bubble the whole car, and how long it would take. Magic above was... she closed her eyes and accessed the library. If she couldn’t do anything else, she could at least research. 
 
   Alger’s gift was oddly useless at times. There were whole sections of magic it didn’t seem to cover, or not well, like the use of magic in human realms. Bella had decided this was more about Fairyland not going above if they could help it, much less studying it. And the rogue Folke were turned over to the Hunt, and if they were questioned about life above, she couldn’t find transcripts of it. 
 
   Right now, she was going over anything she could find about ogres, volcanoes, and the area they would be working in. She’d suspected, from the very early magic lessons Lom had given her about the influence of earth, wind, fire, and water on magic users, that the volcanic proximity to the ogre nest had a meaning. There were allusions to a fire affinity, but those who tried to study ogre habits mostly wound up finding out their dietary preferences by serving as a meal. 
 
   It might help find them, though. If there were active fumaroles... she pulled out her phone. This wasn’t something the centuries of books in her head could help with. But a few USGA maps later, she thought she knew where to start looking, at least. She sat up straight and stretched a bit in her seat. 
 
   “Back with me?” Dean glanced quickly at her, a wry expression on his face. 
 
   “Where are we?” She looked out the window at suburbia. 
 
   “Just getting into Portland. I was thinking we’d stop and stretch our legs, maybe get some food.”
 
   She nodded. “That sounds good. I need to make a call, too.”
 
   Bella mused as they stopped at a fast food place that she had been away long enough to make even this seem exotic. Not that there had been a place like this within a hundred miles of her cabin in Alaska, either. For the moment, it was hot, filling, and not sitting in the car with a bubble on her fingertips while Dean drove. 
 
   She left Dean sitting in a hard plastic booth and sipping soda meditatively and stepped outside to call Dan. Looking through the window, she wondered just how long it had been since the fairy man had been above. 
 
   “Dan, it’s Bella.”
 
   “What have you been up to?” she could hear the laughter in his voice. “Raven scooped us all up and had us in Washington before we could ask what was going on. You in big trouble again?”
 
   “Nah... I just need help hunting some really big game,” she copied his teasing tone. 
 
   “So that’s why Raven had us fly in packin’ heat.”
 
   “Good to hear. So where are you? Raven just said the hotel.”
 
   “Ah. He’s not so good with details, the old man.”
 
   Bella sighed. “He’s helping me. I’ll take it.”
 
   Dan gave her directions to the hotel and she hung up as Dean came out.
 
   “Ready?” he asked. 
 
   “Want to let me drive?” She didn’t have much hope, but she had to ask. 
 
   He shook his head. “Nope. You’ll live.”
 
   He grinned evilly as she rolled her eyes and got in the passenger side. 
 
   It didn’t take anything near an hour to get to the hotel. Bella was working very hard to not look at the speedometer. She appreciated that they were getting there fast, but still. She made a mental note to ride with the boys when they went on the mission. 
 
   She had a budding plan. Time to find out if they could do it. 
 
   “Bella.” Dan met her in the lobby with a hug. He nodded at Dean, who dipped his head fractionally in return, and then looked away again. “We have a suite. C’mon, you have any bags?”
 
   She shook her head. “Lead the way.”
 
   They must have made an odd collection, she mused. The tall, bearded man in jeans and a well-worn flannel shirt, the short dark-haired woman, and the very short, slender guy with the black leather jacket and the strut. It felt odd to get on an elevator rather than use a bubble. Humans, Bella thought as they rose in silence, adjusted quickly and well. This was her world, and yet... She got out of the elevator with a quick glance in both directions. It wasn’t hers, and it wasn’t safe, any longer. 
 
   Dan opened the door and she went in. 
 
   “Tex!” She greeted the tall, brown-haired Texan with a hug.Unlike her cousins, he was smooth shaven. Well, a touch stubbly around the edges, but Bella wasn’t planning on snuggling him. “Dan said you flew?”
 
   His eyes lit up. “Ayuh. Wait till you see the new plane.”
 
   “New plane?” Bella was confused by this, but turned to the other person in the room. An Athabaskan, a bit older than she was, his warm face slightly lined, but his body unbowed by age. His black hair was cut neatly. He would not have been out of place in a suit and tie, she mused, with a certain air of dignitas to his presence. 
 
   She held out her hand to him. “Fred Northway, right? I think we met at Uncle’s last birthday.”
 
   He shook her hand warmly. “And you were counting the sands of the sea. Or the wildlife in the Bush, same thing.”
 
   “More getting an approximate census, yes. Did Uncle tell you?” Bella stopped. She wasn’t sure why Uncle would send a tribal elder along. 
 
   He nodded. “I’m here to help you. This land,” he gestured vaguely. “I have a connection to it, through him, and other spirits. The evil you seek is a wound we need to scour out and heal.”
 
   “Thank you. In that case, I’m glad to have you.” She looked around. “And I have a feeling we need you. This isn’t the biggest or best-prepared team.” 
 
   Dean reached up and snapped his fingers. Bella caught a flicker of a released spell. Seconds later, the sprites tumbled into the room from a little bubble. Fred’s eyes were wide with surprise, she noted with an internal laugh. 
 
   “Our reconnaissance team,” Bella said. “Dean, Tex, Dan...” She pointed at each of them in turn, making sure they all knew one another. 
 
   “I have a plan,” she announced, gesturing and pulling the maps she wanted from midair. She thought Fred was going to have a stroke, then he shook his head and smiled, visibly relaxing. Good, he was going to go along for the ride. She spread the maps out on the table and pointed at an area above Swift Reservoir. 
 
   “There’s a network of caves here. Ape Cave is open to the public...”
 
   “Ape Cave?” Ewan interrupted, walking across the map. “Are there any in it?”
 
   Bella shook her head. “I don’t know where the name comes from. Bats, I believe it has. But that’s not what we’re looking for. It’s open to the public, so it would be hard to hide a bunch of ogres in it.”
 
   “You’re thinking that there’s a network of caves, and they are somewhere in the periphery?” Dan bent over the map, and Ewan politely stepped out of the way. 
 
   “Yes, and likely using Longview as a pantry, so to speak.”
 
   “Pantry?” This was Fred, taking a look at the topo map of the hills that rose from Swift Reservoir until they led to the volcano itself. 
 
   “Ogres eat everything. Opportunists. But this last year, and specifically the last couple of months, Longview’s annual two murders has risen to five unexplained disappearances, plus a well-publicized hiker staggering out of the woods claiming something had grabbed his partner and dragged her into the woods. For some reason the ogres are preying on humans now. There may be more victims, Longview isn’t huge, but does have a homeless population.” Bella kept her delivery brisk, trying to hide the revulsion she was feeling at the idea of people turned into prey animals. 
 
   “I see why all the urgency, then.” Fred shook his head. “There aren’t a lot of resources left, you know. Spirits go into hiding with this many humans around.”
 
   She nodded. “And Underhill doesn’t tolerate Folke above, playing with magic. That’s what Lom has done for... some time now.” Bella realized she didn’t really know how long, or how many beings he had hunted, killed, or captured. 
 
   Ewan, standing with his hands clasped behind his back and following along, broke in. “We know sommat who cud help, he’s in t’area. An’ he’s unkindly t’beasts.” 
 
   “I’d appreciate any help. Can he meet us here?”
 
   Ewan shifted his weight. “Weel...”
 
   “Not going to make his life hard,” she promised. “I take it he can’t come here?”
 
   He nodded vigorously. 
 
   Bella sighed. “OK, we will set up a meet with him. And I need you three to help find a likely part of the caves. Not getting too close to the ogres, I don’t want to risk them knowing we are here.”
 
   Ewan popped up into the air, his wings a sparkling blur, and threw her a sloppy salute. Then he and his brothers were gone. 
 
   “So... What is the plan?” Tex drawled from the chair, where his legs stretched across half the room. “‘Cause, pardon me, but charging into a cave after an ogre sounds like a really bad idea.”
 
   “The only time I know for a fact that we killed one was by me blowing it apart with an incendiary grenade. Lom knocked some off a bridge into a river with a logging truck, and he says that likely didn’t kill them, only injured them. Ogres, according to the books, are incredibly tough.”
 
   “You blew up an ogre?” Dan grinned. “Taught you well, we did.”
 
   “I want to lure them out of the cave.” Bella sighed. “I really, really don’t want to go into a dark place with that kind of monster.” 
 
   “And then what? High explosives, near an active volcano? Flamethrowers at fifty paces?” 
 
   She shook her head. “I can make them... go away. If I’m close enough.”
 
   Dean choked. “You want to transport live ogres Underhill?”
 
   Bella nodded and sat down, she felt very tired suddenly, and more than a little afraid. “I don’t know if I can do it, frankly, but I also know my weapon only has six grenades, I might not hit with each one, and I don’t know, even though I had you bring them, that big guns will work.” 
 
   “So who’s gonna be bait?” Tex looked amused. “Since you aren’t sure you can kill them.”
 
   “Oh, we’ll kill them.” Dean smiled, and pulled a cigarette out, slowly lighting it. “Bella, stop doubting yourself, you’re letting it get in your way. That’s why we drove up here, you didn’t just bubble and go. Think it through, and remember when in doubt, use fire.”
 
   “Oh, yeah...” She remembered that, all right, and the look on Lom’s face when she came close to setting the whole Court enclave on fire. 
 
   “A firebomb at the mouth of the cave could deprive them of oxygen.” Dan mused thoughtfully, “And the ingredients for a FAE can be found at any hardware store.”
 
   “A fay?” Fred interjected for the first time, his confusion written all over his face. 
 
   “Fuel Air Explosion.” Bella clarified. “Aerosolized fuel, like, say, propane, fill the space, and then ignite. Big boom, and bonus: rips the oxygen out of the air in an enclosed space.”
 
   “What about pumpin’ the cave full o’ carbon dioxide or liquid nitro?” Tex chipped in. 
 
   Bella shook her head. “We can’t get that amount of either in time, and I’d rather have the combination of explosion and suffocation. Belt and suspenders.”
 
   She stood up and rubbed her hands together. “We need to do two things. One, it’s time to get out there and see what we are up against in terms of terrain and transportation, and two...”
 
   Dean raised an eyebrow and she delivered her best evil smile. “Go shopping. This girl has needs.”
 
   Dean shook his head, smiling. “I’m afraid to find out what they are. May I suggest that you look out the window first?”
 
   Bella glanced toward the nearest one. “Oh. I’m still on Underhill time, I guess. Whatever that is. How about food, sleep, then shopping?”
 
   “Deal.” Dan picked up a phone. “Pizza, everyone?”
 
   She looked around the room. Five people, and three rowdy sprites. Plus their mystery buddy, whom presumably she was to meet... Bella wondered where the sprites were. She walked over to Tex. “How many rooms do we have?”
 
   “Two connecting here, and one across the hall. I think Dan set it up for two nights,” he shrugged. “We had no idea what was goin’ on. Mike sends his regrets. He couldn’t get away.”
 
   She nodded. “I’ll call him. I didn’t know if any of you would be available, and I will be paying you well...” She’d had a chance to look at the balance on the card she was given, and it was impressive. 
 
   He smiled. “Nice, but you know we’ll come runnin’ for you, girl.”
 
   She squeezed his shoulder. “I’ll do the same.”
 
   Bella moved on to Fred. “Feeling ok? If you want to back out...” She spread her hands in a throwing-away gesture. He was an unknown quantity, and she didn’t want to have a reluctant recruit. 
 
   He shook his head. “Uncle has showed me a little, over the years. But I never imagined.” The black-haired man looked around the room and his broad face broke into a boyish smile. “This is fun!”
 
   Bella laughed and shook her head. “Tomorrow we’ll be out in the woods, with things that may be hunting us as we’re trying to hunt them. Keep in mind that magical beings can glamour themselves, which means they might look perfectly normal to you.”
 
   He nodded. “I assumed as much. After all, Raven does so, and you...” He peered at her, then winked slightly. “You have always just looked like a lovely young woman to me.”
 
   Bella laughed again. “I’m a taken one. We just haven’t had time to get a ring yet.”
 
   “My congratulations,” he looked abashed. “I’m sorry...”
 
   “Oh, don’t worry about it, no harm in looking.” Bella patted his arm and ended up back by Dan. 
 
   He winked at her, still talking to the delivery place. “Mushrooms, and pretty much every meat you have in the place. Ahuh... Ahuh... cash. See you then.”
 
   He hung up, and Bella realized that she didn’t have any cash. “I need to find an ATM.” she started to say, and he gestured that away. 
 
   “Raven gave us a significant slush fund. Said he’d talk to you when you saw him, but that you ‘n Lom should consider him your second client.” He cocked his head slightly. “Which I’d like to know what that means.”
 
   “Er... I’m not sure myself.” Bella admitted. 
 
   “Anyway, I hear congratulations are in order,” he beamed. 
 
   Bella hugged him, feeling her cheeks heat up. “I think it’s a good thing, yes. It’s... all very different, and sudden.”
 
   “I’m just glad you didn’t lose him. That was a bad place we hauled him out of.” Dan studied her seriously for a moment, and Bella tried not to fidget. 
 
   “Your clients... You two are going to do stuff like this on a regular basis, aren’t you?” He went on, his face under the beard expressionless. 
 
   She shrugged. “I have... another job Underhill that will likely keep me from traveling too often. And I don’t know how long it will take him to get better, he’s badly injured right now.”
 
   “And you aren’t too well organized.” 
 
   She looked at him. “If we do this more often, I’ll hire you to be our secretary.” Bella kept her voice playful, and he roared with laughter. 
 
   “Some secretary!” he gasped.
 
   “And back-up rifle-bearer,” she added, grinning. 
 
   “You’ve read too much Haggard.” He wiped his eyes. 
 
   She walked over and grabbed her little backpack. “Which room is mine? I need to check in with home.”
 
   “Whichever of these two you want.” Dan gestured. “I’m putting you two,” he pointed at Dean and Tex, “in the room across the hall. I don’t want you, Bella, so far away from us. I want to keep you surrounded.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose at his fussing and headed into the closest room. It was going to be the same as the other one, she knew, hotels were rarely surprising. Sitting cross-legged on the bed, she booted the little laptop up, noting the spells that clung to it and extended into the case, affecting the inner workings, she had no doubt. 
 
   Following the directions Devon had given her got her to the chat where she could reach him. 
 
   :hello?: she typed. She didn’t expect to get an instant answer, but it was still a bit forlorn to stare at the cursor blinking slowly in front of her, doing nothing. After a couple of minutes she typed a quick summary of what had happened, sent it, and shut the computer down. She’d check in the morning for messages, but decided that sitting here willing something to come from Lom was a counterproductive thing to do. 
 
   Returning to the other room, she found the guys sitting and watching television. The sprites had come in, amazingly quietly for them, and were sprawled along the back of the couch behind Dean and Dan’s head. Ewan saw her and flew up to sit on her shoulder. 
 
   “Reportin’ in, Ma’am!”
 
   “Did you find them?” she asked quietly, leaning in the doorway to her room so she could talk and not disturb the guy’s show. Might as well let them relax a bit before morning’s exertions. 
 
   “Oh, aye. Well, pre’y soor.” Bella felt the shrug that went with that. 
 
   “‘T enny rate, we located a t’ird cave t’ats no on t’maps. An’ we set you up w’a date to meet our pal.”
 
   Bella snorted. “I’m taken. When and where?”
 
   “”T’ere’s a place oot o’ town. He canna cum inna town. He said ‘bout moon-up, meet t’ere.”
 
   “I figured as much. Thanks.”
 
   Ewan, who seemed relieved she wasn’t going to make him talk more, flew back to his brothers, whom she hadn’t heard speak at all. For all their rowdy ways, they were a quiet bunch. Bella retreated into her room and looked out the window into the dark, wondering when moon-up was going to be, and who she would take with her. Dean made the most sense, and rather than risk his driving she’d bubble them. 
 
   This time when she walked into the room Dan muted the TV.
 
   “What’s the plan?”
 
   She shook her head. “After dinner, I’m going to go meet the trouble triplet’s buddy.” 
 
   Iver, she thought it was, laughed out loud at her nickname for them. Bella went on, “I was thinking I’d take Dean, no point in frightening him with all you lot.”
 
   Fred spoke up. “I’d like to come along, actually. If he’s native to this area, I may have a rapport with him.”
 
   Bella nodded at him. “Good thought. Dean, can you follow along and make yourself inconspicuous during the meet?”
 
   He nodded emphatically. Her cousins looked unhappy. “Sorry, guys, but I don’t know how I’d hide you.”
 
   The knocking at the door made them all jump. It was easy to forget, Bella mused as Dean herded her into her room while Dan went to see who it was, how much tension they were all feeling. It almost had to be the pizza guy, but careful was a good thing. She could smell the pizza, and smiled at Dean. 
 
   “We need to talk, and soon.”
 
   He looked faintly surprised. “About?”
 
   “Don’t play coy with me. You just pulled a bodyguard move on me. And you know things that you shouldn’t possibly know.”
 
   He opened his mouth as Dan stuck his head in the door and announced cheerfully, “Dinner!”
 
   Bella slipped past the unmoving Dean, who appeared deep in thought, and went for the stack of boxes. Her cousins were making appreciative noises that meant they were hungry. 
 
   The sprites, who had somehow found a football game on television- she would have said soccer, but they hooted in laughter when Tex said that, so she didn’t - didn’t join in the dinner. She did see a flask make the rounds, and hoped she could trust Dean on them not being able to get drunk. 
 
   “All righty no’!” Ewan hopped up and stomped on the remote, switching the game off over his brother’s protests. “Tis time.”
 
   Fred stood up and looked expectantly at Bella. She looked at Dean. “If I bubble us, what are the chances of being seen?”
 
   Ewan answered. “We’ll go along. Tis out in t’ woods pret’ fur.”
 
   Dean nodded. “If it’s away from people then you should be fine. Yes, they are visible from the outside and that’s why you’re not supposed to use them above.” He shrugged, “But we’re not exactly following the rules.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Big Hairy Deal
 
   Bella gestured and threw a bubble around herself, the sprites, and a startled Fred. Ewan landed on her shoulder and added his own spell gestures to give a destination, and she could feel the gentle jar as the bubble landed. Dropping the bubble, she looked around, and when the motion in the corner of her eye got her attention, she jumped back and pulled the .380 she was carrying concealed. 
 
   “Stop!” she ordered, not expecting the monster who was shambling toward them to listen. To her surprise, it threw its long arms in the air and cried out. 
 
   “Whoa, lady, don’t shoot!”
 
   She lowered the gun slowly, aware that Iver, or Callum, had flown to sit on the hairy shoulder of... She let the gun fall to her side. Reholstering it would wait, as it wasn’t a discreet process. 
 
   “Ewan, is this... your friend?”
 
   The big, hairy, stooped frame supported an oddly-shaped head that now swiveled toward the sprite hovering in midair between them. “You didn’t warn her? Man, that’s cold. I mean, you bastards... pardon the language, lady... have a wicked sense of humor, but still.”
 
   He shuffled a few steps closer to her and offered a hand. “You must be Princess Belladona. Ah’m Gary.”
 
   Bella switched the pistol to her other hand and shook, her hand engulfed in that of what she would swear was a Sasquatch. He looked at Fred, and she introduced them. 
 
   “This is Fred Northway, he’s...”
 
   “You’re a shaman, aren’t you?” Gary sounded inquisitive, although Bella couldn’t see much emotion under all the matted fur. He didn’t smell like anything other than moss and earth, unlike some of the stories she’d heard. 
 
   Fred held out his hand. “And you are one of the Old Ones.”
 
   Gary ducked his head a bit in a gesture Bella presumed was shy. “Aw, don’t marsh my mellow, man. I’m just a kid, really. Now, M’gramps...”
 
   The malapropism making her lips twitch in a suppressed smile, Bella turned away slightly and holstered her pistol. She doubted this calibre would have done anything but pissed this behemoth off, but it was good to have. 
 
   “Gary, the sprites say you know about the ogres?”
 
   He scowled deeply, his face twisting into monstrosity. “I do. I can take you right to them, or at least their nest. The hunters... are harder to predict. They are foul, horrible...” He shuddered. 
 
   Bella relaxed. Whatever he looked like, they had an aligning cause. “We want to root them out entirely. Right now the plan is to use fire, trap them in their cave and suffocate them. But I need to make sure they are all inside when we do that. If you can track them, and keep watch...”
 
   She wasn’t sure how much of the action he would want in on. He wasn’t human, and she guessed that if his kind had eluded certain detection for this long, they weren’t the cocky types. But there was a lot about this bigfoot she didn’t know, starting with his excellent English and obvious education. 
 
   Gary scratched his head, a process involving copious amounts of flying fur. “Well, we’ve been keeping an eye on them, but the decision was made by the elders to not fight them.”
 
   “You wouldn’t be. Just letting my team know where and when.” Bella assured him. The sprites were uncharacteristically silent. 
 
   Fred broke in. “Would it help if I spoke to the Elders?”
 
   Gary shifted from foot to foot. Bella stayed silent, looking around the woods. They were on the edge of an irregular clearing, which she realized slowly was made by the fall of a forest giant. The tree was almost gone now, a rounded hump covered with mosses. The light was from the full moon that had risen high enough for illumination while they were talking. She caught a flicker of movement just inside the shadowy woods and stiffened, reaching for her weapon. 
 
   “Gary, who is out there?”
 
   Another Sasquatch, his coat grizzled with age, stepped out of the shadows. He was holding both his hands out, palm upward, in what Bella thought was a peaceful gesture. 
 
   “GÃistgaay gÃºust uu dÃ¡ng k'wÃ¡alaagang?” He spoke in a guttural language she didn’t immediately recognize. 
 
   “Um...” Bella half-turned toward Fred and Gary. 
 
   “He wants to know what tribe you are with.” Fred offered. “He’s speaking Haida.”
 
   “Oh. Tell him I am Summer Court, of the Fae, Underhill. I have no idea how much they know about us, if anything. Don’t translate that part.”
 
   Gary chuckled softly, a noise like a running brook. “He might know more than you would guess. This is our eldest Elder.”
 
   Fred spoke to the senior Sasquatch, who did not come any closer. Bella stood where she was, afraid to spook the creature. If they had contact with the local tribes like the Haida, who were almost vanished, that would explain a lot about Gary. Even if only their elders communicated with the Sasquatch community, almost none of the Haida even spoke Haida anymore. It would only be natural to teach the Sasquatch English. She stifled her nervous giggle.  It was a surreal scene, even for her, standing in the moonlit woods with two huge, furry people. They were people, she told herself. Fred turned to look at her.
 
   “We have their blessing, if not full support, in taking out the ogres. Gary is allowed to help with the watching, but is forbidden to be seen by any humans, that is their law.”
 
   “Dan and Tex?”
 
   He shook his head firmly. “Even I am only tolerated because of my connection to Ya’ahl, their name for Raven.”
 
   “That complicates things. Still...” she turned to Gary. “I am glad to have your help.”
 
   She could hear Fred speaking to the Elder, then he fell silent. When she looked, the old Sasquatch was gone again. How something that big moved that quietly was beyond her. Moose and grizzlies made more noise in the woods. 
 
   She took a deep breath. “In the morning, can you meet us near the ogre cave? We will use the sprites for communication, and you can stay out of sight, yes?”
 
   He nodded happily, a big grin on his ugly face. “Works for me.”
 
   Bella gave in to her curiosity. “How on earth did you learn to speak English so well?”
 
   He put a finger alongside his flattened nose and winked. “Old Haida tradition, teach the beasts and they teach you. That, and mail-order curriculum.”
 
   Bella laughed. Gary turned and walked away, as silent as his elder, and she pulled the bubble around Fred and herself. A moment later, they were in the hotel suite. Fred was looking thoughtful. 
 
   “We have eyes in the woods.” Bella told her cousins. “You won’t see him, but remember. Ugly and green, foe. Ugly and hairy, friend. Got that?”
 
   They nodded, eyes wide. She chuckled. “Now, I’m going to sleep. Shopping in the morning.”
 
    


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   On the Job Training
 
   Bella’s alarm woke her early. She rolled out of bed and sat on the edge, rubbing her eyes. All the travel and stress of the day before had caught up with her. She’d lain down thinking she wouldn’t sleep and had fallen into the darkness almost before completing that thought. Now she was groggy and really wanted more sleep. But first... she reached for the laptop and her glasses. 
 
   It seemed to take forever to boot up, but she was rewarded with a little chime and a waiting message from Devon. 
 
   :Hi! Everything’s good here, Melcar was able to give Uncle Lom a healing spell, and he stood up by himself this morning. We’ve been walking together a lot, and went all the way into the hall this afternoon.:
 
   Bella smiled and felt her heart twist, remembering the pixie she’d first met, tossing a snow machine out of a hole in the river ice as deep as he was. That casual display of strength, then the way he’d risked his life for her in the logging truck... that he was reduced to barely being able to leave his own room was no doubt eating at him. She typed quickly. 
 
   :Good Morning. I’m going shopping. Do you need anything you can’t get Underhill?:
 
   There was no immediate response, but she would check again later. She shut down the computer and got dressed quickly. Time to go get some toys. 
 
   Dan had gotten up even earlier, it seemed, and there was a box of coffee, which puzzled her at first, until she figured out the spout system, and a flat box full of not the donuts she’d expected but breakfast sandwiches. 
 
   “Figured proteins was a good idea this morning.”
 
   “Thanks,” Bella told him as she cradled the steaming cup and inhaled. “I was thinking...”
 
   “A dangerous past-time,” he assured her with any hint of a smile obscured by the beard. 
 
   Bella glared at him. Tex staggered into the room. “Coffee?”
 
   Dan poured him a cup and the tall man folded into the chair he’d claimed as his own. “If you want the supplies for a thermobaric weapon, and don’t want to set up too many law enforcement flags, we should split up.”
 
   “That is what I was thinking. I can use magic to detonate, and if we had more time, I’d order or smuggle in proper weapons and a supply of white phosphorous to enrich our bomb with, but,” she shrugged. “I really don’t want to risk another person being taken.”
 
   Dean walked into the room, looking grim. “Too late. Turn on the news.”
 
   Dan found the remote and clicked. They all stared at the screen where a blonde talking head standing in what was likely the parking lot of one of the many hiking trails around the park broke the news to her viewers that another hiker had gone missing. Her perfectly coiffed hair and wooden appearance were at odds with her words and pseudo-concerned tone. 
 
   “Turn her off, she sounds like a cat whose tail is being stomped on.” Bella finally spoke. “Ok, guys, we have no time, and a complication.”
 
   “No, we don’t. If you’re worried about that man, he’s gone already. We just can’t wait, we need to move on the nest.” Dean spoke calmly. 
 
   Bella glared at Dean. “We cannot risk that he is still alive when we bomb the cave. I’m already unhappy about the bats.”
 
   “Bats?” Dean echoed, incredulous. 
 
   “The bat population is having health problems. And we are going to disrupt it further with this.” Bella knew she sounded like an ass, but it was something she had considered. 
 
   “This is a concern for you?” His voice was flat even as he questioned her. 
 
   “I’m a wildlife biologist, dammit. I wasn’t going to try too hard to find an ecologically sound way to kill ogres but not bats, but it did factor into my plan, yes.” Bella put her hands on her hips. “But a human might still be alive in there.”
 
   He shook his head. “No, Bella. He’s gone.”
 
   “Were you there?” She demanded.
 
   “Close enough.” This rocked her back. She didn’t know where he had been the night before, other than, she presumed, observing the meeting with Gary. She’d gone to bed the night before without seeing him. 
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I wasn’t looking for the hiker, didn’t know he was there. I was following Gary. A bit of don’t-see-me and a tracker spell,” Dean shrugged. “We were both too far away to stop it. The ogre ripped open the tent and broke the guy’s neck before he even had time to scream. I’m sorry.”
 
   Bella shook her head. “You’re right, you couldn’t have stopped it, and they hunt in packs, so if you saw one, there was another.” She left out a deep sigh. “Ok, the plan stands. Everyone buys a propane tank. Biggest you can get. We are going to blow these suckers the hell up.”
 
   She stomped toward the door, dry-eyed and furious. She should have moved as soon as they got here. Her slowness had gotten a man killed. 
 
   “How are we getting to the cave?”
 
   “We’re all meeting outside of town in two hours, and then I will take it from there. Dean, come with me, please.”
 
   She walked out into the hall and he followed her. When he started to speak, she raised a finger to stop him.
 
    “In the car.” He fell silent, and she took the stairs, needing the physical effort to clear her mind. 
 
   She didn’t give him the keys, but opened the driver’s door and got in. He stood and looked at her for a moment, then walked around and got in. She didn’t start the engine. 
 
   “I’m going to use as much magic as I need to get this mess cleaned up. You’re not going to stop me. Got it?”
 
   He nodded. “Never had any intention of stopping you.”
 
   “No, but you were going to report back on my actions, weren’t you?” 
 
   He took a deep breath and looked away. Bella sighed. “You have kept an eye on Lom for how many years now? Did he know?”
 
   “How do you...?”
 
   “You know about my having bubbled the boys from Alaska to the door Underhill. Only person that knew about that was Alger and he told them not to talk about it. So only Alger could have told you. And Lom’s relationship with his former teacher, and uncle, hasn’t always been... friendly.”
 
   “So what do you want from me?” He looked at her, his face almost serious, but his eyes were smiling. 
 
   “Your help. I want to wipe these monsters off the face of the earth, and you get to decide later what you tell Alger, the king... whoever you report to.” Bella opened the car door and got out. 
 
   “Meet us in two hours.” She told him through the open door, and walked toward the van Dan had rented. 
 
   Bella rode in the back with Tex. Fred was sitting next to Dan, and she wanted to get her focus back after confronting Dean. 
 
   “So what do you want us to do, once we get to the cave?” he asked her once they were on the road. 
 
   “We’re going to have to put the fuel a good way in the cave so I can get it ignited where it will do the most damage. The trick is going to be doing that in a way that doesn’t get their attention.”
 
   He nodded, “And you can use some o’ your magic to keep them from seein’ us?”
 
   “I think so.” Bella sighed. “I will do my very best. And I’m not sure you will be coming in there.”
 
   He looked surprised, and she shook her head. “I need someone doing overwatch with the big gun.”
 
   “What big gun? Dan and I both brought our rifles.” 
 
   “Yes, but I have a surprise for you,” she looked out the window. “Ah, the hardware store, a girl’s best friend.”
 
   “You’re a strange girl, you know that.” Tex assured her as she climbed out. 
 
   Bella was still laughing when they got into the store. She had a list, so they were in and out fast, checking out at different kiosks to keep the true extent of their purchases discreet. Back to the van, Bella realized that this was fun. 
 
   “One more stop on my spree, and then we get to go play in the woods. This is the fun part, that part may be wet and muddy.”
 
   Fred looked up at the sky. It was overcast, but not raining at the moment. “I think it will be dry enough. And with your abilities, no need to walk too much.”
 
   “There is that.” Bella agreed. 
 
   Their last stop was a welding shop. She secured a bottle of acetylene to add to their improvised havoc, and they headed for the meet-up point. She had used her little laptop to look at google maps and find a likely spot, an abandoned warehouse, and when they pulled up, she signaled to Dean to follow them around to the back, into the weedy parking lot out of sight of the main road. 
 
   “I’ve got two bottles, forty-pounders.” He greeted her with a subtle nod, and she knew he was going to respect her leadership. She hadn’t even been sure he would be here, and now she relaxed a little. 
 
   “I’m going to take us in close, and we will finish prepping out there, where we can’t be seen easily. Everybody grab your gear.”
 
   A moment later, they were all holding gas tanks and huddled around her. Dan and Tex wore their rifles slung in safe carry positions. Bella pulled the bubble around, and they were gone. Anyone watching would only have seen a soap bubble of mammoth proportions appear, and then pop again, the people disappearing along with it. 
 
   In the Pacific Rainforest, where it rains something like three hundred days out of the year, the undergrowth is largely choked out by the huge trees, most of those the shaggy-barked Western Red Cedar. The forest floor is cushioned by inches if not feet of moss, soggy with rain and emerald green. They sank into this when the transport bubble popped again. 
 
   Bella pulled a booted foot out of the mud and moss with difficulty. “Well, so much for not getting wet.” 
 
   She spun a message spell off her fingertips, and then turned to the guys. “Let’s put the bottles aside, and can you spread out that tarp? I’d like to keep the weaponry as dry as possible.”
 
   Tex and Dan each grabbed a corner and spread out the twelve-foot tarp she’d insisted on buying. As soon as that was done, Bella closed her eyes and focused her mind. Her weapon was easy, and came first, the familiar weight and clank of the grenade launcher falling into her hands. She put it on the tarp hastily. 
 
   “They’re really cold when they arrive,” she warned the guys. They nodded, wide eyed. Tex didn’t even have a wisecrack to make. 
 
   The next two she wanted were trickier, as she didn’t have “come here” spells on them. She had seen them in Lom’s armory, and knew right where they were. And she really wanted them. That shouldn’t have made a difference, but she was learning that some of her magic was about how much will she put behind it. She had found some limits, but she had also learned that she could do much more than it was assumed she could. 
 
   Bella reached out, and the gorgeous rifle fell into her hands. The weight of it staggered her a bit. “Oof, Dan, I think you may want to look at this once it warms up a bit. I don’t know how it will kick, but...”
 
   She put it down and he stepped closer. The “big gun” was a double-barreled rifle with ornate engraving vining along both barrels, and an ivory-inlaid stock further embellished with gold leaf. What had impressed her when she first saw it wasn’t just the beautiful elephants depicted in the artwork, but the evidence of wear on the stock and barrels. This gun had been used. 
 
   Bella closed her eyes again and held her hands out, slightly apart, over the trap, she didn’t expect to catch all of the next load. Cartridges, each fully as long as her hand and as thick as her finger, showered down. 
 
   “The only drawback to the big gun...”
 
   “It’s a .600 Nitro Express,” Dean broke in with the widest smile she had ever seen on his face. 
 
   “The drawback to the Nitro,” Bella repeated patiently, “Is that you will only have six shots. That’s all the ammo I know is the location of. But it looked like it would put down an ogre.”
 
   “If you got that where I think you got that, my hat is off to you.” Dean swept her a low Court bow, incongruous in his battered leather jacket and jeans, up to his ankles in moss. 
 
   “I figure he’ll forgive me.” She was counting on it, actually. This would be a big test of Lom’s trust, pulling items out of his armory. 
 
   She had one last trick up her sleeve. She was fairly sure this weapon was a result of his having to do so much on his own. Bella closed her eyes and bent her knees slightly, this was going to be heavy. 
 
   It was, and she had miscalculated. The belt-fed grenade launcher, her, and the box of ammo all went down in a heap. Dan and Fred were both laughing as they lifted everything off her. Bella felt like she had been swimming on the backside, and half-frozen on the front. 
 
   “Ouch.” She accepted Fred’s hand to help her up, rubbing her chest with the other hand. “I had no idea how heavy that was going to be.”
 
   “Now, who gets that monstrosity?” Dean was helping Tex put it upright. 
 
   “I figured I’d have Tex man it. If he knows what to do with it... Dean, you and I will be in the cave. The guys, with these...” She pointed at the heap on the tarp now, “Will watch our back and take out any stragglers.”
 
   “Ah figger ah can pass muster, Ma’am.” Tex was grinning like a mad man and accentuating his drawl. 
 
   “Fred, I need you to talk to... our friend.”
 
   He nodded. “I figure he’s out there having a good chuckle about now.”
 
   “I hope so. We’ve been making enough noise for a small army.” Bella watched him walk into the deep woods and vanish behind a tree. 
 
   “What next then?” 
 
   “I get us in place and we make things go Boom!” She threw her arms up in the air. 
 
   “Aren’t you a little cocky, girl?” Dan put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
   Bella shrugged. “Most likely, but better to face it with a smile than let myself shake in my boots. It has to be done, and I’d rather get it over with. We didn’t have time to plan, so let’s use surprise.”
 
   “I know why you are putting us up on the hill. I’m not best pleased with you putting yourself right in the heart of it.”
 
   She put her hand over his. “Dan, I have strength in ways I never dreamed possible. I don’t think I’m invincible, but I am not afraid of this. I’m more worried one of you will get hurt.”
 
   Bella tipped her head back and looked up at him. “Please don’t get hurt. I don’t want to have to explain it to Aunt Mya, she scares me when she’s mad.”
 
   He laughed. “Mom has that effect, yes. I’ll be good.”
 
   “Once you’re in place,” Bella moved so they could all see her, even Fred, who had come back into the circle. “You’ll need to be quiet. I know that legend has it they hunt more by smell and sound than sight, being poor-sighted, as one book puts it. But I don’t know that from experience, so take that for what it is worth.”
 
   They were all serious now, nodding in agreement. “I’ll be using magic, as will Dean, so we’ll be moving oddly, and not always visibly. Please don’t shoot at anything until you are sure of it. You have a fairly clear field of fire, but it’s not a perfectly level, mowed field, sorry.”
 
   That got them to smile. Bella looked at Fred. “Update?”
 
   “They have not left the cave since sun-up. He says this is a normal thing, they rarely venture out in the day. Also, he says to tell you six males, three females, observed.”
 
   “Then let’s do this. Hold onto your weapons, please...”
 
   Bella sent them all to their positions and pulled a protein bar out of her bag, hurriedly eating and washing it down with more Gatorade. She was burning through a huge amount of energy, and even with the big breakfast she had made them all eat, she needed this. 
 
   She triggered a message spell for the sprites, and a moment later one of them appeared and snapped a salute. 
 
   “Callum, right?”
 
   He nodded, hovering at an arm’s length from her face, his wings an iridescent blur. 
 
   “Your brothers with Gary?” Bella asked. 
 
   He nodded again, and she smiled, thinking that she had never heard a word out of him. “You guys are my eyes in the air with this, and message carriers for the humans, please, they can’t use spells.”
 
   “Aye, ma’am.” He broke his silence, and whizzed out of sight again. She sighed. It was time. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Mouth of Hell
 
   Dean joined her in standing on the tarp, and she pulled a bubble around them, carefully including the tarp and all its gaseous cargo. She wasn’t going straight to the destination. They would have to take this slowly, or risk debarking right in front of a startled ogre. Bella mused that Lom would likely have tackled this all on his own, and done it with panache, but she was glad to have help. 
 
   Now, she could acknowledge that she was afraid. She kept seeing the ogre she had killed, running down the highway, gaining on Lom. Bella remembered the first grenade hitting it in the chest, blowing a freaking crater in flesh and it still kept coming. She reached behind her and felt the stock of the MGL. It was a heavy damn thing, but she didn’t mind. Each and every one of the grenades had been magically enhanced, this time. Last time she’d been learning as she went. 
 
   Bella was still learning as she did it, she reflected bitterly. Only this time there were more people depending on her. She dropped the bubble and gasped involuntarily. Reeling, her eyes watering, she nodded at Dean, who wiped his own eyes and stepped off the tarp, disappearing. Bella closed her eyes and opened her Sight. The smell was a physical presence, hammering at her sinuses and burning her eyes even when they were closed. 
 
   The Sight revealed Dean’s faint aura, moving away from her, and further, the olive-green glow of the ogres. There were three separate, lying down, she thought, and a lump of them, she decided, since that was too large a signature for just one. Dean stopped and came back toward her. 
 
   She bubbled them when he came back, so they could talk. 
 
   “There’s a rockfall up there they seem to be using as their front door. It partly blocks the cave, and likely it’s warmer behind it.”
 
   “Can we set it off there, or is that too close?”
 
   “If we’re real quiet, and use the don’t-see.” He blew his nose on a handkerchief. “At least they won’t smell the propane. It will blend right in with odor of ogre.”
 
   Bella nodded. “It was the one thing all the books agreed on. Ogre nests stink. Let’s do this before one wakes up.”
 
   She dropped the bubble and used a spell to lift the tarp and slide it through the air to where she wanted it. Working quickly, they canted the bottles toward the rear of the cave and opened them wide. He pointed at the opening, and she nodded. The air was getting even worse than it had been. Time to go. 
 
   She popped back out on the hill with Tex, who jumped in surprise at her sudden appearance. Bella bent over and vomited. 
 
   “Sorry... sorry.” She gasped when she could speak. 
 
   “Jeeze! You ok?” He had her shoulders, and she brushed him off. 
 
   “Man your weapon. It just smelled really bad, and the only way I could keep from throwing up in there was to promise my body I could do it out here.” She gasped for the fresh air. 
 
   “Yes ma’am. When are the fireworks?” He was looking toward the cave, and it still looked the same. A break in the forest floor, black and craggy against the soft greens. 
 
   “I wanted to give a minute or so for maximum fuel release.”
 
   Bella closed her eyes and made a gesture to send the spells she had left in the cave into action. “Now.”
 
   She opened her eyes to see the cave mouth breathe. At least, that was what it looked like. The entrance, fringed with ferns and mosses dangling over the rocks, suddenly inhaled. The ferns fluttered violently inward, some torn from their roots by the force of the inhalation. 
 
   “What the hell?” Tex, shocked past his usual self-control on not swearing in the presence of a lady. 
 
   “A thermobaric blast is also called a vacuum bomb. It literally sucks all the air into the blast, burning the oxygen out of the air.”
 
   Bella was still talking when the second part of the blast occurred. The ground shook under them as the cave vomited a tongue of fire that extended almost to the foot of the hill they were on, blackening leaves and sending a burst of steam into the air from the wet vegetation. 
 
   “Shit.” Bella hadn’t figured on that. “Keep your eyes on the area where the cave mouth is.”
 
   She closed her eyes. The fire, it turned out, interfered with that, as well. She couldn’t tell if there was anything coming. Opening her eyes again just reminded her of the headache from her earlier use of the Sight. But with her eyes... 
 
   “Incoming!” She screamed, a hand holding a spell to her mouth to amplify her voice for Dean and Dan. Where was Fred?
 
   That mental question was answered as the man knelt next to Tex, and Tex started firing with Fred making sure the belt stayed flat and fed properly. They must have practiced that while she was in the cave. 
 
   The two ogres that staggered out of the cave through the flames and steam were screaming, their skin blackened, and even, Bella saw, on fire in places. They didn’t know yet where their enemy was, but as one ripped a sapling out by the roots in passing and flailed with the root ball like a knobbed club, they knew they had been attacked, she was sure. He was blindly enraged, probably couldn’t see, but he was still a threat.
 
   Tex’s first shots fell behind the ogres, splashing up mud and moss. Bella heard Dan’s Nitro fire, a deep boom that echoed oddly. She put a hand to her head and wondered why the scene below was pulsing. The far Ogre put a hand to his chest and whipped around to face the little ridge Dan was firing from with a snarl. The second charge slammed his head back, the back of his skull missing in a gout of red and green and white. Christmasy, Bella mused from the fog bank that had suddenly rolled in. 
 
   Tex was walking his fire onto the other ogre who was charging them. Bella wondered why he wasn’t affected by the fog. She could barely see, and then all she could see were tree tops and grey clouds. What the hell?


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Trying Too Hard Again
 
   Dean’s face appeared in her vision, and the fog was gone again. Bella realized she was lying on her back in the moss again. This time it was not only wet, but her MGL was under her. Ouch on top of ouches. She was bruised all over.
 
   “What happened?” She asked him, wondering how he’d gotten over to their hilltop.
 
   “You passed out. How much of a drain were you having with your magic use?”
 
   He was holding her wrist, and gesturing in a way she recognized from Melcar’s use of it. 
 
   “I don’t really know, I just was trying to get the job done. Can you help me up please?” she asked irritably. Something was really digging into her spine. 
 
   “Are the ogres?” she looked around, sitting down she couldn’t see down into the hollow where the cave was. Dan was there, cradling the big gun and looking worried. Tex was still scanning for movement, but listening to them, she saw. 
 
   “Do you have more of those protein bars?” Dean ignored her question. 
 
   “I have moose jerky,” Dan offered. 
 
   “In my backpack, and yes please, Dan.” Bella responded to both of them. She was feeling rather woozy. 
 
   “The ogres,” Dean said, after getting her eating, “are dead, but we are watching just in case there are more survivors. You do not need to do anything more. Yes, you’re strong, but dammit...” He ran out of words. Bella glared at him. 
 
   “I’m not a child.” His tone had been rather paternal and exasperated there at the end.
 
   “You’re not, but you might as well be.” He huffed in exasperation, still kneeling and holding her shoulder so she didn’t go over on her back again. “You could have killed yourself with those spells. They are supposed to be tied to an individual, not all pulling from one person.”
 
   “What did she do?” Fred asked. He’d been watching with intense curiosity. Bella wondered what he was thinking of all this. 
 
   “She was running personal protection spells for all the humans. You can think of them as force fields. Normally, they are tied to a Folke for battle, and only a limited time, because they take so much energy to run.”
 
   “Bella!” Dan protested. “What were you thinking?”
 
   “You don’t have magic. I do.” She didn’t say that she’d been feeling guilty about dragging them into this. 
 
   “We volunteered, knowing what we were getting into.” Dan knelt and pulled on the MGL sling. Bella let him get it off her. She was feeling wet, cold, and tired. “We came Underhill, remember? Yes, you attract weirdness. But this was a good fight, for a good reason.”
 
   “We’re not done yet.” She said grimly, taking a deep breath. She wasn’t looking forward to standing up, but that was next. 
 
   “What now?” Fred asked, glancing behind him at the blackened hollow. The ogres were still, and the cave mouth yawned black and empty.
 
   “Clean-up. We can’t have park rangers coming to investigate and finding... anything. This is something Dean and I need to manage.”
 
   Dan made a frustrated noise. She raised an eyebrow at him. “What are you going to do with ogre bones? Or worse, gnawed human ones?”
 
   Tex spoke up for the first time. “Could make a necklace from teeth.”
 
   Bella giggled semi-hysterically. “Ew, and no.”
 
   “Aw.” Tex turned around and winked at her. “I think they’re all dead, or so bad off they’re not moving, any rate.”
 
   Dean stood up. “Reluctantly, she is right. To clean up we need to use magic. But Bella, don’t overdo it. I’d just as soon not find out how nasty a death Lom can manage even when he’s not well, ok?”
 
   Bella took Fred’s offered hands to get up, Dan having turned back to scanning the woods while Tex watched the cave. Standing made her wish she were sitting again, but she stayed up. Surveying the scene below made her gape, though.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   The ground was cratered and pocked, each gash on the green moss vivid brown. The dead ogres, covered in soot, mud, and blood, sprawled large on this verdant carpet. The cave mouth itself was as she expected, the foliage burned away and gaping black. Flames still flickered feebly in a few places, but the wetness of the forest was not encouraging them to spread. 
 
   “Um... If you ever give Tex this weapon again, make sure you stand behind him?” Fred chuckled sheepishly. 
 
   “Oh. A bit of overkill, then?”
 
   “I had fun!” Tex, his head level with her waist in his almost prone position, got the top of his ever-present ball cap thumped by Bella for that crack.
 
   “Fred, can you check in with our mystery friend?” 
 
   He nodded, stopped hovering over her, and headed toward the woods. Bella looked at Dean. “Shall we?”
 
   “Needs must,” he agreed, and they started down the steep hill. It was slippery, and rough going, and Bella was glad she hadn’t brought the MGL with her. She was too tired to use more magic than she strictly needed to at this point, and it looked like Dean was keeping her company, or maybe reserving his strength, too. 
 
   The stench of half-cooked ogre, in the open, was no better than the cave had been. Her eyes started to water. It smelled like burning tires, not cooked meat. At three paces from the nearest body she stopped, reluctant to get any closer. 
 
   “I was thinking we dump them on Tower Baelfire.” She told Dean, resisting the urge to hold her nose. 
 
   “‘On’ the Tower?” He smiled slightly, “What a brilliant idea. From a considerable altitude, say? Pour le encouragement les autres?”
 
   “Indeed.” Bella gestured, and the ogre vanished with a faint pop. There was still blood and bits of... Tex had been rather overenthusiastic, hadn’t he? Anyway, there were chunks on the mossy ground. They were going to have to figure out what to do about those. She wasn’t sure the local scavengers would have the stomach for anything that looked and smelled like burnt rubber.
 
   Dean made the other one go away, and by unspoken consent they approached the cave shoulder to shoulder. There was a remote chance - very remote, Bella realized as she looked down the reeking hole - that a survivor still lingered. For once, she wanted her wings. 
 
   “I’m transporting us down, I don’t want to climb, and you need your weapon.” Dean looked at her, and she pulled her MGL from the hilltop to her hand. Magic was taking a bit of effort, she noticed, which wasn’t something she’d felt before. She really had pushed herself a bit far. 
 
   “Ready.” She slung the weapon, wincing as it hit the bruises she had gotten earlier falling on it. 
 
   It felt odd to her to be in someone else’s control, Bella had gotten so used to doing it herself, with the seemingly unlimited power she could tap. He held them above the ground and thinned the bubble so they could see out, but not fully dropping it. She made a note to find out how to do that. The cave was very black. 
 
   They stood there waiting for a long moment, hovering, and then he sighed. “I doubt it will smell any better this time, but try not to throw up, you need that food energy.”
 
   “Great. I’m ready when you are.” Bella wasn’t happy about it, either. 
 
   The bubble grounded and popped. He’d been wrong, it did smell better. Or maybe she had built up an immunity to it. Not that it smelled good, just that she didn’t immediately want to lose her guts. The propane bottles were intact, but scattered. 
 
   “Let’s drag these into one place?” She suggested, walking gingerly. The floor was littered with debris, most of that was freshly fallen, but Bella also knew she had been too tense earlier to have noticed it. Now it was also still smoking, and she was wary of flare-ups. 
 
   He touched one gently. “They’re still hot. Tag and I’ll flip them all out at once.”
 
   “Got it. There ought to be six bottles all together.” Bella lit an elf globe and set it drifting overhead. With the soot-blackened walls, the cave was even darker than it had been the last time she was in here. She coughed, feeling her lungs aching with the smoke and foul air. 
 
   “I only count five...” He pointed at the rockfall front door to the nest. “One must have gotten sucked in there.”
 
   She nodded. “Time to go get that mess dealt with.” 
 
   Bella was afraid of what they would find in the nest itself, so when Dean shook his head, she was faintly relieved. 
 
   “First,” he flicked a hand, and the five bottles went away. “Let’s go above and get some fresh air.”
 
   Bella staggered as his bubble touched down and popped a moment later out in the cratered hollow. Dean caught her elbow and she shook him off. “I’m fine. It was just nasty in there.”
 
   She coughed again, hiding her face in her sleeve, which was filthy, she noted distantly. The mission had gone according to plan, which meant she could go home. But Grandma Lavendar had taught her to clean up her own messes, and this one was sure enough a mess. Bella looked up the hill and saw that Dan and Tex had a little fire going. 
 
   “Are we settling in?” It was more or less a rhetorical question, but Dean answered anyway. 
 
   “Don’t see why not. If you haven’t noticed, it’s getting dark.”
 
   Bella hadn’t noticed, she was having trouble focusing on anything further than the next task. “I can just...” 
 
   “No,” he interrupted her firmly. “You can’t, and we’re not going to let you. A night in the woods isn’t going to hurt any of us.”
 
   She sighed. “Let’s finish this, then.”
 
   “I’m not even sure about that. You’re about to fall on your nose.”
 
   Bella glared at him. She would be fine. He sighed. “I don’t envy Lom. Come on.”
 
   Instead of bubbling them back into the cave, though, she came out up on the hill where one of the tarps had been converted into a slanted shelter, both so that it would shed any ran, and reflected the heat of the small fire. Dan pointed at the ground tarp. 
 
   “Sit. Stew will be ready in a bit.”
 
   Bella subsided into a heap on the tarp, feeling the heat soak into her bones slowly. She hadn’t realized how cold she had gotten. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” She sighed and spoke loudly enough for him to hear. Tex was out of sight, Dean sat cross-legged on the other side of the fire, while Dan tended the food. Fred was standing with his back to them, gazing out into the gathering dusk. “I’m being a baby.”
 
   “No, you’re overtired is all.” Dan handed her a water bottle. “You haven’t done anything like this before, have you?”
 
   “Well, last summer I spent three weeks...”
 
   He raised a finger to stop her. “You’re great in the woods. But this was a battle.”
 
   “No, I haven’t done anything like this. And I am still getting used to magic, and finding my limits,” she admitted grudgingly. The water tasted good. 
 
   “No one got hurt. You did good.” He handed her a canteen cup with stew in it. Made from moose jerky and wild greens, by the look of it. She knew she’d had a little food in her bag, and it didn’t surprise her that the guys had been able to pull a meal out of what they carried. Bella had noted the miner’s lettuce on the hillside herself, out of long habit in seeing the wild edibles around her. 
 
   “Just needed doing,” she mumbled into her cup, thinking about what she could have done better. 
 
   “Finish that, and get some sleep.” 
 
   Dan finished serving them, and took over Fred’s sentry position. Bella dutifully ate and accepted the blanket Dean produced from somewhere. The very idea of using magic herself at this point made her shiver. She was asleep almost before curling up on the tarp. 
 
   When a hand on her shoulder woke her with a gentle shake, the moon had risen. 
 
   “What?” She sat up, instantly alert. Fred held a finger to his lips. “Oh...”
 
   She crawled out of the shelter, careful not to disturb Dan, who was next to her. Tex was on the other side of him, she noted, and Dean was rolled up in a blanket on the far side of the fire, where he had sat earlier, but she saw the glitter of moonlight on his eyes and knew he was feigning sleep, at least. 
 
   “Gary wanted to talk to you,” Fred told her in a low tone when they were far enough away from the camp. “Sorry to awaken you.”
 
   “No, it’s ok. I want to respect his need for privacy.” She stretched, and sighed. “How far?”
 
   “I’m right here.” Gary stepped out from behind a big tree.
 
   “Indeed you are.” Bella hoped she had hidden her startle when he did that. 
 
   “My family would like to thank you, and offers to complete the cleaning and removal of remains.”
 
   She blinked. “It’s not necessary...”
 
   He shook his big head lugubriously. “With the missing hiker, there are humans all over. We are concerned they may find...” he gestured at the hollow below them. 
 
   “Where it looks like a battle took place, and there are still human bones.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Last thing you need is a crime scene, and forensics. Last thing I want, for that matter.” Bella sighed and looked out into the moonlight forest. The few breaks in the thick foliage meant that bars of white light reached down like fingers to the mossy ground, black in the night. It was achingly beautiful, and menacing, as she knew what was in the shadows. 
 
   “Do you want Dean and I to take care of the remaining physical... debris,” she altered her word to keep it more detached than remains, or bones. “In the morning, and leave the rest to you all?”
 
   He hesitated, and looked around a bit. 
 
   “Would you like some time to consult?” Bella asked delicately. 
 
   Gary shuffled his feet. She knew he had to be a very young member of a very small tribe, and making decisions on his own couldn’t be easy. 
 
   “No... They are hoping you will be gone as soon as possible. Very uncomfortable with you here. You are... dangerous.” He admitted that last with wide eyes. 
 
   Bella nodded. “Yes, we are, but,” she raised her voice a little. “Not to you and yours. We will not interfere with you in any way, as long as you do not menace humans. If the sprites are willing, you can always call on me personally for assistance. I give you my pledge.” 
 
   She stepped toward him, holding out her hands. He reluctantly held out one of his own, and she shook it. “It was a pleasure knowing you had our back today, Gary. Your family is safe, and we will be gone within the hour.”
 
   He smiled and bent down to engulf both her hands in his. “You have done us a service, little princess, one we will not forget.”
 
   He stood back to his full height, towering over her, and nodded slightly at Fred before turning and slipping silently into the darkness. Bella silently turned toward the dull glow of the fire. Dean was sitting up. 
 
   “Time to get out of here, I think.”
 
   “I for one could go for a hot shower.” Fred quipped. 
 
   They broke camp quickly, Dean and Bella making it easier by stowing the gear magically, Bella in her armory Underhill, Dean wherever he called home. Bella wondered if he even had a home, he seemed very alone in life. 
 
   Bella found that the few hours of sleep had paid off, and magic ached like a sore muscle, but didn’t actively hurt. Now, that was a lesson worth learning. When she bubbled them back to the vehicles, it was false dawn. Dan drove them back to the hotel, Dean leading the way in the rental car. Bella decided she was going to shower, and sleep until she woke up. Then she was going to go out and find a whole cow for all of them to eat. Or at least a restaurant with really big steaks.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Aftershocks
 
   Bella pulled the curtains tightly closed on the window in her room, shutting the morning light out, and then fell into the bed. It was good to be clean, but even better to be on a mattress. As she fell into slumber, she remembered that she should check the laptop again, but she was too sleepy...
 
   When she woke up the first time the room was dark, and she staggered into the bathroom, grateful for Dan’s foresight in not having her share a room with anyone. She hadn’t worn anything to bed, and she didn’t feel like putting anything on, when she was going to lie right back down. The warmth of the blankets sucked her right back down into sleep again. Dammit, she still needed to check in. After this sleep cycle, she thought and faded out.
 
   Dan shaking her shoulder had her flailing and all but jumping out of the bed. She grabbed the sheet just in time. “Dammit! Don’t do that!” Bella yelped. “Out! I’m up, believe me.”
 
   He left the room, a little wild-eyed, and she wondered if he’d expected to find her in footie pajamas like she was a little girl. Sometimes her cousins seemed to have forgotten that she’d grown up. 
 
   Avoiding the pile of muddy, still-wet clothes, she gestured and pulled an outfit from her wardrobe Underhill, testing her magic. This morning she was still slightly sore, but the rest had helped a lot. Pulling on the soft, worn blue jeans reminded her that she really needed to do some personal shopping while she was in Longview. This pair had seen better days, and she only had two pair to begin with, Underhill. Shopping, perhaps even venture into Portland before heading home. 
 
   She stopped to savor that thought. When had Underhill become home, not a prison? When he’d first taken her through that door, she had wanted nothing more than to get out. Now she was counting the moments until she got back to him. 
 
   The door to her room opened and Dean walked in, closing it behind him.
 
   “Doesn’t anyone knock?” Bella protested. 
 
   “I’ve got ten minutes, I’m told. So be quiet and listen up. Not only could you have killed yourself yesterday, you could have killed your team. You can’t take care of everyone at once. If you had passed out while the fight was still on, what then? If an ogre overran Tex’s position? What about in the cave, leaving me to get you out and the ogres to all come out at once with no magical defenses while we were distracted?
 
   “You aren’t practical, you think with your heart...” he poked his fingers into her chest, and she rocked back on her heels, shocked at being touched, and the dressing-down she was getting. “And if you don’t learn to let your team do their jobs, trust them, and yeah, if something bad happens, own it, then you aren’t going to be able to do this. I think you have the makings of a good leader, Bella, not just for a team going after the rogues, although you’d be great at that with Lom. Some balance for him.”
 
   He stopped and took a deep breath. “I’m never gonna be able to say anything like this to you, Underhill. But here, today, I’m your sergeant and you’re my green louie, you understand that concept?”
 
   Bella nodded, and he went on, his voice low and hard. “When you’re Queen, you gotta be ruthless. You can’t let them use anyone as levers against you. Figure out the right thing, and do it. Sometimes people get hurt, but that is part of the job, and they accept that when they get into this. Do you hear me?”
 
   “I hear you, Dean. Why are you...?”
 
   “You got potential, kid. Me, all I ever wanted was to live fast and leave a pretty corpse. Done it once, with a changeling.” He grinned suddenly, and she knew where she had seen that elfin face before. “Sure, I’ve got a death wish. But I don’t want to die stupid.”
 
   He turned and walked out, leaving the door open behind him. Bella stared into the other room, where the other men were carefully not looking at her. They had heard most of it, she was sure, Dean hadn’t been loud, but very firm and the walls were like paper. 
 
   Dan cleared his throat. “I, um, needed to check with you. Are we checking out or staying another night?”
 
   “I don’t see any need to stay, and if anyone starts asking questions about the cave explosion...” she shrugged. “And you guys need to be paid and get home.”
 
   He nodded. “I’ll go deal with the front desk,” he pointed at the others in turn. “Tex, gear, Fred, are you ready?”
 
   The black haired man nodded, still not looking at Bella. 
 
   “Bella, Raven wanted you to call him,” Dan said. 
 
   “Dean, I’d rather return the car and do our transport,” Bella looked at him. “I don’t see the need to drive back.”
 
   He nodded, a tiny smile showing only in his eyes. “Fine by me.”
 
   She handed the keys to him, and he left. She figured he had a plan for getting back to her. 
 
   Bella dialed Raven. “Hello?”
 
   “I hear you did a good job, all tidy and no one hurt that wasn’t supposed to be.” His raspy voice sounded in her ear as she walked toward the stairs, carrying her bag. Everything else she had dropped magically in a heap in her armory. It was going to be a mess, but at least she didn’t have to carry it. She would clean it all before returning pieces to Lom, too. 
 
   “I suppose, Uncle. I think I could have done better, and we didn’t get here in time to save a hiker.”
 
   “Broken eggs can’t be healed, girl. You could have taken longer, too.” His voice was oddly gentle. 
 
   “I just hope that if I have to do it again, I have more time to plan, and... Lom. I didn’t want to just jump into this without him.” Bella stopped on the landing and leaned against the wall. “I wasn’t ready, Uncle, and it’s a miracle no one was hurt. I need more training, and I need him to teach me.”
 
   “He is healing?” The old bird’s bright curiosity was in that simple question. 
 
   “I think so. The message I got was encouraging. But if he’s lost his magic...” She didn’t know what to say or think about that. She had just found hers, but she knew without having to ask he would not accept being a kept man. 
 
   “If he has, bring him to me, girl. Broken wings might not mean he needs to be grounded.”
 
   “Thank you, Uncle.”
 
   Raven, she thought, would bully Lom into getting better quickly. 
 
   “It’s not a favor, chick. I need to have both of you fully functional. I have a job for you, both of you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “What do you do? Gun for hire, with magic? Pixie noir?”
 
   Bella laughed. “I suppose, and do you have a Maltese Falcon that you need finding?”
 
   “Sort of. It’s not here, anyway. When he’s ready, you come here, ok?”
 
   “Aren’t you going to tell me what it is? And, Uncle, I don’t know what the Court will let me do, or not do. There’s a lot of people that really don’t like me being Consort-elect. I don’t want to be Queen, but I’ll be darned if I’m going to let them push me out for their own purposes of controlling power. There are good people who don’t deserve that.”
 
   His raspy cackle sounded in her ear. “Good girl, put up a fight. Don’t worry, I’ll make it right when he’s ready for it. We can take some time, just not too long.”
 
   “Oh, that’s really helpful,” she was speaking to a dead phone, he’d hung up. She stared at the display for a long moment with unseeing eyes. “What are you up to, Uncle?” Bella muttered. 
 
   Down the rest of the stairs, and out the back door, she looked around the parking lot. Dean was leaning against the wall near the front door, and he straightened. “Your cousins wanted to have lunch with you before we headed out. I returned the car, so we can head out from the restaurant.”
 
   “Ah. Ok...” she looked and saw Dan in the van. “Meet you there, then? I don’t think he’ll give you the keys.” 
 
   Dean laughed. “I know where to go, see you there.”
 
   After lunch and bidding her cousins goodbye, Bella stood in front of the store where she had had them drop her. Dean came sauntering around the corner. 
 
   “You really didn’t have to come along on this trip,” she informed him. 
 
   “I’m not to leave you alone. So suck it up, Princess, and let’s get this done.”
 
   Bella sighed. “I hate shopping, ordinarily, but knowing I’m torturing you somehow makes it sweeter.”
 
   Dean was still chuckling when they walked into the department store. “You’re... all right, Bella. I didn’t expect to enjoy this much, but fighting ogres was easier than this part of the mission.”
 
   She bought jeans and t-shirts, mostly, neither of which she had seen Underhill at all. “Weird question for you,” she finally got around to asking Dean. “When I go Underhill, do my clothes magically shrink with me? I know that I tore a shirt with my wings the first time, not much, but it was no fun to figure out how to get it off.”
 
   He blinked. “You don’t shrink, Bella.”
 
   She stopped dead, still holding the soft kitty, warm kitty shirt. “But Lom is shorter than I am, above.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a pixie thing. He’s freaky tall normally, but above the rules are different. I don’t know about wings, not a guy problem.”
 
   “What is it about that, too?” She dropped the shirt in the basket. It was cute, and Dorothy might like it. This was also a gift trip. Souvenirs! She chuckled at the look on Dean’s face. 
 
   “If you’d rather not have this conversation...”
 
   “Nah, just didn’t realize how little you knew. Explains a lot, really. You are... very different.”
 
   “Earth girls aren’t easy.” She winked at him. 
 
   “Wings... males only bring them out when needed. And yeah, a spell adapts clothing around them. So you probably need to figure that out.”
 
   “Can you show me? I can usually see the structure of a spell by looking at it and reverse-engineer it.”
 
   He stopped dead and looked around. The store wasn’t busy, and they were talking quietly. “Bella... don’t say that, Underhill.”
 
   “What?” She blinked in surprise. “That I can see a spell?”
 
   “We can all do that. But the ability to discern structure and create it... that’s not a common talent.” He cupped his hands. “Here.”
 
   She peered into the faint glow of the spell he was making. “Oh, thank you.” 
 
   He put it away, and she cupped her hands. “This?”
 
   Dean looked carefully. “Damn, girl,” She had shocked him into betraying his surprise.
 
   “So I don’t shrink, and that keeps me from ruining shirts. Cool, and weird. I like Lom taller than me, you know? And that explains why he doesn’t have little-man syndrome. 
 
   Dean snorted. “Oh, he has his issues. But no, that’s not one of them.”
 
   Bella sighed. “Sometimes I wonder what I’m doing, but it feels right. Only I don’t want to be Queen. That’s too much.” 
 
   He nodded, his face back to the serious expression he normally wore. “You’ll do a good job, but you’re right, it won’t be easy.” 
 
   She snorted with laughter. “Oh, you’re no help at all. C’mon, I’m done, and ready to go home.”
 
   He followed her silently while they checked out, and she looked at him once they were back outside. “Now what?”
 
   “Follow me,” He ducked around the building, and led her to the abandoned loading dock. “You up to transport to the door?”
 
   “The one I know?” she remembered his offer to show her others. 
 
   “Oh, that’s right.” He rubbed his chin. “I’ll show you the one for Seattle.”
 
   “Are there many?” Bella asked as he bubbled them. No one was around to see two people suddenly vanish in the pop of a soap bubble from the trashy concrete pad. 
 
   “Not many. Underhill doesn’t want to be found, and there are rare humans who can see the doors. Which is why most of them are in places people don’t go. Makes it less convenient when you are traveling, but Underhill doesn’t like traveling, either.”
 
   “I had gathered that.” 
 
   He dropped the bubble, and she looked around. They were in a deep forest, not too far from the coast, she could smell the sea. She closed her eyes, inhaled, and used the Sight. The door was there, she turned toward it, seeing that it was narrow and shimmered like the Northern Lights. She opened her eyes slowly. Dean was watching her. 
 
   “You know it again?” he asked. 
 
   Bella nodded. “Thanks, Dean.”
 
   “I’ll show you more another time, I know you are anxious to get back.”
 
   “Yeah. And it’s good to know you are still willing to work with me.” Now it was her turn to wink at him as she walked forward and stepped through the door. 
 
   Bella felt her usual slight disorientation, with the taste hallucinations, and then the fierce itching as her wings erupted. Dean’s spell for her clothes worked much better than her previous adaptation had. She flexed her shoulders and fluttered a little. “Much better, thanks!” 
 
   “Glad it worked.” He was right behind her. 
 
   Bella looked around. They had landed in a part of Underhill she wasn’t familiar with. “Where are we?”
 
   “Good question, how much Underhill geography do you know?”
 
   Bella pulled the library up in her mind. There were volumes of maps. “Um, some...” she admitted. 
 
   “The Plains of Salisbury. Stonehenge, well, the other half of it, anyway, is over there,” he gestured to their left. 
 
   She found it on a map. “Where is Lom’s house? Or, rather, what is that called?”
 
   “He built on the fringes of Elleria Tor, his home county. Which is his land again.”
 
   Bella pulled a face. She really wasn’t looking forward to being a Duchess any more than she was a Queen. Now she saw the location in her head on the maps too. 
 
   “I’m going home. Are you coming to see Lom?” She looked over the rippling grass, knowing she wanted to come back and see Stonehenge sometime. 
 
   “No, I’ll come along in a day or two. You go see your man.” He laughed. “Tell him to get a bottle of the good stuff out.”
 
   He vanished in an iridescent bubble. She pulled her own bubble up and went home. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Rest and Recuperation
 
   I kicked everyone out of the room as soon as I could walk across it on my own without falling on my nose. I was sick of having no privacy and insisted that I would live, but they must knock before barging in. I couldn’t think, with all the coming and going, and someone talking to me every second I was awake. I was sleeping a lot, but not as much as I had been. It felt good to finally regain some control, over my body and my life. 
 
   I also needed to do some reading. I had leapt before I looked, and it was time to figure out what I had jumped into when I reclaimed the dukeship. There was only so much time before that duty settled on my shoulders like the weight of the world. 
 
   I really wasn’t looking forward to it, but it had been the only way I could think of to protect Bella. And making my mother, Margot, Alger, and Devon back into what they should be. Which was the answer. I scrounged up paper and a pen. What I couldn’t find was ink. Why had ballpoint pens never caught on Underhill? Sitting at the desk with my back to the door, I was debating going to holler for Ellie, which I hated doing. She wasn’t a servant to be yelled at, and I couldn’t send messages properly anymore...
 
   The knock at the door was a relief. 
 
   “Ellie! Where do we keep ink?” I turned around. 
 
   Bella stood in the doorway, smiling. I stood up slowly, willing my legs to hold up, and she came to my arms. 
 
   “You’re so thin still.” She murmured into my chest. 
 
   “It’s only been a few days.” I pointed out. “I’m just glad I can get around on my own now.”
 
   She looked up at me, her eyes moist. “I was worried about you.”
 
   “I’m too stubborn to go that easy.” All thoughts of dying were flying away. I wanted this, wanted her, and the love she offered me. 
 
   She gave me a gentle squeeze and let go. “You needed ink?”
 
   I sat back down. I still wasn’t up to standing for long periods, walking was easier for some reason. “I was trying to collect my thoughts, and I’m too used to magic for whatever I want or need.”
 
   She nodded. “I was thinking about that, above. And I just don’t know enough... I have been flying by the seat of my pants, and I’m afraid I’m going to get someone killed, Lom.”
 
   She sat down on the rug at my feet and leaned her head on my knees. I put my hand on her hair and tried to think pure thoughts. It wasn’t time yet for more than snuggling and caresses. 
 
   “What happened? Did anyone get killed or hurt?” I would have heard, I thought, but...
 
   “No, everyone is fine. We cleaned the ogre’s nest out and the Sasquatch are making it look like the whole thing never happened.”
 
   “Sasquatch? You met bigfoot?” I couldn’t help it, I started to laugh. She looked up at me, smiling again. 
 
   “I don’t think they like outsiders much, but they appreciated getting rid of the ogres. Yes, I met bigfoot, his name is Gary and he speaks excellent English.”
 
   I shook my head, grinning like a fool. “Don’t worry so much, Bella, you learned, yes?”
 
   “Yes, so much... speaking of that ink, I need to write it all down before I forget.”
 
   “Good idea,” I agreed. “An after action report while it’s still fresh in your mind, and documentation for the Council.”
 
   She made a face. “I don’t want to think about them right now. I promised myself a day with you.”
 
   Bella tipped her head back and looked me square in the face. “How are you doing with magic?”
 
   “Much better. Melcar’s started treating me, and you might as well try.”
 
   She stood up and gestured at the table. A tray with ink, paper, and pens appeared. I didn’t even feel it, and relaxed with a small sigh I hadn’t realized I’d been holding in. She brought me a bottle of ink. “We can work together.”
 
   It was very nice, sitting there in quiet communion, both of us writing silently. I just wished it would last. There was a knock at the door. Bella looked at me, and I could tell what she was thinking. There went our quiet time. 
 
   “Come in,” I called after a long pause. 
 
   Mother swept in, Margot on the tail of her skirts. I would have rather seen a man with a gun, it would have been less frightening. I put my pen down. I need to concentrate if I was going to make it through the next hour alive. 
 
   I was wrong. It was three hours. I was swaying in my seat by the time Bella saw my condition and stood up. She had been taking notes on everything, much to my gratitude, because I knew I would never remember all the parties and polities we were to attend, woo, and win. Bella held up a hand, stopping my mother in mid-flow. 
 
   “Lucia, look at Lom.” she ordered. 
 
   I half-turned in my chair and held onto the back of it as I stood. “I want you to go to the Tor, and set things in order there, along with Margot. Devon is going to be my secretary, I will need him here, and when anyone wants to talk to me, they must go through him. If you want to talk to me, go through Ellie, who is, as of now, in charge of both households. I love you both, but I must admit I’m not ready to be Duke in anything but name right now.”
 
   Bella came to my side and took my arm, letting me take the lead while supporting a lot of my weight. I walked toward the door. “I expect daily reports. Not hourly, Margot.”
 
   Mother and Margot, looking equal parts mutinous and elated, went to the door. Mother kissed my cheek, her floral scent subtle enough to only be evident that close. Her lips were dry and papery. I suddenly wondered if she was too old for the task I had set her. 
 
   “Mother...” I started. 
 
   She patted my cheek. “You have given me a new lease on life, my dear boy. Too many years with no reason for living were making me into a bitter hag. Now...” she straightened. “I was a girl, but I remember how it was, and I know how lawless our lands have become. It is good, to have a leader, and that is what you are. Whether you like it or not.”
 
   She swept out into the hall, and Margot kissed my cheek. “Gee, Lom, don’t look so surprised. She hasn’t had anything like this to worry about since the Queen started failing. And you will be a good Duke - one that doesn’t have his fingers in every pie.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at her, and she left, giggling. I sagged into Bella, feeling the effort of having stood for so long. 
 
   “Couch, or bed?” She asked gently. 
 
   I eyed the bed with revulsion. I had been avoiding it since I was able to get out of it again. “Couch, please.”
 
   She helped me get settled, my legs stretched out. “How are you going to manage parties, Lom?”
 
   “Not going to just yet. You’ll have to go alone at first. I’m sorry. Although...” I could feel my mental gears engage. “How did you and Dean get along? It would be double duty, bodyguard and escort.”
 
   “Lom.” Bella lifted my feet onto her lap so she could sit on the short couch. “I need to talk to you about Dean.”
 
   I was surprised about her sudden seriousness. She had said the mission was successful, what now? “Did he... make a move at you?” More improbable things have happened. 
 
   She shook her head, and spoke slowly, her tone worried, “Did you know that he reports back to the king? And he knows things that I thought only Alger and I knew, well, my cousins, but... no one else Underhill.”
 
   “Of course.” I chuckled at the look on her face. “I’ve known it from the beginning, and we’ve talked about it many times. He took back, ah... sanitized reports. But not too much, to appear my partisan.”
 
   She leaned back and put a hand to her face. “Oh, I gave him such a hard time. I had no idea... I thought he was a traitor. He knew things only the king, or Alger knew.”
 
   I laughed until I had to stop and get my breath back. “He didn’t defend himself a bit, did he?”
 
   “Well, we wound up working well together. But it took me a while to trust him.” She put her hands down again. 
 
   “Good for you,” I praised her.
 
   She looked startled. “What?”
 
   “Don’t trust too easily. At a guess, that’s why Dean didn’t tell you.” I sobered. “You’re going to have a lot of people trying to weasel their way into your good graces, and you are a very nice person, Bella, maybe too nice.”
 
   She stuck her tongue out at me. “I’ll take cynic lessons from you, then. And Dean.” She rubbed my feet. “How did you meet him, anyway? Not that the two of you aren’t a match made in heaven.”
 
   “We were both apprenticed to Alger.” I closed my eyes, thinking back. “Then, when I was hunted down by the Wild Hunt, and the elfshot took me out of the apprenticeship, he went on for a while before becoming a journeyman. We were young together, we did things, covered each other’s backs.” I leaned forward and took her hand. “I trust him. That makes two people in the world I trust.” 
 
   “Camaraderie. And he wound up reporting on you?”
 
   “We staged a big fight. And we growl at one another in public to this day.”
 
   She laughed. “All right, then, I will accept his escort. I’m sure he’ll flirt outrageously and we’ll both enjoy that, at least.”
 
   “You do know you have nothing to worry about?” I hinted delicately. 
 
   Between giggles, she told me “Oh, I know. If he were any more... He’d be alight!”
 
   “Well, that gets me out of parties for a while, at least.” I leaned back and wiggled my toes. It felt really good to have her here, conspiring with me and laughing. 
 
   I closed my eyes, and she fell silent, her presence helping me sleep. It was good to start getting back to normal. I didn’t expect it to last, of course. I felt her get up, and put a blanket over me, her lips pressed to my forehead. 
 
   “I’ll be right here,” she murmured. 
 
   I let the sleep overtake me. After that session with my family I needed it. I did feel like I’d started something in motion, now to figure out the next step. Mother would want a big wedding. I wondered if Bella did... 
 
   When I awakened it was to the smells of food. Bella was setting the table for two. I watched her for a moment, savoring the sight of domesticity. “It’s still today?” I asked finally. 
 
   She smiled, “You were only asleep for a couple hours. I was going to wake you, so you could eat, and start getting back onto a normal sleep schedule. I’m afraid I’m going to be a terrible task-master, going forward.”
 
   “Yes, boss.” I sat up slowly. It didn’t hurt, which was a nice change. Melcar’s work was helping a lot. 
 
   “I have an appointment to present my after action appointment to the Council in the morning. Any advice?”
 
   I sat down at the table and looked at her sitting opposite. “Don’t blink?”
 
   “What? And eat, you are too skinny.”
 
   I laughed. “You sound like my mother ought to, only she never did.” I took a bite, and when that was swallowed, went on, “Seriously, don’t let them see you as weak. Just give them the facts and get out. Worked for me.”
 
   I couldn’t remember how many times I had stood in that room facing the U of tables, speaking as briefly as I could, then turning my back on them for a bow to my King, and a quick exit. It hadn’t been after every mission, only the important ones, or anything they deemed sensitive. Only my last one, the retrieval of Belladonna Traycroft, had never happened, with all the other events that fell on the heels of that success. 
 
   Buckingham, the old bastard, had the glare down pat, but he was too careful of his reputation to say anything in chambers. He would be working in the background, pouring poison in the ears of those who would listen, knowing that what he said would work through all the others as they met at parties, soirees, and private dinners. Speaking of those, we would have to begin them as well. Must play the game... I sighed, and ate more. Mother would know what was to be done. I didn’t want them in this house, and the Manor had been falling into disrepair for longer than my lifetime. 
 
   Bella let me brood while we ate. I’d stopped when I was pleasantly stuffed, more than I’d eaten in a long time, before she spoke again. 
 
   “Lucia wanted me to talk to you about wedding plans. She said not to expect much help from you in that area.”
 
   I rubbed my face. She wasn’t... That had been a long time ago, and I didn’t need the indigestion those memories would bring up. “Pretty much what you want, I want. Just... She’s right. I’m not going to help with picking out patterns, and colors, and god knows I don’t care about who we invite.”
 
   “Do we have to have a big wedding?” She looked dismayed. 
 
   “Well, I’m a duke now, and you are the consort-elect. It is sort of expected.”
 
   “I’d rather have something more like the one... rogue leap and princess jump.”
 
   She did surprise me now. “Leap the sword together? I know that story, and it’s a good one.”
 
   “Couldn’t we?” She got up and came around to wrap her arms around me, leaving my face in a pleasant place that reminded me strongly of when we were above and I was shorter than she. “I don’t know what the Underhill customs are, except that it is much more casual until legal matters are entered into. No one cares who is sleeping with who.”
 
   “I care. Bella...” I hesitated, picking my words delicately. 
 
   “We’ve had a very unusual courtship,” she pointed out. “Less romance and more a business alliance in some ways.”
 
   “Which does not mean that is how I feel about you,” I pointed out firmly. “I’m just not equipped for flowery romantic speeches and gestures.”
 
   She chuckled, which did interesting things with her chest. “I don’t mind, you know.”
 
   “The wedding could be that simple,” I admitted. “As for the casual sex, Bella, I want to wait until after the leap.”
 
   “I’d hoped...” She kissed the top of my head. “I meant, when you are ready. I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   I growled playfully and pulled her face to mine. Some time later when I let go, she was flushed and sparkling. “The past is gone for me. But the intimacy is not at all casual for you, my dear woman, and I want to respect that and honor it. So we wait. Our moment will come.”
 
   “Moment?” She raised her eyebrows, teasing. 
 
   “Honeymoon? A month do you, wench?” I ran a hand up the side of her neck to cup her cheek. “And you won’t hurt me, when the time comes.” She nestled into my hand, eyes half-closed. 
 
   “It’s far more complicated than it needs to be.” Bella complained, with a sigh, going back to her own chair. “We’re going to have to do this twice, you know.”
 
   “Your family can’t come and go Underhill with ease.” I had already thought about that problem. “Well, some could, but...”
 
   “Aunt Min, and Mya, and...” She took a deep breath. “Two weddings. One here, for political reasons.” She spat that like the epithet it was. “And another, so my cousins accept you as my husband.” She delivered that with an impish grin, and it made me laugh. 
 
   “I accept that, I want them on my side. Granted, two weddings. Which is worse than I was hoping, but better than I had feared.”
 
   “And I’m going to tell your mother that you are too ill, and I’m too busy, she and Margot must arrange the Court Wedding.”
 
   I put a hand to my forehead. “I feel... feverish... must.. lie.. down...” and sagged sideways in my chair. Bella dissolved into giggles. 
 
   “I would call Raven and ask him to set up the Alaska wedding, but I’m afraid of what we’d get.” She managed to speak through her laughter, gasping a little. It was good to see her release the final tensions after the mission.
 
   “Yeah... but your Aunt Min could do it up pretty.” I pointed out, sitting back up. “I think we have a plan to avoid our own wedding on both counts.”
 
   “Works for me.” She said cheerfully, and checked her watch. “I am going to see if I can relax you and get you to sleep, I have an early morning meeting, and then...” Bella wrinkled her nose. “Another meeting. With Dragon Lady.”
 
   “Dill’s duenna? Whyever?” I got up and smirked at her. “And you can’t relax me, we just talked about that.”
 
   Bella stuck her tongue out at me. I pointed out, “Don’t do that unless you mean it, little girl.”
 
   “I am going to sit in the chair next to your bed and read to you.” She put her nose in the air and sniffed, playing it to the hilt. “Once I’ve tucked you in, of course.”
 
   “Tuck us in, and I’ll be happier.” I leered at her joyfully. 
 
   “If I spend the night with you, you have to be a gentleman.” She picked up the book on my nightstand and read the title.
 
   “Then you’d better not. I have no control over what I do while asleep.” I lay down and she pulled the covers over me, and aimed for a kiss on the forehead again. I grabbed her and made it the kiss I wanted. She abetted, snuggling and kissing me back thoroughly. When I had to come up for air, she disentangled herself, the book, and the covers which were all askew. 
 
   “I think you must be feeling better,” Bella’s smile was something to behold. 
 
   “Just don’t tell mother yet!” I begged, grinning. 
 
   She settled into the chair. “If this doesn’t put you to sleep, I don’t know what will. Why on earth are you reading ‘Tytles and Duties of the Ellerians?’”
 
   I closed my eyes. “Mostly, it seems, to put me to sleep.”
 
   She started to read, “Whether Rockaway is to be represented by Ridgeway, which is in the Upway parish, having lost its name, or is sometime in the Broadway parish...”
 
   I fell asleep in sheer self-defense. I think I dreamed, but when I woke up to Ellie rattling the coffee tray more forcefully than necessary, all I had left were wisps of a dragon's scales sliding by my nose, while I tried frantically to hold onto something, anything. Waking saved me from falling, and I was sure it would have been falling from a height.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Clean Up
 
   Bella had left a note, and I read it after I’d sipped enough coffee to clear the cobwebs. “I left a mess, I’m afraid, in the armory. I had to borrow a couple of things, and I put them back, but they will need more cleaning, I didn’t have time or facilities to do a proper job. I’d say I was sorry, but they were needed: one ogre, each. Melcar assures me that you are up to stairs. Oregon mud and moss... well, use your best judgment. Oh, and Raven wants to hire us, when you are up to it. He said there was no hurry, but I think you had better talk to him, he was cagy with me.”
 
   I muttered out loud, “And she thinks he will reveal all to me? Secrecy is the old man’s stock-in-trade.”
 
   I went back to reading. “I’ve arranged to luncheon with your mother, and I will dispose of the wedding then. I have a command performance at an event this evening, I am told, so I will be home late. 
 
   Love, Bella.”
 
   I picked up a fork and tackled the mushroom frittata. Ellie’s idea of fattening me up was delicious. I did think I could make the stairs work today, and I knew perfectly well Bella could have done the cleaning, but it was a delicate ploy, and I was happy enough at the thought of my armory and peace. Another cup of coffee, and I set out on my grand adventure of the day. 
 
   Stairs were harder and longer than I thought, although the handrail was conveniently placed. A day or so before I could have used one in the long hallway and around my bedroom. I was getting better. I stopped at the foot of the spiral staircase and decided I would sit and look out the windows for a while. Taking a break was a good thing. 
 
   Ellie, I was sure, knew what was going on, but she left me strictly alone. The house seemed to be empty, otherwise, for a change. Mother was likely at Court, and Margot was at the Manor with Devon. Alger and Mark were out on some mission to parts unknown, and who knew when they would be back. I hoped not too long, I had plans for Alger. 
 
   I took the second set of stairs a little faster, they were straight, and shallower steps. At the bottom, I unlocked my door, realizing that she must have stripped the spells off of it. I wondered, sometimes, if Bella appreciated just how strong she was. Without magic I would have been locked out of my armory, and away from my weapons. No-one should have been able to get in, but she had. 
 
   “Note to self,” I was talking out loud with no-one around again. “Don’t piss Bella off.”
 
   The weaponry sitting in the middle of the floor didn’t surprise me, I would have chosen something like it as well to go up against ogres. The belt-fed grenade launcher ate ammo, but it was effective. I wondered what the whole story was, and when she’d have time to tell me. 
 
   The .600 Nitro was clean and dry, but I took it apart, a relatively simple process. The big gun was big, not complex. Both barrels had been fired, and there were three cartridges remaining with it. So whoever had used it was not one to waste bullets. One of her cousins, had to be. The kick on this monster would put Dean on his ass. 
 
   The rhythm and smell of the oils was soothing. I spent a lot of time down here when healthier, cleaning, stripping, and re-building my weapons. For a pixie of limited magic they were essential. Now, even more so, with no magic to draw on. I felt stronger than I had since I left for the Eastern Court, but I didn’t dare try for magic again, with no-one around. 
 
   The Nitro, gleaming, and hung back on the rack, was done. I looked at the ugly grenade launcher. It was going to need more work, and my belly was telling me lunch was long past. Reluctantly, I left the armory and climbed slowly to the kitchen. Stairs going up were no fun. 
 
   I went up four steps and decided to sit and rest a minute. Thinking over the last day or so, I realized I was too happy. Something was going to go wrong, and soon. I went up another few steps: five, this time, and sat again. Of course, maybe the fact that I couldn’t even walk up a whole flight of stairs was the bad news. This sucked troll toes. Bella loved me, yes, but would she love a man who couldn’t come close to keeping up with her? 
 
   I made it to the top of the stairs. The kitchen, invitingly close, seemed like a good idea. Food was in that direction. 
 
   When I walked in... ok, staggered a bit, and sat in the closest chair to the door, it was empty and there were no good food smells. I leaned back in the chair and wondered where Ellie was for a moment, then remembered I had sent her to the Manor to help Mother and Margot. My own fault, not being selfish. I do know how to cook, simple food, and that’s all I really needed. But first, to catch my breath. 
 
   Ash walked around the corner from Ellie’s pantry, and her secret passageway, and startled me. I think I left the chair from full relax mode and was on the other side of the table, facing him, fireplace poker in hand, but I’m not sure, I couldn’t have moved that fast. 
 
   “Hey! Lom, it’s Ash...” He was backing away slowly, his hands held up and spread out wide in a gesture of surrender. “Do you remember me?”
 
   I cut him off. I hadn’t seen him since the battle with goblins in the Court cellars. Before that, we had worked together off and on over the years. The stout wood elves were good friends, not that I admitted it to them often. Trust few. “Of course I remember you, idiot. I didn’t lose my mind, just my magic. And I wasn’t expecting someone to come in that way.”
 
   I put the poker back and sagged into a chair. “If you want tea or lunch, you’ll have to wait until I catch my breath again. Ellie’s out.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. She sent me.” He went to the cupboards and with the air of someone who knew my house far too well, started to gather materials. “I can do a reliable omelet,” he informed me over his shoulder. 
 
   “So can I.” I got up. 
 
   “Sit and stop being so stubborn. Ellie asks me to spell her when she has other things going on, so I know my way around.” The short wood-elf came and looked up at me. His hair-leaves were fresh and green, a sign that he had come straight from his home grove. Wood-elves can only be away for so long before they must return to their grove, or become ill. Held too long away from home, I’d read, they would die. The leaves were not only identification and decoration, but practical reminders of timing. 
 
   I sat. “The woman thinks of everything.”
 
   He laughed, “She’s scary, man, I’ll tell you!”
 
   I watched in silence as he prepped the omelet, sautéing mushrooms and onions on the big flat griddle before sliding them off to the side and starting on the eggs. I wondered what Bella had thought of my kitchen. Powered by magic, the stove was recognizably a stove. The cool cupboard, on the other hand, looked just like the other cupboard, but was bespelled to keep the goods at a constant temperature. Everything in it was just slightly too short for me, as I’d considered Ellie while designing it. 
 
   Ash brought two plates, and a pot of tea. It smelled divine, and my stomach rumbled, provoking another laugh from him. We didn’t talk until the food was inside us. 
 
   “So you’re my babysitter for the day?” I sipped the strong tea. I preferred coffee, but this would do. 
 
   “I’m supposed to take care of meal prep and make sure you don’t fall down the stairs.”
 
   I snorted. “Is that what she said?”
 
   “Not exactly, but close enough, and I know you. You’re a stubborn man.”
 
   “Thank you,” I assured him gravely, taking that for the compliment he’d meant it to be. Then I tweaked him back, “and the horse you rode in on.”
 
   “I take it Bella is at Court?” 
 
   “And I don’t know when she’ll be home. But I can put you to work, don’t worry.”
 
   My grin must have been a little evil, because he leaned back with a look of concern and asked, “What would Ellie say?”
 
   “She’s not my mother, and come with me.” I got up. Food had helped a lot, and I was ready to tackle the next project. 
 
   The wooden wasters were in the umbrella pot, a giant vase, really, near the door. He looked surprised when I pulled them out and offered him one. 
 
   “You sure this is a good idea?” He took it gingerly and let the tip fall to the ground.
 
   “No, but I still have reflexes, proved that when I got the poker. So, time to get me back in shape.” I jabbed at him, poking him gently, and he put up his guard, jumping back a little. 
 
   “What will Ellie say?” He still wouldn’t come at me, so I started to circle him, watching for an opening. There was enough room here, no furniture to trip over. The rug I needed to watch, though... I lunged. He fended me off easily, and I stepped back. 
 
   “I’m not worried about Ellie. Unless we break something. Then we’re in deep,” I assured Ash cheerfully. Another jab, and, ah... there he’d made up his mind, and engaged me. 
 
   A moment or two later, and I looked up at him from my position on the floor, flat on my back, gasping. I held up a finger, “Just... let me... catch my breath.”
 
   “Are you all right?” His voice rose to almost squeak at the end. He obviously regretted letting his training get the better of him.
 
   “Rest a minute.” I panted. He subsided, and I focused on making the room stop spinning. I didn’t hurt, I was just out of breath. 
 
   The front door opened. I sat up, and immediately regretted it. Not only did I have a mere wooden sword to take on any enemies, my body really wanted that flat time a little longer. I saw stars, and when they cleared, I wished they hadn’t. 
 
   “Alger.” I greeted him with a flat tone. “Mark, how are you making out with the old man?”
 
   The Alaskan walked over and offered me a hand. His beard was trimmed short, and he looked subtly different. “I’m learning a lot. You ok? Good to see you out of bed, but not on the floor.”
 
   “Ash was helping me with physical therapy.” I gestured at the little elf, who was now putting the wasters away. 
 
   “Is that what we’re calling it?” he muttered. “Mark, is it? I don’t believe we’ve met.” Ash held out his hand, and the human engulfed it in his hand. I didn’t see Ash wince, so Mark wasn’t a competitive sort. 
 
   “I’m Bella’s cousin, sort of. Lavendar was my grandmother as well,” Mark explained. 
 
   “One of these days I want to ask about your genealogy. I thought Lavendar only had Daisy...”
 
   Alger broke in. “It’s fascinating, m’ boy! But I think tea and perhaps a biscuit or two...” He headed toward the kitchen, the rest of us following in his wake. He had a tendency to be like that. A hint of information, distractions, and then, no answer. Sitting for a bit sounded good, though. 
 
   Ash and Alger between them came up with plates of cookies and a pot of tea. I looked at it, and then at Mark, who chuckled. “Yes, I prefer coffee as well.”
 
   “Thought so,” I got up and found the larger french press. Above, coffeemakers were nice, here, I used this. The small one if it was just me, but the big one made four cups. Or, two large cups, which I did now. 
 
   Mark came and got his. “How are you?” he asked, his voice low. 
 
   “Better, thanks.” I nodded toward the table, and he got the hint. We would talk later, alone. 
 
   “Alger, how did your mission go? The Eastern court mad at me?” I turned back to the table, and navigated the distance with the cup of coffee, no spilling. Success. 
 
   He smiled. “I knew trying to keep it secret was useless, m’boy!”
 
   “Trying to keep it secret was silly. The council is losing their collective minds.” I took a sip of coffee. Ah, that was the stuff. “Buckingham has delusions of grandeur, thinks Bella is an ignorant human-bred... No offense, Mark.”
 
   “None taken,” he murmured, mostly hiding his smile in the cup as he took a sip. His eyes widened. “This is...”
 
   “Good stuff, eh?” I grinned at his reaction. 
 
   “You could corrode steel with that!” He took a deep breath, and then another sip. 
 
   “Want tea?” Ash asked. “I tried Lom’s coffee once. Just once.” He shuddered theatrically. 
 
   “No, it’s growing on me.” The big man took another sip. “It’s got personality.”
 
   “More like growing in you.” Alger growled. “The council underestimating Bella isn’t a surprise, do they know about the library?”
 
   “Only you and I know, and her, of course.”
 
   Mark’s ears perked, metaphorically. “The library?” He looked back and forth between us. 
 
   Alger shook his head. “This is a deep dark secret. Family business.”
 
   I broke in. “Tell him. If he’s your new apprentice he may need to know, and Ash is family.”
 
   Ash looked pleased around the cookie he was eating. Mark looked nonplussed. “Apprentice?”
 
   “That’s what they call it around here, when you are learning. Especially from him, the greatest living wizard.” I kept my tone dry, trying not to betray my misgivings. Apprenticeship with Alger had a high price, and I had almost paid the highest price. 
 
   “To help Lom teach Bella magic, I sent a spell with a library wrapped up in it. She wasn’t supposed to be able to reach anything but the instructional books,” he shrugged, “Well, she has access to everything. More, I think, than I do, anymore.”
 
   “What?” I didn’t believe that. 
 
   He shook his head, and sat back, stroking his beard with his good hand. “I am not at the height of my powers any longer. There are... I’m not sure I can explain. It’s a physical place, you know?”
 
   “No, I didn’t know that.” I’d heard her describe looking for books, and handling them, but I had assumed it was a way of mentally dealing with the magic involved, especially when she was so new to it all. 
 
   “I didn’t build it. I found it, as a young man.”
 
   There had to be a story there. I could see the faint shift of his eyes, his body reading discomfort to me, but the others didn’t see it, I thought. 
 
   “And then I added to it, any books I found, cataloged and tagged for retrieval. Wound all that up into a single spell like making a ball of yarn.” He pulled a pipe out of a robe pocket and started the lighting process. Again, he was avoiding parts of the story. 
 
   “That’s what I gave Bella. The thing is, I’m not able to reach some of the areas in the library any longer. They are... blocked,” he shrugged. “I haven't gone back to the library itself, to see if shelves collapsed, or if the tagging came undone.”
 
   “Why not?” Mark asked. 
 
   “It’s too dangerous.” Alger looked at me. “Lom, she can reach things I can’t. I asked her enough questions, and she was able to just.. pluck them out of the library and answer from books that are barred to me. And this has been gradually creeping further from one corner of the library inward. I’m losing it, m’boy.”
 
   He looked grey, and defeated, and very old. I didn’t believe a word of it. “If you can’t, why can Bella? And what is so dangerous about the library?”
 
   “She’s strong. I don’t think any of us know how strong she is. Last time I saw anything approaching this level of ability was...” He shut his lips on the pipe and drew, then blew smoke rings, which chased one another around our heads. 
 
   “Was what, Alger?” Ash knew him perhaps the least of us, Mark having spent some weeks with Alger now. 
 
   Alger shook his head. “Lom, dealing with the council is easy enough. Just out yell them.”
 
   “If you’re talking about Duke Mulvaney, then the answer is sure, but you get to be my mouthpiece.”
 
   I knew we weren’t going to get an answer out of him on the other topic. Ash had caught my eye a minute ago and subsided. Alger’s mouth dropped open, and he barely caught his falling pipe. While he was fumbling with it, I permitted myself a smile. It wasn’t often I got to astonish my esteemed who-knows-how-many great-uncle. 
 
   “Eh? What?” he managed finally. 
 
   “I can’t sit in Council. Right now, I’m not strong enough. Later, I intend to be too busy. Devon’s too young, and I have other plans for him. Who else?”
 
   He got a gleam in his eye that did not bode well for the politicians of Court. “Well, well, m’boy.” He beamed, and started to say something else, but I cut him off. 
 
   “I am tired. I am going to go rest. Ash, you’re in charge of the kitchen until Ellie relieves you. Mark, could you...”
 
   He stood and went with me to the stairs. “Need a hand?” 
 
   “I don’t think so, but... could you follow me up so if I do fall? And I’m going to be slow, dammit.”
 
   Mark nodded. “Don’t push yourself on account of me. You’re still sicker ‘n a dog, and pride goes before a fall.” He pointed at the stairs and grinned. 
 
   I laughed and held onto the handrail. Same as the armory stairs, taking three or four, then stopping a bit. He patiently paced me. At the top of the stairs, I leaned against a wall to catch my breath. 
 
   “Alger’s an odd one.” Mark leaned his shoulder against the wall. “He puts on this front...”
 
   I nodded. “Don’t believe it.”
 
   “Oh, I can see through it. He reminds me of Bob, sometimes, lots of bluff and bluster. But there is a core of steel.”
 
   I nodded and headed for my room. “Do you want to be his apprentice?”
 
   “Yeah, I suppose. I’m learning a lot, things I never dreamed possible, and it’s all fascinating. He’s a cranky old bastard, but not mean.”
 
   I waved him in and we sat at my table. “I was his apprentice, as a kid.”
 
   “I’d heard.” He cocked his head at me. “You had an accident?”
 
   “You could say that. Anyway, the point is, don’t let him run roughshod over you. He’s powerful, more than he makes out, and can be capricious. Stand up to him and he’ll respect you for it.”
 
   “Makes sense. I’m going to get out of here, though. You are drooping.”
 
   I supposed I was. “I’ll see you at dinner.”
 
   “If you don’t sleep through it.” 
 
   I made a face. “I’m supposed to be getting on a regular schedule.”
 
   He laughed. “Bella, now, she’s one I wouldn’t want to cross.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Political Maneuvering
 
   Mark closed the door behind him and I let my droop happen. I’d been putting it off, but the fatigue was pulling me down. Bed beckoned. I slept a couple of hours, and wakened to a knock at my door. 
 
   “moment...” I rolled out of bed and reached for my pants. Ellie’s voice came through the door. 
 
   “Dinnertime, want it here or in the kitchen?”
 
   “Kitchen.” I scratched my bare chest and contemplated my toes for a minute. I’d taken the time to strip down to preferred sleeping gear - that is, nothing, and it was a chore to put real clothes back on. But who knew what company would be down there. I’d never run around the house in only skin, out of courtesy for Ellie, but I didn’t wear much, some days. 
 
   The stairs were not a pleasant thought, I got to the top and glared balefully down them. And I wasn’t much happier when someone bubbled me and I popped out in the kitchen. 
 
   “Don’t do that!” I snapped, staggering slightly. The bubble had gone down a couple inches short of the floor and that meant it wasn’t Ellie or Alger, who were both experts. “I can make it down the stairs on my own, dammit!”
 
   I didn’t see either Mark or Ash, my two suspects, just a startled Ellie. 
 
   “Lom...” She started, standing. 
 
   “It’s ok, I know it wasn’t you. Where are they?”
 
   “Upstairs, I think, they ate already.”
 
   I looked at the food and decided the lecture would wait until after I had eaten. “Any messages?” I asked as I took the plate she handed me. 
 
   “Bella won’t be home until, as she said, past your bedtime, but she will look in on you, she promises. Also, she says Council went well, and your mother seems to have other plans well in hand.”
 
   I could guess what that meant. “And?”
 
   “The king requests your presence, if you are able, at a private audience tomorrow early.”
 
   “Ah...” I’d been waiting for that shoe to drop. “Can you respond for me with an affirmative?”
 
   Ellie nodded and then left the kitchen. I really needed to get Devon and explain to him how he was going to help me. I’d write a note after dinner, I didn’t feel up to trying to chat with him. He was a teenager, no doubt the Manor was fully wifi equipped, even if there wasn’t flush plumbing yet. Meeting with the king would mean taking up my ducal banner, as it were. Which also meant unpleasantries, like calling on the other dukes, and parties. I finished my meal, but I had lost my appetite. 
 
   Composing various notes and letters consumed my time until the big library clock chimed an hour Bella had designated my bedtime. I wasn’t tired, I thought, until I stood up and then it hit me. Now, I could use the transport help. 
 
   Evidently Ellie had given them a piece of her mind, though, and I tackled the up-stairs in the slow rhythm I’d developed. I was fully ready for bed, and didn’t even need ‘The Tytles and Duties of Elleria’ in order to fall asleep. 
 
   In the morning, I got ready to go see the king. I hated this, needing to wait for someone to show up and ‘give me a ride’ as it were. I had to take it on faith that Bella had been home at all, I had missed her when I awakened in the morning and had slept through any nighttime visit. She had left another note for me to read with breakfast, and I hoped to catch her at Court today. 
 
   “Ready?” Joe’s voice broke into my reverie. I had been sitting in the library trying to read, and hadn’t even heard him come in. 
 
   “Yeah, I guess so.” I got up and went to him, so he could bubble us both. “How is he?”
 
   “Practically giddy. Bella is a powerhouse, and the Council is running scared.”
 
   I grunted a laugh. That didn’t surprise me a bit. “I’ll shake it up a bit more today, then.”
 
   “How’re you?” He eyeballed me closely. 
 
   “Alive. Getting back on my feet.” I shrugged. “Be happier when the hectic times are past.”
 
   He dropped me off right in front of the small meeting room where I had so often met Corwin, King Trytion, in the past. Hard to believe I’d actually miss those more carefree missions, now. I raised my hand to knock and the door opened to reveal a smiling Bella in court dress. 
 
   I stepped in and looked around the otherwise empty room. “I’m not complaining, but...”
 
   “You’re still meeting with him, but he was held up and said I should come entertain you until he could get here.”
 
   I waggled my eyebrows at her suggestively. “Sadly, since we don’t know if he will be a moment, or an hour, I can’t follow up as I want to.”
 
   She laughed, and led the way to the comfortable chairs, arranged around a small table laden with food and drink. 
 
   “Now, this is not normal.” I pointed out. “We will occasionally have a cup of coffee, and even rarer, something to knock the dust off...” three times that I recalled, all of which had been bad missions. Stories for another time.
 
   She poured me a cup of coffee. “It was like this when I got here, and Lady Dahlia said it was to refresh us.”
 
   “Lady Dahlia?” I sat and took the cup, then patted my knee. She grinned hard enough to make her dimples show, and perched in my lap. 
 
   “Let me know if I squish you.” Bella tucked her head onto my shoulder. 
 
   “You’re not that heavy, at least for a while.” 
 
   She giggled. “Lady Dahlia is my lady-in-waiting here at the Court. As I understand it, she’s something between a secretary and receptionist. It’s a little... no, a lot weird, and I don’t know her at all, so I don’t know that I can trust her. But I don’t know anyone, besides your family, and Joe, and his son, and Dorothy.”
 
   “So ask Dorothy.” I sipped the coffee. A decent brew, a touch weak, but it wasn’t exactly popular here at Court, I was happy to get it at all. 
 
   “Could I? I didn’t know if she had school, or...” she fluttered her fingers. “I just don’t know enough.”
 
   “Which is precisely why you should get Dorothy to help. As for school, we handle that a bit differently Underhill. Life is... slower, because we are so much longer-lived than humans.”
 
   “I can see how that would change, yes. Will Lady Dahlia feel put out if I have Dorothy join us?”
 
   “Lady Dahlia will be put out if you don’t have several someones join your entourage. More for her to boss around. But start with Dorothy. Helping you will be a wonderful chance for her to learn more about life above. Which I can assure you she’s fascinated with.”
 
   “Hm... that’s a fair bargain, then. And gives me someone close to me at Court I can talk to.” She nuzzled my neck and then sat up a bit. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Pretty good.” I proved it with my fingers, making her wriggle as I found a tickle spot. 
 
   “Will you be at Court, then?”
 
   I shook my head. “Sorry, honey, I know you want company, but I have made arrangements for my council seat.”
 
   “Oh?” She kissed my ear. “I never quite get used to your ears being pointed.”
 
   Amused, I responded, “Yours are too, Bella.”
 
   “But they don’t feel that way. And I don’t look at them. I look out through my eyes and don’t see myself. You didn’t answer my question.”
 
   “I know. I’ll tell you both when the king shows up. As for me, I am going to try to get better faster, which means more exercise and letting Ellie fatten me up.”
 
   “I approve of that plan. I can still take you to parties sometimes, and Dean others. It may make people talk, though.”
 
   I laughed out loud. “All of Faerie is talking about you, Belladonna my love.”
 
   “And they will keep talking about it if you two carry on like this in public.” Corwin’s voice broke in on us, sounding like he was about to burst into laughter. 
 
   Bella jumped up off my lap, blushing deeply like a teenager caught being naughty. Now I did laugh. “Bella, we are to be married, it’s nothing to be ashamed of. And we have had little enough time together.” I shot the king a mock reproachful look. 
 
   Bella gathered her composure as the king sat in a chair. “Tea, and how shall I address you? I still feel a little odd calling you my lord.”
 
   “Well, no.” Corwin pointed at me, “that’s his title once he has you bound up in marriage.”
 
   Bella looked startled and he started laughing helplessly. “No... I’m sorry, I couldn’t resist. In private, call me Corwin, and yes, tea please.”
 
   She poured for him and brought the coffee pot to me. “Do I really have to...?”
 
   “No, you don’t. I’m your partner, not your ruler. Someone has an atrocious sense of humor.” Now I did glare at him, but he just leaned back and sipped his tea, his eyes twinkling over the rim. He was enjoying this far too much. We weren’t having a Court flirtation, we really did love one another, and for some reason Corwin both found this funny and was fostering it. 
 
   “I’m sure you didn’t bring me here to ask me about my intentions toward Bella.” He really was acting parental, which was both hilarious and oddly reassuring. “And I’m equally certain you want us in this meeting together for a reason.”
 
   The king sobered and leaned forward, setting his cup on the table. “I need to call on you as Duke Mulvaney, Lom. The Council is problematic. I don’t know if this is a remnant of the late Queen’s influence, or something more sinister.” He paused, and I know all three of us were remembering the traitorous human, Jenny, and her efforts to bring Court to an end. Low Court was...
 
   “Did I kill the Low King?” I asked abruptly.
 
   This startled him. “Yes. You didn’t know?”
 
   “I wasn’t sure. I mean, yeah, I got him square in the chest with a shotgun slug, but there are ways. Which Low Court would stoop to.”
 
   He nodded. “No, he was very dead. Which is why the Hunt wanted you. And Low Court still wants your hide, I might add.”
 
   “So what else is new? Both of them have hunted me since I started... hunting for you.” I looked at Bella, who was calmly listening. I still didn’t know that I was the best choice for her, but I was past denying what she wanted, as I did, too.
 
   “The Council is becoming openly defiant. I fear they will make our life difficult.”
 
   “And that someone sitting on it has a touch more of the Low Court than the High?”
 
   He nodded. “Your presence would be...” he pursed his lips, looking for a diplomatic wording. 
 
   I put it bluntly. “I’m your strong-arm, and they know it.”
 
   “Yes. Bella is seen both as strong, and weak. They know she is magically powerful, but uneducated as to our ways, and they will both court her and try to undermine her.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose like she was smelling something bad. “I know this.” She sounded calm, but I knew how she felt about politics. 
 
   I suppressed a maniacal laugh as I answered him, “Sorry, Corwin, no can do.”
 
   “What?” He looked confused. He hadn’t expected a blunt denial of his request. And admittedly, over the years I had never said no, flat out. 
 
   “I offer instead a substitute for my seat, to speak with my voice, or rather, that of Duke Mulvaney.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “Lucia?”
 
   I shook my head. “Alger Mulvaney.”
 
   His eyes got big and his jaw dropped. He started to bluster, “You’d saddle me with that cranky, contrary old...” Corwin stopped dead, and then leaned back in the chair with a huge grin on his face. 
 
   “That magnificent bastard.” I finished. “Talk about having the Council running scared. They will stop looking at you and Bella, when we drop the cat amongst the sparrows.”
 
   “He’ll still be a pain in my...” he glanced at Bella and amended his language, “behind. Which I can live with.”
 
   “But he’ll be more painful to them, let me assure you.” I let my tone go dry as dust. “And it will have him out of my hair. He has a very unusual apprentice, did you know?”
 
   “I have had the pleasure of meeting Bella’s cousin Mark, yes. Briefly, but he seems to have his head on his shoulders solidly.”
 
   I nodded, “I don’t know him much better, but yes, he seems to have sense. Might be good for the old man.”
 
   Bella spoke up. “Mark is very solid, yes. His practical side is a bit shaken by discovering that not only is there magic, but he can use it, but I don’t expect that to go to his head.”
 
   “Good, that’s settled. I can still make more... informal personal appearances, but I don’t want to sit on the Council, Corwin.”
 
   “Can’t blame you there. I wouldn’t had I any choice.”
 
   “Same.” Bella chimed in. “I am not looking forward to a life of this.”
 
   I nodded. There had to be some way to keep that from happening. “Bella, you mentioned a lady-in-waiting. Can I make a suggestion?” 
 
   That was directed to the king, who looked interested, but puzzled. This was not an area he often paid any attention to. 
 
   “I don’t assign them, you know.”
 
   Bella broke in. “Lucia suggested Lady Dahlia.”
 
   “Ah, yes, very sound. Dedicated to the court. Rather staid, not sure what she will think of you, Bella.” Corwin looked a little concerned about that. Bella was certainly not a normal fairy woman, no. 
 
   “I think you should also ask Princess Apple if she is willing to assist you in your daily duties. For instance, I’m fairly sure you don’t have time nor inclination to attend market days and the like, to hand out awards and hostess opening ceremonies.”
 
   “Um, what?” Bella looked lost. Then she got the abstracted look that meant she was looking it up. 
 
   “I’ve been doing a good bit of reading, and had an idea.” I explained for both her benefit and Corwin. “During the long... illness,” that was as good a name for losing her mind by degrees so gradual it had taken years for anyone to really catch on. “The late queen allowed many traditional activities of her role to fall away. I think Bella reinstating some of them will reassure the more traditional Faerie folk that she is not an enemy from above.”
 
   “I see. But why Apple?” She had obviously done some quick scanning, as she looked more focused again. I knew she was remembering the rather airy blonde, and not favorably. 
 
   “Maize is not old enough, nor, er, mentally capable enough. Dill is too young, although I do think you should take her under your wing, dear.”
 
   Bella smiled and gave a little nod of assent. She had taken to the bright little fairy princess.  I went on. “Apple has a public mask of flighty, interested only in pleasures of parties and Court. There’s more to her, though, I have caught her off guard from time to time and gotten some very interesting and insightful responses.” Apple had pursued me briskly for quite some time, now. Presumably with Bella in my life she had given up, and if not, we would soon dissuade her. I had the feeling that training her to become my beautiful bride’s spymistress would interest her far more than a broken-down pixie with no magic left to him. 
 
   “And the other two princesses?” Corwin looked very thoughtful. It hadn’t occurred to him, I suspected, to harness the youthful enthusiasms of all of them. We pampered our young far too much, here in Faerie, and it needed to end, if our culture was to survive. 
 
   “Buttercup and Rowan? Rowan is Apple’s friend, but I don’t think she’s faking the dumb blonde routine.” I shrugged, and felt the fatigue, even from just sitting here plotting how to keep Underhill running. No light task, this, and I didn’t know how King Trytion did it. Frequent retreats to his more relaxed persona of Corwin, I guessed. “Buttercup...” I remembered the look on her face when we had met her at the Presentation Ball, and the man she had been in the care of. He was familiar, somehow, but I couldn’t quite place him. “We should keep an eye on her. Nothing substantial, just my gut talking.”
 
   There was a knock at the inner door and we all looked toward it. Joe came in. “Your next meeting...” he spoke apologetically. “King Trytion and Bella, you have about five minutes.”
 
   “I didn’t think you meant me.” I grimaced. “I definitely get the better end of this deal.”
 
   “It’s been productive. We may need to continue soon.” The king stood, and we all rose. I shook his outstretched hand. 
 
   “Not too soon. Although I may be at a party tomorrow night.” I looked at Bella, who nodded. 
 
   “Lucia strongly suggested it. I will be at the other one, but she wanted you with her at Buckingham’s.” She filled in the details for us. 
 
   “My condolences.” Corwin offered, deadpan.
 
   “When is the coronation?” I asked him, remembering the other big chore looming over us. 
 
   He looked thoughtfully at Bella. “Before, or after the wedding?” he asked. 
 
   “Can we make it after? I’d rather not try to handle two huge events at once, and Lucia seems determined to make the wedding the event of the century or something,” Bella asked, frowning. 
 
   He nodded. “Marrying a duke, especially one who has just reclaimed his titles and land, is a political statement, my dear, one that she means to make the most of with you being the Queen-Consort.”
 
   I noted he didn’t use the correct title of Consort-elect. He wasn’t going to let her get away. She was my girl, and I wasn’t too sure I wanted her claimed by two men. 
 
   “We will discuss it further when we have time.” King Trytion put his mask on with a slight frown. “The Coronation will take place three months after the wedding of our Duke Mulvaney and the Consort-Elect Belladonna Traycroft. Our will is that they remove for a month following the wedding for a honeymoon, and then attend Us to prepare for the formal preparations.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.” I couldn’t help myself. He ignored my lese majeste.
 
   Bella came to me for a quick kiss as he left the room. “I will try to be home earlier tonight.”
 
   “At least I have a honeymoon to look forward to.” I kissed her thoroughly and let her go. 
 
   Joe came back in the room. “Need a ride?”
 
   I threatened him with vile things, and he just laughed as he bubbled me and sent me home. Home was where food with substance could be consumed, and I could nap. The good news was that Melcar came by in the afternoon and gave me another spell-healing session. He was his usual opaque self when it came to reading his thoughts on his face, but I could detect a grudging pleasure in my progress. 
 
   “I’m being good.” I sat on the edge of my bed, shirt off, looking at Melcar. “I’m going to keep being good, too. I want to heal quickly, and I’ve taken your warning that too much too fast is a bad thing.”
 
   He grumbled under his breath, then cleared his throat. “Try to stay out of trouble, Lom. I know, I know...” he held up a hand. “You don’t chase it, it chases you.”
 
   “Unless you know something I don’t, Doc,” I started to pull my shirt on. “There’s nothing more scary brewing than a wedding. Which is bad enough.” 
 
   “With you...” he began gloomily, and then stopped to shake his head. “I don’t know anything, just that you attract trouble like honey does bees.”
 
   “I thought that was flies?” I followed him to the stairs. 
 
   “Bees sting.” Having delivered this pointed rejoinder, he bubbled and vanished. I started down the steps. 
 
   Stairs were easier than they had been the day before. I was hoping to make it into the armory before dinner, but Devon popped out of the kitchen when he heard me on the stairs. 
 
   “Hi! I’m supposed to give you a status report and see what I can do for you.”
 
   “Simmer down and let me grab coffee. Then we’ll talk.” I made my voice grumpy and tried to hide a smile. This was as animated as I had seen him in a while. When I walked into the kitchen I got another surprise. Dorothy was sitting at the table, books and notebooks spread out in front of her. 
 
   “Hello Lo... er, Duke?”
 
   “It’s Lord Elleria, and no. You call me Lom.”
 
   I picked up the full coffee pot, blessing the unseen Ash, or Ellie, whichever. “Not that I’m not glad to see you kids, but to what do I owe the honor?”
 
   “Well, Mother said I’m to be your secretary, and in order to do that I needed to learn more about the Dukedom.” Devon paused with an expectant look. 
 
   “If she meant from me, you’re out of luck, kiddo. I know possibly less than you do, having avoided it since I was old enough to understand how much trouble it would be.”
 
   He nodded. “It is complex, yes...” He started in on a dissertation about the roles and duties, and I held up my hand after a minute of letting him drone on. 
 
   “Devon, please...” He stopped, looking a little hurt. “No offense, kid. You are learning a lot and I appreciate the effort. But this is what I want you to help with. You learn all that...” I pointed at the stack of papers I presumed were the efforts of their joint research. “And then you become my gatekeeper.”
 
   “What?” He looked intrigued. Good. 
 
   “Basically, I don’t need to know about it unless it’s truly important. And no, two farmers squabbling over sheep,” I vaguely remembered something coming up in a Council meeting, of all places, about that topic. “Is not important to me. If someone is going to die, or commit treason, then you come to me. Got it?”
 
   His eyes were very wide. “Um.”
 
   I softened my voice. “You can do this, you have a good head on your shoulders. I may not be Underhill to call on all the time, and I need you to rely on when I’m gone. You’re not alone, you have your mother and grandmother as well. And Dorothy.” I smiled at the serious girl, and she sparkled a little at my notice. “Although I’m afraid we have a request for her assistance, as well.”
 
   I saw her surprise, and went on, “I know the Family has no call on you, you are Devon’s friend, no more...” I held up my hand again to squelch the quick response I saw coming from both of them. “You’re too young for more, yet. We’ll talk, later, and I’m not going to separate you. But Dorothy, Bella needs someone to be with her at Court whom she can trust.”
 
   The dawning comprehension on the girl’s face was amusing to watch. She sat up a bit straighter. “What would I do?”
 
   “You will have to talk to her. I suspect more than a confidante, she needs a tutor for Faerie. And she’s offered to teach you more about human ways.”
 
   That got her. The youngster was a born scholar. I continued, “Bella is supposed to be home for dinner, if you can stay.”
 
   She nodded, definitely sparkling now, and her wings perked up. 
 
   “So what can I tell you now?” Devon mused out loud, riffling through the papers. “I’m not sure what’s important...”
 
   “Take some time to review it. We’ll chat after dinner. Right now...” I got up and prepared my retreat. “I’m going to get some work done.”
 
   I fled to my armory. “Peace and quiet,” I muttered to the grenade launcher, still covered in dried mud and moss, once the door was safely shut behind me. I could spend a couple of hours on it, and not think about politics. I knew that dinner would naturally gravitate to that topic, and the wedding. I wanted to see Bella, or I’d just stay down here.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Civil Thing to Do
 
   Sometime the next evening I was wishing again that I had retreated to the armory and nailed the door shut behind me. I’d showed up at Buckingham’s soiree with Margot on my arm and a fake smile plastered on my face. The quiet family dinner the night before was a pleasant memory to keep me going through this torture. I’d decided ahead of time I would find a quiet place and hide amongst the potted ferns. Margot had assured me that my presence was enough. 
 
   “Just show up. I’ll amuse myself, and you don’t need to socialize. In fact...” she eyed me dubiously. “Probably best if you don’t.”
 
   “Thanks for that, Margot.” I might sound sarcastic, but I meant it. The only thing worse than showing up would be making small talk with Court dandies and their sycophants. Now, in the reception line, I kept my lip zipped and watched with a sardonic eye as Buckingham and his lady - what was her name? - greeted the partygoers with a smile as false as my own. Then it was our turn. 
 
   Her name, it turned out, was Elizabeth, a curiosity no doubt dating back to our late Queen’s obsession with all things British. I wasn’t going to ask. I was busily noting the look on Buckingham’s face as I was presented as Duke Mulvaney. It was like watching someone handed a toadstool sandwich buttered with troll toe jam and expecting them to eat it. His nostrils flared and I wondered with a small amount of glee what he was about to say. He suppressed it, to my disappointment, and settled for a small inclination of his head. 
 
   His wife, on the other hand, pressed my fingertips with her own cold hand, and fluttered a little. “Oh, we had heard you were very ill, Duke Mulvaney, perhaps even...” she gasped a little, “dying.”
 
   “As you can see, Madam, the rumors of my death were greatly exaggerated.” I bowed over that cold little hand and pressed my lips to her knuckles. She fluttered even more, her wings giving away her deep titillation at my behavior. Buckingham just froze in place, not looking at me whatsoever. So... that was what went on in his household. I tucked the byplay away to be of use later. She played the field, and he pretended not to notice. 
 
   Safely out of the line of incoming aristocracy and their hangers-on, Margot hissed at me. “Wicked! How could you!”
 
   “How could I not? Buckingham is hardly an ally, dear sister.”
 
   “Elizabeth is...”
 
   “Not either.” I finished her sentence. “I have no intentions of entering into some sort of dalliance with her, Margot. I have Bella, and when I have I ever played the games?”
 
   I declined to dance with her, pleading more fatigue than I honestly felt, and sought out a quiet corner. There were tete-a-tete tables all along one side of the massive room, arranged with potted trees and ferns to create the illusion of a garden indoors, amongst which partygoers could retreat for a tryst or quiet conversation. I was in the mood for neither. 
 
   I settled into a spindly chair, hoping it wouldn’t give out under me, with my back to the wall. I could see a bit of the people going by, and planned to people-watch without mingling. Margot was nowhere in sight, but I hadn’t expected her to sit with me. She enjoyed the social whirl, and it was an asset for House Mulvaney I wasn’t going to give up. 
 
   The voices in my ear from the next table over I shamelessly eavesdropped on. It might be nothing, and I would tune it out, or it might be interesting. Masculine voice, inaudible, then a piping high feminine voice I couldn’t unhear. 
 
   “Did you see Lady Lizabet’s reaction to him? Like a bitch in heat.”
 
   More manly mumbles. The response, with tinkling laughter. 
 
   “Oh, he’s no threat. They say he’s no more magical than any human, now, and she does so like her meat puppets, you know. Buckingham, the old stick, may fuss and bother, but the tall pixie isn’t really anyone, you know.”
 
   They were talking about me. I’d heard many times that eavesdroppers got what they deserved, but this hit home. No threat? And I was to be no more than a meat puppet to be used and discarded. 
 
   The woman kept talking, and I couldn’t tune it out. 
 
   “I must admit, I’ve wished he would look my way, in the past, but now that he’s a cripple?” a brief pause, in which I could imagine her shrugging her pretty, bare shoulders, and fluttering her wings coquettishly. “Ugh, how could she? It would be like taking an animal to bed.”
 
   Now I could hear the male voice. He must have moved closer to her, and the plants that screened me from them. I sat still, not able to move and escape my tormentors. 
 
   “Now, Penny, there was that human a century back...” His deep voice was coldly amused. 
 
   “Oh, if they are well...” she tittered, a grating noise. “But really. Someone who is that damaged? He was once a man of danger, verry sexy.” She drawled the last two words. “Now you, Sir Highsmith...”
 
   There was no more intelligible sounds for some time, and I guessed Highsmith had gotten what he wanted from the fairy woman who had casually unmanned me. I knew, logically, that Bella was not a product of the education, as it were, that had produced this... female. However, she had to live in this society, and I was not an asset. My name was, now, not the personal, but the title. Me? I should have died that first week after reclaiming it. I don’t know why I held on, when I knew the magic was gone. 
 
   I wanted to be angry, but she was right, I will never be anything but a drag on this society. Better for Bella I had died. Just too damn stubborn and stupid to die. Best for her if they just never saw me again. There have been disappearances from Underhill before, and with my past, it will be a couple of years before anybody is sure that I’m gone. To blazes with all of them. 
 
   I sat there for some time in silence. A passing waiter put his head in to see if I had any needs, and I almost sent him away before the thought occurred to me. 
 
   “A stiff drink.” I told him. “Make it a double.”
 
   “You have no preference? Usquebaugh? Brandy?”
 
   “Whatever comes to hand.” He left me alone, and returned shortly with a glass of amber liquid. I tossed it back, and handed it to him, noting with grim pleasure the look on his face. “Hit me again.”
 
   “Would sir prefer...” he gestured. 
 
   “Sir would prefer to remain alone, and to drink. Are you a waiter, or a moralist?”
 
   He left again, and to my relief, returned with the glass, and a bottle that was mostly full. 
 
   “Thanks.” I growled, and slid him a tip. He tucked it away and vanished, himself. 
 
   After the second glass, I slowed to a sip with the third. It was very good whisky, no wonder the lad had looked like that when I shot the first glass. Perhaps allowing myself to dwell on the words of a flutterhead who had trapped the likes of Highsmith at a place like Buckingham’s wasn’t my wisest moment. I finished the glass, eyed the bottle, and decided discretion was the better part of valor. Surely we had been here long enough. The little contretemps in the receiving line was why Margot insisted I come, after all. To be seen. I’d been seen coming, time to be seen going. 
 
   I got up, and looked around the ballroom. There were more people out there than I remembered. We must have come in early, unfashionably on time. I was reminded of a human song about why the lady was a tramp, and smiled. A young lady who had turned at my approach with a smile of her own squeaked, and fled. Showing too much teeth for her, I supposed. I must look rather wolfish, I certainly felt that way at the moment. 
 
   As I circled the room looking for my sister I kept getting snips of conversation. More disconcerting were the conversations abruptly silenced at my approach, and the nervous retreat of mamas with young daughters under their wings. I have never been considered a catch, but this was downright discouraging, what was I doing to Bella’s chances with these people, for her to become a beloved ruler? 
 
   Margot’s back was to me as she listened attentively to some little matronly type. Her wings, slightly fanned, hid my approach, or I never would have heard. “but a cripple? The poor dear man... no doubt he will retreat from society even more. How do you carry on, my girl?” The tsk, tsk was sharper than a harpy’s claws. “And Belladonna, the lovely thing, to continue on so bravely with such a burden!”
 
   I interrupted quite rudely. “Margot, take me home.” 
 
   The elderly fairy gasped, and fluttered her wings, trying to look shocked. Margot, who looked like she was about to spit nails, or throw a punch, turned that gesture into a bubble, a solecism she would never hear the end of, and took us home. It was considered polite to walk back through the room, saying goodbyes, and into the lobby before transporting out. I was grateful to my sister’s impetuosity, for once, I didn’t think I had it in me to make that walk again. 
 
   She debubbled us in my living room. I started for the stairs, and not the ones to the upper level and my room. I think she said something, but I wasn’t listening. I just wanted to be alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Bitter End
 
   Bella stepped through the front door with a sigh. These long days were wearying, and she would almost be back above, hunting ogres. They at least looked like monsters, rather than mostly-middled-aged fairies. The Council seemed to be satisfied with her accounts of that mission, finally. She wondered if Lom had to deal with this much bureaucracy every mission. It took her a moment to realize Margot was standing in the library. 
 
   “Hello Margot, I wasn’t expecting you this early. Did Lom need to come home?”
 
   “Yes...” Bella registered the look on the other woman’s face. “But not because he was tired, Bell..” Her wings sagged, and Margot sat on the nearest couch. 
 
   “What happened?” Bella sat next to her, worried. 
 
   “I’m not entirely sure of all of it. I was trapped into talking to Lady Burle, and she was being, Oh! so catty. He heard some of that, but all he did was ask to go home, and then went straight...” she gestured at the stairs, Bella thought. 
 
   “He’s in his room?”
 
   “No, the inner sanctum. I know better than to try to follow him.” Her bitter-tinged tone made Bella hide a smile. Margot had obviously run afoul of her brother’s warding spells a time or two. 
 
   “He’ll come out when he’s ready.” Bella relaxed and kicked her shoes off. “Oooh. That feels good. Now, tell me what Lady Burle said.”
 
   Margot looked enviously at the discarded heels. 
 
   “Go ahead, I won’t tell.” Bella urged, tucking her abused feet up under her. It occurred to her in passing that as Queen, she could influence fashion. Low heels were coming back, and it couldn’t be soon enough. 
 
   Margot followed suit with a giggle. “She was sympathizing with, no, at me! about his disability.” Margot altered her voice to a society drawl. “You know, my dear gel, a man with no magic is no man at all. How can poor dear Bella tie herself to a cripple?” She ended with a low growl. “I swear, if Lom hadn’t interrupted me, I would have blacked her eye, lorgnette and all.”
 
   “Oh... my.” Bella closed her eyes, feeling the blow that would have given her beloved. “And he heard that?”
 
   “At least some of it. I mean, he’s a man, so I’m sure he’ll shrug it off...”
 
   Bella opened her eyes, with an extra blink to hold back the tears. “Men can be fragile, too, Margot. Especially when it comes to their ego. They are supposed to be the strong ones, and then when the strength isn’t there any longer,” she shrugged. “I never thought much about it, I was just happy to have him alive, and to have him. I grew up in a world without magic.”
 
   “I have never been above.” Margot confided. 
 
   “Lom was a hunter of monsters in two worlds. Now, he can’t go above without help, and he can’t even leave the house without assistance. Dammit.”
 
   Margot looked shocked at Bella’s language. Bella was holding back what she really wanted to say - foul language was severely frowned on in polite society Underhill, she had learned, not that she was prone to using it in public anyway. But there were times it came in handy to express oneself fervently. 
 
   Bella was kicking herself for not having seen this before. Lom’s inability to do magic limited him severely Underhill, where it was a part of daily life, and it left him totally dependent on everyone around him. She knew none of them minded at all - it was a labor of love, but it had to have been driving him crazy already. If he thought he was a burden to her...
 
   She couldn’t go after him. All the spells on his armory were active, and some fatal. She didn’t dare probe too far to see if she could do with herself what she had done with the guns. Winding up dead on the floor at his feet wouldn’t do either of them any good. She wasn’t sure how he was getting in, except that likely all the spells were tuned to his physical self in some way. 
 
   Bella was fairly certain he wouldn’t end himself in the armory without a word to her. He was an honorable man, as much as he himself scoffed at that. No, she was more worried that he would hole up in there with a bottle and brood himself into unconsciousness. Since he couldn’t leave without magic, she wasn’t worried about his vanishing. 
 
   “Shall we see if there is dinner?” She asked Margot.
 
   “Oh, no, I need to get back to the Manor.” Margot slipped her shoes back on reluctantly. 
 
   Bella got up, shorter by a half a head than her future sister-in-law in her stocking feet. She gave the other woman a hug. “Don’t worry about him. I will talk to him as soon as he shows his face.”
 
   “And I will give Lady Burle the cut direct when next I see her.” Margot hissed, incensed at the cruel old woman. 
 
   “We both will. I will see you tomorrow.” 
 
   Margot vanished and Bella stood there alone. The house was very still and quiet, although she could smell dinner. She went into the kitchen after a couple of moments, feeling silly. She wouldn’t be able to hear him, the armory was far enough underground. 
 
   The table was set for two. She wondered where everyone was, and debated not eating. She had no appetite. But maybe he would come back out... Bella sat and played with her food, staring off into the distance and worrying.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Running Away
 
   I stared off into the distance, worried that Old Jock wouldn’t show up. It had been a long, chilly hike out here, through half the night. I hadn’t wanted to leave while anyone was awake, not feeling up to a discussion of what my plans were. I’d left a note for Bella on the kitchen table, and headed out with a small pack and determination. 
 
   It was limiting, this having to hike rather than magically hop around. At least I’d be able to get a car, above. I’d gotten to the farm I was seeking just after dawn, and now was sitting on a fence, my feet tucked up on a rail under me, out of the dewy grass. I was wet to the knees. And tired. I still wasn’t at fully healed, more like eighty percent, and that just the physical. This hike had really taken it out of me.
 
   Jock owed me, big time. And I intended to collect. I’d kept the fairy from losing everything and being turned over to the Hunt, a few years before. Ok, maybe decades. I’d lost track. Smoke spiraled up out of the farmhouse chimney, and my stomach rumbled. Breakfast had been a cold scone munched while walking. 
 
   The door opened, and I started toward the short, round fairy man who was feeding the farm cats. Old Jock looked up and did a double take.
 
   “Oh, hell, I’m in trouble now.” His big grin took the sting out of his words. He held out a hand to me. “Where have ye been, stranger?”
 
   “Here and there...” I let the other man genially crush his fingers. It wasn’t that Jock meant anything by it, he was just a strong man who didn’t know his own strength. “I came to ask a favor.”
 
   Jock narrowed his eyes, looking up at me, who topped him by a full head. “Ayuh, I figured that. Come in for some tea, then talk. You look wet and cold.”
 
   “I am. Thank you,” It sounded ideal.
 
   I followed the farmer back into his kitchen, feeling the warmth tingle on my skin as I peeled off my jacket. Jock pointed at the table and headed to the stove. I heard the sizzle of something hitting a hot pan, and smelled bacon a second later. My stomach growled again. Jock finished breakfast in silence, frying eggs after the bacon and dropping slabs of fresh bread on the plates before sliding one to me. 
 
   “The missus is over to her sister’s, so I’m playing bachelor.” He sat down opposite at the table and tucked into his meal. I followed suit, realizing that Jock wasn’t going to talk until he’d eaten. 
 
   The food and the warmth had me feeling good again by the time Jock put his fork down and looked at me expectantly. 
 
   “So, lad, what can I do for you?”
 
   “I need passage to above.” I couldn’t do it on my own, and it was asking a lot of Jock, given his past. 
 
   The older man raised a bushy brow. “Reckon you know how much trouble that could bring, but I do owe ye.”
 
   The trouble Jock had gotten in involved pasturing his sheep both in and out of Underhill, something strictly forbidden, but his father had done it, and his grandfather... I had been sent to put a stop to it, and had convinced the farmer to keep his sheep in and he’d not report back. The Council had heard a tale of wild sheep who used the portal by some unknown means. 
 
   “It will be between us. Should anyone come asking, you haven’t seen me.”
 
   Jock grunted. “Works for me. Come on, then. Want a lunch?”
 
   I laughed. “Thanks, but no, I do have some supplies, and if recall, it’s not that long a walk to the town above.”
 
   “And you can’t go through the door on your own because?” Subtle, Jock wasn’t. 
 
   “No magic at all, these days.” I shrugged. “It was that, or dead.”
 
   “Ah.” He stepped outside, with me following on his heels. A sleepy farm collie walked up, wagging his tail. Jock gave him an affectionate buffet. “Some dog y’are. Not even a solitary bark when this one showed up.”
 
   The tan and white beast sat on his haunches and let his tongue loll out in a doggy grin.
 
   “Aye,” Jock addressed me again. “Better live than dead, but ‘tis a hard thing. You’re going above to live as a human, then?”
 
   I shook my head. “Not exactly. I have no desire to pass the rest of my years as some circus geek.”
 
   Humans were not kind to their outliers, and at just over four feet tall, above, I was very much an oddity. No individual would say anything, but I had a feeling finding work and respect in a group setting would not be pleasant. Oh, I’d get it, but it would be the concession to a handicapped person, not as an equal who’d earned it, and that was the only way I’d take anything.
 
   What I was going after was a safe place to think, and someone I could talk to. I didn’t know if he’d understand, but I couldn’t think who else might, and after the night before, I wasn’t staying Underhill any longer. It had no charms for me. Everything was in place for Elleria to run smoothly, it certainly didn’t need me, the jumped-up Duke with no magic, to administer it. 
 
   I needed the time and space to figure out what I was, now. Not human, nor fairy. Bella wasn’t going to be happy, but she would understand, I was certain. It wasn’t like I had left her without telling her what I was up to. 
 
   Jock opened the door, I thought, from the gesture, and looked back at me. “Can’t see it, can you?”
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “Damn, boy.” He was moved. “Can I do anything for ye?”
 
   “I’ll be all right, Jock, I have resources.” I clapped him on the shoulder and stepped through beside him carefully. On the other side, it was subtly different, the lighting, the grass... the vista of rolling hills with light tree cover was the same. I looked back, and up at him now. 
 
   “See ya.”
 
   He nodded gravely and stepped backward, vanishing. I was alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Above, Options
 
   The hike here was different, as I was less worried about being seen. Underhill, anyone would have stopped me and likely bubbled me home out of concern for my state. Here, I could pass as a crazy hiker. ‘I’m from California’ was usually good for a headshake and a mumbled ‘crazy fruits and nuts.’
 
   As it passed, I didn’t see anyone until I was hiking up the road, and then it was a beat-up pick-up that rumbled by me without stopping. I kept going up the road toward town. I had a cell phone tucked in my bag, but I didn’t know his number, and somehow I guessed that searching for it would yield odd results. Heck, I didn’t even know what name he went by, as a human. 
 
   A rental car and more paperwork than you could lift one-handed later, I was on the road. I wasn’t hurrying. It was good to be utterly alone for a change. I had time and money, no-one was chasing me, and it felt good. 
 
   Three days and two borders later, I was still not hurrying. I hadn’t turned the phone on, and the feeling of being alone was still good. I missed Bella, oddly. We hadn’t had enough time together for her to have become a habit already, and I wondered at myself. Sure, there had been passage of time, but I had been unconscious, mostly. Maybe it was the mostly, she’d imprinted on me like a bird and chick. It was a little unsettling. 
 
   I didn’t have cold feet. I wasn’t running away from her. She was the best thing to come into my life in a long time, and even though I was sure I wasn’t the best thing for her, she thought so, and I couldn’t deny her what she wanted. Bella notwithstanding, I needed to get my feet back under me before I dealt with Court again, and had I stayed Underhill it would have been an ever-present threat to my peace of mind. 
 
   I didn’t know what I would find, so when I pulled into his driveway and didn’t see a vehicle, I turned around to leave again. He stepped out of the trees and I came to a stop. With a slight sense of apprehension, I got out of the car. Our last meeting hadn’t been exactly friendly. At least the weather was warmer this time. 
 
   “Raven.” I greeted him, as he walked toward me. 
 
   “Boy.” He thrust out a hand, and I took it nervously. Last time he’d tricked me into an out of body experience. He closed his eyes for a long moment. “You are not well.”
 
   I shrugged. “I figure about healed.”
 
   He shook his head, fixing me with those intense black eyes, framed in wrinkles like old leather. His short-cropped black hair gleamed in the sun, belying his age. “Not yet. But soon.”
 
   He was playing at being enigmatic. Bella had alluded to this with him, so I cultivated patience and didn’t pursue it. 
 
   “Coffee?” he asked me. 
 
   “Yes, please.” Coffee sounded wonderful. The old man stalked toward the cabin door. Inside, he left the door open on the sunshine, and as my eyes adjusted to the comparatively gloomy interior, he pointed. 
 
   “Pot,” turn slightly. “Coffee, sugar.”
 
   Somewhat taken aback, I set up the unfamiliar percolator with his standing in the middle of the cabin, arms folded. Once the pot was on to boil, I turned to him. He pointed again. 
 
   “Cups, spoons.” 
 
   I gathered them, and poured the coffee carefully, trying not to slop grounds out of the pot. He pointed at a chair, silently. Obediently, I sat, wondering what the old man was up to with all of this. 
 
   “You came for healing.” He stated flatly, without preamble. “You get it. But you do what I say.”
 
   I felt a tickle of amusement. “I can do that, Uncle.”
 
   He snorted and his eyes crinkled a little more shut. I had amused him. “Almost Uncle, OK? But you call me that, fine.”
 
   He was definitely putting me on, now, I knew he spoke perfect English when he wanted to. I drank coffee, and so did he. 
 
   “Weak coffee,” he commented. 
 
   “I’ll make it stronger next time.” I replied, my tone dry. He just nodded. 
 
   “Tonight, rest. How long you drive?”
 
   “Three days, from Washington on up. Not too bad with just me.”
 
   He nodded. “Then I will cook dinner.” 
 
   As I watched he got up and peered into the old-fashioned refrigerator. “Stew?”
 
   “Sure.” Actually, I wasn’t sure. But the moose burger he’d made during my first visit was good. 
 
   “I didn’t make it. Bella’s Aunt Mya sent it to me, she’s a good cook. Too good, I’ll get fat.” Raven patted his middle. He wasn’t skinny, but he wasn’t packing much extra. He laughed at his own joke and put the pan he had pulled out onto the stove and lit a burner. 
 
   “How is my girl?” He rattled around the kitchen. “Bowls, here.” Raven kept up a running commentary, I guessed to familiarize me with where everything was. I paid attention. He was going to expect me to remember this, I knew. 
 
   “Bella is going to become Queen, you know?”
 
   I wasn’t sure what she had told him. Evidently not that. He stopped dead and turned to look at me. “Queen?”
 
   “She’s Consort-elect, and the coronation is scheduled for six months from now, about. After our wedding.” I hoped he’d heard about that, because they would never find my body... Raven nodded, unsurprised. 
 
   “Good, that. Queen, though,” he turned back to the stove, thoughtful. 
 
   “She will be a good one. For one thing, she knows jack-all about Court politics.”
 
   He chuckled, turning with bowls in hand. “She is not politic, no.”
 
   “We need a shake-up, Underhill. It’s too stagnant, and to wedded to the past, and an idealized one, at that.” I picked up a spoon, and put it down again. The way my bowl was steaming, I wanted to give it a minute. 
 
   He grunted, and ate. After a thought, I followed suit. I had no idea how much he might already know about Underhill, and wasn’t going to underestimate him, but he also might not care. Tonight, I was going to try not to think about it. 
 
   After the meal, he pointed at the sink, and having picked up the cue that he was going to make me do all the chores, I washed bowls. He lit a pipe of something truly foul-smelling and puffed contentedly. After my third sneeze, I broke the silence and asked, “What is that?”
 
   “Kinnikinnick.” Which didn’t illuminate anything for me. He grinned evilly. “I show you tomorrow.”
 
   “Smells like dried bear dung.” I growled, retreating onto the porch for fresh air, his belly laugh following me. 
 
   I had expected mosquitoes, and dark, but there was neither, just a soft warm twilight. He stumped out onto the porch with me. “Want to sleep inside, or outside?”
 
   “I’m too old to sleep on anything but a bed.”
 
   “Hammock?”
 
   “Seriously?” I was dumbfounded. 
 
   Raven nodded, his grin almost a leer. I sighed. 
 
   “Let me get my gear.”
 
   Walking to the car taught me why there were no mosquitoes at the house. He was keeping them away somehow, whether magically or professional courtesy, I wasn’t sure. They swarmed me when I was a few paces from the car door, and I was swatting as I reached in and grabbed the small backpack that held everything I had brought along. 
 
   When I turned around, I could see him sitting on the porch laughing. I sighed. This was going to be a long process. Raven was known as a trickster, and I had put myself right in his talons. Too late to back out now, though. 
 
   I walked back, and the mosquitoes melted away as I got close to the house. 
 
   “Does it get dark?” I asked, not acknowledging the snickers he was still emitting. 
 
   “Yah, for a few hours. We aren’t that far North.” He stood up and pulled the seat of the bench he had been sitting on up, revealing a compartment. He tossed me a green bundle. “Inside, outside, up to you.”
 
   “Since you have an arrangement with the bugs, and hopefully bears, I’ll doss out here.”
 
   He pointed at bolts above both our head height, and vanished back inside, shutting the door. Then he reappeared with a sleeping bag, and a flashlight. 
 
   “Outhouse that way.” He pointed toward the rear of the cabin.
 
   I looked down from where I was standing on the bench to tie up the hammock.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Sleep well.” He cackled. I was left wondering what that was about when he shut the cabin door again. 
 
   It took me a little while to get settled and comfortable, but once I did, I feel deeply asleep. It had been a long day, and I had been tenser about coming to Raven than I’d realized until I got here. I wondered how Bella was coping, and drifted off. 
 
   I awakened to Raven shaking me. “Coffee, boy.”
 
   I half-climbed, half-fell out of the hammock and followed him inside, surprised I wasn’t stiff and sore, as I had expected to be. Groggy, yes, but that ended when I took a sip of the coffee he handed me. 
 
   “Whoo! What is in that?”
 
   With a cackle, “Strong enough to float a mule shoe, with the mule still attached!”
 
   “No wonder you thought mine was weak.” I took another sip, wondering if this stuff would eat right through my gut lining. 
 
   “You make it next time, you get it right.”
 
   He picked up a small bowl off the counter and stirred whatever was in it. He pulled a battered leaf out of it, and then poured it into a glass. It was a muddy green. 
 
   “Here, drink this.” He pushed it at me.
 
   “Um, what is it?” I didn’t like the way it looked, and even less the way it smelled. 
 
   “It’s good for you. Shoot it, don’t taste, stupid boy.”
 
   I glared at him, and went bottoms up with it, gagging slightly. He pointed at the door. “You gonna hurl, do it out there.”
 
   I gasped. That was truly obnoxious, and left a burning aftertaste all the way down my throat. “Gah.”
 
   I handed the glass back to him, and he nodded. “Medicine supposed to taste bad.”
 
   “I don’t know why I trust you, old bird.”
 
   He tipped his head back and laughed. “Because Bella would hurt me if I hurt you?”
 
   “I’ll have to settle for that.” I pulled out a handkerchief and blew my nose. If nothing else, the stuff cleared my sinuses out a treat. 
 
   “I’ll cook breakfast, you can get the woodpile in order.”
 
   He pointed at the axe hanging on the wall behind the door. 
 
   I looked at it, and back at him in disbelief. “What is this, Tom Sawyer?”
 
   He shrugged. “You came to me. Gonna listen or not?”
 
   I got up and got the axe, which was nicely balanced and sharp. The woodpile, it developed, was literally a pile on the edge of the yard, with a small neat stack that had been started on the side of the cabin under a lean-to roof. Most of it was small enough to not need splitting, but not all. I picked up an armload. It was dry and well-cured, at least. Green would have purely sucked. 
 
   This wasn’t a chore I’d grown up with, and I was feeling it after just a few armloads. I kept at it, though. Sore muscles were somehow reassuring. It could be worse, I kept telling myself as the sweat started. I could still be lying on my back in bed staring at a blank ceiling. Here...
 
   I stopped, wiped my brow with the shirt I’d pulled off, and looked around a little. Raven’s cabin stood in a roughly circular cleared area, surrounded by thick forest. Only the narrow, rutted drive led out of it through the slender spruce trees that made up most of the boreal forest. A sprinkling of aspen, their leaves shivering with movement even though there was barely any wind broke the monotony of spruce. 
 
   A red squirrel scolded at me from a nearby tree, and I picked up another armload of wood. Raven appeared on the porch. 
 
   “Breakfast time, take a rest.”
 
   I stacked the wood neatly and walked up the three steps onto the roughly planked porch. “Thanks.”
 
   “Why thank me? You earned it.” He pointed at a chair. “Sit, before you fall.”
 
   I remembered I’d left my shirt outside, and started back for it. 
 
   “Don’t worry about that, get some food in you,” Raven scolded. 
 
   I sat and ate, mechanically. When I was done, and had done the dishes, he waved at the couch. “Sit there for a minute, we need to talk.”
 
   At this point I was too tired to argue with him. How long had I been stacking wood, anyway? The soft couch felt good. Raven took a step toward me and leaned in, looking at me intently. I watched his eyes, growing bigger and grayer... 
 
   I woke up to find myself stretched out on the couch with an afghan spread over me. Raven had hypnotized me again. I was not happy with this loss of control I seemed to be falling into over and over. I threw off the blanket and sat up. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Working for It
 
   My anger was de-fused when I couldn’t find him in, or out, of the cabin. To channel my frustration, I went back to stacking wood. It did seem to help to work, and empty my mind. I’m not a navel-gazer, I prefer to keep busy. 
 
   I went back to work, thinking it had been at most an hour since he made me go to sleep. My muscles were a touch sore, but not too bad. I really was recovering. Making the wood neat was a satisfying job, seeing the stack progress up the length of the cabin. 
 
   He wandered out of the wood and I ignored him, as he stood watching me work. I was down to the bottom of the heap, having long since guessed it was dumped off the back of a truck for his winter use, and that there would be more. I hadn’t half-filled the open shed. 
 
   Raven finally broke the silence. “The leg of the cache is cracked, and it will fall this winter.”
 
   I glanced at the tiny cabin on stilts. I knew what it was for, to keep meat out of the reach of scavengers during the long winter, when it would all be frozen. I hadn’t guessed he was still using it, with the refrigerator inside. But then again, I hadn’t seen an electric line or heard a generator, so who knew how he was powering it. 
 
   It stood a good ten feet off the ground, and I could see the damaged leg, now. I put the last few pieces on the stack and dusted myself off, walking over to it. I had bits of bark everywhere on me, and not a few splinters in me. The leg was a single log, no more than ten inches in diameter. 
 
   “Without taking the whole thing down...” I stared at it in thought. 
 
   Raven wandered off. I dropped into a squat and stared at it. This was a challenge to my ingenuity. He returned with a glass of water, with a few crushed berries in it. The resulting liquid was very tart and quenching. 
 
   “I think if you splinted the leg with a new log...”
 
   He clapped me on the shoulder. “Good, good idea, you can do it in the morning. Right now, dinner and bed.”
 
   I followed him back to the house, still not sure how I had volunteered to do that job. I had only been thinking out loud. 
 
   “Shower is warm.” He suggested offhandedly. 
 
   “Glad you have one. I figured I’d just stink us out tonight.”
 
   I handed the glass back and walked with him to the outdoor solar-shower. A small drum, maybe twenty gallons, painted black and with a shower head jutting out of one side, perched over a gravel pad. He went away, and I stripped down and rinsed off, with a little soap once I found the block. It didn’t lather well, but I figured it couldn’t hurt. 
 
   Dinner was tasty, but I was falling asleep over it, without Raven’s hypnotic intervention. I was asleep almost before I was fully in my hammock. The next morning, there was a big bow saw along with what I was already thinking of as my axe. 
 
   He fed me breakfast, topped with another glass of his vile green concoction. I shuddered and twitched and leaned over the railing for a few minutes outside, but managed to keep it down. He pointed in a northerly direction. “Go find a tree, not too close, but not too far. Make leg splint.”
 
   I picked up the tools. “Do I need a bear gun?”
 
   He shrugged. “You see bear, run.”
 
   “Great.” I had a long-sleeved shirt on, as I knew I’d be attacked by mosquitoes as soon as I got fifteen paces away from his home. The cloud of them, and knowing I’d have to somehow drag the tree, kept me from wanting to go far, as much as he was starting to get under my skin. 
 
   In the first ring of undergrowth and trees, it was a fight to get through the various twigs and branches that seemed to want to scour the skin from my body. After that, it opened out somewhat, with a soft cushion of moss under my feet, and carpets of some plant with glossy dark green leaves. I bent to look when I noticed the red berries, and wondered what it was. 
 
   I decided that here, well out of sight of the cabin, was as good a place as any. The spruce had quite a taper to them, so it was hard to find one that was sufficiently large enough at ten feet up to support some weight. Cutting it down wasn’t too hard, although I had a bad moment when it hung up in other trees before settling all the way to the ground. 
 
   And then I needed a break, so I trudged back to the cabin. Somehow, while I was gone and without my hearing it, he’d had another truckload of wood delivered. There was a pile just a big as the first one, and this wood would need a lot more splitting. I sighed. 
 
   Raven had a pitcher with the berries and water. “What is this?” I managed to ask after the first glass. 
 
   “Just cranberries and water. Nothing magical.”
 
   “Cranberries? It’s good.” I drank a second glass and sat on the steps. 
 
   “You see little red berries right down by the ground?” he held his fingers a couple of inches apart to indicate plant height. I nodded, that explained the berries I was looking at earlier. 
 
   “Take a bucket out and pick, I make sauce.” He smacked his lips. 
 
   “What about the log?” I wouldn’t mind a break, my arms ached, and dragging that thing out of the woods was going to take a block and tackle at the least. 
 
   “It’s not going anywhere.” Raven stepped inside. “Here you go. Watch for bears.” He grinned evilly, and I rolled my eyes at him. 
 
   I picked berries until I heard him calling for me, and carried a full bucket back to the house, where he showed me how he made cranberry sauce. He’d set up a meat grinder on the edge of the table, immaculately clean, although I suspected it was used for all manner of things, and had me spin the handle to grind berries, sugar, and two whole oranges, peel and all. We ran it through twice. 
 
   “Good tomorrow.” He put the bowl into the refrigerator. “We’ll feast on caribou roast and cranberry sauce.”
 
   “I thought cranberries grew in bogs.” I had been sitting in soft moss, so I wasn’t complaining, but I was curious.
 
   “Yah, these are cousins to cranberries. Swedes call them lingonberries.”
 
   “Ah.” I had heard of lingonberries. But these did taste like cranberries. I went to wash my vividly red hands. 
 
   Over dinner of moose burgers, which I enjoyed just as much the second time, Raven mentioned something. “You want to return the rental car?”
 
   “Well, depends on how long I’m going to be here, and how I’ll get home...” I hadn’t thought it through, to be honest.
 
   “There’s no place in Tok, you have to go all the way to Fairbanks. Harve, he dropped the wood off?”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah?”
 
   “He’s goin’ to be up to town tomorrow, he say, give you a ride home.”
 
   “That would be nice of him.” I wondered if this was yet another of Bella’s cousins. 
 
   Raven cackled. “Not nice, he wants a designated driver, he gon’ get good and drunk.”
 
   Great, that meant a four-hour drive back with a strange drunk man.
 
   “Get some sleep, you need to leave early.” The old bird suggested. “I’ll do dishes.”
 
   “Thanks.” I staggered out to my hammock. 
 
   He wakened me with a hard shake in the morning, while it was still relatively dim and cool. 
 
   “Here’s a shopping list, boy.” He shoved a folded piece of paper into one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. 
 
   “Ugh,” I mumbled, not up to anything more coherent. I felt like I’d been beaten with a stick the day before. Maybe a day driving wasn’t such a bad thing. I squinted at him. “Did you plan this?”
 
   “How could I plan? You show up out of nowhere, boy.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Circus Freak
 
   “How could I plan? You show up out of nowhere, boy.”
 
   He had a point there. I drank the coffee and got in the car. It was a long, lonely drive. Once in town, I made the call and got Harve on the phone. He sounded like he was already half in the bag. 
 
   “Look, Raven told me to pick up a few things, can I drag you along so you can show me where stores are?” I asked him. 
 
   “Sure, sure. I’ll keep you company.” He sounded good-natured enough. 
 
   He met me at the rental return office, looking rather bloodshot, and handed me the keys to his battered red pick-up. It was a smaller truck, and had seen better days. I got in and he pointed. “Ok, bulk discount place is that way.”
 
   “I need someplace to pick up jeans and flannel shirts, too.” I told him. I was aware that the two changes of clothes I had were already showing the wear I was putting on them. 
 
   “Gotcha, we’ll stop there next. I don’ wanna hit my places until evening, anyway.” Harve gave me a friendly leer. “But we can’t stay all night, I left my dogs at home.”
 
   I was relieved to hear this, as I didn’t really feel like bar hopping at all, let alone a whole night of it. The shopping taken care of, he directed me to a greasy spoon restaurant where we ate in silence. He wasn’t interested in being terribly social, aside from pointing out buildings of interest, and any ‘great racks’ that walked by. I refrained from asking if he knew Bella, or mentioning her at all. 
 
   After the restaurant, he rubbed his hands together. “I think I wanna start at the Northern Lights. Best dam’ titty bar in town.”
 
   I opened my mouth, and then shut it again. He was my ride back to Raven’s, I had to play along. From the outside, it looked like any bar, a rather dilapidated building with few windows. Inside it was noisy, surprisingly smoky, and better lit than I wanted it to be when I saw the girl on stage. Using the term girl loosely. 
 
   Harve led the way to the bar. “Beer!” he ordered cheerfully before looking down at me. “How ‘bout you?”
 
   “I’ll have a soda, thanks.” I told the bartender, who looked down at me with incurious eyes. 
 
   “Coming right up.”
 
   I turned away from the counter, drink in hand, and watched Harve. He was flirting with one of the waitresses, who weren’t serving beverages so much as themselves. One approached me, grinning. 
 
   “Hey, honey, aren’t you a little cutie?”
 
   “I’m only here to make sure he,” I indicated Harve, “gets home in one piece, so I’m afraid I’m a waste of your time.”
 
   “But you’re just the right height to get a rest for my back.” Giggling, she cozied up and hiked her bosom on top of my head. Harve looked over and burst into guffaws. 
 
   “Hey, man, you get all the fun.” 
 
   The woman using me as a backrest relented as I smoothly ducked away from her without spilling a drop, and headed for a table. I had been hoping she would get a hint, but her antics had attracted the attention of another, and they both followed me when I sat down. 
 
   “So, big-boy, are you all the same size, or is part of you... bigger?” The second one breathed in what she no doubt fondly thought of as her sultry voice. It came in like a bandsaw shrieking on a fog of whiskey breath. I leaned back in my chair. 
 
   “As I told your friend, I’m only here until he’s done. Sorry, lady.”
 
   She pouted. “But they say good things come in small packages.”
 
   “Um,” I decided two things. One, she was dimmer than a forty-watt light bulb, and two, it was warm enough...
 
   “Harve,” I called across the room to the lanky man with the blonde on his lap. He looked up. “I’ll be out in the truck.” I looked up at her. “Alone,” I added to be sure they all got the clue. 
 
   I debated locking the doors when I climbed in the truck, but fortunately no one followed me out. I tipped the seat back as much as I could, with Harve having gear stuffed behind it, and closed my eyes. He awakened me when he rattled the door handle trying to get in. I leaned over and popped the door. It wasn’t locked, but he was past the point of being functional on his own. 
 
   Fortunately, I didn’t need directions to find the highway, and even more good fortune when he fell soundly asleep, leaned against the door with his mouth hanging open. It was a long drive, but it could have been longer. 
 
   It was really and honestly dark when I pulled into Raven’s driveway at two am. I’d missed it on the first pass, and had to turn around and try again. Harve, snoring like a chainsaw, never even twitched. 
 
   I got out of the truck, closed the door none-too-gently, and walked to the porch, ignoring the insistent mosquitoes. Raven popped out the front door. 
 
   “Had enough of the city lights?”
 
   “More than. Give me a hand with the groceries?”
 
   I had no idea where he wanted them, and was afraid if I waited until sun-up, Harve would drive off with them. We unloaded the truck companionably. 
 
   “Anything perishable?” He asked once they were all on the kitchen table. I shook my head.
 
   “Sleep, then.” Raven clapped me on the shoulder. “There’s work in the morning.”
 
   We settled into a routine. I got up, and started in on wood, winching the log out of the woods, and he made breakfast, with the green stuff. I did lose it once, and threatened the old man with mayhem if he tried to make me take it again that morning. He walked away down the steps into the yard, shaking his head and muttering that missing a day could set me back. 
 
   Harve came back with another load of wood. He was driving a big one-ton with a hydraulic bed, which was a neat trick. I glared at Raven. 
 
   “Just how many loads of this?” 
 
   He had the grace to look abashed. “One more.”
 
   I went back to splitting wood. I was wearing gloves, having broken out in blisters the second day of winching the log by hand. Raven wasn’t giving me time to stew in my own juices, because once I finished the stack of wood, he handed me an ancient rifle. 
 
   “Freezer’s getting low. Go find a deer.”
 
   I slung the Winchester 30-30 over my shoulder and tucked the three extra cartridges he gave me in my pocket. 
 
   “Why only three?” I thought I knew, but wanted to hear his explanation.
 
   “One shot, kill. Two shots, make sure. Three, bloody idiot. And I gave you extras for bear.”
 
   “Why, thank you.” I’d discovered that layering the sarcasm on thickly amused him greatly. I walked out of the clearing toward the south, where he’d pointed, on a tiny trail I’d missed before. Thread-thin, but well worn, it curved off to the west after a while. I walked slowly, in no hurry. 
 
   For one thing, there were no deer in this part of Alaska. Something he knew, for a certainty, and didn’t know I knew. This was one of his little jokes. I’d play along, though, if it got me out of chopping wood for an afternoon. For another thing, I was feeling surprisingly good, today, even after a few hours of slinging wood. I’d gotten the log but-end into the clearing, and was at the point where I could contemplate how to set it up and lash it to the broken leg. 
 
   I had my small pack that I carried any time I left sight of the house, something Raven had insisted on. It hadn’t taken me long to see the usefulness of it. Outside, with no magic, this land would do its best to kill me. Bears were the least of my worries. Had I dropped that tree wrong, and it landed on top of me, or today, if I lost my way and couldn’t get back to the cabin, I was doomed. 
 
   It hadn’t occurred to me to miss magic, the whole time I’d been here. Granted, with the elfshot poison coursing through me most of my life, I hadn’t ever relied on it to the extent the majority of Faerie did. I felt my bicep. My muscles were redeveloping very well, with all the manual labor, and if nothing else, I could put on a great show as the dwarf lumberjack. Which reminded me unpleasantly of the incident in the bar. I missed Bella, with her calm assurance and elegant ways, unaffected but a lady through and through. 
 
   I sat with my back against a tree, welcoming a moment of shade, I hadn’t expected the summer to turn this warm. Lunch was a peanut butter sandwich and a handful of beef jerky washed down with a canteen of water. I had no idea how long Raven expected me to follow on with his wild-goose chase, but I was enjoying my walk in the woods. 
 
   I was half-drowsing when a nearby rustle brought me fully awake and on my feet, rifle at the ready. I couldn’t see what was in the brush, but it sounded big. There was a shaking of leaves, and a sharp-snouted black head poked out, peering at me near-sightedly. Black bears, I remembered, have poor vision, but very good noses. I stood still, aiming from the hip and hoping it would choose the raspberries it was feasting on over me. 
 
   Wet black nose questing, he fixed on me, but didn’t move. We looked at one another for a long moment, and then old bruin retreated into the bushes, thrashing around in search of the red berries. I backed slowly up the trail for a long ways before I was ready to turn my back on the bear. 
 
   It was time to get back to the cabin, where Raven had some sort of arrangement, I was sure, to keep bears out of the way. I didn’t sling the rifle over my shoulder again, though. 
 
   Raven was drowsing in his chair, and I knew he was fully aware of my presence, even though I didn’t see his eyes open when I walked past him in sock feet. My boots sat at the bottom of the steps where I had taken them off. I wondered if he could use the Sight, or if it was different for him. Based on the way he’d put my consciousness in a bird on our first meeting, I suspected he could watch through animal eyes, and might even have had something to do with my bear encounter. 
 
   I put the rifle in the rack and sat on the steps. He still hadn’t stirred. The sun was warm, and I relaxed, thinking about tomorrow, and putting the cache leg back on. He’d wanted it splinted, but I figured if I did a full replacement it would be better. I’d finish the drag, dig a butt-hole, and pull it upright carefully. It wouldn’t do to pull the cache over. Then I could prop the small building on smaller poles, cut loose the old leg and peg the new one in place. I thought. It could all fail badly and kill me falling on top of me.
 
   “How much longer?” I looked up, startled, as Raven spoke. 
 
   “How much longer what?” I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, since I had been lost in my own thoughts. 
 
   “Until you are ready,” he waved the pipe at me irritably.
 
   “I’ll be ready tomorrow.” I was still thinking about the cache, and wondered what he’d put me onto after that. Something occurred to me. “Saw a bear in a raspberry patch. Should I find a different patch and pick some?”
 
   He threw back his head and laughed. “You are like a boy, again. Summer and you want to go fishing, too?”
 
   I hadn’t thought about fishing. But he was right, this was very much like a summer vacation I’d never gotten. Underhill, all of life is like leisure time, above. Except that I had spent decades working very hard. 
 
   “Right now I want supper.”
 
   “Then cook some.” He settled back and closed his eyes again. 
 
   Dinner wasn’t up to his standards of cooking, but Raven ate without complaint. 
 
   I washed dishes while he went back to the porch. This wasn’t normal for him, to just sit. I wondered if he was feeling all right. I’d never seen him show a sign of age, for all that I knew he was ancient. Finished up in the house, I headed for the shower. He didn’t even open his eyes. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Raven Interferes
 
   The long twilight of an Alaskan summer night had begun when I walked onto the porch with a towel around my hips. I wanted clean clothes. Raven, sitting in his rocking chair with the foul pipe, waved the stem of it at my feet. 
 
   “Take your boots off, boy.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. I’d shoved them back on after the shower over my bare feet to keep them from injury walking in his unkempt yard.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “What did I say about questions?”
 
   “Are you Yoda?” I growled, kicking them off.
 
   “Now, go fetch an armload of wood.” he instructed calmly.
 
   “It’s not cool enough...” I objected. 
 
   “Go.” Raven could pack more punch in a single word than anyone I’d ever known. 
 
   I started down the steps. He called after me. 
 
   “Take off towel.”
 
   “What?!” I was fairly sure he wasn’t wanting to look at me, although he’d had no issue with my skin showing at various shirtless afternoons. Alaska got surprisingly hot. 
 
   “Don’t worry, I prefer girls. Drop towel, boy.”
 
   With a sigh, I mooned him and left the towel slung over the handrail. His chortles followed me as I gingerly picked my way out into the yard. I knew, from my work earlier, that there were pieces of wood, rocks, and splinters everywhere. Oddly, though, I didn’t encounter one, and I started to feel warm, light-headed, and tingly. 
 
   I stopped dead in my tracks, barely breathing. Placing both feet flat on the bare earth, I felt... a slow thrumming, like a string having been plucked. Raven, in great bird form, landed next to me, startling me. 
 
   “Steady, boy.”
 
   “What is it?” I had forgotten temporarily that I was naked outside with an ancient spirit. Only the sensation rushing through me had my attention.
 
   “You don’t believe in a connection to the Earth?” He cocked a sharp grey eye at me. In human form, black eyes. As Raven, grey ones. 
 
   “Spare me the mumbo-jumbo.”
 
   “But you are a being with an affinity for earth. And Bella, for the air,” he pointed out gently. 
 
   “Only if I have my magic...” I slowly stopped on the last word. 
 
   “Yes?” He prompted, a twinkly eye tilted at me. I was grateful for the form change, less uncomfortable than standing here naked talking to him in human form. 
 
   “I lost my magic.”
 
   He shook his head. “You were very damaged.”
 
   I closed my eyes and hesitantly reached for Sight, remembering how it had hurt the last time.
 
   “Your medicine worked.” I kept my eyes closed. He glowed, vastly, brightly, with a rippling shift of colors like the aurora. 
 
   “Medicine?” He laughed, a loud, cawing laugh that went on and on. “That was just to see how much you’d take! Was joke! Bwahahaha!” 
 
   I opened my eyes slowly to see him rolling on the ground, flapping his wings. Gathering what was left of my dignity, I marched back to the porch to put on clothing, wondering if the naked communion with the earth had also been his idea of a joke. 
 
   Over the years I had learned to be comfortable naked when needed, but oddly, that one patch of skin exposed left me feeling completely vulnerable. Once I was dressed and feeling much more comfortable, I stood still and did a mental inventory. 
 
   With having been so physically busy these last weeks, I hadn’t even thought about magic, most days, more worried about not losing a limb to an axe or a bear encounter or getting lost... Now, I reached for magic, pulling a little energy from my body and surroundings and forming a tiny spell in the palms of my hands. It glowed slightly. I couldn’t even feel the effort it took to create it, and that was something. I didn’t really remember the magic before elfshot, I had taken it for granted. After, even the smallest things took effort. 
 
   Raven, back in human form, strolled over. “Now are you ready?”
 
   “I don’t know.” This was all very new, and I was reeling. I had been utterly convinced I would never touch magic again.
 
   He nodded. “Better answer.”
 
   “Last time I meant the cache.” I growled. I lifted the spell to my mouth and whispered, closing my eyes and focusing on a face in my mind’s eye. She had never faltered, even if I had. 
 
   I opened my eyes, and my hands, and the spell vanished. I sighed, and wondered how fast I would get an answer. 
 
   “It’s late, get some sleep.” Raven thumped past me. I had noted before that there were times he walked heavily on purpose, a sort of punctuation to his mood. 
 
   “How can I sleep?” I asked his back, but he just closed the door with no answer. This had been too easy. All I had to do was work with him for a time and it came back? No, there had to be more. But the chances of getting an answer out of the old bird seemed slim. 
 
   I got in the hammock, wrapped in my blanket, and looked at the sky. It was dark enough for the stars to show, a little, although not the carpet of lights overhead I’d glimpsed at late nights here. If it weren’t so damn cold, I’d want to come back in winter to see them, and the lights shimmer their dance across the sky. 
 
   I faded slowly, still thinking about Bella and our first meeting, the desperate snow machine ride across country to try and get Underhill. She had gone along with it all, not asking too many questions or flinching from what needed to be done. And, finally, I could meet her as an equal. 
 
   The next morning was cool and dewy. Raven wasn’t stirring, so I made coffee quietly and brought it out onto the porch, cupping my hands around the mug for warmth. I needed to finish the cache, and I was thinking. 
 
   Perhaps it would be best not to let Underhill know how much of a recovery I had made. The Council... Low Court... I was now in a position to be severely underestimated, depending on how much magic I had. That was the first test. 
 
   It ought to make putting the cache back on all four legs easier. But I still planned to wait until Raven was up and about. The old man was usually an early riser, this was out of the ordinary routine for him, just like his quietness the day before. I was beginning to get that feeling in my gut. 
 
   I closed my eyes and opened my Sight, slowly expanding to see how far I could stretch it. I wasn’t looking for anything in particular, just looking. The uneasy feeling that something wasn’t right kept growing. Raven was not in the cabin. I’d assumed he was sleeping still, but unless he could switch off his lifeglow, he was elsewhere. 
 
   Knowing him, I shifted my attention upward, and found him circling at high altitude, long, slow wingstrokes. Like he was checking on the area, or looking for something. I was suddenly grateful I was no longer blind to only my eyesight. Not seeing anything in the air, I brought my attention back to ground, and after a moment, even under the ground a bit. Not too far, this was a land of permafrost, and magic does have limitations. 
 
   Wild animals were only dimly visible. Small ones, like squirrels and birds, not at all unless very close. The only thing I would be able to see at a distance would be magic. Which I wasn’t expecting. What Raven was looking for, I didn’t know, and if it would be magic, I also didn’t know. But I could help. 
 
   Out I looked, further and further. Nothing... and then I saw something, what I wasn’t sure, at first. A dim glow, but much brighter than anything else I had seen. If my mental map lined up with the woods I’d been exploring, it was up north near the river. Not an animal, low to the ground, and moving fast. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Trouble Arrives
 
   I opened my eyes cautiously, seeing double and feeling the price of using Sight for any length of time. I cupped my hands and quickly made a message spell, then after sending it to Raven, went inside for the rifle. I wasn’t going to trust to magic alone, and whatever was on its way to the cabin was moving fast. 
 
   Raven’s clearing, I had noted early on and pushed to the back of my mind, was a good kill zone. The cabin stood roughly in the middle of it, with windows all the way around. He’d had me stack wood carefully around the northern one, something I had at the time presumed was for light during the winter when it was scarce. Right now, though, I wanted to be outside, where I could see and hear. 
 
   Walking quickly, I set a ward around the cabin, roughly where Raven’s limit for the biting insects seemed to be. Always assume the oncoming visitor has hostile intent. The wards wouldn’t kill, but they would be a nasty surprise. That done, I waited. 
 
   The old bolt-action rifle across my knees, three cartridges ready to go and more in my pocket, I sat on the porch steps. It was at least getting warm, now. I peered upward. Raven was visible, just, but spiraling tighter, and more to the North and our visitor. 
 
   Whoever or whatever it was, it had to be coming for him. No one knew where I was but Bella. Now, what had the old bird been up to? Once upon a time I was sure he’d made enemies, but now? If he’d been up to anything, I would have known about it before I met him with Bella, and it wouldn’t have been the surprise it was. He’d been flying under the radar, as it were, for a long time. 
 
   It was my job to know what was going on, above, at least when it came to odd occurrences, the paranormal rumblings, what the tabloids banner headlined. So this, now, was a curiosity. Raven had known something was coming, I believed. Why hadn’t he told me? 
 
   He was coming down, now, and I watched him stoop like a falcon, great wings flaring at the last moment to let him land like a falling leaf, gently. Dust stirred up billowed around us both, and he came out of the cloud in human form. 
 
   “Very dramatic. Been practicing?” I greeted him drily. 
 
   He cackled with apparent delight. “Not used to having an audience.”
 
   “So what is coming? And why haven’t you told me you were in trouble?”
 
   He shrugged. “Wasn’t time yet.”
 
   “So you were going to tell me, eventually. Does Bella know?”
 
   He shook his head. “Wasn’t time yet. She knew I needed both of you to help, that was all.” We were both looking in the direction I’d last seen the intruder coming from.
 
   “Any chance it comes in peace?”
 
   Raven grinned. “There’s always a chance.”
 
   “Great, that means shoot to kill.” I shifted the rifle. It was a sturdy old tool, and not light. He didn’t seem to see a need for a weapon. 
 
   “Know what it is?” I asked, irritated. I didn’t like waiting. 
 
   “Nope. Nothing natural, it’s moving too fast. But it’s staying where the trees are thickest and I didn’t get a good look.” He shifted, trying to look casual, but he wasn’t fooling me. 
 
   “Any guesses?” I prodded. All this secrecy was getting old. 
 
   “It will have come up the river from the sea, and from across the sea. I do not know the form, but I can guess is a messenger, possibly not an assassin.”
 
   I wouldn’t shoot on sight, then. “A messenger?” 
 
   “I...” He stopped, and we both stared at the flicker of movement in the pink fireweed blossoms at the edge of his clearing. 
 
   An arctic fox, a bit larger than I would have thought from the pictures I had seen, trotted into sight. His tongue lolled out from exertion, and his white coat was matted with mud on one side, and had burrs all along his belly. His head, which came up to perhaps my waist, hung low as he came toward us mindlessly, driven by whatever was riding him. An invisible presence, visible in my Sight when I closed one eye, swirled darkly around him. 
 
   “Hag-ridden.” I commented, coming to stand by Raven, and wondering if it would simply run into the wards I had set. 
 
   The fox stopped. For a moment, it simply collapsed in place, and I could see his ribcage heaving with exertion. Then, with a shudder, he sat up and slowly transformed into a human. Except his tails. Two of them, fluffy, white, and dragging on the ground. 
 
   “Kitsune, and a young one.” I was surprised to see him this far from home. Kitsune were Japanese, usually, and I didn’t recall off hand having to deal with any problems there, the Eastern Court handled their own, with methods I tried not to think about. Far more disciplined than Underhill, I knew. 
 
   Dressed in fisherman’s slops and a short, belted kimono shirt (which probably had a better name, but I couldn’t recall it) he was swaying on his feet. 
 
   “Raven, greetings from the Lady by the Sea,” he began. 
 
   We stood still and waited. His eyes weren’t tracking on us, I noticed. 
 
   “She is calling on you a second time, to take pity, and remember the people that were once your children. Succor her, in her time...”
 
   “Oh, hell.” I interrupted him and put the rifle in a startled Raven’s hands. With a wave, I took down the wards and stalked toward the boy. 
 
   He saw me coming, and his eyes widened as he turned to flee. I grabbed his arm and he went utterly limp, passed out from fear or sheer exhaustion, I wasn’t sure which. 
 
   “Why did you do that?” Raven asked in surprise as I slung the kid over my shoulder. 
 
   “That was going to take too long, and he was going to die trying. I’m a sucker for the underdog.” I snarled as I carried my burden toward the house, raising the wards behind me. 
 
   I didn’t take him in the house. I was taking enough of a risk bringing him this close, and there were creatures you just didn’t invite inside, not even passively while they were out of it. I laid the fox boy down on the bench, instead. Raven, rifle slung on his back so his hands were free, went inside, and then came back out a few moments later. 
 
   “Broth,” he offered a mug of warm liquid. 
 
   “I think he’s past that.” I was making a spell that I had seen Melcar do many times. But the breathing and heartbeat were slowing beyond just unconscious. I placed the spell on his chest and waited, quietly. Raven standing just behind me, looking out over the clearing. It was very warm and still, only the birds and insects a low murmur in the background. 
 
   The boy slowed to a stop. I mumbled ‘dammit’ and went to work on him, chest compressions first. 
 
   Raven took my wrists in his hands, stopping me. “He’s gone.”
 
   I nodded. I knew it, but had had to try anyway. It had happened so quickly, here and then not here. 
 
   “Who uses up a child like this, just to run her errands?” I ran my hands through my hair, leaving it on end. 
 
   “It was the second message. The first one...” he shrugged. “I believed I had more time, to respond.”
 
   “What happened to the first messenger?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, and he ignored it. 
 
   “Did you call Bella to come?” he asked instead. 
 
   “No, just told her that I was getting better and would return soon.”
 
   “I am afraid that first, I need your help, and hers. I must call a meeting.”
 
   I blinked. I’d had enough trouble wrapping my head around Raven and his mystic connections and spirit world here, unknown to Underhill for ages, now there were more?
 
   “We have... commitments.” I thought of the wedding, and my mother, and the little time I had left before going back Underhill, not that I wanted to. But Bella was there.
 
   “I know. I can help, somewhat, with the time. But I need help.”
 
   I stood facing him over a body, not trusting my ears. “You need help?”
 
   What kind of threat was this, that had the crusty old spirit, who had to have more power than I’d ever dreamed of, who had given me the gift of magic again... what had Raven, of all beings, spooked?
 
   “I am... we will talk of this later.” Raven broke off abruptly and looked down. “We must give him some dignity.”
 
   I looked down as well. Whatever spells had been keeping the kitsune alive long enough to reach Raven’s home were wearing off, and his flesh was receding, leaving only a skeleton with a thin layer of skin over it. It was like watching mummification happen in quick time-lapse. 
 
   “What do you have in mind?” I was weary, suddenly. It was apparent there was no saving the kitsune, never had been from long before I laid eyes on him, but it was such a waste. There were other ways to send messages than the death of a person who was not involved. For all I knew, the kitsune had been a vile man. It didn’t matter. 
 
   “I will take him to his wild brethren.” Raven stepped off the porch and flowed into the giant bird-form. He turned a grey eye on me. “Bring him,” he croaked. 
 
   The body was dry, light. It was like picking up a loose bundle of sticks. I took a moment to check through his clothing for pockets, setting a couple of items aside for later investigation, before taking it to Raven. He clasped the remains gently in his talons and leapt into the sky.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Reunion
 
   I went back to the house, ignoring the things I’d removed, for the moment, and poured a cup of coffee. Then I sat and thought for a long time. One thing about getting married, she came with a family. If Bella had been any other woman, that would have been... I could have handled a vicious mother-in-law. An honorary uncle who some stories said had a wingfeather in the creation of the world? Well, it was never easy. 
 
   Raven came back, quietly, and looking as old as I had ever seen him. I poured a cup for him and we sat at the kitchen table together. 
 
   “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” I nudged, gently for me. 
 
   “Soon. I want to tell once.”
 
   “So, when Bella gets here?”
 
   He looked up at me. “She is coming?”
 
   I nodded. I had sent her a message while he was gone. “I need to go to town. And I’d rather not get Harve to drive me.”
 
   That got a ghost of a smile out of him. “I will call Bob. We need to have him here as well, anyway.”
 
   So, Bob was in on this, was he? That figured. When Lavendar had left Underhill, she would have sought someone powerful for protection. And he had given me that godfather-in-charge vibe when I’d first met him. 
 
   “Thanks.” I hadn’t seen a telephone, or wires, but Raven had other resources, I knew. 
 
   “How long will it take Bella?” he asked. 
 
   “She doesn’t have to drive like I did. So I figure it’s going to take her about as long as...” The door opened behind me and I grinned. 
 
   Raven hopped up. “Bella!”
 
   I turned around more slowly and watched her hug him, then she came to me, her face alight with her emotions. ”Will you give us a moment, Uncle?”
 
   He looked at me and cackled as he went out on the porch, closing the door behind him. I held out my arms to her, standing. 
 
   She was warm, and solid, and I could hear her heart racing. I closed my eyes and opened my Sight to see all of her. She was growing stronger, and now I could see in her glow a resemblance between her and her uncle, as she shimmered like he did. 
 
   “Have you looked at me with the Sight recently?” I asked her, opening my eyes after not very long to reduce the headache. 
 
   “I did, once, after you were injured. It was... I didn’t do it again.” I heard a little tremor in her voice. 
 
   “Want to try again?”
 
   She closed her eyes, and I kissed her. “Mmmm,” she responded, kissing me back. 
 
   “You’re all bright and bronze, shifting warm tones like the earth,” she whispered after a while. “Brighter than I have ever seen you.” 
 
   “Are you crying?” I asked, disconcerted at her watery eyes. 
 
   “I’m happy.” She cupped my face in both her hands and giggled a little. “You need a shave.”
 
   “I’ve gotten out of the daily habit.” I confessed. “Don’t primp for Raven.”
 
   She laughed and kissed me again. “Speaking of which, I suppose we should allow him back in.”
 
   “In a few minutes.” I drew her down onto the couch with me and distracted her. 
 
   Some time later, I made her coffee, while she went to find Raven, leaving the front door open behind her. I walked out on the porch to find Bob and Bella sitting on the bench while Raven was rocking and nursing his pipe. 
 
   “Would you like a cup, sir?” I asked him, handing her a mug full. 
 
   “Did you make it, or this old reprobate?” He held out his hand and I shook it in greeting. 
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Then I will have one, his’ll strip your gut lining out.”
 
   I looked at Raven, who shook his head in silence. If I didn’t know any better, he was sulking. 
 
   One more mug, and I sat in my hammock, as all the other seats were taken. 
 
   “Are we all here, then?” I closed my eyes briefly, curious, and got a nasty shock. My eyes flew open and I stared at Bob. “What are you?” I blurted. 
 
   Bella looked back and forth between us and closed her eyes quickly. “Grampa?”
 
   His glow was dark, rainbow colors, and not a signature I recognized. I’d seen many creatures, magical, paranormal, and just ‘not right’, but this was a first. 
 
   Bob ran a hand over his bald top. “Guess it’s time I told you.”
 
   He was talking to Bella. I held my tongue. He tugged on his ear. “Maybe I should just show you.”
 
   He put the mug down and walked out into the yard, and I was struck by something. Both he, and Raven, were not acting oddly. Something was badly wrong, and it had shaken them. Bob stopped out in the yard, and stretched. I was aware of the usual magical shimmer of transformation, then the form that kept growing, and growing.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Transformations
 
   He put his nose on the railing near me and snorted a little. His scales gleamed in the sunlight. The snort smelled of fish, and I guessed that was his diet in this form. 
 
   “You’re a dragon!” Bella stood up, one hand on his nose. He rolled one rainbow-hued eye at me. He was indeed a dragon, his scales running through hues from deepest black to blues, on his belly. He had his wings tightly furled, but I guessed they would span the clearing were he to take off here. 
 
   “He can’t speak in this form.” Raven was smiling, again, at our reaction to his friend. “Bob is a western dragon, of European descent.”
 
   Bob drew his head back, and transformed slowly to human again, with a soft grunt. “That hurts. I need to not do that again for a while.”
 
   “I think you’re the first being I have ever heard say anything like that.” I commented. 
 
   “Yah. I’m old, and there’s a reason dragons have mostly died out.”
 
   He came up the stairs stiffly and sat down. “But now y’know.” 
 
   “So, Raven, now are you ready to talk?” I asked. 
 
   He nodded, not looking at us, but off into the distance. “Long ago, there was one people. The people were on the land, and in the water, and they lived all around. The sea in the middle was for food, and the land was for food, and living on, and making babies... I was the Uncle. I was the trickster, who tormented the people, teasing them until they were ashamed and learned humility. It was a simple time. Not good, not bad, it just was.
 
   “Then, others came, who knew me not. They were sometimes good, sometimes bad. The people grew lesser, and some forgot me. Nations came into existence, which was a new thing. My people here,” he made a sweeping gesture at the clearing, “in Aleyska, were the same, once, as the Ainu, and the Itelman, and the Chuchki, and the Koryak. All my children. But time passed, and I have been diminished.” His chin drooped toward his chest. 
 
   “Now, I am called on by the people who are across the Bering Strait. There are not many left, it is very few who remember. Only she who called herself the Lady by the Sea can still call me. She is a great Shaman, but cruel,” He looked up at us, his black eyes watery, and I knew he was thinking of the Arctic Fox boy. “Very cruel, and I am too old and frail to go.”
 
   “So you want us to go and see her, find out what she wants?” Bella asked softly.
 
   “Yes, Bella, and you, Lom, as her anchor.”
 
   I blinked, not sure what he meant by that. “Her anchor?”
 
   “Bella is special.” Bob broke in. “She’s both Fae and Dragon. We’re honestly not sure what the mix will bring, but her power is almost as great as her temper.”
 
   “I haven’t seen any sign of the temper.” I looked at Bella, who was very quiet. 
 
   “I’ve learned not to let it out.” She admitted. “When I was a teen, it was pretty bad. Lavendar helped a lot.”
 
   “Well, you’re not going without me.” I grinned at her. 
 
   “We can’t just... go off and do this.” I knew she was thinking of the ogre nest and how slap-dash she felt that had been. 
 
   “We have some time. Not much, but enough for you two to fulfill your obligations.” Raven grinned. 
 
   Bella sighed. “How fast do you think Aunt Min and Aunt Mya can pull together a potlatch?”
 
   It sounded like a non-sequiter, but I could follow her thoughts. Getting hitched sounded good to me, too, before we went off on a mission of this level. 
 
   “Have you gifts?” Raven sounded like a kid looking for a toy.
 
   She laughed. “I think we can arrange that,” she looked at me and I nodded. I knew vaguely what the custom was. 
 
   “We will need to let some people know, Underhill.” I thought about it. “And, sadly, still need to do the Underhill wedding. That’s politics.”
 
   Bella made a face, and Bob chuckled. 
 
   “So how long?” Raven asked. 
 
   “A week here, and a week there? That gives us enough time to plan the trip, and it can be passed off as a honeymoon in Japan.” I was thinking of the young kitsune. I’d put his things in the bench compartment, maybe his family could be reached and notified. 
 
   Bella sighed, “I’d so hoped for some peace and quiet on the honeymoon.”
 
   I shrugged. “That could still happen. Raven, any ideas what we are up against? Bella will put out feelers Underhill, to the Eastern Court. Bob, you have any contacts?”
 
   He looked rather shifty for a second. “I do have one. I will send a message.”
 
   Raven puffed on his pipe. “I think there was an emptiness. I closed off the people and retreated, here. There was a...” He stopped. 
 
   I suggested, “A vacuum of power? And something bad stepped in when you weren’t around?”
 
   “It seems so.” He sighed deeply, sending out a plume of smoke. 
 
   “So we have no idea what to prepare for.” I rolled my shoulders, feeling the tightness of the muscles that were bunched in anticipation. I like my job, too much. Addiction to adrenaline can get you killed, and more, can get your team killed. I needed to let this pass through me, focus, and prepare. There was time before it started. 
 
   “In the first message, she says it comes from the West, and is female. The red tide of the West, she called it, rolling over everything and bringing blood-lust.”
 
   “Communism?” Bella sounded bewildered. 
 
   I shook my head. “You have to understand that it was never really about ‘the people’ it was about power. And those who wanted it weren’t picky about how they got it. There were two wars going on, one visible, the other...” I let it go, not wanting to talk about the details I’d seen and experienced. It had been a very unpleasant time, and one of deep divisions. One school of thought had been to support the occult of the Reich, thinking it would allow Underhill to be more visible to humans. Another had thought the wholesale slaughters of Stalin around the same time to be a good thing. Less humans, less interference with the magical beings. Splinters had formed, and festered. 
 
   Fairy tales have their roots deep in the land, and Russia’s were bleak for a reason. I knew who I could call on, but it was a long trip, without magic. Even with magic, we would have to be cautious. And, I didn’t know how far east his influence really went. 
 
   “We’re going to approach this from another direction.” I told them, after my long pause for thinking. “Bella, I hope you enjoy travel...”
 
   Her eyes lit up. “Especially getting to see both worlds, yes.”
 
   “But first, a wedding.”
 
   “Two weddings,” she corrected with a grin. She turned to Bob. “Can you give us a ride to town? And who has my truck?”
 
   “It’s parked in Mike’s yard, and he’ll be glad to get rid of it, and to see you.”
 
   I stood up and stretched. “Am I coming back here?”
 
   Bob grinned, “Sick of a hammock?”
 
   “Very. No offense, Raven.”
 
   That old joker just laughed. “Well, there might be an air mattress someone could let you use.”
 
   “Now you tell me.”
 
   As it turned out, Mike, who I had not met, but Bella told me had been part of my rescue party Underhill, was delighted to see me. 
 
   “Sandra and the girls are in Fairbanks for the weekend,” he explained. “So it’s just me. You can crash in here,” he opened a door and revealed a room with incongruously pink walls, but the art and posters hanging on walls and ceilings were mostly Japanese anime. “We keep meaning to repaint it, she was six...” he gestured helplessly. 
 
   “I’ll have my eyes closed.” I reassured him. Bella peeked over my shoulder. 
 
   “Jessy’s gone all teenager,” she sounded a bit sad. “They grow up so fast, Mike.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” He closed the door and pointed out the bathroom. “Tell you what. In return for the doss, bring a pizza from Fast Eddy’s?”
 
   “Sounds good to me. I’ve been eating Raven’s cooking all summer,” I agreed. 
 
   “What time is it?” Bella asked. Mike looked at his watch. 
 
   “Not dinnertime yet. See you guys about seven?”
 
   “We’re going to go open the cabin and take care of paperwork.” She tugged on my arm. She was excited about something. I let myself be dragged away. Life had gone from the slow lane to the fast track evidently. 
 
   We did paperwork first, mundanely enough for something we both meant to last a very long time and change our individual lives into something greater, a partnership. There was no need for us to jump through legal hoops, as we weren’t exactly human, but I knew how much it meant to her. It didn’t hurt me, and made her happy. Which I knew she’d do in return for me, in a week, Underhill, with all of Court watching. 
 
   It didn’t take long, and then we were on our way to her little house, which I had only seen once, in the deep of winter. It turned out that what I’d been driving on were gravel roads. Covered in snow and ice, they had been hard as stone. Now, they looked almost like cobblestone. 
 
   Her cabin, she explained, was on a twenty-acre lot she’d bought even before she went to college. Clearing, building, and finally living in it had taken her up until the Fall before I changed her life. The driveway was as I remembered it, a soft curve that hid the house from the road, but wasn’t so long that maintaining it alone would be impossible for her.
 
   She shut the truck off and stared at the little building with the sod roof. Flowers sprawled around the front door, and the roof was starred with wildflowers. It was a charming picture. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked her, wondering if she was regretting her decisions. 
 
   She looked at me, smiling, her eyes soft. “Nothing’s wrong. I’m just hoping someone remembered to clean out my fridge.”
 
   I felt a bubble of laughter well up in me. “Want me to go in first and clear the building, Princess?”
 
   “Ah, now there’s my ethically-challenged henchman.” She hopped out of the truck, and I came around to her rather than heading for the house and took her in my arms. 
 
   “I remember that morning well.” 
 
   “I do as well,” she told me, the corners of her eyes crinkling with her smile. At close range she was even more beautiful than from afar. 
 
   “It was damn cold.” I pointed out. 
 
   “Warm today.” She pointed out, cuddling. 
 
   “Oh, I’m not complaining. It was deliciously nipply, that first view of you.” I pointed out drolly. 
 
   She burst into laughter and pushed me away. “Go thou knave and brave the kitchen unclean!”
 
   Laughing, I went. The house was a little musty with being shut up, but someone had cleaned it thoroughly, even the litter box. 
 
   She sighed, looking around. “I wonder where Raspy is?”
 
   “I’m sorry I pulled you away from this.” I offered, feeling her awkward in her own home. 
 
   “Don’t be. It’s been a grand adventure, and I can do this.” She lit an elf globe and let it bob up to the ceiling. “Makes up for the missing cat, although I mean to take him home with us.”
 
   My heart did the little thing it did every time she called my home hers. I didn’t even mind the news that a cat named Rasputin would be living with us. She put the elf globe out, and beckoned. 
 
   “Last time you were here, you saw little, let me give you the tour.”
 
   I shook my head. “I plan to unwrap you on our wedding night.”
 
   She stuck her tongue out at me. I knew what she’d had in mind. “Not unless you plan to use that, princess...”
 
   She responded to my teasing with a kiss. 
 
   At some point later we realized we needed to go into town and order pizzas. Bella warned me that it was likely to be a crowd, that her family would want to meet me, not to mention the wedding planning. 
 
   “It’s not about the ceremony itself, you know. It’s a party, and gifts, and lots of food.” She explained, steering the truck into the parking lot of a one-story building. The big sign read Fast Eddy’s and the smell when I got out confirmed that this was the pizza place. 
 
   ”Are we putting too much on your family with needing this done quickly?” I asked as we walked in. “We could do the party later, and the legalities quickly and quietly.”
 
   “Too late.” she laughed and went to hug the woman at the first booth. “Erica!”
 
   I watched as she greeted and was seen by everyone. I’m not sure when the pizza was ordered, or even if it was. For all I knew, Mike had called ahead. I did manage to pay for it. It was a small thing, but important to me. 
 
   This was her world, and she was at home in it. Watching her, I got a glimmer of what she would be like as Queen, Underhill, or the High Court and what it would mean to my world. Bella was going to set it on its ear, and I was going to welcome that, even if it meant I would not see as much of her. 
 
   It was a game of give-and-take, but what marriage wasn’t? Love takes work. Bella swirled back into my arms, with a hug and introduction to another friend. I squeezed her, shook hands with the friend, and picked up the pizza boxes. 
 
   The heat from them was uncomfortable, and I was glad Mike lived in town. Bella was right, his yard and the side of the road were lined with vehicles. 
 
   “Is all this... family?” I was experiencing a bit of culture shock, suddenly. 
 
   She came around and grabbed some of the boxes from me. “Yeah, mostly. Aunts, uncles, cousins...”
 
   I followed her into the house. Most of the people, it seemed, were out back relaxing. With the long twilight, this seemed like a good idea. There were citronella torches to ward off the mosquitoes, and I added a surreptitious warding spell to keep any persistent pests away. 
 
   Other than introductions, her family was warm and friendly. I found myself sitting in a chair with beer and pizza, talking to Mike. 
 
   “I have four relatives.” I told him. I gestured with the bottle, worried the pizza would shed toppings if I moved it too fast. “This is...”
 
   “Overwhelming?” He grinned. His beard, an Alaskan male fashion must, I was beginning to realize, was trimmed short for the summer, so his smile showed. 
 
   “Not really.” I thought of icily perfect and precise Court events. Not all of them were, but most. “I like it.”
 
   “Good. Can’t change it.” He leaned back. Most of the chairs were carved from wood, and I didn’t think I’d seen a plastic lawn chair at all. I asked. 
 
   He laughed. “Oh, we’re redneck as any. But Mark and I have a side-line with picnic furniture, and diamond willow - that’s the twisty bit,” he gestured at the arms of the chair I was in. I could see the diamond, the scar of a removed branch, in the wood. The living wood had partly healed around it, and formed a smooth edge. “When moose browse, they tear off limbs and that’s the marks. Anyway, Mark has a real gift for it.”
 
   I nodded. I could imagine, with his magic, that it had come out in inconspicuous ways. The pieces were practical, but with a rustic charm. I wondered if I could commission a set to take Underhill. Wouldn’t that set them talking. 
 
   Bella came and plopped down in my lap. The chair didn’t even budge. They were sturdy, too. “Having fun?” she asked. 
 
   “Yes, dear,” I assured her. “What have the aunts decided?”
 
   She had been sitting at a table with a handful of older women I assumed were her aunts. I had recognized Min, but she had just waved and huddled with the others over Bella. 
 
   “That it can be done,” she giggled. “Which I never doubted. Even if I had to cheat a little.”
 
   “Oh, good. I think we have a schedule, then, between the aunts and Raven. Not to mention my mother...”
 
   Bella spoke over my head, “Lucia is a lovely person, Mike, don’t believe a word he says.”
 
   Mike laughed, and I tickled Bella, making her squeak and jump up. Watching her walk away, I wasn’t surprised when Mike spoke. 
 
   “Make her cry, and they’ll never find your body.” The smile on his face took some of the sting out of his words. 
 
   “You know, I’ve been waiting for someone to say that.” I leaned forward. “I’ll do my best to keep her out of trouble.”
 
   “That’s all we can ask, I suppose.” He got up. “See you in the morning.”
 
   I looked up at the gathering darkness. “I think it might be morning already.”
 
   He laughed, and I went to find Bella. It wasn’t until I was lying down, alone, in the disturbingly pink room that I remembered I had never taken a closer look at the kitsune’s belongings. I would try to get to Raven’s the next day... not too early, though. 
 
   I had been more social than my norm, but it was easy with her family. They had manners, but it wasn’t like Court, where you had to worry about offending someone. And the storytelling was better, even if I hadn’t believed a fraction of what I was told. I’d spun a few of my own, suitably sanitized. As I drifted into sleep, I finally realized why I had been so circumspect. No one had mentioned Lavendar at all.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Preparations
 
   Bella came for me in the morning, looking sleepy. “I’m going to drop you at Raven’s and go on to Aunt Mya’s for the day.”
 
   “Same routine as Underhill, eh? Maybe on a mission I’ll have you for a whole day.” I teased her, climbing in the truck. 
 
   “With things shooting at us or trying to eat us?” 
 
   “Stirs the blood.” I leered at her, and she laughed hard enough to make me stop teasing. I didn’t need to cause an accident. 
 
   We talked about wedding things, and she dropped me at Raven’s around lunchtime. I watched her pull carefully out of the rutted drive, and then looked toward the cabin. It seemed suspiciously empty. 
 
   I walked up onto the porch, but didn’t try the door. He would come out, if he were home, and if not, I’d wait. I’d been here for long enough to impinge on his usual solitude, and I would want to be alone after enough of that, myself. 
 
   Opening the bench, I took out the little packet. It held an identity card with the name Neko Sune on it, a small folding knife, and a large pearl. I held the last in my palm for a moment, remembering what I had learned about kitsune over the years. A young male was unusual, but he would have been a servant to this Shaman Raven had mentioned. And he had been an Arctic Fox, something I had never heard of. Two tails meant less than a century old, as well. 
 
   I had an inkling of who we would be talking to, but wasn’t certain. Eastern Court had shattered, reformed, and in strange ways, some time ago. I left their territory alone, it wasn’t my trouble, and I didn’t know how they dealt with their miscreants. Rumors, but no confirmations. But the pearl I would return to the boy’s kin, if they would be found. 
 
   I put the things back in the paper I’d wrapped them in, and shoved it in my pocket. Underhill, I’d send them to my armory for safekeeping. Here, that wasn’t as much an option. Although Bella had done something with my guns she shouldn’t have been able to, and I needed to ask her about that. 
 
   I’d also like to have her library access. Now, if only I knew where she were. I laughed to myself. Serve me right for not checking before she took off. 
 
   I walked out into the clearing and closed my eyes. Doing a sweep with the Sight only confirmed that I was alone. I opened my eyes slowly and looked around. The wood pile was tidy. Harve had evidently not been back with the last load of wood. My eyes fell on the log. In the heat of the moment I had completely forgotten about that chore. 
 
   I stripped off my shirt and rubbed my hands together. With magic, this could be fun. I couldn’t just flick a finger and put the leg in place, it doesn’t work that way. I had to decide what series of spells, like tools, would do what I needed in this job. It would be a lot less work, or course, than the manual process I had planned out. 
 
   It didn’t take me long. I was testing my limits, finding out what worked, now that I had magic again. It wasn’t perfect, yet, I was fumbling for some things. I hadn’t checked what time it was before I began, but it certainly wasn’t late in the day when I had the old leg replaced and the new one firmly pegged in its place. I was actually up in the cache making sure it was solid on all sides, top and bottom, when I looked out and saw Raven waiting for me. 
 
   “I’ll be right down.” I called. 
 
   He walked over and kicked the leg. “Good job, boy.”
 
   I did a very quick bubble and was on the ground next to him. “I think it’ll hold.”
 
   “Coffee?” He cocked his head in an oddly bird-like mannerism. 
 
   “Sure.” I grabbed my shirt and pulled it back on. He went in the house, and I followed him in to get a glass of water to start with. It was warm, and I was thirsty after working. 
 
   “Raven, this woman we are going to talk to. Is it Daniken?”
 
   “I suppose that is one of her names.” He considered it briefly. “Many names, she has.”
 
   I nodded. “A lot of the older kami have.”
 
   “I’m always the old bird.” He grinned at me. “Kids these days, they give one another ‘the bird,’” he did the gesture quickly. “It’s funny!” He went off into a gale of laughter, although I didn’t quite get why it was that funny. 
 
   “Every generation, they think they invent the dirty joke. Haha!”
 
   That explained a bit of it. I also thought he might be a little worried and that was coming out as attempts at humor. 
 
   “You said she was cruel.” I dragged him back around to the topic at hand.
 
   “Coffee.” He pushed a mug in my hand and led the way out to the porch. I sat in the shade, on the bench, and set my coffee next to me. It was a bit too hot for it. 
 
   “She is...” He stopped and pursed his lips slightly, looking off into the distance. “Bitter, I think. She drives those that are bound to her too hard, she thinks she has lost status, and she must regain it. That is why she will not come to me herself.”
 
   “I must understand her, if we are to deal with her safely. I’m going to ask you questions.”
 
   He hunched one shoulder uncomfortably, but let me talk, answering sometimes volubly, others in monosyllables. By the time Bella pulled into the drive, I’m sure he was eager to get rid of me. I stood up and held out a hand.
 
   “I know I’ve been trying your patience. But with her... I run no risks.”
 
   He looked past me at Bella getting out of the truck. “Yeah, I know. I’m not used to talking, you know.” 
 
   He took my hand, finally. “I promise, if I think of anything else...”
 
   I nodded. “After we meet with Daniken I will send you messages, but I doubt it will end there.”
 
   “Going to be a long one, boy.” He was somber, for a moment, and then he stood and went to Bella with a big smile. 
 
   We were standing and listening to her talk about the wedding plans when Harve pulled in with the load of wood. He backed carefully around, avoiding her truck by inches, and stopped. The bed started to grind upward slowly, and he jumped out of the cab. 
 
   “Hey, Ray, I see you have comp’ny...” Harve came to a dead halt, looking at Bella. She was looking slightly amused, but relaxed. He looked pale with fright, and as the wood slid off the dump-bed with a crash, he jumped. “Got to go!”
 
   He turned tail and scrambled back in, driving off while the bed was still going back into place. 
 
   “Ouch, that’s not good for his hydraulics,” Bella commented. 
 
   “I’d say you scared him, Princess.” I chuckled. “What’s the story there?”
 
   “Harve? Oh, he got handsy one time at the Northstar. I straightened him out, but then I hear he may have been spoken to by a cousin... or three.”
 
   I laughed along with Raven. Raven told her, “I get a good price on wood from him. Maybe that’s why.”
 
   She shrugged. “I don’t think he’ll be a problem to me again.”
 
   “I can assure you he won’t. I’m glad I didn’t know about this before.” I mused, looking up the driveway after the long-vanished truck. 
 
   “Why not?” She looked at me quizzically. 
 
   “He’d had a long walk home from Fairbanks. I was this close,” I held up my fingers, almost touching, “as it was.”
 
   “We should get back to town.” Bella hugged Raven and opted not to ask about that story yet. “I will see you Saturday, at the wedding.”
 
   “Yes, girl.”
 
   He shook my hand. We weren’t at the hugging stage, and might never be. It wasn’t my thing any more than it was his, except when it came to his girl.
 
   On the way back to Tok, I regaled Bella with the story of my Fairbanks trip. She was alternating between appalled and wanting to laugh as we pulled into Mike’s. We sat in the truck talking for a couple of minutes. 
 
   “What’s the plan for tomorrow?” I asked. 
 
   “Shopping,” she said firmly. “Do you know what a potlatch is?”
 
   “It’s a celebration, usually lasts a week, and is a wealth-sharing practice, in the original ways.”
 
   “This will be a short one. One day, and instead of being given Western wedding gifts, we will be giving them.”
 
   “I’m paying my dowry for you.” I reached over and cupped her cheek. “You’re worth whatever it is.”
 
   “Because my family isn’t all Athabaskan, it’s a non-traditional gathering, but the spirit is the same.” She leaned her face into my hand. “I’m glad you aren’t scared off by them.”
 
   “Not a chance. I like them.” I glanced at the house. “Mike’s pretending not to watch, you know.”
 
   She giggled. “They have trouble remembering I’m grown up.”
 
   “I will see you in the morning. Were you planning to drive to Fairbanks?”
 
   She nodded. “It’ll be a long day but...”
 
   I laughed. “You’re forgetting something, my dear. We can go anywhere we want to. How about Seattle?”
 
   Her eyes widened. “I got home and fell into old habits. You’re right, and Underhill too.”
 
   “Bright and early then.” I leaned over. She met me half-way, and we gave Mike something to see.
 
   The next morning she was there while the dew was still on the grass. I waved to Mike, who was headed off to work, and we pulled out. “Raven’s to park and bubble?” I asked. 
 
   She shook her head. “Just back to my place, so we can put things there while we’re shopping.”
 
   “That works.”
 
   We were only ten minutes from her house, and we stopped there for another cup of coffee before heading Underhill to begin with. I took her to the nearest door I knew of, near Seattle, and we went home. 
 
   I didn’t want anyone to know I was there, or that I had begun recovering my magic, so I stayed in my armory pulling a few things together for more masculine gifts while Bella went after feminine things. I met her on the landing and we transported various bulky packages back to her cabin. I was finding that I could travel quite some distance without feeling a strain, and it felt good. 
 
   “This feels like Christmas.” Bella told me as we parted ways in Seattle. I was going to meet someone, and she was shopping in boutiques. We would rejoin for dinner, then back to Alaska. 
 
   “What do you mean?” I was holding her hand and we were doing a little window-shopping. It was all very normal, even if we weren’t. 
 
   “Getting to give really good presents to everyone.”
 
   “You do have a budget.” I pointed out, smiling at her. I knew what she meant, though. It was more fun, as grown-ups, to think of the look on the face of the one receiving the gift. I had some doozies picked out, myself. 
 
   “I won’t break the bank. I don’t think I could! I’m not used to having this much to spend.”
 
   “Enjoy.” I kissed her, lingering on her lips and wondering when the other shoe would fall. Life was too happy, and it worried me. 
 
   She laughed, and I slipped into an abandoned alleyway to bubble and go meet my unsavory connection. It was like putting on a mask, and one that was beginning to not fit terribly well. Had I changed that much, since she came into my life? 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Shopping Spree
 
   Bella watched Lom fade into the shadows and pondered his other side, as she turned back to the shops she was going to visit. He had been something out of her knowledge, before, a cross between bounty hunter and cop. She wasn’t certain where he was going, but she vividly remembered meeting a ghoul here in Seattle during that first mad flight to Underhill. 
 
   Now she was trying to learn how to do it. She wrinkled her nose at the shop window, not seeing what was behind the glass, only her reflection. She had managed it once, but she wasn’t so sure she could do it again. Sighing, she went in the shop and tried to re-focus on the task at hand. 
 
   Once she submerged herself in her pleasant task, time flew, and her phone alarm reminded her that it was time to go meet Lom. She paused in a quiet alcove to bubble herself to the agreed-on meeting place, sending all her purchases to the cabin, magically. This, she had to admit, was the only way to shop. 
 
   He was waiting for her, sitting in the lobby reading, where he’d found the book she had no idea. But it gave her a thrill to see his face light up as he came to her. 
 
   “Find everything, dear?” Bella asked, leaning into his kiss. 
 
   “All satisfactory. And you?”
 
   “Yes, I had fun.”
 
   They had decided to get something that wasn’t common Underhill. Lom wasn’t fond of sushi, but tappenyaki was good, and Bella wanted eel and octopus rolls. 
 
   “Tomorrow night...” He looked at her, raising an eyebrow slightly. 
 
   “I’m looking forward to it.” She assured him, smiling broadly. “You needn’t worry about me.”
 
   He stretched a hand out across the table. “I’m worried about me. How shall I please you, Princess?”
 
   Bella squeezed his hand. “By being yourself, my Lord.”
 
   After dinner they slipped into the darkness, emerging in a now-cluttered cabin. It was still twilight here, and Bella called her cousin Dan to come with his truck. They would set the gym up tonight, and in the morning would be the ceremony, and a day-long party. Bella was nervously worrying that they had tried to do too much, too soon. 
 
   Dan took Lom to Mike’s to grab a bit of sleep, and she went back to her cabin. She didn’t know if she could sleep, but after she had tidied up and made the bed up fresh, she did fall into it for a while. The alarm dragged her out of it, but once she was awake enough to remember what the day was, she was wide awake. 
 
   Bella learned that battles have a lot in common with weddings. What is happening right around you, you know. There are foggy spots where emotion floods your being until you lose the memories. Everything moves at high speed, until suddenly there is a moment when it is in slow-motion. The ceremony slipped by in one of those fugue states. 
 
   The next thing Bella was aware of, she was standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Lom, a line of friends and relatives passing by, giving them well-wishes and being given a gift. For the men, he had come up with four cases of Mosin Nagant rifles, which were unusual enough to be a novelty to them. For the women, she had found beautifully made blankets, wool, but embroidered. For a very few people, they had something special, however. 
 
   One of those crystal-clear moments was Lom handing Dan’s gift to him. The .600 Nitro Express dwarfed Lom as he handed it over, and Dan’s eyes widened. 
 
   “Oh, you shouldn’t...” he started to object. 
 
   “Hush, or I’ll take it back. Here,” Lom dropped two boxes of ammo into Dan’s other hand. “Put it to good use. It’s hard to find.”
 
   Bella chuckled at the look on Dan’s face. “At least you can hit what you aim at. For you...” she turned to Tex. 
 
   He looked at the book she put in his hand and laughed uproariously. “Marksmanship for Beginners? That bad?”
 
   Dan elbowed him, “Fred’s still complaining about it.”
 
   Lom handed him a rifle. “I’m told to stand behind you when you fire it.” 
 
   They moved on, still chuckling. Bella wondered how they would explain that story, they couldn’t talk about the magic. Of all the people here in the gymnasium, only a handful knew what Lom was, and where they were living.
 
   She was beginning to ache from standing and smiling, when the end of the line, the most important people, drew near. Aunt Mya and Aunt Min, standing together, both got from her hand an exquisitely woven blanket. They couldn’t know it had been made Underhill, and despite the whole thing being able to pass through a ring, it would be the warmest blanket possible. One bore the design of a Phoenix, the other had a field of flowers so detailed it was like a painting. 
 
   The two women exclaimed over them, and hugged both Bella, who cried a little with them, and Lom, who was stiffly uncomfortable, but, Bella observed, faintly pleased. Then it was her grandfather who stepped up, and for him Bella had a blackthorn walking-stick, topped with a dragon’s head. The ruby eyes could be mistaken for glass, they were so large. 
 
   “I’m not old yet.” The tall man leaned on it, experimentally. His smile was mostly hidden under the sweeping mustache he favored. 
 
   “Well, one day...” Bella demurred. He laughed, kissed her cheek awkwardly, and shook Lom’s hand. 
 
   Raven was next, and last. He looked a bit uncomfortable, to Bella’s surprise. “Hurry it up, I’m hungry,” he groused. 
 
   “I thought you wanted a present, Uncle?” Bella teased him. 
 
   “What am I going to do with more stuff?” 
 
   Lom turned and opened the last box. “What would you wish for, Uncle?” Bella asked him. 
 
   “Peace and quiet,” he winked at her. “But I’d settle for supper.”
 
   Lom shut the box. “We’ll wait, then...”
 
   “No, no...” Raven scrunched his face into a mighty scowl. “Get it over with.”
 
   Lom reached deep into the box and brought out a bowl. Simple, glazed brown and with the fingerprints of the maker visible if you looked hard enough, it was a fitting dish for Raven’s cabin. Raven, for the first time in Bella’s memories of him, looked surprised. 
 
   “Is this...” He cradled it gently in his two hands. 
 
   “I’ll explain later.” Bella told him softly. She couldn’t very well tell him what it was, and how to scry with it, in front of everyone. 
 
   He nodded, and Bella gave him the velvet-lined wooden box it was to be stored in. The Lom handed him a second, smaller gift, this one wrapped. 
 
   “Oh? Two?” 
 
   Despite his protestations, Raven was smiling broadly as he unwrapped it. Inside was an enameled cylinder with a lid on one end. He opened it, and jumped as three silk dragons leapt out at his face. Then he roared with laughter as he realized what they had done. 
 
   “You pulled trick on me!”
 
   Bella giggled. “You are the trickster, it seemed apt.”
 
   Small children, drawn by the commotion, came running. 
 
   “Quick! Show me...” Raven scooped up two of the spring-loaded toys, and Lom let Bella run interference while he and Raven turned their backs and shoved the little dragons back into their box. Then he and Bella slipped away while Raven started telling the children a story. 
 
   “I thought he was hungry?” Lom asked, looking back at the old man, who was capering about with his arms spread like wings at the moment. 
 
   “He was giving us a hard time.” Bella smiled. 
 
   “Do you think he liked them?” 
 
   She nodded. “Let’s eat, and then find someplace quiet...”
 
   They were seated with her aunts, and Bella wondered if they would ever get away. Aunt Mya seemed determined to keep Lom talking about their honeymoon plans, with plenty of innuendo that had Bella blushing. Lom was rolling with it, though, and keeping Mya and Min laughing out loud. 
 
   He’d gotten them both to the point of tears with a joke when Bella caught a faint wink from him, and she excused herself, knowing he would follow in a few moments. As she made her way to the hall, ostensibly headed for the restrooms, Mike caught her in a quick hug. 
 
   “You ok?” He asked gruffly. 
 
   “I’m wonderful.” Bella assured him. “He’s very good to me.”
 
   “I see you’re good together. Will you be sticking around a while?”
 
   She shook her head. “We have to do this again with his family, they couldn’t come here. And then we have a job.”
 
   “That kind of job, like...” he jerked a thumb toward Dan, who was talking to Raven. 
 
   “Yes.” He had been Underhill, at Tower Baelfire. He frowned. “I dunno about that.”
 
   “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.” Bella pointed out with a smile. She knew she’d always be the little girl in a braid, with the skinned knee, to him. “And we will be back for a long visit soon. A working honeymoon is not my idea of fun.”
 
   “True. I suppose work needs to be done as it comes, in your business, though.”
 
   She nodded, giving his arm a squeeze and slipping out the door. A few minutes later, Lom came out, catching her hand and drawing her into an empty classroom before bubbling them both. 
 
   The bubble popped in her cabin. Bella drew a deep breath. “Whew, I didn’t think that would ever be over.”
 
   “Tired, my dear Princess?” Lom took her in his arms. “We could wait...”
 
   “Oh, don’t you even! I have been looking forward to this night for... A long time.”
 
   “We’re alone, right?” Lom looked around suspiciously. 
 
   Bella laughed. “Just the two of us.”
 
   The wedding night wasn’t everything they had hoped for, in the little log cabin, under a quilt hand-sewn by her grandmother. It was more than either of them had dreamt. 
 
   They fell asleep holding hands, her sleeping on her side, and him on his back. Tangled up together was wonderful, but for sleeping... they kept that light link all night through. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Blessed Union
 
   We had decided to take a day, not letting anyone know where we were, and just be together. It wouldn’t have been hard for the Alaskan contingent to figure out our location, but they were polite enough to stay away. Mother, Underhill, was no doubt champing at the bit for our return, but a day wasn’t going to make a difference. That wedding wasn’t about us... well, yes, it was, but not the machinations. 
 
   Coffee, and a reprise of the two of us sitting at her table. She had started a fire in the woodstove to ward off the chill, and the slightly musty odor of the cabin. We hadn’t noticed it the night before. 
 
   “This is a change.” I commented, smiling across the table at her, a plate of fresh pancakes in between us, rather than that attaché case with the sheaf of Underhill papers and forms. 
 
   “I like it better.” She sipped her coffee. “And hopefully after your time with Raven, this isn’t too weak.”
 
   “Raven’s coffee is a trial to the soul. You don’t regret it?”
 
   She somehow grasped that I wasn’t talking about the coffee with my question. “Not a bit. It’s been disconcerting at times, and I don’t expect that feeling to go away. But...”
 
   “You remember the first time, when you got your wings?”
 
   Bella smiled. “I was so stressed about everything else, I flipped out over that one thing. I like it, now that I’m used to them. Queenship... that I am still not sure of.”
 
   “You want out?” I was hungry, and her cooking was good, so I paid attention to that, too. 
 
   “No... I don’t think I do. After what happened, with Jenny, I feel like I’m needed to make sure Court doesn’t blame humans. And they could use shaking up. Devon’s age-mates have nothing to motivate them, and...”
 
   I wondered what she had been observing with the younger ones. Other than Dorothy and Devon, I had paid little attention to the young fairies and pixies. 
 
   “I wondered, you have this place, and... it might be a while before you get away, again.”
 
   She nodded, frowning. “I’ll miss it, but Lom...” 
 
   Bella got up and came around the table to sit on my lap. “Home is where you are, as trite as that sounds.”
 
   “How about where I am is up there?” I pointed at the loft, and the bed. She laughed, and followed me up the steps. 
 
   We spent the rest of the day pretending the rest of the world, and especially monsters and our families, didn’t exist. It was idyllic, and yet, by the end of it, I was tense. I didn’t think Bella noticed, but then as she was serving us both dessert, and by that, I do mean food, she cuddled up next to me on the couch. 
 
   “Want to talk about it?” She prompted softly. 
 
   “Yes, but I wanted to wait until tomorrow. This was supposed to be a timeless day.”
 
   “Life isn’t always like that, and we have years to work on perfection.”
 
   I looked down at her in dismay. “It wasn’t perfect?”
 
   She laughed hard enough to have to put down her bowl of apple crisp. 
 
   “Let’s go home.” Bella suggested when she had subsided to giggles and reassurances with non-verbal methods. 
 
   “What?” I had, yet again, lost my cool when she was around. I’d thought it was bad when she was apparently oblivious to me, the woman, trying, was a menace. 
 
   “Home, Underhill, sleep in your bed tonight.” She explained. 
 
   “Our bed. Why?”
 
   “We can surprise Ellie and Ash in the morning. And I am about out of supplies, here, I had only gotten a few things.”
 
   “You’re tired of cooking for me already?” I teased her. 
 
   “I want to sleep in in the morning and not have to make breakfast.” She stuck her tongue out at me. 
 
   “I warned you about that, girl.” With a playful growl, I pinned her to the couch. 
 
   It was quite a bit later that she bubbled us up and took us back to Underhill. We’d packed our few things and she sent them to my armory, showing me the spell she used. 
 
   “Very interesting.” I took the last pack and sent it off, feeling the spell and what it took to do it. “I never tried this, myself, too much magic, before...”
 
   She nodded. Our bubble popped out at the little vine maple glade, and that made me smile. “Recreating a moment?”
 
   “Maybe.” With that half-smile of enigma on her face, she took my hand and we stepped through the doorway together. 
 
   I looked down at her. The wings, for some reason, made me absurdly happy. “When we get back to the house, don’t let on my magic is back?”
 
   She nodded. “Better to let them underestimate you, at Court.”
 
   “My wise woman.” I bubbled us and took us straight to my bedroom, which was empty and the house, as we poised for a moment listening, was equally still. 
 
   “We weren’t expected back yet.”
 
   “Let’s take advantage of that.” I held out my hand, and she followed me. 
 
   I led her down and into my armory. “We aren’t going to stay down here long. But I wanted to make sure next time you need a weapon, you don’t have to pilfer it.”
 
   Bella giggled while I was keying the wards to her, although some of that was the way I was tickling her every time she got near enough to touch. I had discovered a new pleasure in life. 
 
   The next morning, I came downstairs to breakfast with her, drawn by the smell of coffee. We hadn’t gotten much sleep that night. Ellie and Ash, and to my surprise, Devon, were all in my kitchen. 
 
   “This is a pleasant surprise.” I sat and Bella next to me, picking up the pot to pour coffee for both of us. “May as well report, Devon, has the Dukedom gone to hell in a handbasket during my absence?”
 
   “You look great, Uncle Lom.” He eyed me with wide brown eyes. I was probably more tanned and weathered than he had ever seen me. 
 
   “I feel much better. Some time to live simply was just the ticket.”
 
   Ellie slid plates in front of us, and I looked up at her. Bella reached out and took her hand, and Ellie’s eyes dropped onto the simple gold band Bella was wearing on her finger. She broke into a broad smile. 
 
   Devon watched the two women hugging with bewilderment. “What did I miss?”
 
   “Eat,” I chuckled, “I’ll explain later. After you report.”
 
   “Oh, yeah.” He took a bite. 
 
   I held up a hand to forestall speech from him. “After you eat, we’ll talk.”
 
   Somehow Bella got Ellie and Ash to sit with us, and it turned into a cozy family meal, with everyone talking at once. Devon, it transpired, had managed just fine without me. 
 
   “Although,” he frowned, “Mother and Grandmother aren’t telling me something, about Court. I’ve been too busy, and Dorothy has been out at the Manor too little to have time to tell me anything. I think her family...” He sighed. 
 
   I liked the little pixie who looked like she would be part of my family in time. “Do I need to talk to them?”
 
   He looked horrified. “I don’t think that will help, really.”
 
   “I promise not to threaten,” I assured him, grinning. “Am I that much of a boogeyman?”
 
   “Well maybe not, now that you don’t have...” He stopped dead, mouth hanging open. “Oh, I don’t mean...”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m not worried about it any more, Dev. You shouldn’t, either. Do you know when your Mother and Grandmother should be here?”
 
   He looked relieved at the change in subject. “I think after lunch. They said something about arranging last-minute details for the wedding.”
 
   “And Alger? I need to talk to him soon.” 
 
   Devon shook his head. “I haven’t seen him. I think he’s at Court, though, from things Mother thinks I didn’t overhear.”
 
   Bella choked back a laugh at that. “Oh, dear... You have been eavesdropping?”
 
   He looked indignant. “Have not. I just tend to work quietly and she didn’t see me at the desk in the corner.”
 
   That made me snort. I was willing to bet the first time it had been an accident. After that... The boy was clever. 
 
   “How has the, er... transition been going?”
 
   Devon perked up at this. “Pretty well, I think. I get a lot of petty little stuff, you said I could handle that?”
 
   I nodded, and he went on. 
 
   “Anyway, things like whose sheep is whose, and one guy accused another of stealing his land.”
 
   “What did you do?” Bella asked. 
 
   “Hired surveyors. There was a creek that had shifted, it seems. It’s all right, now.”
 
   “Dare I ask how much this is costing?” I felt Bella’s hand on mine under the table, and couldn’t work up the concern the topic deserved. 
 
   “Well, the initial outlays were fierce.” Devon’s brow puckered. “But then, the Court released Elleria’s taxes to us. Now, I’d say we’re breaking even.”
 
   I raised my eyebrows. “That’s better than I’d expected. But I won’t stop working, then. Need a fund for rainy days.”
 
   He frowned at me. “I worry about you, Uncle Lom.”
 
   That made me laugh. Our role reversal was complete. Then he looked at his watch. “Oh, my gosh! I have to run!” 
 
   He came around to hug Bella, and then he was gone. I looked at Ash, who was still sitting. “Youth is wasted on the young.”
 
   “Speak for yourself, old man.” He shot back, getting up. “I got dragged into helping with the drains at the Manor, so I have to go, much as I don’t want to.”
 
   “Need a hand?”
 
   Bella, her voice dripping with suppressed laughter, broke in. “As amusing as it is to picture you rummaging in drains, you aren’t getting out of the wedding plans that easily, my dear.”
 
   Ash laughed and bubbled away. Ellie and Bella were clearing the table. I sighed. “I’ll be in my armory, then.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Second Weddings
 
   Bella followed him out, Ellie having given her that look that said, ‘I can handle this.’ Bella had learned to interpret Ellie’s eloquent body language, the little wood elf preferring that to speaking, mostly. 
 
   Sitting at the desk, she summoned the correspondence that had accumulated during her brief absence and started to go through it. She was still working on that when Lucia swept through the door. Bella stood to greet her with a hug. 
 
   “So good to see you.”
 
   The older woman looked tired, but happy. “Did you have a good visit with your family?”
 
   Bella nodded. “Everything was wonderful. Lom is in the armory, do you want me to go get him?”
 
   “Yes, if you don’t mind, my time is so limited.”
 
   As she walked away, Bella spoke over her shoulder, “I am so sorry that we dumped all of this on you.”
 
   Bella ran down the stairs to the armory and knocked loudly. They had decided to keep acting as though Lom had lost his magic entirely. Physically, he was whole again, but until they had a better chance of testing his magical limits, keeping Underhill in the dark seemed to be wise. There were still enemies lurking in the shadows. Lom came out and grabbed a quick kiss before they went back up to his mother. 
 
   Lucia had seated herself, and they sat on the couch facing her straight-backed chair. 
 
   “Now, first,” Lucia looked at Bella and smiled. “I am not at all unhappy with taking on the task of arranging your wedding, my child. It has been a joy, and I think it will help the Family immeasurably for the two of you to join in this union.”
 
   Bella wasn’t sure how to react to that, wondering if Lucia would have been this eager were she not Consort-elect. Lucia went on. 
 
   “There really is no need for either of you to do anything at this point, beyond showing up at the cathedral, of course. Bella, I have fittings scheduled for you. Lom,” She paused and eyed her son. “I suspect I need to have them for you, as well. You are...”
 
   “Not the same size I was?” Lom grinned. “I am at your disposal, Mother. I just want this to be over and done with.”
 
   She snorted. “So glad you agree.”
 
   Bella chuckled at her tart tone. “And Court? Still standing since we’ve been gone?”
 
   Lucia settled back. “Well, Buckingham is certainly not a problem any longer for Elleria.” 
 
   Something about her smug smile made Bella certain there was a story there, but they were interrupted by a knock at the front door. She got up and went to it, revealing Joe, in all his majordomo uniform glory. 
 
   “Hello, Joe, my, aren’t you sparkly today.” Bella teased him. He unbent enough to give her the faintest wink, then bowed, presenting a small envelope. She accepted it. 
 
   “Does the King,” She hadn’t the slightest idea it would be anyone else, “wish a reply?”
 
   “Yes, milady, I will wait.”
 
   “There should be coffee and tea in the kitchen, if you would like.”
 
   He nodded, and she took the envelope to Lucia, who was looking eager, and Lom, who was just looked amused. He often reacted that way when he was confident, she had noticed. The bleak, wise-cracking tough guy she had first met was his cover for uncertainty. 
 
   “Ah, the king has summoned us ‘at our earliest convenience’ to the small receiving room.”
 
   “Old familiar ground.” Lom commented. “Might as well go, unless you have something else, Mother?” He looked at her. 
 
   Lucia shook her head. “Not now, I will send both of you a detailed schedule. You only have a day and a half to the wedding, you know.”
 
   “And after this meeting, no doubt we will be scheduled down to the minute.” Lom offered dryly. 
 
   “Not quite...” she demurred. They both understood that to mean yes, maybe even seconds counted.
 
   Bella kissed her cheek. “I will see you this evening.”
 
   Lom bent to kiss his mother, something he rarely did, and he could see her eyes moisten a little at his unaccustomed warmth. Bella was affecting him, he knew. Bella smiled at both of them, happy to see that they were mending some pain she hadn’t heard the story of. Then she and Lom went to take Joe away from his tea, which he was standing in the kitchen partaking. 
 
   “Can’t bend in that, can you?” Bella asked sympathetically. Lom choked with laughter, and Joe, visibly startled, lost his composure enough to respond. 
 
   “M’wife would kill me if I wrinkled...”
 
   Bella started laughing. “You know, Joe, I do believe that is the first time you have mentioned your wife. I would like to meet the woman who has you buffaloed.”
 
   He blinked. “She would like that, too.”
 
   “Shall we?” Lom broke in, smiling. 
 
   The three of them came out in the hall by the small receiving room. 
 
   “Keeping this on the hush-hush, eh?” Lom asked. 
 
   Joe simply nodded and opened the door for them. 
 
   Bella was amused to note that a tea service stood on the little table, but not the spread of food that had been there on her last visit. 
 
   “Hah! Back to normal.” Lom observed, looking at her. The room was empty for the moment, and who knew when the King would be free to see them. 
 
   “Yes, dear.” Bella replied, looking at him demurely. “Shall I pour?”
 
   He chuckled and she got herself a cup of tea, while he prowled around the room. It was lined with tapestries, something she had never really noticed before. Most of her time in this room had been under stress. There was one glass-fronted bookcase, and he stopped there to open a door and select a book. 
 
   “Are you sure,” she was doubtful at his casual confidence in this room. The whole royal power thing still made her nervous. 
 
   “Yes, I am. It could be hours until he gets to us, Bella.”
 
   “That reminds me. I wanted to talk to you about...” He held up a finger to stop her. 
 
   “The walls have ears, Princess.”
 
   Bella realized why he was wanting to read rather than sit and talk to her. It wasn’t tuning her out, but the unseen listeners. And the library in her head was still a secret from all but the closest family. She walked to the bookcase and looked for something to read, as well. 
 
   As it turned out, it was a couple of hours that they spent in companionable silence, broken by the occasional passage to read aloud to the other and a tinkle of a spoon in a cup. The listeners, Bella thought, must be bored to tears. 
 
   Corwin walked in with no fanfare. He looked tired, and simply walked to his usual chair and sank into it. 
 
   “Bella, is there any tea left?”
 
   She shook her head. “Yes, but it’s cold, just a minute, sir.”
 
   Bella put her hand near the teapot, concentrating, and the king and Lom watched in bemusement as she gently rewarmed the tea. She looked up and caught their gaze. 
 
   “Oh, would you prefer fresh?” Bella wasn’t sure if she had done something wrong. 
 
   Corwin shook his head. “No, this is a good start, thank you, I can’t remember last time I ate or drank, I’m afraid.”
 
   Bella stirred sugar into the now steaming tea and handed it to him. Then, as he sipped at it, she spun a small message spell off her fingertips. It was good to be the Consort-elect, from time to time. Being able to take care of a friend’s needs was a small thing, to be sure, but it made her happy. 
 
   “I was beginning to wonder just how late you two were going to leave it,” Corwin emerged from his teacup and leaned back with a sigh. “Not that I blame you. Lucia has this organized like a war campaign, and I’m eyeing her for generalship if we should ever go to war.”
 
   Lom tried to stifle a laugh. Bella thought it would be a marvelous way to keep her mother-in-law busy and out of their hair, but a war wasn’t the best way to do that. Bella had ideas on that front that involved far less violence. 
 
   Lom leaned forward and picked up his coffee cup. “I was all for appearing on the cathedral steps, but Bella pointed out my mother would frown on that.” He produced a theatrical shudder. “And I’m curious to hear what damage Alger has caused in Court.”
 
   “Only to the amor propre of certain parties.” Corwin leaned forward, smiling, and his eyes twinkling. “Very enlightening to watch him in action, and I find myself having great difficulties.”
 
   “Oh, no.” Bella murmured, looking troubled. 
 
   “No, no... Having troubles keeping a straight face. Old Hellant, when Alger pointed out his youthful...”
 
   Corwin’s anecdote, which he kept interrupting himself with laughing as he began, was cut short by a rap at the outer door. Bella went to let the server in. There were two, bearing trays of sandwiches and cut fruit. Once they were arranged on the table, the pixies left them, and Corwin was able to eat. Bella found that she took great delight in making sure both of them ate. She was growing quite maternal, here. 
 
   “You didn’t bring us here to gloat over Alger’s antics, sir.” Lom prompted after a while. 
 
   “No, no... I wish everything was going that well. I had a favor to ask, and I know the timing is awkward, so I’m very sorry.”
 
   Bella took his plate away and refilled it. 
 
   “Oh, I couldn’t...” She put it in his hands and Corwin subsided. He went on a minute later. “There’s a situation...”
 
   Bella opened her mouth to tell him about Raven’s request, but caught the look Lom was giving her and subsided. Corwin went on. 
 
   “As you know, I send Alger and Mark to check on the Eastern Court after...” he looked at Lom, and Bella could see his regret in his eyes. “Anyway. They felt a certain undercurrent of tension, but weren’t able to put a name to it while they were visiting. While we are nominally allies, there is something to be said about the reticence of the Orient.”
 
   Lom nodded. Bella wondered what story lay in that look of resignation. 
 
   “Well, I have had a back-channel communication, from Yiu Lao, you remember him?” The king was addressing Lom. 
 
   Lom nodded, and Bella could see him grow a little grim around the edges. This was yet another story she was going to pry out of him... when they had time, and who knew when that would be. Life was turning into a roller-coaster ride. 
 
   “He wants you, Lom. Says there is funny business, and the dogs are barking at his heels. You know how he talks.”
 
   Lom looked at Bella. “Lao watches too much television, and has an odd grasp on English. I think he does it on purpose. For... what he is, he has quite the sense of humor.”
 
   He turned back to the king, and lost his smile. “Did he give any more hints of what the problem was? He knows I am limited in what I can do, both in protocol, and...” He gestured loosely. He wasn’t even going to let the king in on his secret. Bella pondered the two of them and their relationship. 
 
   It was like, in some ways, watching a father and son, if they worked together. She had seen them adversarial, but there was also a bond there. And Corwin trusted Lom deeply. 
 
   Now, he answered Lom. “He thinks that there is going to be a coup attempt in Eastern. And he thinks Western, er, European, elements are involved. He was coy as always, said that he would fill you in face to face, on the QT.”
 
   “Did he say when?” Lom set his cup down. 
 
   “Well, that’s the sticky part.” Corwin fidgeted with his own cup, not a lot, but Bella caught the tell, he wasn’t happy.
 
   “Sir?” She prompted. He looked guilty as he met her eyes. 
 
   “He wants to meet you in a week. He said it couldn’t wait.”
 
   She nodded. With the wedding in less than two days...
 
   “It can be done.” She said firmly. Now both Lom and the king looked at her with a touch of surprise. 
 
   “We will honeymoon in the mysterious Orient. It’s a good cover, and I don’t mind, really.”
 
   Lom knew what she was thinking, that this was already the plan for Raven’s message to Daniken. “I agree, my very practical bride.”
 
   Corwin chuckled. “I don’t know why I was thinking you’d be too worn out...”
 
   Bella felt herself blush and tried not to look at Lom. 
 
   Corwin rubbed his hands together. “Good, that’s all settled. I’ll put the usual in your account, Lom, and a letter for the Emperor should you need it. Bella, m’dear, a delight as always, and you fed me well.”
 
   He stood, looking much better than he had when he came in the room. They stood with him. 
 
   “I didn’t really...” Bella started. 
 
   “Yes, you did, fed me like a daughter looking after her cranky old Da.” Corwin took her hands. “Little things count, child. I’m glad Lom has you.”
 
   Bella looked at Lom and smiled. “I’m glad I have him. That you sent him to me.”
 
   He released her hands and was gone, off to the next appointment.
 
   “Does he ever get to take a break?” Bella asked Lom, feeling concern over the king’s routine. She had never seen him take a break, although, granted she hadn’t been there at Court long. 
 
   “He’s supposed to take vacations. Mostly he doesn’t...” Lom shrugged, trailing off. He saw the stress on his ruler too. 
 
   “Shall we go home?” Bella suggested. 
 
   Lom nodded, and she took them out without a walk through the lobby, to minimize how many people saw him. Bubbled, she turned to him. 
 
   “Are we really going to try and do both missions at once?”
 
   Lom shrugged. “What are the odds that they aren’t related?”
 
   Bella considered this, wondering just how small the world was. That was something she had yet to determine, but it did seem that while the world above teemed with billions, there were far fewer inhabitants Underhill. Then she turned to her other thought about the whole situation. 
 
   “So, we get paid twice?”
 
   Lom burst into laughter and hugged her. “My little mercenary wench.”
 
   Back at the house, messages from Lucia with itemized schedules awaited them. 
 
   “She wants me to do what?” Bella squeaked, looking at hers. It included detailed instructions for her fittings, and...
 
   Lom took the paper from her, and his lips quirked. “I warned you...”
 
   “Yes, but.” She sighed. 
 
   He leaned in and kissed her thoroughly. “We could have eloped.”
 
   Bella glared at him. “Too late now. And besides, it would have disappointed your mother terribly.”
 
   “Yes. Are you going to be all right?” He ran his fingers from earlobe to jawline and Bella felt her knees loosen. 
 
   “Perfectly fine. If I can face ogres, I can strip down in front of a dresser, surely.”
 
   Hopefully, they would at least see one another in bed that night. Lucia’s schedule ran well after dinnertime. Bella wondered if there was some conspiracy to keep the bride and groom apart right before the wedding. 
 
   She stood, more than a day later, stiff in the gown and waiting by the door, musing on the same theme. They hadn’t seen one another for any longer than a quick cuddled sleep, no energy for more, before separating again to meet Lucia’s planned events. Bella had been fitted into the ridiculous gown - the undergarments didn’t bear thinking of, but she was eternally grateful she wasn’t expected to do anything other than walk, and that in a straight line. 
 
   Which... there was her cue, and Corwin, wearing the crown that meant today he was King Trytion, offering his elbow to her with an avuncular smile. 
 
   “Too late to run, now, lassie,” he whispered in her ear as the music started to crescendo. 
 
   “In this dress? I rather think not.” Bella told him as the doors swung open and the trumpets called out triumphantly. “Besides, we’ve been married for a week.” She smiled behind the veil, knowing that no one could hear her but him. 
 
   So he was laughing and struggling for his usual cool dignity as he walked her down the aisle. She felt confident, despite the ridiculous train, and the mass of people all looking at her. Bella was going to the one man she wanted, and she was succeeding in chipping away at the facade of her new home, moving it forward a little. If all she could do was a little, it was enough. But this wedding was a symbol of more than her joining with Lom, it was part of her assumption of power in a society which by all rights should consider her a mere child. 
 
   Had she known enough to plan, this is what she would have done, she thought. Step, step, pause. March into a marriage with a powerful man, to keep her role as queen from being subsumed by those who would control her. Step, step, pause. Because she knew, had she entered Underhill alone, friendless, she would have been controlled. Step, step, pause. Was this bloody aisle ever going to end? 
 
   Finally, she felt his warm hands on hers, and she could feel her heart rate accelerate, which was absurd, since this was all a formality. There may have been someone speaking, she wasn’t really sure... Lom lifted the veil and smiled at her, and she remembered to respond in the right places. Weddings, she decided firmly, were not for the bride and groom. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Dorothy the Pixie
 
   Neither, she decided some hours later, were receptions. Or at least, this one. It had involved a change of clothes for her, out of the cumbersome wedding gown into a slightly less stiff formal gown, of Lucia’s planning, so not at all what Bella would have chosen. Wistfully, she remembered the look on Lom’s face when he saw her in the Jessica Rabbit dress she’d made. 
 
   She was, she realized, very tired. They had been standing in the reception line for long enough to make her feet ache, and now that they were seated she was expected to get up and dance. Two nights of very little sleep were catching up with her. It ebbed, for a time, as the dancing took her from Lom, to the King, who disappeared afterward, to young Devon. Dancing with the young man reminded her of something. 
 
   “Where is Dorothy?”
 
   “Oh, she’s here.” He looked around. “I’m not sure...”
 
   “Well, when you find her, and when they finally let me sit still a moment, I’d like to talk to her.”
 
   He swung her around and they began the progression down the other side of the room, back to their beginning point. 
 
   “Is this Bella asking, or the Consort-elect?”
 
   Bella looked hard at him, reading a faint concern on his face. “I mean her no harm, Devon.”
 
   “Oh, I know.” He reassured her hastily. “But her parents...”
 
   “Don’t approve of me?” She was curious, and the end of the dance was coming. 
 
   “Don’t approve of Lom. But you... they are, er...”
 
   “Ambitious.” She finished for him as the measure ended. “Bring her to me, please.”
 
   He nodded and bowed. Bella turned to see who was next. “Alger!”
 
   He beamed down at her. “My girl, so glad you have joined our family.”
 
   She took his outstretched hand and entered into the courtly dance with him, grateful for Lucia’s insistence that she learn the dances gone for more than a century in her world above. 
 
   “I have a rather, hem...” he cleared his throat and looked uncomfortable. “Delicate question.”
 
   Bella felt her cheeks flame up, and was grateful that her skin color wouldn’t show the blush easily. “Alger...”
 
   They parted for a moment in the dance and when they came back together, he had a funny look on his face. 
 
   “That’s, ah, not what I meant. So sorry. I had a question about the library.”
 
   “Oh, that’s all right then. What did you want to know? I think I’ve finally got a handle on organization.”
 
   “Well, I wanted to know how much you can access. I’ve been having problems...”
 
   His brow was furrowed. Bella wondered what the problems were, but the dance was coming to an end. “Alger, Lom and I are leaving tomorrow morning, but as soon as we get back...”
 
   “Yes, yes, you two have fun.” His eyes were twinkling again. “But not too much!”
 
   His belly laugh came as they stepped off the floor, and Bella laughed with him, taking his arm in appreciation as he took her to Lom. 
 
   “I need to sit.” Bella murmured to Lom. “These shoes are killing my feet.”
 
   “The dresser was more concerned with enhancing your other assets.” He grinned at her, helping her by offering an arm to lean on. 
 
   “I noticed when they put me into this dress.” She wasn’t unhappy with it, she knew perfectly well that he appreciated the view. But it wouldn’t have been her choice, again. “I feel like a dress-up doll.”
 
   He seated her. “What can I bring you?”
 
   She looked up at him as he swept her a low bow. “Your wish is my command, m’lady.”
 
   Bella giggled at him, “Something to drink, please, beloved henchman.”
 
   Lom disappeared into the melee, and she looked around the room, stationary for the first time in quite a while. It seemed to be a successful event, with the amount of people attending. Of course, this was also the event of.. well, who knew, Underhill. Century might actually not be an exaggeration for once. 
 
   She had only been there a moment, no time for Lom to reappear, when Devon arrived, with Dorothy and a couple Bella assumed were her parents in tow. Bella stood to greet them. They were unusually elderly to be parents of a teenager, but as with so many other things, she was never quite certain of ages, Underhill. Although it would explain their concerns, if she was an only, late, precious offspring. 
 
   “Lady Klomp, Lord Klomp...” Devon did a creditable Court bow, and presented them to Bella. “The Consort-elect Belladonna Tr...” he tripped over his tongue and corrected hastily. “Mulvaney, newly Duchess Elleria.”
 
   Bella felt her lips twitch at his near-error as she extended her hands to them. “Charmed to meet you, your daughter is a lovely girl.”
 
   She was using her full Court-trained persona, the mask she put on for Council, hoping that she read them correctly. Staid, set in their ways, but not bad people. Lord Klomp, if she read his eyes right, was not going to be a problem. Lady Klomp, on the other hand, was chilly. 
 
   “Dorothy has very good breeding.” She sniffed. 
 
   Bella smiled slightly. “Yes, she does, and because of that, I would like to ask her to become one of my ladies-in-waiting.”
 
   The look on the older woman’s face was priceless. On the one hand, Bella could all but see her thinking, it was a prestigious position. On the other hand, it was for this jumped up half-human who had come out of nowhere and who does she think she is?
 
   Bella went on, deliberately pushing before they had a chance to think it through too much. “As you may know, the Duke and I will making a State visit to the Eastern Court, and I badly need her company for this. I am so sorry to give you so little notice...”
 
   Lady Klomp opened her mouth, shut it again helplessly. Bella noticed Lord Klomp wasn’t even being consulted. She felt a little badly using her power like this, but out of the corner of her eye she could see Dorothy practically vibrating with excitement. The girl deserved the chance to see more of the world. Lady Klomp nodded, finally, bowing to the inevitable. 
 
   “When will you be leaving?”
 
   “Tomorrow. Don’t worry about packing, my dear,” Bella turned to Dorothy. “Just bring your notebooks, things you can’t do without. I will provide the wardrobe and necessities.”
 
   “Dorothy, say thank you.” Her mother urged, and Bella saw the avaricious gleam in Lady Klomp’s eye. It hadn’t occurred to her that Bella would be that generous, the princess thought cynically. She had been elevated in a sentence from upstart to Lady Benefactor. 
 
   “Oh, th-thank you!” Dorothy was practically glowing, and her wings were all aflutter. Bella hugged her. 
 
   “I will see you in the early afternoon, at Duke Mulvaney’s hunting house. We will be departing from there.”
 
   Bella turned back to Dorothy’s parents. “Thank you so much for lending her to me. Ah..”
 
   Lom had come up quietly at some point during the conversation, and now he handed a glass to her. Then he inclined his head to the Klomps. 
 
   “My thanks, as well. We will take good care of her.”
 
   “Um, ah..” Lady Klomp visibly did not want to talk to him. “We must take our leave, then, to give her time to prepare.”
 
   “Good morrow.” Lom told them sweetly. Bella hid her smile in a sip of the bubbly he had brought her. When they were walking away, she looked up at him. 
 
   “First of all, that was...”
 
   “Snarky?” his lips quirked. “I know they don’t like me, but I’m glad you thought to do that, Princess.”
 
   “Secondly,” she went on, not encouraging his sense of humor, “What is this?” Bella held up her glass.
 
   “Apple wine, close to champagne, but sweeter,” he grinned. “I know what you like.”
 
   “Yes, I do, thank you.” She sipped at it, and he gestured at the table. 
 
   Bella sat with a sigh and he nudged a plate of hors d'oeuvres closer. “You’re mothering me, dear man.”
 
   “Someone needs to do it. You have been going non-stop since when?”
 
   “Um, I think it was Wednesday?” Underhill had different names for days, but she was sticking stubbornly to what she knew. She eyed him. Lom was being very calm and self-assured, in this crowd. “You’re in full bodyguard mode, aren’t you?”
 
   “Well, not fully.” He sat with her. “But you have to admit, this is a good day. I got you, I got to be snotty at the Klomps, and we get to make our escape very soon.”
 
   She chuckled. “I know how much you hate a crowd, and you’re taking this well.”
 
   “Pain passes through the body, leaving strength in it’s wake...” He intoned with a stuffy look on his face.
 
   “I can’t give that the response it deserves. That’s the stuff mushrooms are fed with.” She sipped at her wine and surveyed the crowd. No one was approaching them for a change. “Do you think?”
 
   “I think we will be excused, with indulgent chuckles, should we make a break for it.” Lom stood and offered her his hand. “Shall we?”
 
   “Please.” She let him tuck her hand into his elbow and they slowly made their way to the great double-doors, standing open still. Lucia intersected with their path as they started up the shallow steps toward the doors. 
 
   “Leaving?” She reached out and Bella took her hand. Lucia was a little flushed and her wings were shimmering, the happiest Bella had seen her. 
 
   “I am so tired.” Bella told her. “Should we stay longer?”
 
   “No, no, dear, get your rest. I hear you two are being sent on a diplomatic mission?”
 
   Bella laughed. “That didn’t take long.”
 
   “Gossip travels, dear.” Lucia beamed. “I will see you two at lunch tomorrow, then.”
 
   Bella blinked, and considered. Not waking up for breakfast sounded like a good idea, and Lucia would of course need to be consulted over matters of Elleria... Bella looked at Lom, who nodded. 
 
   “We will see you then, Mother.” He bent and kissed her cheek and then they left the room before bubbling home. Bella took them right to his bedroom. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Unlaced
 
   Blinking, she froze, and he went behind her. She heard a slight chink of metal, and then a rippling motion freed her from the compression. She gasped. 
 
   “Hold still.” He growled. Bella panted, realizing that she hadn’t been breathing as well as she could have been. It was a subtle thing, that corseting process. Now, there was another slice, and the gown slid off, and pooled around her feet. 
 
   “Hm.” His lips landed on the base of her neck, and she felt her knees weaken. “I think... yes.” 
 
   She could feel the back of the knife, now, as he cut the last lacing on her undergarments. Cool air touched her skin as he slowly peeled the silk stays away from her, his lips following, until she was standing there naked, quivering. 
 
   He scooped her up in his arms and took her to the bed. 
 
   “Mine.” Was the last coherent thing either of them said. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Busman’s Honeymoon
 
   I was not happy at how late our leaving was, but with the addition of not one, but two people to our party, and all the details that had to be attended to, I don’t know why I was thinking it would be like my usual, pick up a pack and go. 
 
   For one thing, this trip had the novelty of an official cover story. Which meant appearances must be kept. That was why Ash was coming along, as my valet, or something. I raised an eyebrow when Bella told us at the lunch table what she had planned, and I wasn’t sure if she had warned Ash, as all he did was nod. 
 
   “You need someone to manage magic for you, my Lord.” Bella told me sweetly, which made me blink in surprise before remembering that we still hadn’t told anyone about my recovery. Also, that she was now using that title as a placeholder for ‘listen up, stupid.’
 
   “Of course.” I drank coffee. Eastern Court would be a sea of tea, so I was savoring this last cup. 
 
   Finally we were all standing in the front entry. Bella reached out and took my hand, then bubbled the four of us. We popped out into a whole new world. I had told her a bit about it, but she still stared around us in wide-eyed wonder like a child. 
 
   Eastern Court is different. Underhill is plastic, not that it doesn’t obey the laws of physics, but it regards them as more guidelines than strict laws. Magic enables us Faerie to mold and shape our surroundings far more than the world above does. 
 
   And even above, in Japan, there are places far more artificial where humans had spent centuries trying to create this look of utterly perfect naturalness. All of Eastern Court, that I had ever seen, was groomed and manicured to a fine degree. The Court Bella was familiar with adhered more to a laissez affaire approach, formal gardens were few, and my own home was as rustic as anything Underhill, but she didn’t know that. She knew it as home, and that more formal than her cabin as a mansion. 
 
   Now the hand in mine tightened as she took in her surroundings. We were alone, the four of us, in a garden. A winding path led to a pagoda, and I led her toward it. Our hosts would allow us refreshment time, then greet us properly with Tea, if I guessed correctly. Unless Yiu Jao preferred to slip in privately. 
 
   “It’s so perfect.” Bella murmured, as if speaking too loudly would be rude. “Like walking through a painting.”
 
   “It’s a game they play, to make their world into art.” I hadn’t a use for it, personally. There was an underbelly to Eastern Court, and I was afraid we were going to see it. Behind us, Dorothy and Ash were silent. 
 
   Inside, we found a large room with screens, painted exquisitely to make it seem as though the garden had followed us indoors. Made of rice paper or silk, the whole thing made me feel uncomfortable, as though we were inside a kite. Kimonos were laid out for us, and a note encouraging us to all bathe, eat, and dress for an audience with the Emperor ‘at dusk.’
 
   Since we had left in the afternoon, and it was now early morning a day later, allowing for the time we had been traveling, we had plenty of time to rest and prepare before that meeting. I sighed. Wearing a dress was not my idea of a good time. On the upside, with all the layers involved, it allowed me to conceal weapons more readily. I had no intention of disarming, emperor or not. 
 
   “Nap, first.” Bella said firmly, looking at the screens and pulling one out enough to form a nook, then unrolling the sleeping mats. She showed Dorothy how to arrange hers, and I was reminded that my bride had spent time in Japan as a student. I wasn’t going to argue with her. I had subtly been helping her with the transportation spell, feeding her energy, and the nap sounded awfully good. We curled up together, not speaking by mutual agreement, with the thin walls, and slept soundly until her phone alarm beeped. Some exploration led to the discovery of the bath room, not the same thing as the Western word meant, with a large wooden tub dominating it. 
 
   “Are we supposed to use that all at once?” Dorothy eyed it nervously. 
 
   “Yes, but we’ll let you ladies go first,” I reassured her. Bella wouldn’t be any happier about Dorothy and Ash joining her in bathing, either. I wasn’t sure she would bathe with Dorothy, but we could hear them giggling a few minutes after we beat a male retreat. 
 
   “Situation, sir?” Ash asked. I eyed him. We hadn’t had a chance to talk yet.  
 
   “You are suicidal, you know that? Volunteering on a moment’s notice for who knows what?”
 
   He grinned. “I know you. First, it is going to be interesting. Second, you’d never risk her.” He jerked a thumb in the direction of the unseen women. 
 
   “Good point. So, we have two objectives, probably not conflicting. I don’t know enough about either one to tell you anything other than keep your eyes open.”
 
   He shook his head. “What did I say, interesting? Insane, I meant.”
 
   I chuckled. He was right. 
 
   “What about your tree?” I asked. “I don’t know how long...”
 
   Ash fingered the leaf in his hair. “I have some time, I was there yesterday.”
 
   “Good enough.” I was spoiled, I decided. Too many years of not having anyone but me to worry about, and that not much. Life had been turned on its ear. 
 
   Bella, scrubbed rosy and draped in embroidered silk, distracted me. “I’m hoping I have this on right.” She was taking tiny steps and concentrating. “I was thinking this would be better than the corsets, but...”
 
   “Layers, and platform shoes.” I filled in for her. “Let me see.”
 
   I was hoping she wouldn’t ask how I knew a kimono’s layers for a female should go. She didn’t, and she was close to correct, anyway. Dorothy was dressed more simply, and her shoes, she lifted a foot to show us, were flats. Someone who knew more about us than I was comfortable with had been preparing. 
 
   Bella’s kimono was embroidered with a huge dragon, black silk on a gold background, with smaller animals cavorting around it. Dorothy’s kimono was painted, a work of art on its own, with flowers. I wasn’t sure which ones, but knew they had symbolic significance. Bella’s dragon most likely referred to power, as she was Consort-elect to our Court. 
 
   I left them to admire the artwork and climbed into the bath. It was hot enough to sting at first, and then as I adjusted, to relax me utterly. Ash, on the other side of the pool, sighed. “This is nice. We should install one in the Manor.”
 
   “Mother would be shocked.” Our home court might be more relaxed in mores that above, but group bathing wasn’t done. “But at my place, yeah. I think I will, if Bella wants.”
 
   “Bathing suits, like above does, would work.”
 
   “True. Skin is skin, though.”
 
   He grunted agreement and scooted lower, soaking. 
 
   I climbed out. I wouldn’t put it past Jao to show up early and I really didn’t want to talk to the spymaster in the tub. A quick toweling off and inspection of the garments revealed that I had been given pants, and a short wrap-around shirt that reminded me of the kitsune boy. They went on under the ankle-length kimono. Mine, like Bella’s, was heavily embroidered. The depictions of a blue-flamed demon weren’t particularly flattering, though. 
 
   Leaving Ash to his decadent bath, I went out to the girls, who had set food out on a low table, and were sitting by it. 
 
   “No chairs.” Dorothy pointed out to me, and I nodded. Tatami mats and perhaps a low bench would be all that were provided. Eastern Court was in the grips of nostalgia, and had been for the better part of a century. I wondered if anyone here had heard of anime, and what they made of it. I hadn’t met any young Fae on my last visit. 
 
   “Now, we wait.” I lowered myself into the correct position on the mat. 
 
   “How long until dusk?” Dorothy asked, picking up chopsticks and looking askance at them. I guessed that she might never have even seen them before. 
 
   “A couple of hours, now, but I am expecting a visitor at any moment.”
 
   Bella showed Dorothy how to use the chopsticks, and I’m fairly sure there was a small spell involved, to help the girl maintain her dignity. Ash was definitely using a spell to make the process work. I looked out at the garden, my attention caught by something. I wasn’t sure what it was. Nothing was moving, aside from a small breeze ruffling the leaves of the maple. Something... wasn’t right. 
 
   Bella looked up, and followed my gaze outside. “What is it?”
 
   “I don’t know. Stay here...” I got up and walked to the door. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Kyuden Battle
 
   And looked up, to see the source of that light breeze. A dragon hovered just over the roofline of the pagoda. Swimming in the air, the eastern dragon was a vivid crimson shading toward a black belly, his legs drawn up to his body and body sinuously moving. He twisted into a spiraling descent aimed straight at me, his mouth gaping. I threw myself back inside as the fireball splashed onto the veranda. It clung and the tongues of flame licked hungrily at the very dry wood. 
 
   “Get out!” I shouted at them. “Dragon! Bella...” 
 
   She had drawn a small pistol from her sleeve. Good girl, had it strapped to her forearm most likely. With those layers, best place to keep it. I had mine in a shoulder holster until now, when I drew it. Herding Dorothy, and Ash, who had produced a recurve bow from goodness only knew where, we headed for the rear of the pagoda. The dragon had landed in the garden and was looking in the door through the growing flames. He roared. 
 
   “There may be another, or something else.” I held up a hand and slipped to the side of the door before peering out into the long, roofed walkway that connected our building to another perhaps a hundred yards away. The garden on both sides of it seemed to be empty. There was nothing, no Fae running toward the commotion and fire. Just the four of us. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. Where was Yiu Jao?
 
   “Go,” I pointed at the far building. It was no less of a tinder-box than this one was, but we might find reinforcements in it. Ash led the way, with Bella and Dorothy on his heels. The dragon, tired of us not running out into his mouth, I presumed, keened in disappointment and coughed another fireball, gutting the pretty screened room. I ran away. 
 
   He was going to figure out that it was a short flight over the pagoda, or a trot around it, to reach us. I wasn’t impressed with his intelligence, so far. Not that I was complaining, there is much to be said for stupid foes. Ash reached the building and held up his hand for a pause while he looked inside. Bella went into a half-crouch, pointing her pistol upward and looking for a flying target. I didn’t look behind me. I realized she had to have been using magic, she couldn’t possibly have run that fast in that dress. Dorothy was wide-eyed, and trying to look everywhere at once. 
 
   I was only a few steps away when Ash backpedalled out of the building, nocking an arrow. He loosed it, and I still couldn’t see what was coming out of the shadowed interior toward us. 
 
   “Go back! Get back!” he yelled. Bella snatched Dorothy and levitated them both out over the garden. I trained my pistol at the dark doorway. What scuttled out wasn’t very big, but I knew what it was, and so did Ash. You only had to see a salamander in action once to have utter respect for it. This one, an arrow sticking out of its head, was angry. 
 
   I started to back up quickly down the walkway, looking in all directions at once. The dragon, making sad little ‘wheeple’ noises, was still sticking his nose into the door of the little pagoda, which was nearing full engulfment in flames. The fire didn’t seem to bother the dragon, and it sure as hell wouldn’t bother the little warty monster who was scrabbling on the wooden floors toward Ash and I, leaving charred footprints in his wake. 
 
   I had an idea. It was insane, and required me to run back into a burning building, but it might work, and wouldn’t give away my magic just yet. 
 
   “Aim for the eye!” I called to Ash. I took one quick shot, but as there was a flare of magic where the bullet hit, I determined that he was fully shielded. Ash’s enchanted arrows might work, might not. 
 
   I didn’t wait to see, but turned and sprinted for the pagoda. I swear, the dragon wagged his tail. 
 
   “Aroo!” he crowed triumphantly as he spotted me coming through the back door. I hug a hard left. “Barrooo?” He howled questioningly. 
 
   “Try this!” I yelled, wielding a wooden bucket full of water as I came back out into his line of sight, running lightly over scorched floor and avoiding the flaming paper and fabric walls. He opened his mouth to let out another fireball, and I threw the water down his gullet. The big black eyes widened, and his head abruptly vanished, his whole body thrashing on the velvety green lawn. I didn’t know how much damage I had done, couldn’t wait around to see with the building creaking in the fire. 
 
   Bucket in hand, I detoured to the tub one last time before back outside, where the salamander was crouched, tail lashing like a cat, in a standoff with Ash. I didn’t think the bucket trick would work on the enchanted monster, but it was worth a try. Bella had landed, and was blocking the weird amphibian’s retreat. I wondered why it hadn’t tried to attack, yet. 
 
   “What did you do?” Ash hissed out of the side of his mouth. He was holding the arrow at ready. 
 
   “Tried something I read one time. Classic science fiction is educational, you know.” I felt really tired suddenly and wanted it over. “Shoot it.”
 
   He let the arrow fly, and the salamander sparkled with spellwork as it deflected the second arrow. “It’s not working.”
 
   I stepped forward, watching Bella’s hand go into action as I arced the water over the ugly little greenish-brown beast. She cast spell, and the water hit at the same time, with an ugly hiss, and the salamander writhed, shrieking and emitting a blue flame. The wooden walkway under him ignited, in spite of the water I had just thrown. 
 
   “Damn, that’s hot. Ash... Can you get us over there?” I pointed. 
 
   He nodded and I grabbed his shoulder as he ‘ported us from one end of the walk to where Bella was standing. The salamander was still twitching, but I thought she had just stunned it, and the water hadn’t helped it any. 
 
   “Scope out the building.” I ordered him. “Bella, don’t use the same spell on it twice, it’s highly adaptive. Dorothy, can you use Sight?”
 
   The girl was scared speechless, but she nodded quickly and closed her eyes. Ash slipped into the doorway, an arrow half-set and ready to go. Bella threw something at the salamander, I didn’t see what. It howled. Dorothy opened her eyes, and shook her head. 
 
   “There are a bunch of people there...” She pointed toward the rear corner of the building. “I think they are trapped.”
 
   I nodded. “Stay with me. Ash...” I walked past him. “Stay with Bella.”
 
   I’d fired one shot from the .45 semi-auto I was carrying, which meant another six rounds before a new magazine. I had one spare strapped to my chest in the holster pocket. Dorothy, still quiet, was right behind me. She was doing good for a kid in her first firefight. I spoke quietly to her, not turning my head to look at her, trusting that she’d hear me. 
 
   “Try using the sight with one eye open, it’s disorienting, so if you need to grab my shoulder to keep on your feet, that’s fine. Normally you don’t grab the guy you’re fighting alongside unless you have a damn good reason.”
 
   “Yes,” she told me breathlessly. I felt a little hand latch onto a fold of my kimono. I went on. “You aren’t carrying a weapon, and I presume no one taught you offensive spells, so if you see anything move, hit the floor and hug it hard.”
 
   I heard her gulp. “Yes.”
 
   “Don’t throw up on me,” I warned. “And the lessons will start as soon as we’re out of this, got it?”
 
   “Teach me to fight?” She wavered a little, but I figured this was as good a way as any to keep her mind off what was happening. 
 
   “Yeah. How close are we?”
 
   “There,” she tugged me a little to one side. It was damn dark in here, no windows in this part of the building, and we walked into a hall lined with doors. This had to be storage. From the echoes, we’d just left one very large room, no doubt with screens over the windows to block out light. 
 
   “Which door?”
 
   “The last one on the right, I think.” She told me. 
 
   “Anything behind us, or above us?” I paused for a second to let her take a look. 
 
   “N-no...”
 
   “Don’t doubt yourself, kid, you’re doing fine.” I reassured her. She had steel. 
 
   The last door was closed, with a heavy beam dropped over it. I could feel the cold as I reached for it. Damn. They had been imprisoned in the cold room. If this was a banqueting hall, as I thought, it was the equivalent of a walk-in freezer. 
 
   “Dorothy, kid, close both your eyes. Stand here.” I steered her against the wall, off to one side, and lifted the beam off the stanchions. The door swung open, and I caught it, as the fae who had been pushing on it fell out at my feet. 
 
   “Please! Help us!” he gasped. 
 
   “Come on out.” I called into the room. “Anyone who can’t walk, carry them out. There’s not enough of us to help you.”
 
   The young man who had fallen out got up and went back in. He re-emerged with an elderly woman on his arm, clutching tightly. Another pair staggered out, and then more. I counted eight people. 
 
   “Dorothy, how many did you see?”
 
   “Seven or eight, I think, they were pretty tightly grouped.”
 
   I looked into the dimly lit room. There was a blue elf globe at the ceiling, and in the weird light I could see a still body in the corner. The young man came back. 
 
   “She is gone,” he said simply. I swung the door shut. That was business for later, then. 
 
   “Dorothy, you can open your eyes.” I told her. She’d see it soon enough, and I’d spare her for now. 
 
   “I need to check on Bella and Ash. Dorothy, stay here with these people, and you...”
 
   The young man straightened wearily as I pointed at him. “Jao Chong, sir.”
 
   I grunted. “I think I know your father. Call for help.”
 
   “Uncle, and yes, sir.”
 
   I trotted back toward the entry I’d come in, to see if they needed my help. 
 
   Bella had killed it. Or maybe Ash, as the twisted body sported an arrow through the eye. The other eye looked like a bullet had gone through it to the brain. 
 
   “I kept throwing things at it, and it dropped shields after a while.” She was sagging against a pillar. Ash was sitting on the ground, poking thoughtfully at the dead monster. 
 
   “Wore it out. And you look tired. Can you manage to come check on some people? They were locked in a freezer.”
 
   “Oh, dear.” She tottered toward me, and then made a face. “The shoes have to go.”
 
   Bella kicked them off, which seemed to help a little, and Ash looked up at me. “This is interesting.”
 
   “Oh?” I bent over him and looked at the end of the stick. There was a faint sparkle of a spell, and then the corpse burst into flame. I jumped back. 
 
   “Well, that was unexpected.” Ash held up the stick, looking at the smoldering tip, and I lost it.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Trail of Destruction
 
   Yiu Jao bubbled in to find me doubled up in laughter, the salamander blazing merrily behind me. 
 
   “What. The. Everliving. Hell. Did you do?” He growled at me. I looked around. The pagoda behind me took that moment to collapse into a shower of sparks. 
 
   “Well, I’d say it wasn’t me, but...”
 
   He blinked and relaxed slightly. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t expecting trouble. Not like this. I know it’s not your fault, Lom. You do, however, tend to leave a certain trail in your wake.”
 
   “This was a well-coordinated attack with a lot of power behind it.” I told him. “For one thing, until recently I was sure dragons were extinct.”
 
   He got a funny look on his face, but whatever he was about to say was interrupted by the arrival of his young nephew. Seeing him in the light I revised my original estimate of his age downward. 
 
   “Uncle!”
 
   Bella and Dorothy were following him, along with a couple of others I didn’t recognize, but whose clothing and posture indicated policemen of some sort. 
 
   Yiu Jao held out a hand and they clasped forearms briefly, but I saw the relief on my friend’s face. 
 
   “What happened?” Jao asked, and Chong answered with a deep sigh. 
 
   “They struck while we were sleeping. All of us were ported into the cold room, and there was a spell preventing us from using magic at all in there. Nothing...” He shivered, and I realized with a sinking heart that they had been trapped the whole time we had been in the little pagoda. Bella, from the stricken look on her face, was thinking the same thing. 
 
   “I don’t know what happened outside, until the door opened and they were there,” he gestured at me. 
 
   “I should have gone looking when no-one greeted us.” I offered as an apology, but Jao shook his head. 
 
   “There was no way for you to know, we wanted to give you privacy to rest before the reception. Which,” he looked around, “will be cancelled, now, I’m afraid.”
 
   “I think you may need to re-evaluate security measures.”
 
   He growled low in his throat. “Will you accept our hospitality elsewhere?”
 
   “We will stay here, I don’t think they will return without the element of surprise.” I told him. “Don’t take this as a blow to your honor.”
 
   He nodded, abruptly, after locking gazes with me for a long moment. “Then... Let us talk. What happened?”
 
   “We were sitting and relaxing,” I pointed at the small pagoda. “When I got that feeling, you know...”
 
   “Your gut said something was wrong.” He looked at the smoldering remains of the salamander. “Show me?”
 
   I led him through the garden around the front lawn where we had first arrived. The lawn was torn up, furrowed where the dragon had been flailing around in pain. Jao flinched at the destruction. “What happened here?”
 
   “After the first fireball, the dragon landed. He was maybe fifty-sixty feet long, middle as big as a tanker car, head the size of a BMW....”
 
   Surprised at my metaphor, Jao let out a bark of laughter. “You said dragon, and I did not believe you. They are gone, none have been seen in an age.”
 
   “Well, don’t know about that, but I have seen two inside the last month.”
 
   He stared at me, brows furrowed. I think it was the most emotion I had ever seen him display. He was a very worried man. “The dragons are returning.”
 
   He turned away, and I kept silent, letting him think. He was visibly shaken by what I had just told him. Bella, still flanked by the two cop-types, caught up with us. 
 
   “Lom? Is everthing ok? Dorothy is rather upset, although she is trying to keep a stiff upper lip.”
 
   I hugged Bella, feeling some of the combat adrenaline drain away. “I think so.”
 
   Jao turned around and spoke to one of the underlings. “Is the Kyuden clear?”
 
   The man nodded. “There is no sign of any hiding enemy and the personnel have been evacuated, except for your nephew, who refused care. Temporary staff will arrive,” He paused briefly, as though he were listening to something, “in an hour, perhaps two.”
 
   “And a forensic team?”
 
   “They have arrived.” The man pointed back toward the area we had come from.
 
   I was impressed. Jao had modernized his Court investigators far more than mine had. I made a mental note to find out if Corwin would allow the Eastern man to come train some people. 
 
   “Then let us return to the Kyuden and find refreshments, allow your young woman to find a place to rest.” Jao offered to me. 
 
   We collected Ash and Dorothy, and Chong took the girls to a room where Dorothy could lie down. Jao looked at me. “We need to talk.”
 
   “Ya think?” I knew it sounded rude, but I was getting rather out of sorts, and it was time to get some information before anyone else got hurt. 
 
   “Food, tea, then a bath,” he announced. “Come.”
 
   Someone, most likely Chong, I decided, had put out a spread of food, both Western and Asian. The low table and mats were the same, but it was reassuring to have a sandwich to hold onto rather than the unfamiliar chopsticks. I changed my mind about Chong when Jao looked at the table in irritation and then clapped his hands. Three frosty bottles of beer appeared on it. Some sort of magic system, then. Amused, I accepted the beer and sipped at it. 
 
   We were finishing when one of the minions appeared, looking suspiciously at me. He leaned over and spoke softly to Jao, who listened, and then laughed. 
 
   “He seems to think that as the dragon is no longer here, and the salamander burnt up, perhaps you and your people are solely responsible for the damage.”
 
   “Thought you had a forensic team? They should be able to find foot prints. Hell, when Ash first put an arrow into the salamander and ticked it off, it burned prints right into the wood.”
 
   “I saw them.” Jao commented, then glared at the other man. “Do you and your team need to read the book again? Shall I come and rub your noses into the marks and signs? Go.”
 
   Dismissed, the man gave him a low bow and me a dirty look. 
 
   “I don’t think they like me,” I pointed out. 
 
   He shrugged. “There is an imbalance in power here and I must accept some who are not happy with me. Better I know them, and watch carefully, than have someone who would please me with their mouth and stab me with their hand.”
 
   I choked a little at his inadvertent innuendo and took a swig of my beer. 
 
   Jao brightened. “But enough, the bath will ease your aches and pains. I know how it is, after combat. So come, my friends, and we will talk where none can listen.”
 
   When we walked into the bathhouse, I knew what he meant. It was wrapped in layer after layer of spells, warding it tightly against unwanted visitors and listeners from afar. We all three stripped and climbed in the tub, and the heat of the water was blissful. Jao sent another elfglobe spinning off his fingertips to light the dim room. It was fully dark outside, now. 
 
   “I hear you have lost that, my friend.” His voice was gentle. 
 
   “Magic? News travels fast.” I shrugged. 
 
   “It is remarkable, indeed, that you went into battle today with no magical defenses.” He sounded awed. 
 
   I was uncomfortable. I knew I could have used magic, today, I simply hadn’t thought to, and then when I had, had held off to see if I needed to. Bella walked into the bathhouse. 
 
   “Ah, here you are.” She started to strip out of the kimono, which was sooty and worse for the wear. I gaped a little at her, not having expected her to be comfortable naked with a bunch of men equally unclothed, then remembered that she had gone to school in Japan, and closed my mouth. 
 
   Ash averted his eyes, out of respect to me, no doubt, as she climbed in, but Jao, the old dog, ogled happily. He didn’t say anything. 
 
   “I tucked Dorothy in, and she is sleeping soundly. Where are we in the story?” She asked, leaning her head against the cedar boards. 
 
   “Hadn’t really started yet.”
 
   “What did you do to the dragon, anyway?” she asked curiously. She had been standing off the salamander and too far away to see, I remembered. 
 
   “I remembered something I had read, and figured I’d see what a bucket of water down his gullet while he had his fire-chamber warming up would do. I’m pretty sure that was a steam explosion, and while it didn’t kill him, he wasn’t a happy camper.”
 
   Jao chuckled. “Most ingenious, a non-magical dragon slayer.”
 
   “I didn’t slay him,” I protested. Actually, I was hoping I hadn’t. He had been more playful than adversarial, oddly enough. I’d known dogs like that, who growled as they played. Only the dragon didn’t get that people burned. Or maybe he thought it was part of the game. 
 
   “And the salamander?” Jao prompted. “Evil spirit...” he hissed. 
 
   Bella shrugged, which did lovely things to her partly submerged bosom. “I think Ash and I tag teamed it to death. I threw everything but the kitchen sink at it, and the second the shield dropped, we both shot it.”
 
   Jao eyed her with new respect. “Very strong, to exhaust a salamander. And it must have been under orders to take one of you alive, or it would simply have ignited everything.”
 
   I had to trust him on this, I’d only met one once, and it hadn’t gone especially well. But that was an interesting thought. And it brought me to... “Why did you call me here, Jao?”
 
   “I told you earlier that there is an imbalance of power, yes?”
 
   I nodded. He was bringing Bella, who hadn’t been there, up to speed. 
 
   “How much do you know about our Court and the politics?” he asked all of us. Bella just shook her head. 
 
   “I know it mirrors, in some ways, the Emperor above, and below him, what once would have been called Daimyo. Then merchants, and the middle class. I’m a little fuzzy there, last time I was here it was to help with a problem from the bottom up.”
 
   Bella looked puzzled. 
 
   Jao explained. “I needed a man to infiltrate a tong, one who was unknown to any in this Court. King Trytion loaned me ‘his best man’ and we were quite successful.”
 
   I didn’t mention that every one of the tong men had been beheaded, and rumor had it their families were simply disappeared, after I’d gone home. It had been a long, ugly mission. Tongs were tolerated, as long as they respected the emperor. 
 
   “There has arisen a rival to the Emperor. She...” I hoped my twitch didn’t show, as I realized that this was the likely link to Raven’s powerful shaman. Jao went on smoothly, so either he hadn’t noticed, or had and would ask later. “Claims to have been here longer than the royal family, so she should have precedence. Daniken is a very strong kami, and she is somehow persuading many to cross to her side.”
 
   “So what do you want me to do about this?” I asked, pondering the connections here. Raven was being pulled into a coup attempt by Daniken, which was why he had refused to allow her to bring him here. His power, as unlike the magic of Underhill as oil to water, would no doubt give her the leverage she needed to unseat the ruling family. I was puzzled over why Jao had called me, though, I had no real concern over who was in power, in Eastern Court. Nor did I owe him any favors, much less anything this big. And why had they attacked me? 
 
   “I wanted to give into your keeping evidence that would convince Corwin to support the emperor. Daniken is ambitious, and once we are rolled up, she will advance on your Court.” He leaned forward, his eyes earnest. “I know you do not approve of my methods, Unpyou, but please... what she offers is only evil.”
 
   “Unpyou?” Ash murmured.
 
   “Clouded leopard.” I told him. Jao had dubbed me that during our previous association, having found my name a tongue twister, and as he had said enviously, and repeated now.
 
   “Yeah, he’s a sneaky bastard.”
 
   “Your English is much better now,” I told him dryly. I leaned back and closed my eyes, then opened out the Sight. I was thinking, but also looking, hard, at his aura. It glowed clear and bright. The young kitsune boy had a lifeglow tattered and soiled with a powerful influence that had forced him to become a mind-controlled slave, pushed beyond the bounds of endurance, until when he died, the magic had consumed even his body with the force of its hunger. 
 
   “We will help.” I opened my eyes and winced with the transition. “And I have a confession, and something to show you.”
 
   I stood up and headed for the steps. Jao, Ash, and Bella, reading my change in mood, followed silently as I got out, and dried. 
 
   “Clothes, my dear?” Bella asked. I nodded, and she summoned outfits for all three of us, much more comfortable than the kimonos, although I regretted the destruction of those works of art. I strapped on my shoulder holster over the soft chamois shirt she’d gotten for me. I wasn’t about to go unarmed in what I now considered enemy territory, not that I would have before. 
 
   “Why didn’t you shoot the salamander?” I asked her now, suddenly remembering something I had missed in the heat of battle. 
 
   “You weren’t firing, so I decided I would wait and see what you did. I knew there was a chance it wouldn’t be possible to hurt it through mundane methods.”
 
   I nodded. “Smart girl.” 
 
   “In battle, you’re the leader,” she told me. “I’m going to jump when you say jump, and only ask how high on the way up.”
 
   Jao laughed. “If only all wives were so good!”
 
   I laughed too. “Oh, off the field of battle she’ll ask why before the jump!”
 
   We got back into the room where we had eaten. The table had been cleared. I looked at Bella. “Have you eaten?” 
 
   She nodded. “Chong took care of us. Then Dorothy just crashed. Where is he?”
 
   “Guarding the girl personally.” Jao assured her. 
 
   “Ward the room, please.” I asked Bella. She nodded, and closed her eyes, cupping her hands. The globe of magic that swelled and grew until it pressed into the walls and hung there, shimmering, was if anything stronger than the built-in wards around the bathhouse, which I guessed Jao maintained for privacy permanently. His eyes were wide again at her display of control and power. 
 
   “Didn’t anyone tell you?” I grinned at him. “I married the strongest sorceress in the world.”
 
   “Really, Lom.” Bella opened her eyes and let her hands fall. “Fairy princess is bad enough, I draw the line at sorceress.”
 
   Jao shook his head. “There were rumors, but...” He sat down. “I think sitting is best if you mean to keep surprising me,” he quipped. 
 
   I held out a hand, the laughter falling away from me, and summoned the little packet. Now I had both Ash and Jao gaping at me open mouthed. 
 
   “I did lose magic, you know. I wanted to die.” I told them, my voice quiet. “But time and someone refusing to give up on me kept me going. And then I went for healing to her uncle and found my magic again.”
 
   Jao nodded. “I am glad, old friend. It was agonizing to imagine.” He shook his head. “I would not want to live that way, either.”
 
   I laid the packet on the table and unwrapped it with ceremony. “While I was with her uncle, we had a visitor. He died, before we could render aid, and this is all that remains.”
 
   I pushed it toward Jao, the tattered paper with the sad little mementoes. His eyes were fixed on the pearl, and he sucked his breath in hard as he reached out and picked it up. 
 
   “Why...” he started. 
 
   “He was a messenger, to Bella’s uncle. Not to me, she would have had no idea I was there, much less that he has ties to Faerie now.”
 
   Jao clutched the pearl in his fist and looked hard at Bella. “What are you?” He demanded fiercely. 
 
   She looked rather taken aback. “Half Fairy, half human. I think. There might be... um. Well, my grandfather, I just learned, is a dragon...”
 
   Jao closed his eyes and seemed to sink into meditation. Ash looked back and forth between Bella and me. 
 
   “Will someone please explain all that?” Ash asked, sinking onto a mat. 
 
   “The pearl is the soul of a kitsune. Daniken, the kami who is trying to take over Eastern Court, sent him to summon Raven, Bella’s uncle, and the, ah...” I tried to figure out how to explain what Raven was without using the word ‘god’ which Raven would object vociferously to, and he was right, he wasn’t divine in any way shape, nor form. “Great spirit of the Pacific Rim, basically. He’s not Fae, and his power is completely different than ours is.”
 
   “Huh.” Ash looked at Bella, who shrugged. 
 
   “I had no idea. He was just Uncle Raven, until Lom showed up. I’ve learned a lot since I met Lom.”
 
   Ash grinned. “He has that effect, yes.”
 
   Jao opened his eyes. He had that look on his face, of a man having a burden on his shoulders. “This is...”
 
   I nodded. “His soul is trapped, and not happy.” I told Ash and Bella. “If you hold that thing...” Jao delicately placed it back on the paper as I spoke. “You can feel what he’s feeling.”
 
   “You have given me a lever.” He looked at me. I nodded. Daniken was the patron saint of the kitsune, and the pearl would turn them against her. She wouldn’t have enough power to manipulate all of them. 
 
   “Just don’t use it yet, until you hear me out.” I settled on my mat, wishing for something to lean against. 
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “We had a dual purpose in coming here.” I gestured at Bella. “Her uncle refused to respond to Daniken’s summons, and asked us to find out what she wants. I’d like to meet with her and talk to her before you use that.”
 
   Jao snorted. “She no doubt seeks an ally in her fight for power.”
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t think you understand, Jao. Bella?”
 
   She got that far-off look that meant she was accessing the library. “Raven, the trickster, the creator of men, predates your imperial family by... uncounted ages. If he were to return, to gather his peoples again, he could rule a vast region. I don’t think Daniken thought this through, or she is desperate, indeed.”
 
   Jao lost his composure. “He’s what?”
 
   “Raven was here first. He’s strong, I’ve...” I remembered the spirit journey he’d pulled me out and onto. I’d glimpsed his power, then. 
 
   “Jao, grasp the flow of your magic.” He looked puzzled and irritated, but I saw him look inward a little. “Now, if that is a river, Raven is an ocean.”
 
   He nodded. “I begin to see.” He looked at Bella, eyes narrowed. “Your power begins to make more sense. You are a potent mixture, young woman.”
 
   I yawned. “We need rest. And I will make contact with Daniken tomorrow, somehow, and talk. Just talk, Jao, somewhere neutral. She told Raven something is threatening her people, and she called it a blood tide from the West, so I’m pretty sure she wasn’t talking about your Court.”
 
   He frowned. “I have no idea. Yes, having a go-between is a good idea. I would like to know what her motivation is, other than simply pure ambition. But do not trust her, Unpyou, use all your stealth in ascertaining the truth, I beg you.”
 
   I nodded. At the moment I felt like someone had pulled the plug on me, but I knew that Jao was giving me a concession because he trusted me. And had respect for Bella, now that he had glimpsed what she was and how strong she was. Ash was practically asleep at the table. Bella was drooping, too. 
 
   “Are we ready?” she asked, and when I nodded, she gathered in the wards with a gesture, reabsorbing the spell for another time. Jao led us to rooms, and I don’t even remember unrolling mats before waking in the late morning, the light streaming in the window on us. The screen had been shoved back quietly by a young woman, who looked startled as I sat up abruptly, and she disappeared with a squeak. Bella sat up.
 
   “Who was that?”
 
   “A maid, I think. How are you feeling?”
 
   “Stiff and sore. Adrenaline, I think, I wasn’t injured at all. How are you?”
 
   “Getting ideas.” I rolled over and partly pinned her down. “Can you be quiet, I wonder?”
 
   She giggled. “Someone could just walk in...”
 
   “Let ‘em watch,” I kissed her and felt her melt. “It might be a while before we can do this again. I always say take it when you can get it.”
 
   She laughed and met me halfway. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Daniken
 
   I wasn’t entirely sure how I was supposed to get in contact with Daniken. Raven had given me a sort of address, but he wasn’t sure that was where she was. He thought it might be, as that was where she had lived centuries before. If she was attempting to claim precedence, she might have returned. I sent a message spell there, and went to find food. 
 
   The Kyuden was fully staffed again today. Jao was nowhere to be seen, but Dorothy, Ash, and Bella were already downstairs, and seated at the table. Bella looked up as I came down the shallow steps, and smiled. I felt my lips quirk. It was hard to maintain my tough-guy facade around her. 
 
   “What’s the plan for the day?” Bella asked as I sat. Food appeared magically as soon as I had. 
 
   Ash eyed it, the same mix of Western and Asian as the day before. “I could get used to this.”
 
   I snorted. “I dare you to ask Ellie.”
 
   “Um... on second thought.” 
 
   Bella laughed. Dorothy frowned, “I like Ellie.”
 
   “Ellie likes it a certain way.” I explained, then got around to answering Bella. “We’re going to wait. I’m still trying to figure something out, though. If Daniken was behind yesterday’s attack, why did she want us alive?”
 
   She shook her head. “I haven’t an idea. We will have to ask her when we meet her.”
 
   Ash looked worried. “Are you two sure that’s a good idea? If she attacked here...”
 
   I nodded. “But she can’t have known the other connection. She’ll listen, and we aren’t exactly easy to damage.”
 
   “True. But...” he glanced at Dorothy. 
 
   “I’m planning on leaving you two here.” I told them. Bella nodded. 
 
   “I will not take Dorothy into more danger, and you can watch over her, Ash.”
 
   He nodded grimly, and Dorothy, sensible girl, didn’t argue. The day before had no doubt been an eye-opening experience. Which reminded me. 
 
   “I promised lessons. After...” I looked at the food, then my watch. “Whatever meal this is, I have lost track of time, we will go out and damage the lawn a little more, if you’re up to it.”
 
   She nodded, her eyes bright. 
 
   “Me too.” Bella put in. “We never finished my training, remember?”
 
   I appreciated what she was doing, giving Dorothy a little boost. Bella, with her raw power, and the library, really could use learning basic defense and offense. There would come a time when being able to finesse and not just blow through the obstacle would be a good thing.
 
   “It can’t hurt,” I told her. 
 
   So all four of us, with a curious Chong, trooped out onto the patch of dragon-chewed lawn, where we couldn’t hurt the beautiful gardens too much. I looked at the young man. 
 
   “How much training do you have?”
 
   “Some. I am curious about your methods, though.”
 
   I nodded. “You’ll have to show us your stuff in return.” 
 
   He smiled. He was young enough to want to show off a bit in front of the women. 
 
   I began much as I had with Bella, showing Dorothy how to cast a fireball. She got it quickly, and with no tendency for flair, for which I praised her. Then we showed her how to cache a weapon with a ‘come here’ tagged spell on it. Ash could throw up a hand and pull back his bow, arrow nocked, seemingly from thin air. She fumbled, and he pointed out that he had spent hours practicing for a fast draw. Both Chong and Dorothy started trying it out. 
 
   I was distracted by the arrival of a big black bird, circling overhead. Somehow I was certain this was Daniken’s response to my message. 
 
   “Ash, take over? Bella and I need to go.”
 
   He glanced upward as well. “No problem. Be safe.”
 
   Bella followed me as we walked toward the end of the garden. The bird stooped and landed on a nearby branch as we entered the woods that bounded the garden. I looked up at it, and it cocked its head and regarded us closely. 
 
   “I know you,” the crow squawked at us. Bella jumped in surprise. She hadn’t been expecting a talking bird. 
 
   “I was with Raven when your last messenger arrived.” I told Daniken, who was possessing the bird. I wasn’t happy with her methods, but preferred the bird to something larger and with more teeth. 
 
   “Yes...” She looked back toward the Kyuden. “And now you are in my enemy’s house. Who are you?”
 
   I shrugged. “A lowly pixie.” Bella stayed silent.
 
   “Meet me.” The crow dropped a wingfeather and launched itself off the branch, flapping rapidly away. 
 
   Bella reached for the feather, and I caught at her shoulder. “Wait!”
 
   But it was too late. She had touched the feather and the spell snapped around both of us. It wasn’t a long trip, and Bella could have burst it, I was sure, but we decided to let it play out, and see what was waiting for us at the other end. 
 
   The first thing I saw, when the bubble popped, was the dragon. It was curled up, tail over its nose, looking miserable. Daniken, seeing what I was looking at, snapped. 
 
   “You hurt my pet!”
 
   I glanced at her. She was wearing an odd dress, seemingly made up of rags and furs. Her hair was a wild mess, tangled and flying around her head. Her pale face was flushed with anger. “He was trying to kill us.” I pointed out mildly and walked over to the big scaly head. I heard Bella draw in her breath, behind me, in what wasn’t quite a gasp. 
 
   The dragon moved his tail, and opened his dinner-plate sized eyes. “Meep?”
 
   “People burn.” I told him sternly. “No fire.”
 
   “Meep.” He whimpered. I reached out and put a hand on his nose. He was burning up. I closed my eyes, remembered the right spell, and sent it into him. He closed his eyes again. 
 
   “Did you kill him?!” Daniken, standing right behind me know, sounded both scared and furious. The dragon flinched slightly. 
 
   “No. I eased his pain. Which you could have done...” I turned around and looked at her. “Start talking. I’m out of patience.”
 
   She flounced, the long skirts of that very odd dress billowing. They were lighter and fluffier than my first impression. “I summoned Raven. Who are you?”
 
   Bella broke in, now. “First of all, you don’t summon Raven. Secondly, your methods are vile. Mind your manners, or we will mind them for you.” She came to stand beside me, her wings at full array, and her eyes sparkling with anger. I wondered what had set her off. 
 
   Daniken drew herself up, magic rolling off her like a fog. The dress, I realized, was a collection of charms, bound into the once-living furs and bones she was wearing. She brought up her hands, crackling with the pent-up energy. 
 
   “Stop. You summoned Raven, he sent us as envoys, and to teach you manners. If you want help, you have to settle for us. If he comes, you won’t like it, I can promise you,” Bella warned quietly, her voice cool and calm. She hadn’t even twitched in response to Daniken’s threatening gestures. 
 
   They stared at one another for a long moment. The dragon, behind us, moaned a little. Daniken slumped and released the spells. 
 
   “I have no more time to argue,” she admitted. “The evil is coming.”
 
   “What, precisely, is the evil? And why did you attack yesterday?” I asked. 
 
   She bit her lip and looked away. “How was I supposed to know who you were? All I knew is that the High Court was sending emissaries. I couldn’t risk them backing the fools against me. I must have the power, to defeat... her.”
 
   I took a more relaxed posture, my hands clasped behind my back. I had realized she wasn’t going to offer us hospitality and I wasn’t sure I’d take it if she did. 
 
   “Go on.” I prompted. The dragon flicked my hands with his tongue. I blinked, but tried to keep my face still. It was like being licked by a monstrous snake. Dry and... tickly. 
 
   Daniken wrung her hands together and started to pace back and forth in front of us. While she pulled her words together, I saw that we were on a flat, rocky place, overlooking the ocean. I’d had the impression of a tall tower looming off to the right as we landed before I’d focussed on the dragon. Now, Bella was looking around a little, but not taking her eyes too far away from the distraught kami. 
 
   “She bathes in blood, the legends say. She devours the hearts of those she lures in. And she has seen a weakness, here in the East, and pounced. My animals have fallen to her, and their bones litter the dark cold lands. The dry lands didn’t give her pause, her house races with the speed of the wind, and cannot be stopped... her appetite will devour us all. Oh!”
 
   She stopped and looked at us, her hands clasped in supplication. “You must help me. I beg of you. She will consume my people, and your cousins.”
 
   “My cousins?” I was confused. 
 
   She waved a hand in dismissal. “The fae, faerie, Yiu Jao and his clan. Whatever you call them.”
 
   “If I help you defeat this, er, witch from the West,” Bella got a funny look on her face and I caught her hiding a smile. I wondered what that was about. I kept talking. “Will you leave the imperial family alone?”
 
   Daniken nodded. “I never wanted to rule,” she insisted. “I just wanted to protect my lands, my beautiful animals. Will you kill her?”
 
   That last was spoken in a very eager voice, and a flicker of something ugly flashed through her eyes. I wondered how innocent she was in this threat from the West moving in on her territory. Nothing I could do about that now, and she was truly afraid of something, that was certain. 
 
   “I want you to promise that,” Bella held up a spell, and I recognized a message bubble. “You will leave the imperial family and the Court alone if we defeat the wicked witch of the West.” 
 
   There was that tickle of humor in her voice again. I definitely needed to ask later. Daniken didn’t catch it, though. 
 
   “I will, I will.” 
 
   “Go ahead then.” Bella flicked the spell on. 
 
   Daniken drew herself up. “I will not pursue my claims on the imperium if the witch Iaga is driven back and defeated. I will return to my former status and will be content.”
 
   Bella nodded when it was clear that Daniken had said all she was going to. With a flick of her wrist, she sent the spell, to Yiu Jao, would be my guess. 
 
   Daniken snarled at us. “You have spoiled my plans, and my dragon! I hope she eats your hearts, and then I will throw them in Raven’s face!”
 
   I took Bella’s hand, ready to leave at any second. “What will you do to the dragon?”
 
   “I will kill it. It is ruined.” She pouted in its direction, looking over my shoulder. I could feel the cool nose bump my hand, and Bella’s, where they were clasped.
 
   “Release it.” Bella’s voice was clipped and her eyes narrowed. “You squander those in service to you.”
 
   “What more would you ask of me?” The kami was beginning to emit crackles of blue electricity from her hair and the charms bound into her gown. “Take the dragon, then!
 
   “Now, go!” She pointed imperiously toward the mainland, distantly visible. 
 
   “No, not yet. Why were you trying to capture one of us?”
 
   She pouted, crossing her arms and looking away, out to sea. “I wasn’t.”
 
   “What?” She had spoken softly enough that the crashing waves below had obscured her words.
 
   “I was trying to kill you all!” Daniken was back to shouting and pointing. “But foolish creature wanted to play with the other dragon!”
 
   “What other dragon?” Bella asked, surprised. Daniken threw her hands up into the air, but what looked like a gesture of exasperation turned into a torrential downpour. 
 
   “Get us to Kyuden!” I shouted to Bella, clinging to her arm. The winds were likely to knock us off the cliff onto the rocks below, once the rain made the knob of granite slippery.
 
   Bella nodded, her hair plastered to her face, and snapped a bubble around us, trapping rain along with us, which pooled around our feet. “Wow. She’s not exactly stable, is she?” 
 
   I threw back my head and laughed. “You have a gift for understatement, my love.”
 
   She brought us back to the lawn we had first landed on, and we found ourselves in the midst of a gaggle of gardeners, who were working on repairing the damage the dragon had done. I looked for the kids, wondering if they had kept playing with magic after we’d gone. Ash was responsible...
 
   There they were, by the garden shed at the bottom of the garden, on the brink of the woods. I pointed and Bella saw them too. 
 
   “They are still playing. Look, Ash is showing them how to check a building for enemy without being seen yourself.”
 
   The threesome, Dorothy, Chong, and Ash, slid along the wall, crouching to pass under the small, high window, and up to the door. Dorothy held up her hand, which made me smile, knowing this had to be one run of several if she had been shown that trick already. She slowly engaged the doorknob and peeked inside once she got a crack, then opened it enough to admit her body. 
 
   Ash saw us coming and gave a little thumbs-up, then said something to Chong, who nodded and followed Dorothy inside. Ash straightened and turned to us, and then grabbed for the wall as the hut moved. 
 
   I broke into a run, and I was looking straight at Ash, who had a puzzled look on his face as the hut suddenly elevated several feet into the air. Then the confusion turned to alarm as the hut wobbled to one side. He almost lost his footing, turned, and grabbed the doorjamb, just as the door slammed shut on his arm. 
 
   With a hoarse scream, Ash sank to his knees. I could see from the way he was fighting and dangling from the arm that he was pinned, and I leapt to try and grab the edge of the porch he’d been standing on, was kneeling on. The hut accelerated, and I fell, tucking and rolling, straight into a large tree. I saw stars. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Hut on Chicken Legs
 
   Bella had been distracted by the gardeners, so didn’t see the by-play of the young adventurers playing at clearing the hut. It was only when Lom broke into a run that she realized something was wrong, and she was too far away to help. She had gathered a spell to throw, but let it dissipate, afraid she would hurt Ash, as the hut stood up and started to run. 
 
   She knew what it was as soon as it had extruded the massive, feathered legs with their scaly, taloned feet. Now, the name Iaga triggered the memories of children’s stories and a book of fairy tales she’d pored over as a girl. 
 
   Lom took a flying leap, and his fingers grazed the rough wooden planks of the narrow porch, but the hut bounded into the woods and out of sight almost immediately, while her husband tumbled into a tree. 
 
   “Are you hurt?” She stumbled and dropped to her knees, assessing him for damage. 
 
   “No, ow... Not a lot.” He sat up and rubbed at his forehead. “What the hell?”
 
   “Baba Yaga’s hut on chicken legs.” Bella pulled up the library, mentally running through the stacks toward the mythology and folklore section. That wasn’t fast enough, so she changed her mental picture to flying. Better. 
 
   “Lom, she eats people!” The information in the books was conflicting, some had her as a benevolent, if cranky, grandmother, others were full of bloodcurdling details of how she treated intruders into her hut, which she evidently used as bait to lure in the unwary. 
 
   “You use your wings and feed magic to add more speed to them...” Lom stood up and grabbed her hand. 
 
   Bella remembered what she had done before, and jumped upwards, his wings erupting as they cleared the ground and aimed for the sky. She was a bit embarrassed not to have remembered that sooner, but wings were still new to her. 
 
   “There!” She pointed at a flock of birds spiraling into the sky, disturbed by a large movement in the forest. “I can’t keep this up for long.” Bella could feel the drain of energy already, even with the wind augmenting her. There was a reason this method of travel wasn’t in common use. 
 
   They passed beyond the forest to large, open fields, and the hut, lurching oddly, was racing across them. Bella almost over shot it, and came down hard, aiming for the roof. The hut paused, quivered, and Bella dropped both of them into a wet rice paddy, almost at arm’s length in front of it. The knees bent slightly, and then it lurched toward them. Bella covered her face, and it was gone, leaving a splatter of mud, and Ash, in its wake as it blurred into speed so fast they couldn’t even see it any longer. 
 
   Lom got to Ash, who was moaning and lying all too still, and snapped back to Bella. 
 
   “Call Jao, call Melcar, tell them where we are and that we need them now!”
 
   Bella waded through the soupy mud, shivering already, and spun messages off her fingertips. The mud around Lom and Ash was stained vividly red, and she swallowed. 
 
   “Let me see him.” The emergency medical technician she had been trained to be came to the fore, and Lom eased back a little. 
 
   “I stopped the bleeding,” he said, swiping at his brow and leaving a hideous trail of red mud on his skin. “But he’s battered. There’s more damage...”
 
   Bella checked the unconscious Ash. “He’s breathing, but shocky. Can we get him out of the mud? And warm him?” 
 
   She used a variant of the flying spell to hover the limp wood-elf above the surface, feeling the strain, but knowing it had to be done or he would die on the spot. Lom took off his damp shirt and tucked it around his friend, then, face stern, created four globes of glowing energy that gave off a good deal of heat. Bella knew that couldn’t have been easy, but they would help immensely. 
 
   The initial flurry of activity over, they looked around. The big field was bounded by other fields, no houses in sight. 
 
   “Can we head towards the break, there?” Lom pointed at the humped up terrace that broke the fields up into flood-able areas. It would at least be dry ground, and Bella noted he was shivering already. Between Daniken’s rainstorm, and the pursuit of the hut, they hadn’t had time to dry. Now, he was bare-chested. 
 
   She discovered that she could move the spell, and Ash, slowly, and they headed for the levee. She crawled up the steep side, more concerned with keeping the injured man level and dry than with her own dignity. 
 
   “Let me take him.” Lom offered, once he was at the top. Bella nodded, too tired to stand up. The release when Lom took the energy draw away was enormous. She slumped down gasping. Looking up into the air, she could see something coming, a tiny dot, but fast growing. 
 
   “Lom, what is?” She pointed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Hot Pursuit
 
   He turned to look, and a bubble with Jao and several others arrived next to them. Distracted, Bella looked at the arrivals, then back to Ash. 
 
   “What happened?” Jao ran to Lom, who brushed him off. 
 
   “Not my blood...” 
 
   One of the others, a healer, was already assessing Ash. 
 
   “We must transport him immediately!” he commanded, his voice ringing. 
 
   Bella screamed. In the babble of voices and motion, the incoming dragon was just too much for her to handle alone, no one else was looking this way now, and screaming seemed like a good way to get their attention. She tried to gather enough energy together to throw the excavation spell that had wreaked so much destruction in the past. 
 
   The dragon, all sixty feet of shining scales and glittering eyes, close enough she could see the whites of his eyes, was swooping in overhead, close enough she felt like she could have touched him. Everyone still on the top of the levee dropped flat to the ground, and the dragon doubled back on himself to land on the side of it with a lot of scrabbling from his claws. 
 
   Ash and the men attending to him were gone. They must have fled for the Kyuden as soon as she gave the warning. Jao, Lom, Bella, a couple of others... She lifted her head, and stared into those huge, hypnotic eyes. He snuffled at her, and she sat very still as she was sniffed thoroughly. 
 
   “Mrrr?” 
 
   Lom was standing, wavering a little and still shivering, she noted. Jao and his men were prudently lying flat, although Jao had his head up and was watching what was happening. 
 
   Bella carefully sat up and offered her hand to the beast. He flicked it with his long forked tongue, and his eyes nictated, then the outer lids dropped a bit in what looked like a pleased smile to her. He burbled, low in his throat, and licked her hand again. 
 
   Lom walked over, and the dragon licked his face. 
 
   “Urgh... Gah. Dragon breath.” 
 
   Bella giggled. Then she couldn’t stop laughing. Ash... the dragon, acting like a lost puppy or kitten, and she was so tired. Lom knelt in the gravel and hugged her. 
 
   “Shh... Shh. It’s ok.” 
 
   Bella gulped and tried to stifle the hysterics. How embarrassing, again, to lose it when the danger was past. The dragon, looking over Lom’s shoulder, whimpered. She reached out to pat it on the nose. 
 
   “It’s ok...” Why was she reassuring a dragon?
 
   Jao stood up, and the dragon turned his head to look at him. Lom let go over her and walked up beside him. “He’s a friend. Leave him alone. No burn people, remember?”
 
   Bella could have sworn the dragon nodded, and she chalked it up to being dangerously overexerted. 
 
   “We need to eat, and rest, and get warm. Then we must find the children.”
 
   “The children?” Jao frowned at her. 
 
   “Oh, you don’t know yet. The hut on chicken legs kidnapped Chong and Dorothy. I don’t know why, but Baba Yaga eats people.” Bella felt sick. 
 
   Jao looked at Lom. “What is she talking about?”
 
   Lom swayed on his feet. Jao shook himself, visibly. “Tell me later.”
 
   He bubbled the three of them, and they landed in the big hall of the Kyuden. Lom stumbled, and Bella was glad she was still sitting down. Lom looked at Jao. 
 
   “Better warn your staff that a dragon is coming to visit.”
 
   Jao paled. “Sit at the table... I will call my people.”
 
   He hurried out of the room, and Lom sat as told. With a wave of his hand, the food appeared. 
 
   “Eat this.” He carried a sandwich to Bella. She didn’t argue, her energy level was dropping and the edges of her vision were graying out. Food after all that magic use. She ate it, and got up to move to the table, shivering, now. 
 
   Jao reappeared and looked at them. They must have looked a mess. Mud, blood, wet hair... he snapped his fingers and came up with serviceable wool blankets. He handed one to Lom and tucked the other around Bella. Two women came in and clucked over them. Bella just kept eating. 
 
   She knew that without some time to recover, they couldn’t go after the kids. Dimly, she heard Lom telling Jao what had happened, the meeting with Daniken, the hut, the kidnapping... she faded out. Lom jostled her awake again. 
 
   “Sorry,” she sat up, realizing she was still clutching half a sandwich. She eyed it, and then ate it with an internal shrug. 
 
   “Bath?” He asked, still holding the blanket around him. 
 
   “Oh, that sounds lovely.” She scrambled to her feet with his help. “What did I miss?”
 
   “Jao left men where we found Ash, to try and track the Hut, but they can’t even find marks after it blurred out in the middle of the field. I think we can assume that it is not on Japan any longer.”
 
   “I need to scry... to go after them.” She staggered, and he caught her elbow. 
 
   “Bath, sleep, then scry. Also, I need to call in a favor.” Lom helped her undress, dropped his pants, and got them both in the smaller tub. The big one was only for use after cleansing, and both of them were covered in mud. He helped her wash, and she washed him. The heat of the bath did help, and by the time they climbed out, she was feeling less empty and sick, and more just tired. 
 
   “No clothes...”
 
   “We’ll walk in towels.” He wrapped her in one. “They are big enough nothing is showing, and you are not using magic right now.”
 
   “Yeah.” She leaned on him all the way back to their room, and they fell into the bedding with towels crumpled on the floor. Someone had prepared their bed, kindly, and it was warm. She let the sleep roll over her, still worrying about Dorothy and Chong. 
 
   She awakened in the morning with a jerk, and sat bolt upright. “Ash!”
 
   Lom sat up, rubbing his eyes. “I don’t know.”
 
   Bella held out her hand, testing her strength and summoned clothing. She was sore, but her strength was back. The room was dark, and when she moved the screen, it was dark outside, too. She lit an elf-globe and realized they had only slept a few hours. 
 
   “You check on Ash and I need to scry for Dorothy.”
 
   They dressed hastily and went downstairs. Jao met them, looking like he hadn’t slept. “Ash is alive. He’s awake, I was just coming for you.”
 
   Lom nodded. Bella asked, “I need a bowl, the bigger the better? And water.”
 
   “You will scry for them?” Jao brightened. “It is a lost art, here in my Court.”
 
   Lom rasped, his voice rough with lack of sleep. “My court, as well. Bella is special.”
 
   “Go see Ash.” Bella told him. 
 
   He followed Jao to a screened-off area, where a surprisingly modern hospital bed held a very pale Ash, Melcar standing beside him talking with an Eastern Court healer. 
 
   “Are you taking him home?” Lom rasped. He cleared his throat. 
 
   Melcar clasped forearms with him. “He will heal best with his tree. Did Ellie find you?”
 
   Lom shook his head. “She came?”
 
   “She knows where his tree is.”
 
   Bella was surprised to see Ellie walking down the hall of the Kyuden. She held out her arms and the diminutive elf hugged her. “Did you see Ash?”
 
   Ellie nodded. “He will be well. And Dorothy?”
 
   Bella shook her head, tears prickling and threatening to fall. “I don’t know... I’m going to scry for her.”
 
   “You will find her. Take heart.” 
 
   From Ellie this was a long pep speech, and it made Bella smile. “Lom and I will go after her as soon as I find her. But Baba Yaga has her, and she’s a monster.”
 
   Ellie shrugged. “Then you hunt monsters. It’s what you do.”
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   Bella hugged her again, and grabbed the passing woman with the bowl and pitcher as Ellie left. 
 
   “I think that’s for me.” Bella took the bowl back to the table and filled it with water, then leaned over it, letting a spell trickle from her fingertips poised just above the surface into the liquid. She had gone to the room where Dorothy slept and found a hair on her blankets. That was floated on the surface, and there was a faint ripple, then the water turned silvery and Bella stopped adding the spell. 
 
   She waited, trying not to hold her breath, and then the surface shimmered, coming into focus slowly. Dorothy was sitting in the corner of a bare room, holding her knees and looking terrified. Bella sighed. Then she had to wait for the spell to refocus. 
 
   With gentle touches, she pulled the view back until she could see Chong, prowling from window to window. There was an opalescent whiteness outside them, but no sense of motion. Bella wondered if the hut was stopped. Then she saw what Dorothy was staring at. 
 
   Ash’s hand, fingers still in a rictus on the inner doorjam, was clamped in the door. Bella backed away from the bowl and let her sobs out where she wouldn’t destroy the spell. Dorothy, the quiet pixie, was trapped in a nightmare. If only Bella hadn’t thought that her coming along was such a good idea...
 
   Lom’s hands, warm and steady, wrapped around her shoulders. She could feel him kiss her hair. 
 
   “What’s wrong? What did you see?” He asked. 
 
   She pointed. “I haven’t pulled back enough to see where they are, but, oh Lom...” Her voice broke again. 
 
   He leaned carefully over the bowl. “Oh...”
 
   Bella took a long, shuddering breath, then another. “I can go back to it, now.”
 
   He stayed with her, a warm hand on the small of her back, as she bent over the bowl again and pulled the view back, outside the hut. It was moving, she realized, the interior must be held stable by some spell. Other than the sense of movement, she couldn’t see details. Pulling back further meant she might lose the hut, but she did it anyway. This was the first time she had scried for a moving object. 
 
   There... she squinted, her head aching. She couldn’t have put a name to the country they were in, without a map overlay. Which, as they were Underhill, wouldn’t have significance, anyway. The hut was racing across the Gobi desert, headed mostly west, with a slight northern tilt to the route. 
 
   She leaned back and closed her eyes, rubbing her temples. Lom’s hand left her back, and she guessed he was looking, now. It had been about ten hours since the kidnapping. The hut... did it need to stop for rest? If it did... she could get a location and put them on it in minutes. Bubbling and trying to hit the interior of the moving hut was a recipe for disaster. 
 
   “We need to start after it.” Bella sighed. “So we’re close enough to jump on it if it stops. And hope we can catch it before one of our young ones has a silly idea, like setting fire to it.”
 
   She opened her eyes and looked at Lom. “What do we need? Can we just... travel after it?”
 
   He nodded. “It’s not like we need a passport. I’m more concerned with the route they are taking... Underhill is far less populous than above.”
 
   Bella had thought this was the case. “So there aren’t people where they are going?”
 
   “There’s a broad stretch of wasteland, stretching between West and East. It’s a refuge of some unsavory elements, and the Hunt... It might be where the Hunt beds down. So much was lost, a few centuries ago, when the Western Court splintered.”
 
   Bella was conflicted. This seemed like a really good time to delve into the library, but it was finding the information that would take time. She knew it wasn’t like looking up a definitions of a word she had in front of her. This was a study of the history, grasping the elements that led to the... Lom had been carefully avoiding the word war. With an effort, she set the ideas aside. 
 
   “Can we go, now?”
 
   He nodded. “Jao has agreed to let the two of us go on. He really needs to stay here, and I don’t trust any of his underlings.” Lom shrugged. “We talked about how this happened. It seems the hut was wrapped in a don’t-see-me spell, or glamoured to look like the gardener’s shed. It was right where that shed should have been, and the remains of it were scattered around, spelled until the hut with chicken legs took off.” Lom rubbed his face, tired, but not wanting to waste more time sitting and talking instead of moving after the hut. 
 
   “Ash?” Bella asked. The hand, waxy and pale, was a hard specter to banish. 
 
   “Went home with Melcar and Ellie. Melcar is confident that by his tree, he will heal. Oh, not regrow the arm, there are things beyond magic’s power. But the internal injuries.”
 
   Bella pulled the spell off the scrying bowl, fixing a destination in her mind. She held out a hand to Lom. “Let’s go, then.”
 
   They didn’t need to pack supplies, they wouldn’t be leaving Underhill and she could pull anything they needed from the tagged items they had prepared in his armory with minimal magical effort. Lom still pulled two heavy backpacks before they left. 
 
   “If we get tired again, having something with us could mean all the difference. I know you’re in a hurry, Princess, and I am too. But preparation is a necessity.”
 
   Bella forced herself to relax, and he pulled her rifle and one for himself, catching them neatly in each hand. She smiled. There was something about the way he was doing this that spoke of long practice, and reminded her of what had first drawn her to him. That rare quality, quiet competence. 
 
   They said their goodbyes to Jao, who pointed outside. 
 
   “Will you be taking the dragon with you? Not that it wouldn’t be a status symbol to the Kyuden should he take up permanent residence, it’s just that the gardeners are complaining.” Jao smirked at Lom. 
 
   “I don’t think we have a choice.” Lom grinned. “And having him looking over our shoulder will be a nice, intimidating touch, at least.”
 
   Bella asked, “Are we bubbling him too?”
 
   She wasn’t sure about carrying that kind of load, the beast had to weigh tons. Lom shook his head. “Jao, we’ll be back with Chong.”
 
   The older man got a little misty. “The dragon is a symbol of power, and luck.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Into the Wilds
 
   Bella bubbled them and went to the point she had marked in her head. They both bent their knees as she popped the bubble. With unknown ground, it could be inches, or feet, to a solid footing. Here, it was only inches, a dry, flaky soil, lots of rocks, and a wind whipping grit into their eyes. 
 
   “Where are we?” Lom was hastily pulling coats out for them. It was piercingly cold. 
 
   “The Gobi... somewhere. My geography isn’t bad, but this is almost unmapped territory, both above and Underhill. They’re parallel universes, aren’t they?”
 
   “I hadn’t thought about it, Princess.” Lom shielded his eyes. “How close are we?”
 
   “Not very, I don’t think. I am just following the route, I need to scry again.” Bella wrapped the coat closer around her body, fighting a shiver. “This wind is going to make that... difficult.”
 
   “Oh, there’s our friend.” Lom pointed upward, to the east, and Bella could see the dragon, with his oddly snake-like swimming motion, approaching rapidly. 
 
   “How does he do that? Well, ok, duh... magic. I didn’t realize animals had magic.”
 
   The dragon landed with a jarring thump, and galumphed up to them. He lay down his head and smiled at them. 
 
   “I don’t think he’s an animal.” Lom responded, absently, going to rub the creature’s scales. He spoke to the dragon, although Bella couldn’t hear what he was saying over the wind. The dragon curled his body around the two of them, and the wind dropped, where they were standing. 
 
   “Will that help?” Lom asked, giving the dragon a friendly last thump on the cheek. 
 
   “Yes, very much. What do you mean, he’s not an animal?” Bella pulled her cooking kit out of the backpack. The shallow pan from the old boy-scout kit would work as a small scrying bowl. The stainless steel was a bit battered, but perfectly functional. She poured water from a canteen into it and sat on the rocky ground, her back against the dragon... Bella looked up. 
 
   “His name is Beaker.”
 
   “What?” Lom looked startled. Bella patted the scaly bulk beside her, as the curve tightened slightly. The dragon was interested, and looking at her with those big puppy-dog eyes. 
 
   “Beaker, the muppet character who only spoke in nonsense syllables. I can’t keep calling him ‘the dragon’ or the creature.”
 
   “Um...” Lom stared at the dragon. The dragon licked his face, and Lom backed up a step. “Sure... Beaker. Got it. Are you scrying?”
 
   “Working on it.” Bella added the hair to the water. She had the pot on the ground, to minimize movement. 
 
   It was a touch easier, this time, to find them and focus in. Dorothy had gone from sitting, to lying curled up. She had her eyes closed, but Bella wasn’t sure if she was asleep, or just blocking it all out. Chong was sitting nearby, looking exhausted. Bella pulled the view back to an external perspective. 
 
   “They are slowing down. I can see... forests. They seem to be traveling alongside a river.”
 
   “Can we intercept?” Lom asked, pulling protein bars out of his pack and handing her one. 
 
   “Maybe. I’ll pull out, see what is ahead of them a bit.”
 
   She concentrated, feeling the building headache. A definite argument against spending hours scrying, that was. But she had an idea. 
 
   “There’s a big river, and a little one, they come together not too far ahead of the hut, which seems to be paralleling the little one. I don’t know whether this counts as China, or Russia, above.”
 
   Lom squinted at the bowl, his nose almost touching the liquid. “Novi... Novosibersk. Above, there’s a Russian city by that name. Howling wilderness Underhill, though. It can’t be colder and windier than it is here, though.”
 
   “Shall we go, then? I’ve seen all of the Gobi I want to.”
 
   “Not a place for sightseeing, is it?” Lom left her to carefully clean and pack, and went to talk to Beaker, who had closed his eyes and seemed to be napping. 
 
   Bella zipped her coat back up and met him there, hearing the tail end of his conversation. “Don’t tire yourself out, ok?”
 
   “How much does he understand?” She wondered, putting up with a licked face. At least Beaker didn’t drool.
 
   “I have no idea. That he knows any English is a mystery. Might be interesting to find out more about his history when this is over.”
 
   They had really only spoken to two people at the Kyuden, Jao and Chong, as the others hadn’t spoken much, if any, English. Bella shrugged. “Is he following us?”
 
   “I asked him not to...” Lom paused as he bubbled them, taking this leg of the journey on. “I have no idea what his endurance is, and we could well wind up all the way back to Europe before this wild goose chase is over.”
 
   “That far, do you think?” Bella imagine a globe in her head. That would be nearly half-way around the world. 
 
   “If Baba Yaga is staying close to her old stomping grounds? And I’d dearly love to know what set off this rivalry.” 
 
   He popped the bubble and they landed neatly in knee-tall grass, on the banks of a river. “Flood plain.” He peered up the river. “I don’t see any movement.”
 
   “Shall I scry again?” Bella shrugged her pack off to get the pan. 
 
   “Go ahead, I’m going to scout a bit, then get food into us.”
 
   Bella nodded absently. “I’m hungry, yeah... how long have we been doing this?”
 
   “Most of the day, now. Easy to lose track with the bubbles, and we’ve moved at least one time zone.”
 
   Bella sat cross-legged over the pan, concentrating. There was very little breeze here, and the warmth of the setting sun on her side was nice. She found that practice did make it easier, this time. The interior of the hut came into focus, and there were three people in it... Chong and Dorothy staring at the third person, their backs to the wall. Quickly, Bella pulled the view back to see where the hut was, and fixed the location in her mind. 
 
   “Lom!” she shouted, standing up. “I found them!”
 
   He came flying out of the trees, and touched down on the plain, running toward her. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Baba Yaga is with them... the hut is stopped.” Bella scooped up the pan hastily. “Let’s go...”
 
   He grabbed her hand and she pulled a bubble around them. With the location of the hut firmly in her mind she sent them flying toward it, her heart in her throat. What was happening in the hut? 
 
   With a sudden jar, the bubble popped. Bella felt herself scream, involuntarily, as they started falling toward the ground, a hundred feet below them. She didn’t even realize her wings were slowing her until she saw Lom unfurl his, below her. Bella slowed her own descent, and looked at the tops of trees, entirely too close to her feet for comfort. 
 
   “Look for a clearing.” Lom shouted. 
 
   The river, here, was narrow, rapids lashed with white foam over rocks. No soft flood plain to set down on. She spun in a slow circle. 
 
   “There...” He pointed, and then headed for it. Flying was tiring, and it was time to get on the ground, figure out what had happened, and how to reach the hut. 
 
   The break in the trees was narrow, where a forest giant had given up and laid down, old age giving way to a multitude of saplings springing up on the rotting trunk. Landing was uncomfortable, but under the trees it opened out into a green gloom and lots of moss. 
 
   Bella gave in and had a fit of the shakes. Lom wrapped his arms around her. When she could talk again, she asked, “What happened?”
 
   “Interdiction spell, and very strong.” She could feel him trembling a little, too. It was like, she mused, having been in a car accident. Even though they weren’t hurt, that had been terrifying. 
 
   “We need to eat.” He gently led her to a tree and she sat at the base, leaning on the trunk, while he pulled food out of the packs. “I’m not going to try a distance spell.”
 
   “I wonder what’s happening in the hut?” Bella was worried. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Young Ones
 
   Dorothy and Chong stared at the old woman in dismay. At least, they assumed she was a woman, dressed in a ragged dress, with a tattered cap on her hair. Her hair, long, wild, and filthy to the point of becoming dreadlocks, was mostly gray. It might have been black, to begin with. Her face was equally dirty, with a hooked nose that dominated it, above an angular chin. Her mouth, with that collapsed look of the very old who had no teeth, was not, unfortunately, toothless. 
 
   They had gotten a very good look into it as she threw back her head and howled with laughter. She had many tiny teeth, spiraling back into her mouth, and one fell out as she choked on her laughter. She fell to her knees, and Chong readied a spell. When he flicked it at her, she batted it casually aside, and never losing her smile, gibbered at them. 
 
   Dorothy thought it might be a language, but it wasn’t even close to one she knew, and Chong looked just as blank. The witch shook her head, still smiling, and made a gesture of her own. Both the young people flinched, but it didn’t hurt... Instead, a lavish table full of food appeared in front of them, with pure white linen tablecloth, and two chairs. The old woman capered a bit, giggling maniacally. Then she saw Ash’s hand, still caught in the door. 
 
   “Ah!” she crowed. Opening the door with one hand, she caught the severed limb with the other, and brought it up to her nose. With a look of unutterably horrible bliss, she sniffed the length of it, the hooked protuberance almost touching it. She opened that weird mouth, and they heard her slobber a little. With another laugh, she disappeared. 
 
   Dorothy whispered, “I’m going to be sick...”
 
   “The door!” Chong shouted, dodging around the end of the table. But it swung shut with a heavy thud, and they were trapped again. He pulled back a hand, and Dorothy could see the spark of a spell. 
 
   “Not fire!” she shouted at him, her nausea forgotten in the urgency of keeping him from burning them both alive. 
 
   Chong froze, then closed his hand in a fist, extinguishing the spell. “What,” he rounded on her, his voice loud in the small room, “do you propose we do?”
 
   Dorothy slumped backward against the wall, bumping her wings. “I don’t know. But if the walls are on fire? We’ll die, and it wouldn’t be a good death.”
 
   He boggled a little. “Is there a good death?”
 
   “I don’t know.” She eyed the food and her stomach rumbled. “I’m not sure I dare eat that, if she...” Dorothy couldn’t say what they were both thinking, about the witch and the dead hand. 
 
   “I need...” Chong jiggled a little, then went to try opening a window. That didn’t work, as Dorothy suspected. “Hey!”
 
   In the far corner, where a narrow bit of wall was wedged behind the massive stone fireplace, there was now a door. “Should we try it?”
 
   “Duh.” He started for it. 
 
   “What if it’s a trap?” Dorothy caught his sleeve. “What if she’s in there?”
 
   “We’re already trapped, might as well try it.” He pulled the door open. “Hey! Look... no, don’t look. I get firsts.” He shut the door in her face. 
 
   Dorothy choked back a hysterical giggle. They were prisoners of a mad witch with, evidently, a penchant for eating Fae, and it could all be forgotten with a proper bathroom. Not that she was going to look this gift horse in the mouth. 
 
   He emerged with a smile a few minutes later, and she got her turn. A flush toilet, heaven. When Dorothy came out, he was holding a plate. 
 
   “Ugh! How can you?”
 
   “Oh, come on. Some of it is pretty easy to tell what it is. Why would she bother poisoning us when she has us locked up like rabbits?” He pointed at the tray of fruits. She had to admit they weren’t, at least, meat of any kind. The bread was probably ok, too. And there was a cake... 
 
   They ate as much as they could, and sat on the chairs, feeling much better to be off the floor.
 
    “So, how do we get out of this?” Chong waved his hand at the walls, thrown into contrast by the elegant table. They were roughly made planks, with gaps between them that had been chinked with mud. It looked flimsy, but Dorothy knew from the first hour they had spent beating on them and the door and the windows that none of it was breakable. 
 
   “Here.” She handed him a table knife. “Let’s try taking the door off its hinges.”
 
   He brightened and took it, hopping up. “Brilliant!” 
 
   They attacked the door with a renewed sense of hope. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Wolf ‘Ware
 
   Bella washed down the jerky and dry fruit with a big swig of... “Is that Gatorade?”
 
   “Sort of.” Lom looked apologetic. “My own mix and I’m still working on it.”
 
   She gasped. “I’m sure it must be good for me...”
 
   “That bad, eh?” 
 
   She changed the subject. “How are we going to get to the hut?”
 
   “Walk. If we can’t bubble to it... I was thinking it must need to rest. Which is good, it doesn’t have unlimited resources. So we have a few hours, and it’s only a mile or two upriver.”
 
   Bella nodded and started to pack up. “Shall I scry again?”
 
   “No, I want to get moving.” He zipped his pack and settled it into place with a practiced shrug. “Are you up to this?”
 
   “And if I weren’t?” She kept pace with him, as they picked their way through the saplings and brush growing over the big tree. 
 
   “I’d send you home.” He held out a hand to give her a boost. 
 
   “I’ll bet I’ve taken a lot more long walks in the woods than you have.” Bella closed her eyes and got her sense of direction to the hut, then pointed. “That way”
 
   Lom laughed. “You probably have, Princess.”
 
   It was starting to get dark, and they both set elf-globes floating around them. Bella thought it was pretty, like having giant fireflies lighting their way. Hiking in the dark was generally a very bad idea, but they both felt a strong sense of urgency. And they didn’t have too far to go. 
 
   Then Bella saw eyes. Greenish, they glowed near the ground, and followed her as she walked. 
 
   “Lom...”
 
   “They have been following us for a while. Her creatures, not just wolves.” He reached out and gave her hand a squeeze. “Keep walking. They aren’t closing in or trying to stop us.”
 
   “How... how do you know?” Bella stumbled, and caught herself on a nearby branch. 
 
   “Close one eye and use the Sight for a minute.”
 
   She caught what he meant once she could see the lifeglows of those near them. Brighter than an animal, with the black threads of a force controlling them. And there were none in front of the two Fae, only to the sides and behind them. She kept walking, carefully staying near Lom, and with one hand on her pistol, the other forming a spell. He was doing the same, she realized. Only he had brought a shotgun from the armory, unnoticed in the darkness, and carried that in a way he could fire from the hip in an instant. With his rifle slung over the pack on his back, he looked formidably armed. 
 
   Like her ammunition, his was likely all bespelled, although while she favored incendiary rounds, his were more esoteric, aligned to what the creatures he faced were. She’d learn, in time, if there was time. 
 
   They kept putting one foot in front of the other, trying to watch the ground for obstacles, and the wolf pack that paced them. Bella found herself reluctant to talk to him, assuming that they were being listened to. The night had grown steadily darker, and she was wishing the moon would rise. It wouldn’t help a lot, in the forest, but it would help. 
 
   “They are starting to close in.” Bella spoke softly, not wanting to spook the beasts into a rush. 
 
   “Don’t worry.” She could see his smile in the light from the elf globes. “These are Russian wolves, one of them will have to talk first, that’s the rules ‘round here.” She thought she heard him mutter, “blowhards.” 
 
   They walked into the thickening brush, knowing it meant a clearing, with the hungry plants competing for sunlight. Bella felt her whole body tightening up as they emerged into the moonlit field. 
 
   Dark shapes flickered in the shadows just outside the lights. The hut loomed ahead, a dark hole in the night. Bella stopped. 
 
   “What?” Lom moved so they were almost back to back. 
 
   “I need to look first.” Bella closed her eyes and took a deep breath, opening out her Sight. She could smell the fresh earth and grass from them walking on it, and a faint, cloying scent of decay underlying that. 
 
   In the magical sight, the hut was limned with an eerie green glow. She could see the auras of Dorothy and Chong, lying still, but alive. They were faint, as though she were seeing through a veil. The legs of the hut, she saw, were drawn up tight to it, like a bug, crouching and trying to make itself small. 
 
   “They are in there.” She opened her eyes, swallowing back the nausea and blinking. 
 
   Lom moved toward the hut, his footsteps silent in the grasses. He left his elf-lights with Bella, in an effort to remain stealthy. The wolves had moved into a ring, between them and the forest, having herded him and Bella to the hut. 
 
   The door swung open as he got within a few steps of the narrow, flat porch that Ash had been standing on. Lom paused. He could see dimly inside the hut, the forms lying under some sort of white cloth. One stirred and sat up. 
 
   Chong rubbed his eyes, then saw Lom through the open door and jumped up. “Dorothy! We’re rescued!”
 
   Dorothy scrambled to her feet, tangling in the white fabric they had been using as a blanket. Chong bent to help her, and as Lom started toward the door again, the heavy slab of wood that made up the door slammed shut and the hut lurched to its feet. Bella threw a spell. 
 
   She wasn’t aiming at the hut itself, not wanting to risk the young people. She hurled the spell at the nearest chicken leg, trying to damage it. The spell hit, exploded, and the hut screamed, the leg buckling underneath it. Lom jumped onto the porch when it hit the ground and ran up it to the door. He stuck a knife deeply into the wood for a handle, and readied a spell of his own. The hut shook violently, like a dog coming out of water, and Lom’s hand slipped off as the hut shook him clear. 
 
   Bella threw a second spell at the further leg on the side where she had injured it, and it seared off feathers in a choking cloud of smoke and stink. The hut screamed again, and started to run. Lom, having rolled as he hit the ground, staggered to his feet and started after it. 
 
   Bella saw the wolves tighten their ring as the hut passed them and vanished into the darkness. With the four globes of light hovering over them, she stood with Lom, who was panting and holding one wrist with the other hand. 
 
   “Is it broken?” She asked him, spinning up a spell with one hand and drawing her pistol with the other. “Can you handle the shotgun? I think they’re too close for the rifle...”
 
   “I don’t know... look later. Yes, I can fire with it. Have too...” He fired, punctuating that statement with proof, and a muffled groan as the weapon kicked. A wolf that had been belly-crawling closer yelped and lay still. 
 
   Bella shot the next one, sending it ki-yi-yi-ing out into the darkness. The others hesitated, as though their bargain with the witch didn’t include victims heavily armed and willing to fight back. 
 
   “They aren’t talking.” Bella pointed out, taking another shot. This time she missed as the wolf hurled itself sideways in a desperate lunge. 
 
   “I might have pissed them off with calling them blowhards.” Lom quipped. The report of the shotgun was deafening, but he didn’t miss. 
 
   “You think we can leave now?” Bella eyed the remaining wolves as they grew bolder, driven by an unnatural compulsion, coming into the light from the elf-globes. 
 
   “Worth a try. This is getting old, fast, and I would like you to look at my wrist.”
 
   Bella bubbled them, and to her relief, they were not stopped. The interdiction spell must have moved away with the hut. She went back to the floodplain. She’d left the elf-globes behind, probably giving the wolves some light, but by now the moon was up fully, and there was enough light for her to see as she summoned the tent from Lom’s armory. It didn’t take them long to get it up and make camp.
 
   Inside, with wards set, she splinted his wrist. “Magic is nice, you know. I can make this very light and tight but not bulky.”
 
   “We eat, sleep, and go after them again, right?” He sounded groggy. It had been a very long day. 
 
   “Yes...” Food wasn’t anything special, with no time for a fire and cooking. They curled up together to sleep on the folding bed, another benefit of magic, since they didn’t have to carry the thing. It wasn’t very wide, but Bella didn’t mind. Holding onto Lom made her feel a fraction better, although she hated that they didn’t know what was happening with the hut and the young people.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Plan B
 
   I wakened sore and stiff, with one side of me warm, and the other freezing. Bella murmured and twitched in her sleep. Bad dreams, I was going to guess, about the lost ones. I slid out of bed and summoned a heavier coat. Starting a fire in the frosty grass was easy enough, and I got coffee started before I awakened Bella. The dawn was just starting to pinken the sky when she joined me at the campfire. 
 
   “I think it’s time to go to plan B.” I told her as she sipped the very hot liquid. The steam framed her face, along with the very messy hair. She was beautiful. 
 
   “What is Plan B? I need to scry for them...” She looked into her cup as though she expected to see their faces. 
 
   “Yes, do that in a minute. Plan B is to get ahead of them, and in order to do that, we need more information. I have a friend who owes me a favor, and...”
 
   The early morning fog swirled over us, coming off the river. I stopped, sensing something in the mist, lurking... the wall of fog bulged, and I had the shotgun in my hands without half thinking. 
 
   Beaker walked into camp, and huffed a sulfur-tainted sigh. “Mrrowp?” he inquired, nosing Bella. 
 
   “Don’t feed him, he’ll never go away.” I dropped the gun back to a sling position, feeling my heart rate start to slow again. I thumped his side as he curled his body loosely around tent, campfire, and formed a sort of defensive wall for us. 
 
   “I wonder if he was trained to do that,” Bella observed, looking at the way Beaker had positioned himself. 
 
   “It’s possible. Legends... Well, if so, he’s ancient.”
 
   “I know nothing about dragons.” She fed him a slice of ham. She’d summoned it to fry for breakfast, and brought a skillet she was getting ready to heat. 
 
   “I’ll cook, you scry. And what did I say about feeding him?” I teased her, bringing another flat rock for the pan to balance on. 
 
   She poured water into the pan and dropped the hair she was hoarding on the surface. I let her lean over it and bring her image into focus. 
 
   “It’s moving...” Bella was keeping her voice soft, I assumed, to not ruffle the water. “But not as fast as it was. I did hit it!”
 
   She looked up, smiling. I pointed at her pan. “Can you get an approximate location?” 
 
   Bella nodded and looked down again, going back into her working trance. Breakfast was starting to smell pretty good. I wandered away a little and leaned against Beaker’s side, speaking softly into my cupped hands and a message spell. I needed a location and a meeting time, and a measure of luck. David was elusive at best, in any of his forms. 
 
   “I don’t know what the name is...” She called to me. “Mountains, and it’s moving rather slowly.”
 
   “Well, until he gets back to me we can’t go anywhere, shall we eat?” I suggested, dragging a camp table with chairs out of nowhere. It felt good to have magic at my disposal. It would not cure everything, or we’d have the kids back already, but it made a round-the-world chase much more tolerable. 
 
   We ate quickly, waiting for a return of his message spell, and Bella kept glancing at her pan of water, left ready to scry again. I suggested she keep an eye on them while I cleared up. 
 
   “I’ve figured out something,” She informed me, bent over the pan. “There was a table full of food for them. And there’s a bathroom where there wasn’t one before. Baba Yaga is taking care of them, at least.”
 
   “That’s promising.” I sent the equipment carefully back to the armory. We had laid it out in specific tagged places in order to take it back and forth, but it required precision.
 
   “Unless...” Bella pulled the hair out and tucked it away, breaking her spell. She flicked the water into the grass. The fog was gone, burned off by the sun, and it was a beautiful day. She stretched, working kinks out of her back from bending over the scrying water. 
 
   “What?” I pulled my attention away from her body with regret, knowing we hadn’t time for that. 
 
   “She’s like... the witch with the gingerbread house?” She walked up to me and I put an arm around her. She leaned into me, wanting comfort. “Did you ever read fairy tales?”
 
   I chuckled, “well, they are a bit like research for my job, at times. But not terribly accurate, most of the time these days. Some of the very old versions are spot on, though. There wasn’t any gingerbread in the original stories.”
 
   “So she’s not fattening them up?”
 
   A message spell zinged by my ear, and I held out a hand, letting it settle there. It was from David, easy to tell, as the feather-shaped spell, as long as my palm to my fingers, burst into flames. It was all illusion, no heat at all, but Bella sucked in her breath. 
 
   “I will meet you in the orchard at sun-down.” His musical voice sang out. The feather blazed up, and went out, with no ashes. 
 
   “Was that your friend?” Bella asked. 
 
   “Yes, and now we really do have a long trip.” I looked around. All we would leave was the little fire-ring of rocks and trampled grass. Not even that if I could convince Beaker to take a roll over it all. Which presumed I could convince him to do anything at all. I realized I had never answered Bella’s first question, and called over my shoulder as I walked to Beaker. 
 
   “Yes, she probably is fattening them up. Which gives us a little time...”
 
   I tapped on his side, and he opened his eyes and swung his head closer. “We’re going.” I told him. His eyes, deep and dark, blinked slowly and he licked at my face. Somehow, the expression in his eyes told me he was listening. “Stay here. We will come back soon.”
 
   He flexed his whiskers, bristling fiercely. I tapped him on the nose. “Be good.” 
 
   Beaker nodded. Then he licked Bella’s face and lay his head back down, eyes closed again.
 
   “Is he sleeping?” She asked, bubbling us. 
 
   I leaned into the spell, adding direction and power to her, knowing this was a long run. “I don’t know. I’d guess yes, and likely a lot of his time is spent sleeping. If he were a more active creature, he’d have been seen in the last century or so.”
 
   She yawned. “I didn’t sleep well, sorry.”
 
   I took her hand. “Neither of us will until they’re safe.”
 
   We traveled the rest of the way in silence. My friend’s orchard was on the edges of the East and West, where in the land above, wars had raged back and forth for centuries. Underhill, it had once been a thriving land, perhaps the most heavily populated centre in all of our hidden world. As humanity throve, the numbers fell, and now, only a few hung on to the old ways and places. There were other reasons, but David was one of the few I’d trust, here and now. 
 
   He was strange beyond understanding, and I wasn’t sure how Bella would take him. That would depend on what form he chose, too. He was very much not-human. Only his name, chosen for its meaning, made him understandable. Beloved... His real name was an unknown. I wasn’t even sure he remembered it, any longer. 
 
   David was old, older than Alger, I had decided. I’d broached it to him, once. He’d blinked, first one set of eyelids, and then the outer ones. 
 
   “I suppose...” He had looked off into the distance, balancing on his toe-tips and rocking back and forth. “Yes, I could be old.”
 
   We arrived in the orchard mid-morning, having raced the sun across a quarter of the globe. Bella gasped as the bubble dropped away and revealed the trees around us. I stood still and let her look. Underhill, as I have mentioned before, is pliable. David had twisted time, and kept his trees in a rotation of the four seasons at once. I used a variant on his spells to keep my own home with a window opening onto summer at all times. 
 
   Right now, my bride was holding up her hands to catch snowy white petals as the apple blossoms above her shook in the breeze, a look of rapture on her face. She turned to look at me, jeans, worn t-shirt, and bridal veil of white caught in her hair. I shook myself. David, the poet, tended to influence me when I was here. 
 
   “It’s so beautiful, Lom.” 
 
   I bit my tongue. “Yeah.” I was not going to start in on his blather, and it made me sound curt as I responded. “Why don’t you check on the kids?” I left her looking at me with a slightly puzzled look and walked toward the center of the orchard. I couldn’t have explained that I was getting all flowery and hated the memories this place brought on, without more time than we had. I was about to try and wake David up. 
 
   He was a night-dweller, which was why the message said sun-down. I needed to tell him how urgent it was, and that meant waking him. And risking him deciding to dismiss us out of hand. I only had one chance. 
 
   I stopped at the foot of the silver tree and looked upward. It was towering, which shouldn’t have been a surprise, I hadn’t visited him in decades. But that a tree which looked as though it were made of metal grew at all seemed odd, even for Underhill. David’s orchard, I was convinced, had a lot to do with the twelve dancing princess tales. Luring young women Underhill definitely seemed like David. I threw one of the apples I had picked up. The leaves chimed like bells as it arced through them. 
 
   The glimmer of gold shifted, then stilled again. I threw another apple. Not at him, that would be rude. No, just ringing the bells. He opened an eye and squinted in the light. Then he looked down at me. 
 
   “Fare thee well.” I greeted him politely. He stared silently at me, then ruffled his feathers. 
 
   “My errand is passing urgent. It concerns a witch, who has stolen that which is precious to me.” I went on, following rules that had been laid out in song and story before I was born. Ask nicely, take care of the old woman, don’t kick the starving wolf, and they will return a favor.
 
   David yawned. He lifted a taloned toe to scratch at his crest. I chuckled. He was awake enough to recognize me, and abandon his regal aloofness. 
 
   “The witch?” he finally asked, slowly. 
 
   We’d tried coffee, one morning, when he was in human form. He’d shuddered, walked out past the edge of the orchard with me wandering behind him in amusement, and dumped the cup out with great formality. Tea, and only tea, would pass his lips. 
 
   “Baba Yaga, using her construct, the hut with chicken legs, has caught two young people who were in my care,” Chong wasn’t really, but his uncle had given me the burden of returning him safe. “For what purpose, I know not.” 
 
   The great bird head was ill suited to showing emotion, but I thought he was upset. “I have slept... long.”
 
   That stopped me. “Longer than a night, my friend?”
 
   “Yes.” He stretched out his wings, stiffly hopping to another branch. The tree rang joyously. 
 
   “Perhaps... an age. My demesnes are much reduced. Our world is tilting toward oblivion, Learoyd.”
 
   I winced. He refused to use my nickname, ever. And I wasn’t sure what he was talking about. 
 
   “David, you know I wouldn’t come to you unless it was passing the bounds of my capacity.”
 
   Now he did look sad. “I know. You blame me.”
 
   I sighed. “No, I don’t blame you. That was all my own doing, and I ought to have come back for at least a visit.”
 
   He came down to me, then, wings outstretched like a parasail to slow his descent. “How can I help you?”
 
   “I need to find her lair, and intercept the hut before the kidnapped children come to harm.”
 
   “Children,” he got that distant look again. His feathers rustled as he walked beside me, his head on a level with mine, his tail, grown longer than I had ever seen it before, trailing behind us in a river of golden-red feathers. There are reasons the Firebirds were sought by kings and dreamers. David was beautiful, and in an age past, one of his feathers would have bought a knight’s ransom. 
 
   He stopped, abruptly. Raising his head high, the crest of feathers on his crown erect, he took a deep breath, then another, his mouth half-opened. 
 
   “There is a dragon in my orchard!” He shrieked, leaping into the air with a flapping of wings. “Learoyd, your sword and steed! Ride, we must slay it!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Dragon Slayer
 
   He was above the treetops, and I felt armor settle onto my body, a magical spell wrapping me in leather and steel between one breath and the next. I put a hand to my side and felt the sword hilt, then saw the great black horse gallop into sight, his tail high, nostrils flared. 
 
   “Oh, damn...” I really didn’t want to try and get on that stallion and ride out to kill the confused, simple Beaker. David wasn’t giving me a choice, as I felt the armor vault me into the saddle. At least it was one of the sort with a high cantle and even higher back. I might not fall off. The warhorse bunched under me, and I kicked him, warning him not to think about bucking me off. He snorted, and I gathered the reins in my left hand. As soon as he felt that, he was off, racing between trees. David, golden plumage flashing in the sun, the crimson feathers of his under-wing looking like fire, circled overhead. 
 
   He stooped, like a falling star, and with a sinking heart I knew what I would see when the horse carried me to the place David was going. That was where I had left Bella, and Beaker, the great lunk, had no doubt found her there. 
 
   When we charged into the clearing, my noble steed ignoring my commands and going into a full-up pesade, I was pissed. I tried really hard not to fall off, grabbing anything in front of me as he reared up. Who the hell came up with that move? It seemed like a perfect way to get your horse stuck in the belly with some peasant’s spear. He sank back down and I got a look at what was going on. 
 
   David was standing on the ground, staring at Bella, who had evidently jumped up from her scrying, as I could see the little silvery pan still full of liquid in front of her. His wings were half-outstretched, and his tail fanned out on the grass behind him. He looked magnificent. Bella just looked pissed. Beaker was nowhere in sight. My noble steed stamped restlessly and jerked on the bit. 
 
   I reined him around and let him sidle closer to the two on the ground. If I tried to dismount with the weight of the armor on me, it would be a mess. Now I could hear what they were saying, as they ignored me completely. 
 
   “I am not, obviously, a dragon!” Bella snapped at David. “I was conducting a very delicate spell, and now...” She saw me, finally, and her eyes widened. “What the hell?”
 
   I realized my helm was closed, she had no way of knowing who it was. I raised it, revealing my face. Her eyes widened. “Lom?”
 
   “You know him?” David looked back and forth between us. 
 
   “She’s my wife.” I gritted out at him. “And what the hell, indeed, David? A dragon?”
 
   “She’s a dragon!” he insisted, thrusting his beak in her direction. Fortunately he wasn’t close enough to touch her, or I would have had to use the sword on that long slender neck of his. 
 
   “She’s a fairy.” Bella inserted dryly. 
 
   “I can smell you, and you are a dragon.” He bristled, his feathers out so far he was twice his usual size. 
 
   “My grandfather is a dragon. I am half human, and half fairy,” she explained patiently. “And until a few months ago, I didn’t know about either the fairy or the dragon part. I do not change into anything with scales. The closest I have ever come is a red sequined dress. Now... why is my husband on that big horse, and where did that ridiculous get-up come from?”
 
   Now I heard the temper coming through. I couldn’t help it, I started to laugh. They turned to stare at me, as I hung onto the cantle and tried not to slip off the horse while I was helpless with laughter. 
 
   “Da-David...” I gasped for air. My eyes were streaming. “Get me down from this beast before she shoots you. Seriously, you know the whole female is deadlier than the male thing?”
 
   He sighed and his feathers smoothed out. I found myself standing on the grass, horse and armor gone. 
 
   “You are entirely too dramatic.” I told him, feeling grouchy now that the crisis had passed.
 
   Bella walked over and hugged me, and I could feel a little tremble. He’d scared her, but she hadn’t shown it. “I’m not a dragon, am I?”
 
   I squeezed her tight. “You’re you. And David won’t hurt you, he’s going to help us get the young ones back safe.” I looked over her shoulder at him, my eyes narrowed. “Right?”
 
   He bridled. “If there are children in danger, you know I will help. As long as she stays in human form.” 
 
   Bella giggled. “I think I can safely promise that.” I felt her relax, and she stepped away. 
 
   I rolled my shoulders, feeling the tight muscles from the fight impulses and the weight of the armor. “Where,” I asked David without preamble, “is Baba Yaga’s lair?” I was done playing at the courtly poetic manners he usually insisted on. 
 
   He drew himself up, and changed into human form. Part of the reason I thought he was so old was the way he preferred to dress. David favored a chiton, although rarely in the original white you see on statues. This one was sapphire blue silk, and set off his red hair nicely. His feet were sandaled, and I had come to believe over the times I’d known him, protected with spells, as I’d tear myself up working and fighting in those, and he never had as much as a splinter. 
 
   Bella picked up her pan, carefully. “The hut, before I was so rudely interrupted, has made it as far as the Ural mountains. It hasn’t slowed down as much as I had hoped.”
 
   “Why would it slow down?” David asked me. He seemed to have decided to ignore Bella. 
 
   “Because she damaged at least one leg deeply sometime last night.” I told him. “I told you. Bella is dangerous.”
 
   He looked at her, then back at me before answering. “Baba Yaga is in a bad place. A harm from above has infected Underhill with foul growths.”
 
   “And she fancies herself queen?” I guessed, musing that it would be the reason that she was coming after Eastern Court. 
 
   “She has been gathering power to her, and those who wish more power. I wanted nothing to do with it, and walled myself off from her. She is north of Kiev, perhaps a few hours flight.”
 
   It dawned on me what could possibly affect both worlds, through a door, or even just a thin place in the veil between them. “She’s using Chernobyl.”
 
   He shrugged. “I do not know the name, it is long since I went above.”
 
   “Going above there, would be bad for your health.” I told him. “There was a nasty accident about thirty years ago, above time.”
 
   He nodded. “It was then, I spent most of my time sleeping.”
 
   “Can we catch the hut? It tried to catch us, last night, when it stopped and we caught up to it.”
 
   He looked thoughtful. “The Urals, and it started where?” 
 
   “Japan, yesterday. Stopped in the night, presumably to rest, although it might have been just to capture us.” I wasn’t sure about that, either. 
 
   “It does need to rest, or at least recharge. It is a construct, not strictly alive.” David looked thoughtful. “I do not think it will reach her this day. We might, if we can find it, be able to reach it tonight. You cannot fly to it with your pretty soap-bubble spells.”
 
   I grinned wryly. “We figured that out. We have to walk.”
 
   “No, no...” He shook his head. “You will ride in style.”
 
   I winced. “David, no offense, but that horse...”
 
   “Prince?” He smiled. “Beautiful, is he not?”
 
   “Very showy,” I agreed. 
 
   “But no, not riding on a horse. I have a little something I picked up from my brother on my last visit home.”
 
   “I can find the hut.” Bella broke in. “When it stops tonight, we can be ready for it. Predicting where it stops would be useful.”
 
   David nodded, acknowledging her. “It is in the Urals now? And damaged?” He looked thoughtful, then snapped his fingers. “Where are my manners?”
 
   A long table appeared, standing on a priceless Persian rug, three chairs arranged around it, and then a tablecloth, followed by various dishes, some covered, others displaying sumptuous food. 
 
   “Please, eat, drink.” He gave us a low bow with a flourish. “I think...” He snapped his fingers and a roll of parchment appeared in his hand. The table abruptly extended a couple of feet to allow him to roll it out. “Here.” He stabbed a finger on the map. “This is a likely place. It is empty, now.” I saw a wistful expression cross his face. Whatever age David was, his appearance was still that of a youth, and I believed he might have been the model for Michelangelo’s David. He was remembering some distant past and long-gone person. He’d admitted once, in a rare unguarded moment, that he only allowed himself few friends, as their loss pained him and, as he put it, a little of his heart died with every death of love. 
 
   He was pointing, now, at a bend in the Volga River. “It is called Samara, above. The Fae that lingered there are few, and will not hinder her.”
 
   He looked at us. “We will go there, but first, eat, please.”
 
   We sat, and did so. Bella looked a little overwhelmed. David adhered to the old, old ways, and some of the dishes on the table had not been seen above since the decadence of the Byzantines. Or so I have been told, I’m not that old. I’m fairly sure we were not being served hummingbird tongues, at least, although I wouldn’t have put it past him. He didn’t consider himself an animal, and ate meat. 
 
   I sipped at the dry, golden wine he had provided for drink. Customs might change, but David didn’t much. He’d no sooner serve us water than gruel. Bella, too, was sipping. I remembered an offhand remark she had made, soon after becoming consort-elect, about drinking more Underhill than she ever had in her life. 
 
   “Baba Yaga is very strong.” He told us now, as we ate. “She has been defeated, but I do not think she can be killed.”
 
   “How to we defeat the hut?” Bella asked, “And do you think she will be there, tending it?”
 
   “She will be there, tending her victims.” David pressed his fingertips to his lips, a gesture of discomfort, for him. 
 
   “Then what can we use against her? Will mortal weapons do any good, or should we only arm ourselves with spells?” Now I was asking questions. 
 
   “Your mortal weapons, if they throw enough power, may work.”
 
   I’d shown him pistols and modern rifles a long time ago. Now, I contemplated what he was saying. 
 
   “For spells,” he went on, “Her power derives from the wind, so fire and air will not harm her, but...” He looked at me. “Earth may smother it.”
 
   Bella brightened. “The excavation spell?” She asked me.
 
   I nodded, smiling. “You’ll get to use it on dirt, for a change.”
 
   David looked at both of us. “If you are satisfied...” 
 
   I nodded at him. We had eaten our fill. He got up, and Bella and I imitated him. He dismissed the table with another snap, but the rug remained. With an impish grin, he seated himself on it, cross legged. He patted the rug. 
 
   “Come on, it’s fun!” 
 
   “David, you know this thing makes me seasick.” I protested. I’d been afraid this was what he’d meant. 
 
   “A flying carpet?” Bella asked, sinking down next to David. “I had no idea they were possible.”
 
   He shrugged, pleased at her attention and encouragement. “A long-lost process, to weave spells in with the wool. Very handy, though, when one is tired of using their own wings.”
 
   She nodded. We’d had enough experience with that the last couple of days to last us both a very long time. I sat, reluctantly, and near enough to the edge to lean over if need be. The rug slowly elevated, David being nice, and not doing any fancy moves with it. Once we were well above the trees, the rug sped up. We didn’t feel the effects of the passing wind, and we weren’t high enough to feel a lack of air. I tried to ignore my stomach. 
 
   “I am grateful for your help.” Bella told David. 
 
   He looked at me, and the corners of his lips quirked a little. “There is very little Learoyd could ask of me and I would not do.”
 
   She looked back and forth between us, and raised an eyebrow slightly. I kept as straight a face as I knew how. David had never made his feeling a secret, and seemed unfazed by my non-reciprocation. I didn’t use those feelings, either. He would have come along on this trip for the fun of it, and for the children. 
 
   The carpet changed angles, and my ears didn’t like it. I could feel the nausea roll over me from toes to mouth, and I made it to the edge just in time. 
 
   “Are you ok?” Bella asked in alarm. 
 
   “He will be fine...” David was smiling, I could hear it in his voice. “He does this every time.”
 
   “Three times.” I lay on my stomach, head over the edge. “It’s only been three times.”
 
   Because of my position, I could feel it when we started to lose altitude. I sat up. Being on the ground again would be really good.
 
   “You know,” I regarded David with narrowed eyes. “There was no need for us to fly on the carpet yet.”
 
   He smirked. We settled to the ground as softly as a falling feather, and I decided not to pursue it. We had landed on the banks of a river, in the middle of what looked like an abandoned garden. I looked around. Roses climbed madly over statuary and what might have been a large house. The scent of them filled the air. 
 
   “How pretty.” Bella stood up and stretched. 
 
   I stumbled off the carpet and gave it a dirty look. David, cool as always, offered Bella his arm. “Let me give you a tour.”
 
   She walked away, with a glance backward at me. I gestured for her to go. We had time, and I was not interested in a bunch of smelly weeds while my stomach was still doing loop-de-loops. I sat on the grass, then flopped onto my back. The sun was warm on my face, and the ground was reassuringly still. 
 
   Perhaps not surprising, then, that I fell asleep. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Beast’s Manor
 
   Bella put a finger to her lips as they walked back to the lawn where David had landed the carpet. “He’s fallen asleep.”
 
   “I see,” David steered her back into the garden. “There was a bench.. ah, there.” 
 
   He gestured, and it was as smooth and polished as it no doubt had been when the family still dwelled here. He’d been exerting himself, Bella could tell, to be charming and entertaining. She sat, and he lounged on the grass at her feet, his red curls very near her knee. 
 
   “Are you a phoenix?” She asked, curious.
 
   “Hmm, I suppose so. Not quite the legend most know, of there being only one, though. There are very few of us remaining now.” He looked sad. 
 
   “Underhill seems to be...” Bella searched for the right word. 
 
   “Run down?” He looked around them. “My friends once lived here. He was monstrous, in appearance. She,” David tilted his head back and looked at her. “You remind me of her.”
 
   Bella smiled down at him. “Lom is hardly a monster.”
 
   David looked oddly serious. “Perhaps not.” 
 
   He shook himself slightly and bounced up. “But while we have time, shall we go look at the ponds and see if the goldfish have survived the herons? I am very fond of goldfish.”
 
   Bella accepted the change of tack, and followed him back into the masses of roses. There were paths wide enough to avoid the thorns, and it was, she mused, a very fairy tale setting. They had traveled far, from Japan and the porcelain court there, to the land of ancient tales and curious creatures who could have stepped from the pages of the books her mother had read to her. 
 
   Bella no longer remembered her mother clearly, Daisy’s face blurred into Lavendar’s in most memories, but she knew that any memories of a young voice reading her bedtime stories must be her mother’s. She’d been too old, and Lavendar wasn’t one to cosset her. 
 
   They came to a place where the roses tangled all the way across the path. David stopped and stared at it for a moment. 
 
   “Perhaps we should go back?” Bella suggested, turning away. 
 
   “No, no...” He spoke absently, not really paying attention to her, and she looked to see what he was doing. 
 
   David’s hands, like a conductor with an orchestra, but with magic streaming off his fingertips, were dancing. The vines were twitching and writhing, then, as she watched silently, they streamed upwards, weaving in and out of one another, tucking back down here, a bit more there... the loose leaves and debris on the ground whisked to one side with a flat-handed gesture. He dropped his arms and gave her that flourishing bow again. 
 
   “Lady, if you would? The pond is just through here...”
 
   Bella walked through the gothic arch of roses he had just created, smiling. A small shower of petals fell from the petite pink flowers and she was again veiled in blossoms. 
 
   “You did that on purpose,” She said, looking at his face. 
 
   He was pleased with himself. “It becomes you, this rustic fairy look. You are very lovely, even if you don’t dress to enhance it.”
 
   Bella tried not to laugh. “I was in hot pursuit of the witch, not worrying about my clothing was more important than trying to make myself look good.” She paused and thought. “I’m not... I didn’t know Underhill existed, until recently. The culture I grew up in emphasized competence, not appearance. You could look good, and freeze to death, up there. So it isn’t something I think about unless I am forced to.”
 
   “I see,” he did another of his quick mood changes. “Oh, look! Here it is.”
 
   The system of ponds had once, she thought been connected by fountains or an artificial stream that had long gone. He knelt at the edge, and she watched his boyish enthusiasm, wondering about this odd person. He was very powerful, she’d been able to tell that when he’d manipulated the rose gate. But capricious, no... He was loyal to Lom, for his own reasons. He was not going to abandon them at the littlest thing. 
 
   He was pointing now. “Ah, look, one survives! They were a wedding gift from me, to my dear friends. Such a tumultuous courtship.” David shook his head and clucked his tongue. 
 
   Bella bent over the water to see the shy fish dart from lily pad to hiding in fallen statuary. A faun, playing panpipes, now lay on his side in the water. The fish had friends, slips of liquid gold darting about in a panic with the giant shadows looming. 
 
   “Very pretty, thank you.” Bella told him. “And I am reminded to scry for the hut.”
 
   “Here?” David arched a delicate red-gold eyebrow. He was, Bella suppressed a smile yet again, the prettiest man she had ever met. 
 
   “No... I’ll go wake Lom and get my equipment.”
 
   David scrambled up, muddy knees contrasting with the short silk garment, and crooked his elbow again. Bella humored him, putting her hand on his warm arm and strolling back through the garden. 
 
   “It is such a shame, all this abandoned.”
 
   He fell back into his sober mood. “All comes to waste, in the end.” He sighed. “I have been lonely, but they die, you know.”
 
   Bella blinked. She was on the arm of an immortal? Raven, she supposed, might be, but he’d been old, very old, for as long as she had known him. She’d assumed he was drawing near his end. David, though, was young enough to look even younger than herself, and from the conversation...
 
   “Why don’t you like dragons?”
 
   He blinked at her sudden change of topics. “Nasty, destructive people. Tearing things down, leaving a wreck in their wake. And they hoard, you know? Well, perhaps you do.” Now he was looking at her suspiciously. “You really don’t know what you are, do you?”
 
   “I am Princess Belladonna Traycroft Mulvaney, Consort-elect to the Western Court, Duchess of Elleria, and a damn good shot.” Bella was chuckling. All the titles still felt like playing dress-up. 
 
   He stopped dead and gave her a wide-eyed look. 
 
   “What?” Bella asked him, still smiling. 
 
   He just shook his head, and started walking again. They turned the corner and found Lom, sitting cross-legged on the velvety bit of lawn, looking into her pan. Bella slipped away from David and went to him. 
 
   “I’ve got them...” He told her without looking up. “Slowing, and near here I think.” 
 
   “Will David be able to see? He might know the location.” Bella kissed the sun-warm tip of Lom’s slightly pointed ear, and was rewarded with a reflected smile, although he didn’t look up from the scrying bowl. 
 
   “David ought to be able. Come look at this.” Lom raised his voice for the last half of that and David came to kneel on his other side. All three of them peered at the silvery liquid. 
 
   “Dammit...” Lom muttered. “Bella, take over. You are better at this fine detail work than I am.”
 
   Bella reached out, a fingertip to the spell, tweaked it... and the picture sprang into focus. “They have stopped...” She pulled the view out further, so they could see more than just the hut. 
 
   “I know where they are. On the banks of the Volga... an old picnic spot. Only a few miles from here.” David explained. 
 
   Bella realized the sun was nearing the horizon, dipping behind the trees already. They had been here longer than she realized. 
 
   “Let’s go.” 
 
   Lom, she noticed, didn’t even hesitate before sitting on the carpet. He pulled weapons out of the thin air. 
 
   “Want to do this now, before we get too close and risk not being able to.” Lom caught her multiple grenade launcher, shoulder-held version, with a clank and a grunt. “That thing’s heavy, girl!”
 
   Bella took it from him. “Yeah, but with my special rounds...”
 
   She patted the stock and held it in her lap, where the weight was reassuring. Lom fetched his shotgun. He looked at David. “Want something with range?”
 
   David sniffed. “I am more comfortable with my accustomed weapons.” He flexed his long fingers. 
 
   The carpet rose, not nearly as high as he had taken it before, Bella realized. They weren’t even above the trees. 
 
   “Hold on tight.” David warned. “We will skim the ground, and go around trees, not over.” 
 
   Bella quipped, “Nape of the earth flying, whee.”
 
   David, who couldn’t have possibly known what she was talking about, answered, “That’s an evocative phrase, I’ll remember that.”
 
   Bella looked over at Lom, who was clutching his weapon and looking a bit green already. He stayed silent. 
 
   She would never forget that ride, later. They slid silently through the falling twilight, David staring ahead intently, steering with subtle tilts of his body. Bella found herself nauseated, fighting to keep her balance, and finally, when they dropped over the bluff and down to the river, almost weightless for a moment of pure terror. She didn’t know if the carpet was bespelled to keep its passengers on, and the fall was just short enough she wouldn’t be able to catch herself with her wings and fly before hitting the water. 
 
   Water, at speed, was hard, she thought, clinging to an edge of the carpet. Lom was holding onto the other side, and she saw him turn his head and vomit, neatly enough that none got on him or their ride. 
 
   Fighting, after this, was going to be hard. David raised one hand, silently, in the sign for stopping, and she braced. This landing was not as smooth as the last one had been. Bella pitched forward and caught herself on one hand, the other clamped round the stock of the MGL. 
 
   The hut sat on the ground in front of them, black against the trees. The light was failing fast, but Bella could see that one of its four legs was splayed out at an odd angle rather than tucked up neatly underneath it as before. 
 
   “Wait until I say go. I’m going to get its attention, you two come in on the flanks...” David whispered. He stood up and walked toward the hut. He was speaking in a different language. 
 
   Lom translated for Bella in a low tone as they circled around, moving slowly away from David. “Turn around, turn around, show me your eyes. Look away from the forest, look at me.”
 
   The hut shivered a little, then spun around, placing its door in front of David. There was a light burning inside, Bella decided, as she saw yellow flickers dance in the two small, high windows. It didn’t seem to have seen the two of them, now at the treeline and working their way around behind it. Had it not turned around, they would have been seen. 
 
   David was still talking, but Lom had fallen silent. Now he touched Bella’s arm and gestured her to the rear of the hut. She tried to move as quietly as she could. It wasn’t grass, here, felt like weeds and brambles. Compromising between quiet and making forward progress, she could feel thorns reach her skin through the heavy jeans, and tried to ignore them. 
 
   David was... Singing? Bella looked at the hut. It had dropped flat, again, and tucked the healthy legs away. Whatever he was doing, it was lulling the hut. Lom made a series of gestures, and she nodded. He was going around one side, she was to take the other. The hut was silent. Then she heard a series of thumps, inside, and felt her lips twitch. They were alive, and trying to communicate. 
 
   She reached the corner, and peered around. Lom, on the other side, caught her eye and held up a single finger. She looked at David, who had transformed back into the firebird, and was singing sweetly. His feathers glowed, and she realized where the name came from. He did look like flames, all red and gold and the song was...


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   The Firebird’s Song
 
   Pure emotion. Sorrow, loss, utter desolation rolled over her and she hiccupped, holding back a sob. David caught her eyes, and flared out his wings, taking to the air. In the midst of the wordless song, a single word. 
 
   “Now!”
 
   The door of the hut had swung open. Bella wasn’t sure why, unless it was so much programmed to trap people that it was thinking David would go inside. 
 
   Chong and Bella shouted “In here! In here, help, we’re trapped!”
 
   Lom nodded, and Bella went in. It was a risk, but... she saw them, pressed against the walls, long root-like tendrils of wood wrapping around them. Bella was carrying a knife, but for this... she held out her hand. The interdiction didn’t work on this spell, as a heavy, curved machete fell into the hand and she slashed at a root. 
 
   “Hold still!” She told them. They froze, with wide eyes, and she slashed at Dorothy. The girl leaped away from the wall as soon as she felt the tendrils loosen, and Bella repeated the maneuver with Chong, grateful the roots weren’t resisting the steel. 
 
   With them loose, she headed for the door again. “Run, Dorothy!” she shouted as the girl hesitated. A tendril caught at Bella’s ankle, and she cut at it as the young people were out the door. She was right behind them when the door closed with a heavy cracking noise, and Bella was jerked backward as though someone had caught her with a hand and pulled. 
 
   Her hair... She fell backward with the force of her momentum reversed, and screamed. Chong came running back. Bella held out the machete. 
 
   “Cut me free, quick!”
 
   The hut could come to its feet and start the spinning move that would almost certainly break her neck instantly. At least she’d die fast. 
 
   Lom, she could see past the shocked faces of the kids, was otherwise occupied. Baba Yaga had arrived. 
 
   Chong grabbed the hilt of the machete and hefted it. 
 
   “Do it! We don’t have time.” Bella told him. She could see the doubt in his eyes, and she leaned as far from the door as she could. He swung, in a beautiful pulling stroke, and she could hear the cut, like ripping silk. Hair gone, she pitched forward, into Dorothy’s arms. 
 
   Now she could look at the fight. Lom was using her excavation spell, showering earth into the sky as Baba Yaga skipped and cackled. She was darting quickly, keeping just ahead of Lom. Bella hurled a spell, and the witch fell into the crater it made with a shriek. Both Bella and Lom directed their earth back down onto her. David swooped in overhead with a keening cry, like a hunting hawk. 
 
   Behind her, the hut stood up and screamed. Bella spun around, feeling oddly unbalanced without her heavy braid swinging, and threw a fire spell at it. She struck it on the corner, and the fire splashed along the wood in a long streak, the flames clinging, then crackling to life. This was what Bella thought of privately as her napalm spell. Sticky fire. The hut shuddered. Dorothy, she realized, was standing shoulder-to-shoulder to her, and throwing her only offensive spell at it, fire as well. The hut charged at them. 
 
   It was half-engulfed in flames, the windows winking malevolently with the flickers reflected on the glass. The door was open again, like a mouth, Bella thought as it leaped at them, all four legs clearing the ground. Was it trying to fall on them, or eat them with the door-mouth?  She threw the excavation spell at it, and it exploded into a cloud of flying splinters. Neither she nor Dorothy had time to even duck before the hail of wood hit them. Bella had used her spell hand to throw in front of her face, but the pain of being struck with shrapnel, even of wood, was enough to knock her to her knees. 
 
   They were surrounded with bits of wood, some still burning, and she staggered to her feet to look for Lom and Chong. The men were knee-deep in loose earth, wrestling with something amorphous. It was too dark to see. Bella ran full-tilt toward them, flinging elf-globes ahead of her to give enough light. She was afraid to attack and hit one of them. 
 
   Dorothy was on her heels, adding to the lights... smart girl. David wheeled overhead, his feathers adding to the illumination. She could see, now, that massive, muddy arms were coming up through the soil they had dumped on the witch. Many arms, so they didn’t belong to Baba Yaga. They dripped, and one had Lom by the thigh. He was hacking at it with a short sword she’d never seen before. Chong was using her machete. 
 
   She didn’t see blood, although gaping wounds and bare bone were visible. Bella readied a spell and threw it at one of the hands which wasn’t holding on to the men. It exploded into gobbets of mud and bone. Dorothy caught on and killed another of the empty, flailing things. 
 
   “Lom!” Bella called to him. She didn’t dare run out onto the loose earth. “Try the cherry bomb spell.”
 
   He nodded, slashing at an approaching arm. She watched as he switched sword hands, and started throwing spells with his right, while lashing out with the sword at any nearby hands. Chong, meanwhile, had hacked through the two hands and gotten out of the crater. 
 
   Above, David gave a loud cry of warning, and then stooped in a sharp dive, screaming and flaming on his way down. Lom threw himself backwards as Baba Yaga erupted from the dirt, shrieking like a magnified tea kettle. David hit her like a lightning bolt, and they both fell onto the ground. 
 
   Lom was crabbing backward as fast as he could move, out of reach of the hands, which seemed to be limited to the loosened earth. Bella stood poised on the brink, her MGL in hand, waiting for a clear shot. David, still in bird form, was rolling over and over with the witch, jabbing his beak at her eyes while she had both hands around his neck. 
 
   They were standing in a globe of light, Dorothy standing helplessly beside her, Chong helping Lom to his feet, David utterly silent, writhing away from the witch, now, as she screamed wildly. Bella couldn’t make out words, but the anger was clear. A shifting shadow caught her eye in the darkness outside the light. 
 
   “Lom! ‘Ware wolves!” She shouted, feeling the rawness of her throat with some surprise. Had she been yelling that much? She hadn’t been aware of it. 
 
   She fired the grenade right over the crater and the prone witch. David the firebird had finally gotten one eye, with a crescendo of noise from her, as her face was bloodied and torn. The soft t’chonk of the grenade clearing the muzzle of the weapon was barely audible over that. 
 
   The explosion of the grenade, on the other hand, was satisfyingly loud and bright. The wolf never even had a chance to yelp. She swung the muzzle, tracking for another shadow. Nearby, a wolf dragged useless hind legs as he tried to escape, badly damaged by the grenade blast. Bella could hear the keening of another one, injured in the darkness and invisible. She didn’t see any more movement. 
 
   Dorothy sent an elf-globe of light flying, aiming for the sound. They saw the other beasts that were still capable of movement melt backward into the night, retreating. 
 
   Movement in the crater caught her eye. Lom had gone to one knee and was pressing a hand to the earth, a look of fierce concentration on his face. Outward from him, the ground was smoothing and hardening. The hands caught in his spell froze, their motion arrested in bizarre contortions. She wasn’t sure what he was doing, but it seemed to be working. The witch had one hand on David’s throat, and the other pulled back, with fingers dancing. Bella could see the crackle of building energy on her taloned fingertips. 
 
   David went limp, with a wail, and Bella started forward, her heart in her throat. Surely not... 
 
   There was an explosion. White light, golden feathers, and fire that licked by her body so fast she barely felt the heat before the wave of air hit, and knocked her tip over tail backwards. 
 
   Dizzy and bruised, she lay on her back looking up at the stars, which were moving randomly. Not stars... she had been banged up enough to see the other kind of stars. Dorothy... Lom... Bella tried to sit up, and when that didn’t work, rolled to her side to lever herself up. 
 
   Dorothy was lying on her side, head pillowed on one arm, eyes blinking slowly. Bella checked her. Breathing, no major bleeding, just cuts and bruises. 
 
   “Lie still.” Bella told the girl, uncertain if she was heard. 
 
   Her own ears were ringing, so if Dorothy said something, she couldn’t hear it. Bella staggered onward, to Chong, who was sitting up and holding his head. She patted the top of his head, and when he looked upward, pointed tiredly at Dorothy. The boy probably couldn’t hear any better than she could at the moment. 
 
   He nodded and got slowly to his feet. She left him and went onward to Lom, who was holding his wrist and lying on his back. She’d seen him move, at least. Now, she bent over him, seeing what injuries he had. His head was bleeding, from something, and he was trying to talk to her. 
 
   Bella shook her head and pointed to her ears. She couldn’t quite make out what he was saying. Lom let go of his wrist and grabbed her hand. Then he pointed at the crater, and shouted a single word. 
 
   She figured it out. Leaving him to get to his feet, she turned reluctantly toward the epicenter of the blast. She hadn’t known David for long enough to really form an attachment, but it had been easy to see his affection for her husband, and his childish enthusiasm had been winning, during their afternoon in the garden. Bella took a dragging step toward the heap of blackened debris that was visible, then another. 
 
   The difference between the Firebird and the Raven, she thought as she stumbled on the lip of the now much deeper crater, was responsibility. David had chosen to cloister himself, shut out everyone, even Lom whom he obviously cared for, and retreated from mortality and pain. Raven had embraced life’s cares with enthusiasm, his humor earthy, but his children the center of his world. Even those who bore no real relation to him. Just because they dwelled within his wingspan, he bore the responsibility. Baba Yaga could not have collected power, minions, and whatever else she had, under Raven’s eyes. 
 
   Bella reached the heap of ashes. The returning breezes stirred them a little, the gray and white flakes falling apart. She looked down at it, surprised to feel the hot tears sliding down her cheeks. There wasn’t much here, to be all that remained of two bodies.  Fat drops fell from her chin, into the soft ashes, scattering them more. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   After the Fight
 
   I felt like hell. A murthering great fight, my wrist already splinted from the night before, a blast that had kocked me off my feet... it hurt. My ears were ringing incessantly, and I was having trouble standing up, let alone walking. I was too damn tired to even think about using my wings to keep balance. Bella was standing slumped in the bottom of the crater, her wings drooping. 
 
   “David.” I knew what she had found. I made myself turn to look for the kids, who were leaning on one another, filthy, but on their feet. I took a step toward them, then felt the ground shake under my feet. Huh. I must be hurt more than I feel. I took another step. 
 
   The look on their faces registered on me, then. They were terrified, looking over my shoulder. Chong had his sword, whatever that thing was, up and at ready, but he looked doubtful, like it wasn’t enough. The ground shook again. I turned around, slowly, trying not to fall down. 
 
   When I saw what was coming out of the darkness, I let my hand drop back to my side. The other one was dangling uselessly until Bella could splint it again. I didn’t need a spell. I wasn’t sure where the shotgun had gotten to, in the fray, so a spell would have had to do... but I wasn’t going to fight Beaker. 
 
   “Hey, big boy...” I croaked. He nuzzled me, then snorted at the young people, who must have figured out he wasn’t enemy now, and come closer. 
 
   Leaning on the side of his muzzle seemed like a good idea. He got a little wall-eyed, trying to see me, then held still, as though he’d figure out I needed the support. Chong and Dorothy walked up, still with eyes like saucers. 
 
   “Meet Beaker.” I introduced them. “He’s decided to adopt Bella and me.”
 
   Dorothy just nodded silently. Poor kid, this had to have been an awful lot for her. Chong looked over at the crater. Bella was climbing carefully out of it, now. 
 
   Her face was dirty, except where twin tear-tracks traced a clean line down her cheeks. Her clothes were torn, and she was clutching her shirt closed across her breasts with one hand, and what had happened to her hair?
 
   I made my mind stop avoiding the question I needed to ask. “David?” My voice rasped badly, and my throat hurt. Even the single word made me cough. 
 
   She staggered closer, and I reached for her with my good hand, my back leaned against Beaker. Bella fell into my arms, sagging slightly, and caught herself with the hand that had been holding her shirt. Something moved... 
 
   Fascinated, I stared as my wife’s breasts seemed to erupt. From within the torn shirt, a tiny, red, wrinkled bird head emerged. Covered in damp, straggly feathers like a bald man’s bad combover, it looked dreadful. It was one of the most disturbingly good things I had ever seen. 
 
   “Pweep?”
 
   “David...” I sighed, and hugged Bella close to me. 
 
   “He was still in the egg when I got down there.” Her voice, too, was hoarse. “And I don’t think we killed Baba Yaga. Not enough... ah, remains down there.”
 
   “Pwoop.” David wasn’t up to speech yet, but the shake of his head was emphatic. 
 
   “Hopefully depleted her. I don’t think I am up to anything more... the wolves?”
 
   She shrugged. It did interesting things to her half-uncovered bosom and the tiny rider. 
 
   “Gone, I think. I only fired one grenade.”
 
   I felt a giggle well up, and tamped it down. Hysteria was no way for a man to react. 
 
   “Honey, you rained a fifteen meter circle of death and destruction on them from afar. No way they’d signed up for that kind of thing.” I looked David in the bright blue eyes. “It is a good thing I know you well enough, with where you are sitting at the moment.”
 
   I swear the little bastard snuggled down further against those two lovely orbs. He burbled a little. I couldn’t help the laugh, this time, but it was just a laugh. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Dragon Riders
 
   Beaker gave us all a ride back to David’s orchard. Riding on his swaying back, clinging to the improvised rope harness made me appreciate the flying carpet as a sane and safe mode of travel. I didn’t want to stay anywhere near the battle field for any longer than we had to, and even though both Bella and I were weaving on our feet with fatigue, I’d pushed Chong and Dorothy into wrapping the ropes around a patient Beaker, who arched his body up and followed their movements with comical, inquiring noises. 
 
   David stayed in his warm perch. I helped Bella scramble up Beaker’s front leg and settle onto his back. 
 
   “Oh, the fin is flexible.” She pushed it down flat and straddled carefully. The barrel of his body was broad enough to make her look like a child up there. She clutched the rope with one hand and her shirt with the other, to keep David from falling out. I got Dorothy up next. 
 
   In retrospect, seating myself last, and just above his ventral legs, was not such a good idea. I was very grateful for an empty stomach, even though I was shaking, by the time we landed, with the need for food after the heavy magic usage. There was no way we were going home by bubble tonight. I didn’t dismount so much as slide off and into a heap, my legs jelly underneath me. Chong exclaimed in dismay at the sight of me on the ground and tried to help me up. 
 
   “No, go help Bella. She only has one hand, too.” Bella had splinted my broken wrist, so it ached badly, but at least I could move the arm now. I propped my back against Beaker, who repeated his circling-the-wagons move, creating a protective circle. It would do. 
 
   Bella staggered over to me and collapsed as well. Dorothy and Chong hovered. David popped his head up. He was fluffy, dried by the heat of Bella’s body. The little gold head swiveled about inquisitively. 
 
   “Peep, peep peep?”
 
   “At your home.” I told him. Between him, and Beaker, I was going crazy talking to creatures with baby-talk only. 
 
   “Peep!”
 
   “Yeah, there’s a dragon. He was our ride, and he’s keeping guard, so deal.” I closed my eyes. I was very tired. 
 
   “Pwoop.”
 
   Dorothy made a muffled noise of surprise, and I opened my eyes. David had summoned the table of plenty. 
 
   “Thanks.” I told him, not wanting to think too hard about why his wordless summons had worked. 
 
   Chong brought me a plate of food, and wine. I ordered him to eat, too, and Dorothy, who’d fed Bella. They sat and let us feed in peace. Until I got the first bite in me, I really didn’t want to eat, with the lingering nausea, and then when I tasted the food, I tore into it voraciously. Chong brought more, at some point, the two young ones taking turns feeding us until I finally fell asleep, possibly in my plate. I’m not real clear on that part of the night. 
 
   It was mid-afternoon when I awakened, judging by the position of the sun in the sky. Beaker was still coiled around, and his eyes were closed. No one was in sight, and there was a gap between his head and tail, so I guessed they were out in the orchard. I drowsed in the warm sun. 
 
   The plop of an apple falling on his back jolted me back awake. Dorothy was sitting nearby, on the ground. The table had gone away. 
 
   “Where is Bella?” I asked. 
 
   “Walking with David. Chong is picking apples. Are you...?” She hesitated. 
 
   “I’m fine.” I got up and stretched. Lots of bruises and some small cuts. The wrist was the worst of it, and that had subsided to a dull ache. “What about you?” 
 
   She looked up at the tree overhead. I gave her time to collect her thoughts. The warm sun and the smell of apples filled my senses. She spoke softly, after some time. 
 
   “The second night, after you had almost rescued us... The witch came in raging. I couldn’t understand her... neither of us could. The table full of food she’d given us, she sent away, and the bathroom. She left us with three buckets, one with water, one empty, and one...” I watched as a full-body shudder rippled through her. “I wouldn’t eat it. It was - I don’t know what was in it.”
 
   “Probably just as well.” I sighed. “I’m sorry you had to go through this. We may never know just why she took you two.”
 
   “It was our fault, playing silly games...” she sniffled. “And Ash.” Now she was crying in earnest. I walked over and rested a hand on her head. Her hair was filthy, matted to her skull, and I could feel her trembling. 
 
   “Hey... shhh.” I wondered where Bella had gone. “Ash isn’t dead.”
 
   She choked back a sob and looked up. “R-really?”
 
   “Would I lie to you?”
 
   She shook her head, trying to rub away tears and only succeeding in making her face damply muddy. 
 
   “He did lose his arm, just below the elbow, but Melcar came to take him to his tree, and he will recover.”
 
   Dorothy sighed and leaned her head against my knee. “Oh... I thought it was my fault...”
 
   “All will be well. We will get you back home...” I stopped. She had gotten to her feet quickly, and was shaking her head. 
 
   “What?” I asked in surprise. 
 
   “I don’t want to go home. They won’t let me come back to Bella, and I want to help her. I have learned so much, please?”
 
   Bella walked into my line of sight. “What?”
 
   I turned to her, seeing the golden-haired lad trailing at her heels. David, growing up at a magical rate. “Dorothy doesn’t want to go home.”
 
   Dorothy went into Bella’s arms. “Please don’t make me. I’ll never leave the house again, and... and I felt so helpless.” Now she was raging quietly, the tears vanishing into a firestorm of female rage. Bella rubbed her back and smiled over her shoulder at me. “I need to learn to protect myself and others.”
 
   “I have a very good idea.” Bella promised her. “You will stay my lady-in-waiting, but I will have you stay with someone who will tutor you for a while, does that work? Only, it will be above, not Underhill. It’s very different.”
 
   Dorothy straightened. “Above?”
 
   Bella nodded. “With my Uncle Raven. I think you would benefit from learning from him.”
 
   Dorothy’s eyes got huge and her jaw dropped. “Really?” She squeaked. 
 
   “Yes, you need some time outside Underhill to expand your education.” 
 
   I thought I followed what Bella was thinking. Learning to do without magic, as I had this summer, would be very good for the young fairy. And there was something to be said for teaching the young ones if you wanted to change a culture. Quietly devious, my bride. 
 
   “David.” I held out my hand, and he gravely shook it. “Will you be...”
 
   “I’m growing fast.” His little-boy voice was piping and strange. “I will be back to my old self in a week. You need not stay, I will appreciate the rest and peace.” He shot Beaker a dirty look. 
 
   “Then we will go as soon as possible.”
 
   Bella gave him a hug while I called for Chong, who came around Beaker’s tail with his shirt, fashioned into an improvised bag, full of apples. “Are we going?”
 
   “Yes, I think we can manage the trip back.” I looked at Bella. “You up to it?”
 
   “If you’ll help. I think it’s going to take a couple of days for me to recover fully.”
 
   I looked at David. “If you need us, call, please.”
 
   He nodded solemnly. “I would like a visit, before too long. It was... good to meet you.” He hugged Bella again, and offered a dignified handshake to both Chong and Dorothy, whom he had not formally met. Then he walked away, his red-gold curls glowing in the sun. I reached for Bella’s hand, and felt Chong’s hand on my shoulder. Dorothy took Bella’s other hand. We didn’t need contact in the bubble, but I don’t think any of us wanted to be alone just then. Bella wrapped us in the soap-bubble spell and we left the orchard of four seasons behind. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Mercenary Wench
 
   The reception back at the Kyuden was tumultuous. I assumed the middle-aged fairy who swooped in and kissed Chong from ear to ear was his mother, as she spent time clucking and cooing over him, before dragging him off into the depths of the building, with him looking vividly embarrassed and relieved at the same time. 
 
   Jao laughed, and dragged us all into the baths. Someone had produced clean clothes by the time I emerged from the small cleansing tub, feeling about ten pounds of dirt and blood lighter. Dorothy and Bella, he informed me, were undergoing a bit of healing, and much pampering and primping from the ladies, who had clucked in dismay at Bella’s ragged haircut. I sank into the big tub across from him, shuddering with pleasure as my bruises and strains started to relax. 
 
   “I still don’t know how that happened.” I told him. “It was a real hairball there for a while.”
 
   “You should have called for help.” 
 
   I shook my head. “No time. We didn’t know until the last minute where it was going, and attacking it was the last possible moment before it reached her stronghold, and we had to seize the moment.”
 
   He shrugged. “So, you are successful. And the witch?”
 
   “I don’t know. I suspect we diminished her greatly. Bella destroyed the hut. But keep an eye to the West, there are stirrings below the surface.”
 
   His brow puckered, and he nodded solemnly. “I will. Daniken is... humbled. She has been to an audience with the emperor, and I do not think she will move against us now, with the lever you gave me to use against her.”
 
   I was heartened to hear that the kitsune’s death had had some purpose, then. 
 
   “We won’t stay but a night. I need to talk to Raven.”
 
   Which would be more complicated. There were no doors from Underhill to Raven’s territory, something I would think about more, another time. 
 
   “Raven.” Jao leaned back and steepled his fingertips. “Will he be a... problem?”
 
   “No. And leave him alone. He may not look like much, but he will likely take any threat to him very seriously. He’s got a family, and that is what’s important to him.” And I had married into that family.
 
   “He’s not likely to move across the sea?” I heard what Jao was asking. If Raven was a threat to the Eastern Court.
 
   “Not for anything, I don’t think. Or he would have come when Daniken called for him. He was pretty pissed at her.”
 
   Jao winced slightly. “Then I will worry about dangers closer to home.”
 
   I grunted as I levered myself up and out of the tub. Clean, relaxed, but still a bit sore. “Call us if you have problems, eh? Only...” I wrapped the towel around my waist and flashed a grin at him. “The next time, usual rates apply.”
 
   He laughed, and I left him there, still quietly chuckling, and went to find my Bella, and clothes. 
 
   Bella’s new haircut was what I think is called a pixie style in human realms, close to her skull and feathered. I found I missed the heavy, silken weight of it in my hands when I kissed her. But the lips and arms around me were still the same. I lost track of time, and was only brought back to it by an exclamation. 
 
   “Ew!” I turned my head to see Dorothy, her hands on her hips, and Chong, grinning over her shoulder. Bella buried her face in my chest to hide her laughter. I could just make out what she was saying. 
 
   “Isn’t she a little old to be grossed out?”
 
   “No, Fae develop slowly, and she’s led a sheltered childhood.”
 
   Dorothy made a face at me. “I was sent to tell you two to come to a meal, but if you would rather I come back later...”
 
   “We’re coming.” Bella pulled away from me. She had been dressed in a kimono, again, and she looked very beautiful, with the deep purple bruise on her cheek, highlighted by the cut on the upper edge of it. Something had walloped her good last night. 
 
   We all walked into the big room, and a mass of people, who parted before us with a soft murmur. I couldn’t make out words, just lots of smiles. I felt awkwardly on display. We took our seats, and people parted in the other direction to reveal Jao, carrying a tray and beaming. He reached us and bent, lowering the tray with a thud to the tabletop. 
 
   He pulled the cover off it with a flourish, revealing a small gold statue. It was very much like Beaker, in gold, with huge ruby eyes. The workmanship was exquisite. 
 
   “From the Emperor, with his deepest gratitude. This ancient talisman is a symbol of our appreciation for your service, and,” Jao winked slightly, “May be of assistance with your new friend.”
 
   “Thank you,” I told him. “We are... overwhelmed with his generosity.”
 
   The rest of the feast was mercifully brief. Eating was good, as both of us were still recovering from our exertions. Chong sat beside me and translated for his mother, on his other side, who wanted to let us know how deeply she was grateful for the return of her only child, safe. I asked him at one point, “You ok?”
 
   He nodded. “It was a terrific adventure! I will never forget it, and Uncle Jao says I am to have samurai training.”
 
   I chuckled. The differences between Dorothy, who had been frantic, and his boyish enthusiasm, were funny. After dinner, Jao clapped his hands twice, and all the people left quietly. 
 
   “Sleep, my friend...” He took me by the shoulders, and I may have winced. I’d bruised one badly in a fall at some point the day before. I had no idea what time it was, any longer, but sleep sounded good. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Heading Home
 
   The next day, morning, I think, early enough there was still a bit of dew on the grass, we bubbled out for the Seattle Underhill door, and a trip to Alaska. Bella called Raven as soon as we arrived above, and I could hear him on the phone, giving her directions. 
 
   “Is he sending us to the airport?” I asked, confused. She nodded. 
 
   Once she was off the phone, she looked at her watch. “He must have had this all set up in advance. Maybe Daniken communicated with him? Anyway, we are to wait, a car is coming within the hour, and then we go to the airport, with a driver, and we will be taken from there.”
 
   “I’m not going to argue. Not having to drive for three days sounds like a winning plan to me right now.” 
 
   Even walking out from the door, which was something like a 30-minute hike, sounded unpleasant, but it was necessary. 
 
   Tex was lounging against the hood of a car when we emerged from the hiking trail. He beamed at us. Bella laughed. 
 
   “I am so glad to see you!” she told him, delivering a hug. I shook his hand, and he stooped to shake with the petite Dorothy, who was no taller than Bella, above. Next to his lanky height, she looked like the pixie I was. 
 
   “What happened to your hair, girl?” He frowned down at Bella, having processed her appearance. The way he looked from her bruise to me, frowning, did not bode well for his trust of me. 
 
   “I’ll tell you the whole story in the car.” Bella promised.
 
   She climbed in the front seat, as I nodded to her to go on, and I got in the back, with Dorothy on the other side, and put my head back, promptly falling asleep. I woke when the car stopped again. Tex glanced over his shoulder at me. His smirk meant she had explained it all away. Good.
 
   “Almost there. Wait until you see the new plane.”
 
   “New plane?” Bella asked. 
 
   “I done tol’ you about it before,” Tex chuckled. “You were a mite worried about the ogres at the time, though. That’s how we got to Longview so fast. Raven’s got me on retainer, and a plane. Says it’s your wedding gift, that you will need a fast get away from time to time, and a team transport.”
 
   In the backseat, he couldn’t see me gape. He was laughing, though, as we pulled up to a small terminal. “There...” He pointed. “Ain’t she purdy?”
 
   She was, indeed. The sleek jet, we discovered when we boarded, had seats to carry six in luxury, with plenty of cargo space. Tex busied himself in the cockpit, and after a few minutes, popped his head back out. “Dor’thy?” 
 
   “Yes?” She looked up from the seat belt she was trying to figure out. 
 
   “I reck’n you haven’t flown before.” 
 
   She nodded. I smiled, guessing where he was going with this.
 
   “Want to come up and sit in the co-pilot’s seat?”
 
   She nodded, hard, and Bella went up to help her get settled and buckled in. When she came back, she was grinning. “She’s like a cat in cream. I think I will make arrangements for her to take lessons while she’s staying in Alaska.”
 
   She sat next to me and buckled. I took her hand. “Are we staying with her?”
 
   Bella shook her head. “No, we will be wanted back home. I want to leave her for a couple of months at least.”
 
   “Home?”
 
   She looked at me and smiled, then kissed me. “Home is where you are.”
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Mumblings from the Future
 
   The two men sat on the rough porch, admiring the stand of birch that had turned bright gold, almost overnight. 
 
   “Pretty,” the raven offered, taking a slug out of his coffee cup. “Ah...”
 
   The tall man swung his feet up on the porch railing and leaned back against the log wall behind him. He contemplated his own mug. 
 
   “They all right, you think?” The dragon would have given his horde to take care of the girl, and still wasn’t ready to trust her new husband. He was uneasy, with her so far from home and help. 
 
   “Will be. Girl is a glutton for punishment. No time at all, and she’s startin’ off with two.”
 
   “Two?” The dragon was startled. “How did that happen... Nevermind, I know.” He settled back into quiet, shaking his head. Two at a time was unheard of in his family. 
 
   They looked up, a movement in the sky catching their attention. Raven clucked his tongue, sounding very much like his bird form. “That boy... He ain’t right. Worries me.”
 
   Beaker swam closer, then landed delicately, for him, the slim teen on his back sliding off gracefully at the same time. The two men could barely see ripples in their coffee cups. 
 
   “Mroop.” 
 
   “Yep. Going to be a long winter.” The tall man agreed. He scratched his balding head. It might be time for him to pay his ancestral home a visit. And he could check on the girl while he was down there. 
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   Excerpt from The Eternity Symbiote
 
    
 
    Gabrielle McGregor ran her fingers through her hair, stretching upwards onto her toes, and yawned. It had been a long flight, with only the prospect of another long one ahead of her. A quiet one, too. She had never seen her charter passengers before, and they had not introduced themselves when they arrived at the little airport she worked out of. The tiny Tok airport was the last jumping-off point for much of the bush country in Alaska, and she was used to charters for Fairbanks or Anchorage, but this was a unusual one for her - all the way out into the Forty-Mile area, to a small lake the size of a pocket-handkerchief. The passengers were unusual too - the military ordinarily found it cheaper to fly their own people to out-of the-way places in the Alaskan wilderness than to charter a bush pilot. 
 
   Only minutes before she had landed neatly on her pontoons and helped her passengers out. Now she stood on the rickety dock while her two passengers made their way to the shore and argued about something. Well, when they made up their minds she’d help them unload, and then head for town. The deal was, she would drop off, and then when their three days were up, they would be picked up. Probably not by her, as there were three other pilots who also worked for the air ferry service, and that was fine with her. She was not a gregarious woman, but it was unnerving to fly for four hours and not have one of them say a word. One had slept, mostly, while the other had pulled out a PDA and tapped away at it the whole trip.
 
   She was just contemplating climbing back into the plane for a quick nap when one of the men came down the dock to her. 
 
   “Er, sorry about that. But we thought we had come to the wrong lake.”
 
   “Oh?” she asked cooly, feeling her navigational skills slighted.
 
   “Oh, no, you got us where we wanted to be,” he assured her hastily. “But there was supposed to be someone here waiting for us.”
 
   That confused her. How would this person have gotten out here? As far as she knew, no-one had gotten a flight out here in a very long time. Shrugging, she offered to help with their luggage.
 
   “Thank you, ma’am. I do appreciate this,” he took the first bags from her - mostly camping gear, she noted - and set them on the dock.
 
   He was not a prepossessing man, average height and build, which meant she stood nose-to-nose with him, as she was tall for a woman. Brown hair, and pale brown eyes, she observed now. His partner, still staring out into the wood, no doubt hoping for the arrival of their missing person, was shorter, and stocky, with close-cut black hair that he had run his fingers through, and which now stood on end. They looked capable enough, she thought, running her eyes over the camping gear they had brought, which was not new. She didn’t think she needed to worry about leaving them on their own out here. 
 
   “The bears out here aren’t shy,” she did finally warn. “They probably haven’t seen a person, and likely they’ll just hightail it if they see you, but they just might get curious and decide to poke around.”
 
   He smiled. “Thank you. We hopefully will not be here long.”
 
   Her curiosity piqued, she asked, “Aren’t you camping?”
 
   “Only if necessary. Really, we’re just here to pick something up. Our missing member of the team was to have located it, and we were to merely help him retrieve it.”
 
   “And what would that be? We don’t fly live animals, and it is out of season for most everything.” Her steely eyes warned him that she, personally, did not care to look the other way if they were poaching.
 
   “No, no, nothing like that.” He looked startled. “No, we are trying to find a meteor.”
 
   She raised her eyebrows. “Isn’t that unlikely, in all this?” she gestured around them at the vast, empty wilderness.
 
   “Well,” he hefted up two of the bags and set off toward shore with her following. “It was a very unusual meteor.”
 
   She could tell he was hedging, but at least he was talking, and her overactive curiosity bump wanted scratching. “So, what is it that you do?”
 
   “Well, they are with NASA, I am a consultant.” He dropped the bags on the ground as they stepped off the dock, and when she followed suit, stuck out his hand to be shaken. “Paul Monroe is my name - er, there is a doctorate involved, but I don’t use it. Confusing you know,” his eyes twinkled at her.
 
   She laughed, a singular, low laugh that she knew men loved to hear, and shook hands.
 
   “Gabrielle McGregor, nice to meet you.”
 
   She turned to see the other man striding back out of the woods, looking frustrated. 
 
   “I can’t think where he is.” The shorter man growled at Paul without ceremony.
 
   “Major Dexter Guptill, meet Ms. McGregor.” said Paul calmly.
 
   The man glared at Paul, then reluctantly shook her hand. “Thank you for the ride,” he said brusquely. “We will be fine from here.” he finished, dismissing her.
 
   “All right then.” she inclined her head gracefully. “When you call, someone will be back to get you.”
 
   She was folding herself into the plane when she heard a shout. Looking out the still-open door, she saw Paul racing up the dock, waving his hand. 
 
   “Wait!” he called.
 
   She stepped back onto the dock.
 
   Puffing slightly, he grinned. “No need to call - he’s here and with the rock!”
 
   She turned to see Major Guptill and another man bent over a bundle wrapped in olive green cloth - parachute silk, if she guessed correctly. She shrugged. They were paying, she was just their ride. 
 
   "Are we headed back to town, then?"
 
   He nodded. 
 
   “All right, grab your bags.”
 
   Paul trotted back down the dock with her, saying breathlessly, “I’m sorry he was rude. They have some idea this needed to be a secret.” He snorted. “I could have told them there was no need. I mean, I love to get a look at meteors when I can, but we already know what most of them are composed of. The probability of something previously unknown coming in is so small as to be vanishing. I have no idea why they wanted me along for this, but it pays well, and was definitely a break from the daily grind, so here I am!”
 
   She helped him load the bags in, and then climbed back in herself and began to run her checklist. The rude major had not bothered her, and the flirtatious consultant was charming enough. She just wanted to get home.
 
   She was absorbed in her task and did not look up for the two men as they walked down the dock. She could hear them settling their burden in the back and realized with slight annoyance that one of them meant to sit beside her. She looked up and her eyes widened. She emitted a slight squeak of surprise, and the tall man sliding into the seat next to her grinned and said,
 
   “I love that sound, Gabi! Oh, God, such an undignified noise to make and at such a time!”
 
   Quickly, she recovered herself and replied acerbically, “Anyone would make a noise if they looked up into that mug looming over them!”
 
   Lieutenant Colonel Jedediah McGregor - the penultimate tall, dark, and handsome man - buckled himself in and leaned over to peck her on the cheek. “How are you, cherie?”
 
   Paul leaned forward, fascinated at their by-play. “Do you two  - ah - know one another?”
 
   Jed turned his head, raising one dark eyebrow and laughing, as Gabi taxied out into the lake. 
 
   “Why, Paul, she’s my wife.”
 
   The other man blinked in surprise. “Er, oh.”
 
   Once they were airborne, Jed spoke softly to Gabi. “Sorry I didn’t give you a call while I was in town, but I needed to get this little job done.”
 
   “So what is it about a meteor that requires a Ranger and a NASA muckety-muck, not to mention a ‘consultant’, to retrieve?”
 
   “Oho, someone told you, eh?”
 
   He looked back at Paul, who blushed slightly. “All I said was that it was an unusual meteor.”
 
   Gabi raised her eyebrow. “I don’t believe that for a minute. Why would they have hauled you out of mothballs to hunt down a rock in the bush? I don’t expect you to tell me, though, I understand need-to-know.”
 
   “Why not?” he shrugged. “A UFO crashed out there.”
 
   She looked hard at him, banking absent-mindedly into her heading for Tok. He met her gaze seriously, his mouth hard. She saw that he believed it, and it unsettled him. She looked at him for a moment, drinking in the familiar features - The aquiline nose, the gentle lips, the mobile eyebrows - all of which she knew by heart, had learned by braille in their dark bedroom, as well as in the light across the breakfast table. His dark hair was graying rapidly, she noted with a pang, but his lean body must be in the same fighting fit shape it had always been, if he were still going out on remote missions. She looked at her instruments and then out the windshield. The changeless, featureless forest spread out below them. It was dotted here and there with lakes, or stretches of muskeg where the permafrost was so close to the surface it stunted the spruce growing on it until they were not much taller than a man. On this inhospitable footing the trees were spaced widely, with dwarf birch, alders, willows, and blueberries making a tangled mat of vegetation between them. 
 
   She saw Jed out of the corner of her eye, leaning his head back and closing his eyes. Her heart softened at his obvious weariness, and she thought about their relationship. They had married almost eight years before, when they were both still in the military, and they were almost immediately stationed across the world from one another. When they did end up in the same place, she felt like she did not know him, and she chose not to reenlist, but Jed was not ready to leave the Service.
 
    They had argued, she wanting him close, he feeling guilty for not being near, but wanting to live his life. She had felt confined, living on base, and felt like she had to become something she was not, to further his career. This was worsened by her problems at work. Finally she could no longer bear it, and she fled. She had stormed out of their home, where they had spent only one year out of the two they had spent together, and had flown to Alaska. Once there, she deeply regretted running from him, but her pride would not allow her to return to him. She had written him, letting him know where she was, and that she planned to stay. As the years passed, she found herself lonely.  He had visited her, letting her know that he would not pressure her into a life that would make her unhappy. He told her that he only wanted her happy, and that she would always be his wife, whenever she wanted to see him, or perhaps even live with him again. They had met a few times, after that, for a week or two. Like little honeymoons, but always she returned to Alaska, and always he sat with his head in his hands after she was gone and wondered how many more times he could withstand this heart wrenching, and if she would ever consent to be his again.
 
   It had been six months since the last time they had met, in Seattle. They had barely gotten into the hotel room before tearing one another’s clothes off, and they each knew, falling in to bed together, that the other was still faithful to them. At the end of their long weekend together, Gabi had woken up before he had, and leaned on her elbow, watching him sleep. He looked so young, at rest, and her heart smote her, for she guessed at his pain every time she left. But she remembered the past, and her unhappiness, and steeled herself to leave him yet again.
 
   At the airport he had held her for a long time, gently kissing her eyes, face, and lips. Finally he had cradled her in his arms for a moment, and she saw tears in his eyes.
 
   “Gabi,” he began, huskily “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t say goodbye to you anymore. I thought I could - could just let you be free. But I need you.” he put a finger on her lips, stopping her reply. “I’m not asking you to do anything. Just telling you that the next time I need you to come to me. I...” his voice broke, and he stopped, tears on his cheeks now. She looked mutely up at him, dumb in the face of his emotion. 
 
   They heard her flight called. Her dropped his arms, freeing her. She stood still for a minute, her heart in her throat. Then she whispered, “I’m afraid.”
 
   They had another hour to go. Gabi stretched in her seat, flexing stiff neck and shoulders. Paul and the major were both asleep, she saw, and Jed was silently watching her. 
 
   He smiled when he met her eyes and murmured “ma cherie, j’taime beaucoup.”
 
   “J’taime aussi,” she replied, and her heart was in her eyes.
 
   He caught his breath and sat up. “Gabi...”
 
   She shook her head, looking back at her sleeping passengers. 
 
   “So are you going home after you deliver your package?” she asked.
 
   A flame leaped up in his eyes, hope renewed. “Yes.”
 
   “Mind company? I’ll need a couple of weeks to wrap it up here, but I’ve just finished training my replacement...”
 
   He laughed, a low, joyful sound. 
 
   “Gabi.” his voice was almost a growl, caressing, and she shivered with the emotion. “Girl...” he was reaching out his hand to her when there was a bang, and her vision went black.
 
   Read more, and find out how to buy, at www.cedarwrites.com.
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