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  Modern Fantasy by Bryan Fields


   


  A lot of guys claim to have hot girlfriends.  David Fraser has one who actually breathes fire. 


  Rose Drake is a Dragoness in Human form, come to Earth for three years to soak up the local energy and increase her chances of having happy, healthy, baby hatchlings when she goes home.  In exchange for his time and energy, David’s body and love life both undergo extreme makeovers.  It sounds like the deal of a lifetime.


  Fate doesn’t let David and Rose off so easily.  A friend of theirs is murdered, their homeowner’s association starts harassing them, and they have to complete a quest for an Elven sage in order to stop a genocidal Unicorn from turning Earth into a radioactive wasteland.


  After all, when you’re dating a Dragon, you’re already a hero.  It says so in the fine print.
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Chapter One


  Caution: Bind on Pick-Up


   


  The girl walked like Superman.


  I don’t mean she was strutting her muscles, or striking a heroic pose; it was her confidence. She walked through the Friday night traffic on Federal Boulevard as though the cars should fear hitting her. Maybe they did at that, because the traffic parted for her like the Red Sea before Moses. She reached the sidewalk without being touched and kept on in a straight line directly for me. I didn’t move or turn away; I was too busy staring.


  She crossed the Masonic Temple’s parking lot and stopped right in front of me. “I am here for fantasy. Is this correct?”


  I blinked, trying to decide exactly what she was asking. “This is the Metro Denver Speculative Fiction Society meeting, yes. Is this your first time here?”


  “First time here, yes. First time for everything here,” she replied. “Am I acceptable?”


  “Oh, yes,” I said—and she was. Black hair with metallic purple highlights, short on top and down to her waist in back, yet somehow looking nothing like a mullet. A heart-shaped face with jade-green eyes and a pixie smile. Lavender eye shadow and matching lipstick. Both eyes were outlined by an Eye of Horus, the lower arm of each sweeping down and around her cheekbones. Black leather trench coat over matching roach killers, shotgun-washed jeans, and a T-shirt proclaiming, ‘Kiss me twice, I’m Schizophrenic’.


  I’d read Burton’s translation of The Thousand and One Nights back in high school. In most of the stories in it, women were described as graceful as gazelles, and having a countenance as pale and beautiful as the full moon. The first young man who sees them falls instantly in love—followed by calling a lawyer, writing up a contract, and giving her all his money. I always figured it was just more efficient to get that part out of the way up front.


  But now, for the first time, I understood what Scheherazade had been talking about. Looking at this girl, I felt the magic of the full moon at midnight. I heard the wind rustling through the trees, the heartbeat of a stag running through the night, the roar of a river, surging and pounding, breaking even mountains with its touch. I didn’t just want to be with her; I wanted to be standing next to her on the peak of a mountain, wearing a kilt and waving a claymore while Queen rocked out the background music.


  I looked down at her shirt long enough to read it again and asked, “Is that a command, or just a suggestion?”


  She smiled and reached out to me. “An invitation.”


  “Well, then, I accept.” I put my arms around her, bent my head, and went for it with a full-body, lip-to-lip press, giving her my complete attention. Her body was sleek and sculpted like a gymnast’s, and holding her, I felt complete.


  She broke it off with a turn of her head and a throaty growl. Or maybe it was a purr; I couldn’t be sure. She took a deep breath. “More.” She didn’t wait for a response. I heard the comments and snickering from the other folks in the area. I just didn’t care. Priorities, you know?


  When we finished, she snuggled under my arm and leaned her head on my shoulder. “You,” she said. “I choose you.” She looked up, and this time her eyes had little flecks of gold in them. “Please say you accept.”


  “What am I accepting?”


  “Me. My choice of you.” She ran a finger down the center of my chest. “I choose, but you have to accept. It’s only for three years, if that helps.”


  Behind me, Sharon made a loud coughing noise. “David, do you even know her first name? Remember what happened the last time a beautiful woman appeared out of nowhere and said, ‘I am for you’. Pfft! Ack! Dead!” Sharon was an old friend, curvy and Irish, with bright red hair and sparkling green eyes. Her wife Manya snickered, but refrained from piling on.


  I shrugged. “What was it the Captain said? ‘A rose by any other name smells just as sweet’?” I leaned in for another, much gentler kiss. “I accept.” After I said it, I felt a change move through my head. It was like an otter on the parallel bars—fast, purposeful, and strange beyond words. In its wake was a whole new kinesthetic awareness, not just of my body, but of hers as well. I could also feel her emotions, and right now she was just as blissed out as I was.


  “So, what is her name?” Sharon asked. “And the quote is from Shakespeare, numb nuts.” She parked her butt on the trunk of her Chevy and draped her arms over Manya’s shoulders.


  My new girlfriend pulled a top hat from—well, somewhere—and put it on. “I’m Rose.” She said. She pressed against me and smiled at Sharon. “Rose Drake.”


  I kissed her fingers. “David Fraser. It’s very good to meet you.”


  Sharon rolled her eyes. “Watch out! Red Shirt walking!”


  “Why does she say that?” Rose asked. “Is she teasing you about something?” I could tell Rose wasn’t angry, but she was confused and feeling very protective toward me. Then I realized Rose knew about Sharon. The last thing I wanted was for Rose to jump to the wrong conclusion.


  I shook my head and stroked Rose’s shoulder. My touch seemed to reassure and relax her. “Sharon and I have known each other since we were kids, and we dated very, very briefly. We had exactly one dinner date, to be precise, and that was where Sharon met Manya. The Bollywood Siren here swept Sharon off her feet and out the door, leaving me to pay for three dinners.” I glowered at Manya in feigned outrage. “Never a mongoose around when you need one.”


  “Watch it there, buddy. Her patronus is a mongoose.” Sharon gave Manya a peck on the cheek. “You know we’ll always be grateful to you for introducing us, Bigwig. That and, well, everything else.”


  I couldn’t help feeling a twinge. Rose felt it as well and looked up at me. “You still have feelings for her. Should I be jealous?”


  “No,” said Manya. “Please do not be jealous.” She placed her hand on Sharon’s shoulder. “We want you and David to be happy together, as happy as we are. Allow David to explain, and I hope you will understand.”


  I looked at my watch. The doors wouldn’t open until a quarter of seven and we still had a few minutes. I lowered my voice and leaned in close to Rose. “There is more, but it’s nothing you need to worry about. I’ll explain later.”


  Manya gave Sharon a sideways look. “David, tomorrow night we were planning on having butter chicken and doing Random Geeky Movies night. Would you two like to join us?”


  “What, no vindaloo?”


  “I am cooking, so there will always be vindaloo. Your tastebuds are pampered and weak.” She turned to Rose and asked, “Do you enjoy spicy food?”


  Rose smiled and nodded.


  I said, “I think that’s a yes. Can we bring anything?”


  Manya said, “No” just as Sharon said, “Chocolate.”


  “Chocolate it is,” I replied.


  Rose stepped forward and touched her fingers to Manya’s cheek. “Chocolate. I did not know skin came in chocolate. It is a lovely color.”


  Manya’s jaw dropped for a moment. She shook her head. “Ah, thank you. You have never seen anyone with dark skin?”


  Sharon patted Manya’s shoulder. “Honey, I didn’t meet anyone who wasn’t Caucasian until I came to Denver. We don’t get to choose the places we grow up.”


  Manya sighed. “You’re right. I never meet a fookin’ green-eye ginger Eye-ritch Cat-lick lassie when I was growing up, either.” Manya speaks English with only a trace of an accent, but her attempt at an Irish brogue sounds more like a Brooklyn Mafia moll. She added, “My parents owe their wealth to looking forward. They accept my ginger girl because our relationship is a symbol of the new India they are driving toward.”


  Rose asked, “What do your parents do?”


  “They are venture capitalists. I work for a branch of one of their companies, managing oil and gas investments.” Manya grimaced. “It is strange, but many Americans are more accepting of my being Hindu and lesbian than they are of my being a VC.”


  I felt a sudden rush of excitement flowing through Rose. “You manage finances… I love discussing investment strategies. What is your average rate of return for your clients?”


  To be honest, that wasn’t what Rose said. I have no idea what she actually did say, because she stopped speaking English and went off in a torrent of high finance gibberish only Manya understood. It was like, “Wah wah wah wah dollars, wah wah wah wah profit”. Sharon and I simply stood there and stared.


  Thankfully, a loud clatter interrupted us and got everybody moving. Chains rattled against steel and hinges creaked as the Masonic Temple’s custodian opened the side door to let us in.


  The club rented one of the rooms in the basement. The temple itself was off-limits to non-members, but the bathrooms were clean, the parking lot was well-lit, and the rent was reasonable.


  I took Rose by the hand and we walked inside together.


   


  


  
Chapter Two


  The Exotic Girlfriend Check


   


  Rose and I sat with my usual group of friends, the mostly single twenty-somethings with jobs, cars, and places of their own. I made introductions and left Rose alone while I hit the vending machine for some bottled water. I got back in time to catch Sharon trying to convince Rose to join in a mass trip to the ladies room.


  “It’s just planning ahead,” Sharon told her. “You don’t want to wind up needing to go in the middle of the meeting and have to miss something, do you?”


  Rose frowned at her. “I said my bladder is empty.”


  Sharon tapped out and Miriam jumped in to replace her. “Rose, I’m going to assume you’re not from Earth and that this is your first encounter with human social norms. When a group of other women invite you to the ladies room, peeing is secondary. The main point of it is to talk about the guys without them hearing us.”


  I took Rose’s water bottle back from her. “You should probably go,” I told her. “Resistance is futile.”


  “Darn right,” Sharon said. The pack scooped Rose up and fast-marched her out the door. I put Rose’s water on her chair to mark her place.


  Roger tapped me on the shoulder. “Hey, if your new girlfriend plays, give her the house rules and see if you can talk her into rolling a sawbones. You guys have shit for healing.” Roger ran a tabletop steampunk/fantasy RPG campaign every other Sunday. I’d say he was obsessed with it, except that he and his girlfriend, Claire, spent all the rest of their free time online, doing raids with their guild. Clearly, our campaign was just a passing diversion.


  I gave him a nod. “Sure. First chance I get.”


  The ladies returned just as Phil called the meeting to order. Most of the meeting was pretty standard stuff—discussions of new books, upcoming movie premiers, viewing parties for different television shows—but Rose wanted to do it all. She hadn’t been kidding when she said she was here for fantasy. She was interested enough in science fiction, but any fantasy related topic left her enraptured. She even agreed to give Roger’s game a try without knowing what ‘steampunk’ meant.


  Her enthusiasm did not pass unnoticed; nor did her utter lack of familiarity with any current, recent, or classic elements of popular culture. At the break, the ladies adjourned to the privy council again. This time, Rose and Miriam didn’t come back with the others. They didn’t reappear until the meeting had been going again for a good ten minutes.


  Rose took her seat and leaned over to whisper in my ear. “I’m sorry I was gone so long. Miriam was telling me how her brother was killed by a flying rabbit that bites people’s heads off. I had no idea there were creatures like that here.”


  I looked over my shoulder at Miriam and raised my eyebrows at her. She gave me a flat, level stare and mouthed, ‘We need to talk’.


  I gave her a nod before whispering to Rose, “I think she was teasing you. That’s a scene from a movie.”


  “Oh,” she said. “It sounds funny. Can we watch it sometime?”


  I would have thought it was Rose’s turn to be joking, but I could feel her excitement and curiosity. I smiled at her and whispered, “Sure. I think you’ll like it.”


  After the meeting, Miriam cornered me in the closet as I was stacking chairs. She glanced around to make sure we were alone and turned back to me. Somehow, she knows just how to tilt her head for her glasses to make her eyes huge and owlish. It was her ‘Professor Know-it-all’ look. She does it to let people know she’s being serious about something.


  “David, I have some concerns about Rose.”


  From anyone else I would brush a comment like that off, but Miriam is a clinical psychiatrist who works at an inpatient mental health facility. I sat down. “I’m listening.”


  Miriam moved close and lowered her voice. “I’m breaching some professional boundaries here, but after talking to her, I truly suspect that she cannot differentiate reality from fantasy. That’s not a diagnosis, just a concern. If you see anything that gives you pause, I can recommend a few people who can do a complete evaluation.” She handed me a business card. “Keep this with you. If she turns violent, call that number. They’ll help you get her on a hold and observe.”


  “You think she’s nuts.” It wasn’t quite a question.


  Miriam shook her head. “I would never use terms like that. I’m just concerned. I hope everything goes well for you, but…be careful.” She walked away.


  I put the card in my wallet. Rose was waiting for me outside, looking up at the night sky.


  “Your friend thinks I’m a madwoman,” she said. “I’m not. I know what is from what isn’t. I see more of what is and what can be than she understands. I’m different. Not mad.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” I said. I unlocked my Cherokee and held the door open for her. “Where do you live?”


  “With you.” She climbed into the passenger seat. “I have walked my way across this world and known no rest for my place is beside you. Take us home.”


  I admit, I hesitated. Murphy’s First Law of Conventions clearly states, “Never sleep with anyone crazier than yourself”. Then again, maybe I’d rolled a ‘20’ on my Exotic Girlfriend check. I calmed my thoughts and focused on my new awareness of Rose and what she was feeling. All I could feel from her was a glow of excitement and trust.


  Perfect love and perfect trust, indeed. I didn’t just feel obligated to return the trust she was showing me; I also wanted to know what was going on here, and there was only one way I would find out. I started the car and pulled out onto Federal, heading for I-25 and home. Iacta alea est.


  Home was on the north side of Thornton, so we had time for some questions. Some she answered, others she didn’t.


  “Some truths are too big to talk about yet,” she said.


  Fair enough. I had a few things I wasn’t ready to talk about, either. I did learn her parents knew where she was and that she wasn’t running from any family or legal trouble. After that, I really didn’t have any more questions. There were still things about her I wanted to know, but none of them mattered right now.


  Once we got home, I opened the door. “Well, this is home. Would you like the grand tour?”


  “Sure.” Rose peeled off her shirt and tossed it on the coat rack. “As long as we start in the bedroom.”


  I took her hand and showed her upstairs. She might well be all manner of crazy, but I’m not.


   


  


  
Chapter Three


  The Dragon With a Girl Tattoo


   


  The clock said it was 4:08 a.m., and therefore time to sleep. My bladder replied that it was time to get moving before I peed in the bed. That argument was a lot more convincing. I staggered my way into the bathroom.


  Afterward, I sat on the edge of the bed watching Rose sleep. Her arms and legs were twitching, her eyelids were fluttering, and she was talking non-stop. It sounded like a mix of Sleestak and Klingon. I stroked her hair until she calmed down and I could lie down next to her.


  I knew two more things about Rose now. One was that tonight had been her first time. The other was that she had a tattoo on the inside of her right thigh—a tattoo of herself. The detail and accuracy were exquisite. When I saw it, I asked, “Why did you get a tattoo of yourself?”


  “So I’d know what I’m supposed to look like, of course.”


  I decided this was another one of those questions we would revisit later.


  When 8:00 a.m. on the merciless digital taskmaster finally rolled around, I woke up alone. I stumbled through shaving and brushing my teeth without really looking into the mirror, but after washing my face I got a good look at myself. I try to stay active and eat right, but I’d still managed to gain a bit of weight over the last few years. This morning there was a bit less of me in the mirror than there had been yesterday. My biceps looked better as well. More defined. I got on the scale. I’d lost eleven pounds in the last two days.


  I got dressed and went downstairs. Rose was in the kitchen, frying up a whole pound of bacon at once. Another pan held a mass of shredded potatoes. Rose was wearing one of my dress shirts and nothing else. The view got me thinking of kilts again. It took me a few moments to realize her hair was different. It was longer in front and had a distinct purple sheen to it.


  She set her spatula down and kissed me. Last night, I had to bend my head to reach her lips. Not this morning. She was at least three inches taller than she’d been last night. I started undoing buttons on the shirt she was wearing.


  It wasn’t my imagination. The changes were real, and they were spectacular.


  I started a pot of coffee and sat down at the table. “Rose, last night you said some truths were too big to talk about yet. I think this one should be manageable. What is going on?”


  She moved the bacon in with the hash browns and started scrambling a dozen eggs. “Don’t be afraid. It’s just the acceptance. Our bodies are adjusting until they match.” She poured all the food she’d made onto a turkey platter and set it on the table. “Go ahead and serve yourself,” she said. “I’ll take the rest. I’m hungry this morning.”


  I poured my coffee—lots of cream, lots of sugar—and put a normal portion of food on my plate. Rose still finished eating before I did. I stared at the empty platter. “Is your appetite always like this?”


  “More or less. From time to time it will be much greater. Don’t worry about the expense. I can pay for the extra food I’ll need.” She sniffed my coffee. “Is that black gold? Texas tea?”


  I laughed. “No, this is just coffee. Would you like to try it?”


  “Yes, please!” She took a sip, followed by a deep drink. She set my mug down and licked the coffee mustache off of her upper lip. When she did, I got a great look at her tongue. It was narrow and the tip was neatly forked. She caught my look and smirked. When she opened her mouth again, her tongue was normal.


  No matter how good the sex is, non-human body parts should have me freaking out. I wasn’t. It seemed perfectly…normal. Something like that should be bothering me, and it wasn’t. Even the fact it didn’t bother me didn’t bother me. I shook my head and made a new cup of coffee for her.


  After breakfast, I showed her how to load the dishwasher, and then went upstairs to help her find some clothes to wear while shopping. While she was dressing, I pressed her for more details. “Rose, who and what are you? Miriam was being sarcastic last night, but she was right: you’re not human. I’d like the big, scary explanation, please.”


  “You’re fast. Mother told me the freaky pothead she picked last time took two weeks to put it together.” She sat on the bed. “My people call themselves ‘The Glorious Immortal Sovereign Overlords of the Eternal Sky and All Our Shadows Fall Upon’.”


  I stared at her. “Oh, crap—you’re a cat?”


  She stared at me. “What… you… ohhh!” She pummeled me with a pillow, knocking me back onto the bed. She pinned my wrists with one hand and straddled me. “I am not a cat!” I tried to move my arms, but her hand might as well have been forged from high-carbon steel. She pressed her chest against mine and whispered, “Name me!”


  I shook my head. “No, no, stop. I can’t work like this. Too much implied teen angst.”


  She released my wrists. “I don’t know what that means.” She moved to the side so I could sit up.


  “I do think I know what you are,” I told her. “You’re big. You have some kind of conservation of mass thing going on, which is why you eat so much. You can fly. You’re natural form isn’t humanoid at all, thus the tattoo. You aren’t afraid of anything; in fact, you expect people to be afraid of you. If that wasn’t enough, your last name is a dead giveaway.” I traced my finger down her cheek. “You’re a Dragoness, and I bet you’re a long way from home. Now, why are you here? What do you need from me that you can’t get from the Humans back where you come from?”


  “You’re right. The Humans at home do fear us. It poisons their souls. Even if one of them wished to help, terror and hatred contaminate the energy they give off.” Rose pressed my hand against her abdomen. “I need your energy for my eggs.”


  “My energy—mine specifically, or would any guy do?”


  She pressed her fingers over my heart. “Not just anyone. Only special people will do. People with wonder in their hearts. Male or female makes no difference.”


  Aha. “So, you’re bi? I mean, you like sex with both men and women? Is that normal for Dragons, or are you just kinky? Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”


  Rose laughed. “Don’t be silly. The kinky part for me is being with one of you naked apes. Gender isn’t an issue when I’m mating outside of my species. Besides, what you and I do is nothing like a mating flight. You cannot give me children—your seed can’t fertilize my eggs. When I’m ready, I’ll return home, and those males who are interested and able to keep up will try to catch me in my first mating flight. And no, I’m not involved with anyone back home. We don’t form romantic attachments or become bonded until after the mating flight. It makes things easier, socially.”


  “As for you and I... We cannot be together forever. I will have to leave one day, and that day will be in about three years. Until then, we are just having fun.” She moved my hand over her abdomen again, then slid it a little further south. “I like having fun, and I need it.”


  I was trying to pay attention. I really was. “What do you mean, you need it?”


  “Not the sex. Your energy. I need your sense of wonder. Your belief. Your attention. Your love. It gives my eggs vitality. We reproduce only two or three times in a thousand years, and then only half of the clutch reaches adulthood under normal conditions. By infusing my eggs with your energy, they gain a better chance at life. Your energy can mean doubling the number of eggs I clutch. You can’t impregnate me, but you give me more children, and make all my children stronger. My people are fighting for survival, and we will do whatever it takes to win—including having sex with naked apes. No offense.”


  “None taken. Primate and proud. Now, why am I not freaking out about you not being human, or having non-human body parts?”


  Rose smiled. “That’s the acceptance. When you accepted me, you accepted everything about me, in advance, even the things you didn’t know about. I accept you in the same way. Nothing you say or do will ever drive me away. Even our sex drives are synchronized, and it will be like this for the next three years.”


  I pulled away from her. “So, you’re telling me that I have to spend three years having all the sex I can handle with my ideal woman in order to save Dragons from extinction?”


  “Yes”


  I threw my head back, laughing and pumping my fists. “Oh, yeah! This beats the shit out of clapping to resurrect a fairy!”


  Rose furrowed her brow. “What are you talking about? Clapping doesn’t do shit for fairies.”


  I sighed and shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll explain later.”


  “That’s what you said about your friend, Sharon,” Rose said. “I’ve told you my great truth. I’d like to hear yours now.”


  “That’s fair, I suppose.” I took her hands and tried to quell the wrenching feeling in my gut. “When I was a kid, my folks would spend several weeks each summer with some relatives who lived in a tiny little town in Oklahoma. Sharon’s parents owned the grocery store and ran the post office, which was in the same building. Anything they didn’t carry, you had to go to another town for. Her parents were my relatives’ next door neighbors. So, that’s how we know each other.”


  “Then, the year we graduated from high school, Sharon talked her folks into letting her come back to Colorado with us when our summer visit was over. She had never seen a city with more than five stoplights in her life. She’d never seen real mountains. She was just blown away by it all. She got a job, decided to go to school out here, and wound up getting married to Manya. Her parents all but disowned her until about a year ago, when she and Manya decided to have a baby.”


  Rose cocked an eyebrow at me. “Your people don’t have that kind of magic.”


  I shook my head. “Not to create a baby from two women, no. They needed some male genetic material, and I was the one they came to for a donation.”


  “What kind of…oh.” Rose sat back on the bed, tapping her finger tips on her thigh. “Did you mate with Sharon?”


  I laughed. “No, I got to do my part with a couple of magazines and a test tube. Right now there’s a mess of frozen fertilized eggs sitting in a lab somewhere, waiting to be implanted in Sharon as soon as she’s ready. Her doctor is worried about gestational diabetes, so she’s been losing weight and working out.” I pulled Rose close to me and kissed her. “I did a favor for two friends, and that’s all. I’ll have a place in the child’s life, but it won’t be as a parent. You have nothing to be jealous of.”


  “I’m not jealous,” Rose said. “You gave them a wonderful gift, very like the one you’re giving me. How can I be jealous of that?” She kissed me and pushed me back down on the bed.


  Something told me we were going to have to have a conversation about boundaries during working hours, or I was never going to get anything done.


   


  


  
Chapter Four


  “Mine!” “Mine!” “Mine!”


   


  Shopping with a Dragon can be interesting. She refused to let me use my credit cards at first. Instead, we stopped by a jewelry store so she could sell a small stack of coins. I didn’t see her carrying them; she just pulled them out of the same place she got the top hat and her driver’s license (which was a real, valid, Washington state license that said she lived in Seattle). The coins were solid gold, larger than a Krugerrand by half again, and fetched nine thousand plus change. The dealer checked twice to make sure they were real, and even called for a mall cop to come over and watch us in case we decided to run during the test.


  The mall cop turned out to be someone I knew; that didn’t mean I was happy to see him. Randall was another MDSFS member, currently on a six-month suspension for trying to grope three women. He was in his late forties, slumpy, and combined a bad comb-over with a walrus-sized Cheesy Cop Mustache. He was still a virgin and prone to oversharing personal information, loudly and often. He boasted about living with his mother, although I wouldn’t be surprised if it turned out she was mummified and tucked into a corner somewhere. He had no social skills at all, as evidenced by managing to make himself a pariah among a group of people who make a point of being inclusive.


  I gave him a nod and a frosty glare. I hadn’t just voted for permanent expulsion and calling the police; I had been the prosecutor during his hearing. I noticed his eyes flicking to Rose’s chest; it was obvious she wasn’t wearing a bra. It didn’t bother me when other guys stared, but Randall was a different matter.


  He planted himself in the doorway and gave me a nod while he caressed his pepper spray holster. I guess the warm fuzzy feeling was mutual. Still, Randall had enough professionalism not to say anything to us directly until we were leaving the store. He waited until the shop owner handed Rose her check, then stood away from the door. “Stay safe out there, miss.”


  I gave him a smile for that. He followed us for a little bit, always staying outside the stores we visited. He finally wandered off when I wasn’t looking and I was more than happy to discover him gone. Keeping Rose on task was a lot more involved than I had expected.


  To begin with, Rose had no concept of delayed gratification. Her instinctive response to anything that sparkled was to grab it and yell “MINE!” Apparently, ‘mine’ is the Draconic word for both ‘jewelry’ and ‘art collection’. I talked her out of everything except a gold and ruby pendant shaped like a dancing flame. I stopped arguing with her when she started haggling with the shop owner in his native Farsi.


  After Rose handed over another stack of gold coins and went to put the necklace on, the owner leaned over. “You have a remarkable woman there. Where did you find her?”


  “Last night, down on Federal. She’s not Human, though. She’s a Dragon in human form.” I smiled at him and added, “And that’s the truth.”


  He pursed his lips and nodded. “Well then, God be merciful to you.” He looked at the stack of coins Rose had given him, noting the same thing I had: the writing was in no known Earth language. He dropped the coins in his pocket and excused himself, ducking into his office. I’m certain he was trying to look those coins up on the Internet. I made a mental note to do the same thing myself. I doubt either of us was the first to have noticed the writing.


  Once I got Rose into a clothing store, I still had to talk her into buying underwear. Apparently, her planet hasn’t invented it yet. The sales girls were all too young to understand (much less convincingly explain) the long-term effects of gravity, but Rose reminded me she could change her shape at will. Gravity was not the boss of her.


  I said, “Tell me, do you have treasures in your hoard that you only show to special visitors? Things precious to you?”


  “Things I don’t want other people to see, right?” She smiled. “No, I don’t. Beautiful, valuable items are to be flaunted, and you should bask in the envy of those who covet what you have.”


  I sighed. “Rose, it would make me more comfortable if you would wear underwear in public. It’s the dominant social norm. I promise, I’ll tell you if there’s something we go to where underwear is optional. It makes me happy to see you wearing it.”


  She kissed me. “Show me what you want me to wear, and I’ll wear it.”


  Note to self: If logic fails, try appealing to hedonism.


  After loading up on the frilly and the lacy, street clothes came next. Rose had a strong preference for cotton and leather. Her wardrobe taste turned out to be a mix of African Safari and Burning Man. It wouldn’t have worked in Oklahoma City, but around Boulder nobody would bat an eye. Despite her discomfort with synthetic fabrics, I did talk her into adding a silver spandex cat suit with matching boots. You never know when you’ll have to go someplace where they won’t let you in unless you’re in a sexy Cyborg costume.


  Hey, it could happen.


  After the clothes we picked up some fudge and a couple pounds of assorted chocolate truffles. While I paid, Rose wandered into the shop next door and found a set of hatchling dragon figurines: hatchies on the computer, hatchies making a mess in the kitchen, hatchies holding up their boo-boos to be kissed. Rose was both enchanted and slightly appalled at their “charming yet comic antics” (to quote the ad copy on the display), but she was hooked. By the time I arrived, Rose was helping the cashier box up the whole clutch of hatchlings, one and all. I watched her through the window, smiling and laughing with the cashier, and saw Randall standing behind me, reflected in the glass.


  “She’s cute,” he said. “Nice ta-tas.”


  “Why aren’t you doing something useful, like chasing skateboarders?” I didn’t turn around. “Oh, right. That would be actual work.”


  “My suspension is up in two months. You gonna’ bring her to the meetings? It gets awful cramped in that room. People bump into each other all the time.”


  If we had been in a music store, I swear, I would have grabbed a guitar and gone all El Kabong on his ass. “Do yourself a favor, asswipe. Don’t tickle a sleeping dragon.” I turned to look at him directly. “Or grope one. Now, stay the hell away from us, or I let your boss know about the things you just said about my girl.” I pulled my cell phone out of my shirt pocket and waved it at him. “Video is worth a thousand words.”


  Randall tapped his fingers on his pepper spray again, then dropped his hand to his side and shrugged. “I have to study for my armed duty exam anyway. You two have a nice day.” He sauntered off, leaving me staring in horror and wondering who would be insane enough to trust that sociopathic loser with a gun.


  I shook my head and took several deep breaths before entering the store. Rose set the figure she was wrapping down and took my hands. “You turned angry. What happened?”


  “Nothing important. I was just talking to a guy who needs to be fed to a giant singing plant from outer space.”


  “Oh,” she said. “Would a non-singing variety from another dimension count? I could arrange that.”


  “Works for me.” I replied. To my eternal regret, I put the preemptive strike out of mind and handed the saleslady my credit card. When she set our purchases on the counter, I looked at all the bags we were already carrying and sighed. I spent a few minutes rearranging and consolidating things, but we were still loaded like Sherpas heading up Everest as we made our way out of the mall.


  Thankfully, I’d decided to use the mall’s valet parking service on the way in. Deity-of-your-choice bless whoever thought of that idea. We got Rose’s check deposited, went home, and unloaded. Rose tried on several outfits before deciding what to wear right before we had to leave for dinner. I guess when you don’t wear clothes you never get to play dress-up.


  Sharon and Manya lived in the heart of Cherry Creek, on a gentrified, oak-lined street that reminded me of that small town in Oklahoma where Sharon and I met. Smoke from their backyard grill wreathed the lawn, heavy with the scents of garlic, ginger, and cardamom. Sharon met us at the door with tall glasses of mango lassi and abundant thanks for the chocolates.


  We ate outside on their deck, surrounded on all sides by herbs, flowerbeds, ivy-covered brick, and walls of pampas grass. True to her word, Manya had added a chicken vindaloo with mango chutney and mint raita to the menu. Having tried her vindaloo already, I stuck with the butter chicken. My tastebuds might be weak but they were alive.


  Rose, however, loved it a trifle too much. I had to remind her that Humans don’t eat chicken bones. I snuck a few off my plate onto hers so it didn’t look like she was dropping them into the bushes. Pet owners don’t care for that sort of thing.


  We adjourned to the living room and popped in the first film. I wasn’t sure Rose would understand the movies, but she was enraptured by them from the start.


  Sharon’s pet rabbits joined us for the movies, attracted by a saucer of fresh veg in the middle of the floor. I’d always thought of rabbits as outside pets; I had no idea you could train one to use a litter box. Some folks are cat people, I’m a dog person, and Sharon was a rabbit person. When she was growing up, her parents tended to see Satan lurking everywhere, especially in books. One of the few she was allowed to read was Watership Down; after all, how corrupting can a bunch of talking rabbits be? Hint: Sharon has an altar to the rabbit’s deity next to her hutches.


  By midnight, we’d finished most of the truffles and all of the fudge, along with several pots of milky chai and three good movies. It seemed a good time to call it a night, so we divided the remaining truffles, exchanged hugs, and said our goodbyes.


  Rose spent the drive home staring out the window, not saying anything. I thought she’d fallen asleep, but she was crying again, looking up at the night sky. Once we got home, I followed her into the back yard. She lifted her arms and looked up, crying. This time, it was definitely sadness. I put my arms around her and waited.


  “The sky is ours,” she said. “The Humans back home are taming the land, carving it up into farms and pastures, driving the wild far away. They limit where we can hunt, where we can live. If not for the oceans, we’d have starved long since. But we’ll always have the sky. They can’t take the sky from us.”


  “No,” I said. “They can’t. Even if they do try, you’ll always have this sky as well. Your people can fly free here. I’m sure many would welcome them.”


  “I could fly here. I could make this my sky.” She wrapped her arms around me. “This sky wants Dragons.”


  I looked up as well. “That it does. Our world needs wonder as much as yours does. I want to see you up there one day.”


  Rose reached out as though to take hold of the sky. “You will. One day.”


  We cuddled there, long into the night, and watched the stars turn above us.


   


  


  
Chapter Five


  Family Values


   


  Over the next two weeks, life settled in to new form of normal. Rose fit right in to Roger’s campaign, playing a ‘nun with a gun’ character who was firmly of the ‘kill them all and let God sort ’em out’ school of theology. We took in a few movie premiers and viewing parties, and Rose got to be very good at passing as human—for the most part, anyway. Keeping her fed meant getting to know all the eating competitions in the Denver-Boulder area, and I dusted off my compound bow to get ready for deer season. Of course, I was sure we’d fill our tags even if I couldn’t hit a barn from ten yards out.


  My friends occasionally accuse me of not having a real job, as I work from home developing and managing database applications for a pharmaceutical company. When drugs go through human trials to determine how much itchy eye and anal leakage they cause as side effects, I’m responsible for the software that correlates all the resulting data. What can I say? The hours are good and there’s no heavy lifting.


  Rose didn’t bother with even that much of a day job. Dragons, it turns out, are above working for a living. She paid her way by selling more coins, but the idea of getting a job was tantamount to blasphemy. While I worked, she read, watched documentaries, and basked naked in the sun on the upstairs deck. My office has a great view of the deck, so I didn’t mind once I got her to wear a robe in and out of the house. Add an outstanding view to my list of list of job perks.


  The single biggest adjustment was learning to live with someone else in my head all the time. Each of us always knows exactly how the other is feeling, all the time, every day. We never argue or fight the way other couples do, because we can’t. Human chivalry and Dragon hedonism work together to make it impossible for us to deliberately hurt one another. We can, and do, disagree, but it’s a matter of talking until we find a solution. I can’t imagine living another way now, but for a while, it felt like that otter had moved from the parallel bars to rhythmic gymnastics.


  Once our minds stabilized, Rose’s physical form stabilized as well, leaving her a Valkyrie with waist-length metallic purple hair. I thought of it as Moonbase Mauve, but the color had nothing to do with my fondness for classic science fiction shows. Rose said it was the color of her scales in her true form. It was the same with her eyes. As a Dragon, they would be gold with streaks of color that changed to match her emotions. Most of the time, her Human eyes were blue with gold flecks, meaning she was in a good mood.


  Finding the right skin tone took a bit, however. She looked amazing with green skin, but that seemed likely to attract a lot of attention outside of SF conventions. She did try matching Manya’s oiled mahogany complexion, but it didn’t work with the purple hair. She finally settled on a lighter tone, sort of a milky chai. She also bought a belly dancing outfit that went with green and hired a dance instructor to come to the house twice a week. Rose took the lessons to heart, and asked if she could revamp my video game room into a dance studio and workout room. I just smiled and nodded as my gaming consoles and beanbag chairs were replaced with a stripper pole. As long as her spinning machine was in front of the weights, I was happy. Finally, I had an incentive to work out.


  As soon as I could get reservations, I invited my parents to join us for dinner at the Flatirons restaurant so I could introduce them to Rose. She was the first person I’d wanted my parents to meet in a long time; unfortunately, that also meant introducing her to my sister, Audrey.


  I’d arranged a corner table on one of the terraces, giving us a magnificent view of the opening of Boulder Canyon, roughly a thousand feet below our mountainside perch, and of the entire city of Boulder. It was a great spot for viewing wildlife, as evidenced by the photo next to the front door showing a mountain lion walking past the valet stand while the staff shoveled snow off the walkway. It was upscale, posh, and public, which I hoped would be enough to keep Audrey from saying anything stupid.


  Well, that was the plan, anyway.


  When my parents arrived, Audrey was carrying my mother’s purse while my father managed her oxygen bottle. Mom insisted on walking, leaning on her cane and smiling through her discomfort. She gave me a hug. “David, this is lovely, but you could have just invited us over.”


  “I’m sure he can afford it,” Audrey said. “Godless heathens don’t have to tithe to the Lord. Besides, now David doesn’t have to pay for maid services any more. Or…anything else.”


  I didn’t take the bait. “Rose, this is my mother, Gypsy, and my dad, Orlando. The paragon of Christian love and charity is my sister, Audrey. Everyone, this is Rose Drake. You can take it as a sign of how I feel about her that I wanted this to be a whole-family occasion.”


  Rose smiled. “Pleased to meet you all. I told David he should have more consideration for his mother’s condition, but he didn’t listen to me.”


  “Glad he didn’t,” my dad said. “I’d never eat here if I had to be the one paying the bill.” He looked at Audrey. “I intend to enjoy my meal, young lady. Don’t start anything.” Audrey started to say something, but he stopped her with an upraised finger. “Honor thy mother and father, kiddo. You behave so we can all have a nice time.”


  Audrey looked down. “Yes, Daddy.” She picked up a menu and started looking through it. I feigned interest in my own menu and tried to relax. I wanted this to be a calm, civilized dinner, but the battle lines could be seen in our clothes.


  Dad was wearing his suit. Weddings, funerals, job interviews, fancy dinners—one suit fit all occasions. He didn’t really like it and the jacket was a little tight now, but he was too Scottish to buy a new one. Dad knew how the evening was going to go and just wanted it to be over so he could go home to his recliner, his remote, and a pint of stout.


  Mom was dressed perfectly, down to the silver brooch pinning the tubes for her oxygen cannula into place. Ivory pantsuit and black flats for comfort and stability, simple pearl strands accenting a navy-blue blouse. Her cane was hand-carved oak, beautiful, sturdy, and slightly eccentric. She allowed herself a bit of whimsy no one could object to. The household matriarch was ready for war, all her weapons of guilt and obligation oiled and polished.


  Audrey wore her faith like a burka. Long skirt, low heels, blouse buttoned all the way to the base of her neck, plain clothes making her silver cross the center of attention. The weight in her purse was a Bible, not a cell phone. She remembered everything, dipping words in venom and storing them by the amount of damage they’ll do.


  I’m being the good son, slacks and shirt, but no tie. Doing well and showing my improved physique without making a big deal over it. Cleaned up enough to make Mom happy, but not so much that I detracted from my date.


  Rose was dressed to show off and be shown off, in a classic Little Black Dress and heels. She wore a ruby pendant and matching earrings, minimal settings showing the stones to their best advantage. Family heirlooms, now hers. Old money, though her hair proclaims her a rebel. She was what the trophy wives around the room aspired to be.


  “I’m so glad we could get together like this,” Mom said. “Now, Rose, what kind of work do you do?”


  “I don’t.” She caught Mom’s raised eyebrow and added, “My income comes from investments. My money works for me.” She looked down at the menu. “Oh, the caviar sounds good. Should we start with that?”


  “Aye, lets,” Dad said. “No matter how good the chef, food always tastes better when someone else is paying. Hope your pockets are deep tonight, Davey boy.”


  Mom rolled her eyes. “Three generations removed from the Old Country and yet still so Scottish.” She turned to Rose. “Where is your family from, dear? Drake sounds like a solid British name. My parents were both orphans from London. During the Blitz, they were evacuated to the same town out in country. They fell in love there and got married the day after VE day.”


  Thankfully, we’d rehearsed this ahead of time. Rose said, “My family is British, too. My great-grandfather was an officer in the Raj. He got married to one of the daughters of a Brahmin family and moved to San Francisco to open a wholesale spice business. Now it’s all investments and dividends. My mother teaches at a medical school and my father is retired from the Air Force.”


  Audrey asked, “Are you a Christian?”


  Rose raised an eyebrow. “Which answer allows me to eat in peace and enjoy the evening?”


  “I’m just looking out for my brother’s spiritual welfare,” Audrey replied. “It would be nice to see him settle down and start seeing a righteous, Christian woman who walks in faith and obedience to the Lord.”


  “I wouldn’t want a person like that, so don’t bother looking for one,” I said.


  “Audrey, so help me God, you’re making me want a cigarette,” my mother snapped. “Now stop it before my eye explodes.” She turned to Rose. “You don’t smoke, do you, dear?”


  “Only after breathing fire on someone,” Rose said. “It’s only polite, since they’re usually lying on the ground smoking too.”


  “I smoked for forty-three years,” Mom said. “Now I’m wishing I had just gotten tattoos instead.” She paused and took a hit of oxygen. “All I’ve got to show for my misspent youth is emphysema and these two great kids.”


  We paused long enough to give the waiter our orders, but as soon as he left the table, Audrey took up the offense.


  “How long have you two known each other, Rose?”


  Rose downed her glass of scotch and poured a refill. “Three weeks.”


  Audrey nearly choked on her Arnold Palmer. “Isn’t that a little…quick…for you to move in together?”


  “No. I moved in the night we met.” Rose downed her second glass and poured a third. “He was exactly the person I was looking for, and, well, I think I met his criteria. We had a nice talk and everything fell into place.”


  Mom raised an eyebrow. “Are you planning on getting married?”


  “Oh, probably, some day. But it’s a long way off. I’m not in a position to get married now, and David knows why. We did discuss it and I gave him my reasons. He understood and agreed with them.”


  I decided to charge in. “We essentially drew up a contract to live together the next three years. After that, Rose has some family obligations to attend to and she’ll have to leave me to take care of them.” I gave Rose a smile and a shrug. “I do love her, and I always will, but I know it’s not going to be a permanent thing. I intend to enjoy the next three years and miss her a great deal when this comes to an end.”


  Audrey shook her head. “What do your parents think of that idea, Rose?”


  Rose smiled. “They were very encouraging. My mother did much the same thing when she was younger. She never regretted it, and always spoke well of the people she spent time with.”


  “I see,” Audrey said. “I think I’ve figured out what’s going on here. You’re scheduled for an arranged marriage, aren’t you? Three years until the groom is old enough? You’re just fooling around until then, sowing your oats?”


  Rose laughed. “Anyone who wants to marry me will have to catch me first, and I have no intention of making it easy for them.”


  “Good for you, dear. Make them work for it.” Mom paused and added, “I do have to ask, though, what happens if David decides he wants to be in the chase?”


  Since I don’t have wings, not much. Out loud I said, “It’s fine, Mom. ‘To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under Heaven’. This is my time, and I’m fine with that.”


  Our entrees arrived, and conversation turned to the latest antics of my various relatives and their offspring, followed by the latest home repair saga my folks were going through. I talked about work a bit, and listened politely while Audrey talked about the children she worked with at her church’s daycare.


  As the dishes were being cleared, I turned to the subject I’d been dreading asking about. “So, Mom, how did your last doctor’s appointment go?”


  She waved her hand. “It turned out that it was, in fact, my last one. They wanted more tests, more referrals, more nonsense. I said no to all of it. I won’t be going back.”


  “Are you sure that’s wise?” I asked.


  “I’m sure it’s what I want to do,” Mom replied. “I had to see another doctor I’d never met before. Another stranger, reading my file and asking all the same questions every other doctor asks. This one had the hairiest knuckles I’ve ever seen. I could knit a hammock with them. I did my best to ignore it, until he had the gall to ask me if I engaged in any vigorous or unsafe physical or sexual activities that could make my condition worse. I said ‘No’. Then I said, ‘While we’re discussing such deeply personal matters, I’d love to know if it was your mother or your father who humped the chimp’.”


  Audrey gasped, looking around to see if anyone had overheard. “Mother! You didn’t!”


  Mom nodded. “I did, and then I left. I’m tired of being poked and prodded and treated as a lab rat. So I quit. I’ve had enough of doctors.”


  I asked, “So what exactly were the test results?”


  “There were no results,” Mom said. “However, I don’t want to talk about it right now. I’m tired of doctors and tired of questions. It’s my life, and I intend to live it out my way.”


  I could tell there was a lot more going on that she was admitting. I gave her the same look she used to give me every time she knew I was holding something back. “‘No fate but what we make’?”


  “Damn right.” She started to take a drink of her iced tea, but burst into laughter with it halfway to her mouth. She set the glass down and flagged the waiter over. “Boat drinks! I want a boat drink! Extra tropical. Can you do that?”


  The waiter grinned. “Piña colada, extra tropical, coming right up. I know exactly what you need.” Ten minutes later, he brought her a hollowed-out pineapple shell topped with three paper umbrellas and a scarlet orchid.


  Mom burst out laughing. She passed the waiter five bucks and took a sip. Her eyes bugged out a bit and she came away gasping. “Oh, yeah! That’s what I was looking for.” She had another, settling back in her chair with a relaxed, happy smile. “I think I’m going to be enjoying quite a few of these as we go along. Come on, order yourselves something. We need to have a toast. To Rose, and to happy times yet to come.”


  Even Audrey joined in, raising a glass to Rose and to the future. I was so proud and so in love I never stopped to think about what Mom was saying. Today was supposed to be the day Rose met my family. Instead, it would come to be remembered as the day my mother learned she had cancer.


   


  


  
Chapter Six


  Freaking Out the Mundanes


   


  By the time the MDSFS’s annual trip to the Colorado Renaissance Festival came around, I was pretty damn buff. I had dropped a total of fifty pounds and my hair had grown out into a mane suitable for the cover of a romance novel. I convinced a friend who made garb for the SCA to put together a period-looking great kilt and sheepskin boots for me to wear. Yes, I went commando, but I left the blue silk ribbon at home.


  Rose went with the tried and true Tousled Wench look–a bright-colored, flouncy skirt and leather corset with a low-cut linen blouse. Thankfully, she didn’t sunburn unless she wanted to.


  We stopped to pick up Miriam on the way. She took one look at us and said, “Holy shit!” She stared at Rose, looking at her hips and shoulders. “Okay, what are you? You’re at least four inches taller, your musculature is totally different, and David has managed to badassify himself from a typical IT nerd into a hunk I could easily have romantic fantasies about. There is no science or medicine capable of producing these changes, so what is going on?”


  “Oh dear,” Rose said. “Now I have to eat you.”


  “Rose, let’s be serious for a moment.” I gave Miriam a shrug. “It’s nothing that dramatic. I got a bonus check and spent it on liposuction. The hair extension was Rose’s idea. Honestly, that’s all it is. Well, that and the kilt.”


  Miriam raised an eyebrow. “That might explain you, but not her. She’s still been through profound physical changes. Care to try again?”


  Rose laughed. “I think it’s more likely that you had some mistaken first impressions. As I recall, you were asking me all kinds of questions when we met and not really paying attention to what I looked like.”


  “Well, that’s true enough, I suppose.” Miriam still didn’t look convinced, but she dropped it while we drove to Larkspur. Just my luck to have observant friends with hard science backgrounds…


  Once we arrived and met up with the rest of the group, I got a few more comments about how much weight I’d lost. Everyone else accepted the liposuction story, and I got several compliments on deciding to go through with it. Thankfully, no one asked for a referral to my doctor.


  One of the side effects of hitting the Renaissance Festival in costume is that the mundane attendees usually think we’re part of the show. A number of folks asked us for directions, show times, and if we would pose for pictures. We just went with it—it’s just part of the whole costume experience. And, to be honest, we did look like we should be on the cover of a romance novel.


  I love going to RenFest, but in truth you can often get the same hand-crafted items you find there for a lot less by buying them from folks in the SCA or their suppliers. There are a few exceptions, of course, and one of those was the item I was shopping for. I wanted to find a combat-ready weapon that would go with my kilt. I know nothing about selecting something like that, but Rose had been evaluating weapons for quality and hoard-worthiness for centuries.


  We found a nice, hefty broadsword at the first weapon shop we tried, but for moral reasons the smith refused to make anything with a functional edge. He made weapons in order to preserve the art, but as a Buddhist, he abhorred violence. I decided not to ask why he chose to become a living oxymoron and we moved on.


  The next place we found had no such qualms; in fact, they had a sign proclaiming their weapons as being “Fully functional and ready for use after the Inevitable Zombie Apocalypse.” I tried a nice two-hander on a set of rolled-straw targets and liked the feel of it, but Rose pointed out a wicked looking Lochaber axe. The length and heft were right, and I really got into the savage Celt look it imparted. While I was paying for it, Rose spotted a wolf-headed torc made of twisted gold wire and worked out a deal with the smith’s wife. I didn’t ask what she paid for it, but it looked damn nice on me.


  Rose got quiet and huddled close to me as we got seats for the jousting show. I could feel she was nervous, excited, and slightly nauseated at the idea of jousting. I leaned over and whispered, “Should we leave?”


  “No. I’ll be fine.” She gave me a weak smile. “It’s just…without flight, we die. Lance charges rarely end well for us.”


  Aha. “Don’t worry; they’re only going to hurt one another.” I suppose two Humans jousting would be the stuff of Draconic nightmares. Still, we left early and headed off to grab some lunch.


  We got several more photo requests on our way to the food vendors, which I had expected. I hadn’t expected the folks we came with to be among those taking pictures. It worked out to our advantage, because while we were posing, a crier came through advertising an eating contest. Rose flashed a grin at me and headed off to sign up.


  The goal was to eat as many roasted turkey legs as possible in ten minutes. Everyone had a dozen turkey legs on a platter in front of them, and an extra dozen ready to be doled out one at a time if anyone got that far. There were ten contestants, and Rose was the only woman entered. I looked around for an odds maker, but such modern activities were not approved of.


  Just before the designated start time, Their Majesties and the strolling Court arrived to view the contest. They got settled and the judge read the official rules—no throwing up, bones have to be fully cleaned to count, things like that. The judge asked if anyone had any questions; Rose’s hand shot up. At the judge’s nod, Rose bowed towards the Crown and curtsied.


  “If it pleases Her Majesty, may I ask the honor of bearing Her Majesty’s favor in this contest?” The spectators laughed at that, since the other contestants all seemed to be of the trucker/construction worker/aspiring sumo persuasion. I don’t think any of them massed less than twice what Rose did.


  Perhaps the image of (relatively) tiny little Rose going up against all those behemoths tickled the Queen’s fancy. Regardless, the Queen laughed and waved for Rose to approach. Rose knelt at her feet and the Queen held out a silk handkerchief. Rose took it, bowed, and tucked the favor into her belt.


  The judge set up a large hourglass, called for the contestants to get ready, and turned the hourglass over. “Begin!”


  Most of the eaters took a few bites and started chewing. The guy next to Rose peeled half the meat off his first leg and started chowing down while peeling off the rest. If Rose hadn’t been entered, he probably would have stood a good chance to win. Rose’s approach was to stick the leg into her mouth like a corn dog and strip the meat off as she pulled the bone out. For some reason, that trick was a real crowd pleaser.


  By the halfway point, Rose was on her seventh leg. The guy next to her was on his fifth and starting to slow down. He paused to keep from disqualifying himself and caught sight of the pile of bones in front of Rose. He stared at her for a moment, swore under his breath, and dove back in.


  Rose blew the guy a kiss, eliciting another burst of laughter and applause from the crowd. She touched her forehead and bowed to the Queen, then kicked into high gear. She got to the last leg on her plate and waved for the backup platter.


  When the judge called time, three of the contestants had either disqualified themselves or hadn’t finished the full ten minutes. The big guy had finished eight, which would have set a record any other day. Rose had downed fourteen and was working on number fifteen. She took a bow, then grabbed the judge and asked if she could get the uneaten turkey legs wrapped to go.


  Her Majesty called Rose forward and rewarded her with a ceramic medallion bearing a crown over two crossed turkey legs. She also received a Royal Certificate of Treasury, entitling her to fifty dollars worth of goods from any vendor in the Realm. After the official photo was taken, all the club members who had come that day gathered around for another photo with the King and Queen. It was a great picture, capturing a grand, happy moment for my friends and my love.


  It was also the last photo we would have of Sharon.


   


  


  
Chapter Seven


  Taken Too Soon


   


  I woke up to the phone ringing and a great deal of hissy-growly cursing from Rose. The red numbers on the clock said it was just after 5:00 a.m. I grabbed the phone and took a deep breath before answering. “This is David. What is it?”


  “Is this David Fraser?”


  “Yes.”


  “Mr. Fraser, my name is Ellen Morris. I’m a victim advocate with the Tulsa Police Department. My apologies for calling you at this hour but I’m afraid I have some rather bad news for you.”


  I sat up and turned the light on. “That’s all right. What’s happened?”


  She took a deep breath and said, “I’m very sorry to have to tell you that Sharon Datona is dead.”


  Sharon—dead? I felt a shard of ice rip through my chest and my throat tried to clamp closed. I swallowed hard. “I understand. Is there anything you can tell me about…what happened?”


  “I can tell you that the Denver police are investigating her death is as a homicide. That’s all the information I have right now.”


  “I see.” Rose sat up and hugged me, leaning her head on my shoulder. I took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “How is Manya doing?”


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Fraser, but I’m only working with Sharon’s family. I don’t have any information on the roommate.”


  The shard of ice in my chest twisted and burst into white-hot flame. “Manya Patel is Sharon’s family. They were married two years ago. You might not like her lifestyle, lady, but don’t you dare disrespect it.”


  Morris made a snotty, self-important hrumph-ing noise. “As no designated beneficiary agreement exists, Miss Datona’s parents will be making all decisions about her funeral arrangements. They have made it clear her services are going to be in Oklahoma, and will be limited to family members only. They did say you and Miss Patel are more than welcome to organize a memorial for her friends in Denver.”


  “We don’t need their permission to do that.” I bit back the rest of what I wanted to say. “Is there anything else?”


  “Not at the moment, but I’ll let you know if that changes. Goodbye, Mr. Fraser. I’m very sorry for your loss.”


  I hung the phone up instead of throwing it across the room. Don’t kill the messenger, right? I hugged Rose and whispered, “Sharon is dead. Someone murdered her last night.”


  “Oh, no! Is Manya all right?”


  “I don’t know, but I think this is going to be a really long day.” I got up and checked both my email and text messages; both were clear. I sent Manya a text telling her I was awake and had just heard the news. My phone rang two minutes later.


  “David, it’s Miriam. Manya is down in the morgue saying goodbye. She wanted to know if you had a phone number for a lawyer named Alice something-or-other. Do you know who she means?”


  “Alice Hannigan. Yes and yes. What does she need?”


  “Manya asked if you would call this lawyer and take ownership of something. She said you would know what she was talking about.”


  Oh, shit–Sharon’s parents are after the embryos. “I know. Tell her I’m on it. I’ll call back once I have an update.” As softly as I could, I asked, “Do we know what happened?”


  Miriam’s voice caught and she had to take several deep breaths. “Manya was out at the store when someone called Sharon from a pay phone. She left a note that she was going out to pick up a rescue rabbit. The police found her behind a dumpster at a gas station. There was a dead rabbit in a box next to her.” Miriam paused for a deep, calming breath. When she spoke again, her voice was antiseptic and clinical. “She was killed by multiple slashing injuries. It was brutal. Personal. Whoever killed her was someone she knew, possibly someone we know. She would never have gone out to meet someone she didn’t know and trust.”


  “God damn…” I ran my fingers through my hair. “You’re right, but I can’t think of anyone who could do this. I could see Randall accidently shooting someone, but not cold blooded murder.”


  “I gave the police Randall’s name already,” Miriam said. “It could also be someone Sharon works with who we don’t know. Still…”


  I nodded. “Still. Do they have any leads?”


  “Not yet. Not that they’ve mentioned. But there’s something else we just found out. Sharon’s parents are trying to take her body. They also told Manya they want Sharon’s half of the house.” She started crying, mumbling an apology around her sobs.


  “Tell her not to worry about the house. We’ll find a way.” I checked the clock and sighed. “I need to get hold of our lawyer. Hang in there. I’ll call you back as soon as I can.” I hung up and dialed Alice Hannigan’s office number. I left a message with her answering service and she called back five minutes later. I briefed her and asked, “What do we need to do to keep the embryos safe?”


  Much legalese later, we had an action plan and I had an extensive to-do list. Rose made me breakfast, I called in to work, and we hit the road. We were there when the lab opened and I spent a couple of hours filling out forms and faxing things back and forth, but by lunchtime, our embryos were protected. If Manya wanted to use them, they would be waiting for her, and nothing could be done to them without my approval.


  We met up at Manya and Sharon’s house and helped Miriam with sorting out Sharon’s things. Manya was on Skype with her parents in Mumbai, alternately crying and talking harsh, angry Hindi. She paused and waved me over to her side of the computer screen. She introduced me to her parents, Rajesh and Ananya. She took my hand. “David is the father of the children we were going to have. David, they’re all I have left of her. May I carry Sharon’s children?”


  I kissed the tips of my fingers and pressed them to the bindi in the middle of her forehead. “You’re Sharon’s wife. The embryos are yours to use. If you want to stay here or go back to stay with your parents, whatever you need to do, it’s fine with me.”


  Rajesh said, “We would like Manya to come home with us. It will be better for the child. With Sharon gone, we do not wish to see our daughter’s child raised in this ‘Oaky-huma’. I thank you for understanding, but to be sure, does your lady agree?”


  “Well, sir, I’ve lived in Oaky-huma myself and I don’t recommend it either. As for my lady, I’ll ask.” I waved Rose over and introduced her. “Rose, Manya wants to carry one of the embryos. Her parents want her to come back to India to have the baby. Is that all right with you?”


  Rose looked at Manya and back at Rajesh before launching into a torrent of high-speed Hindi. When she finished, she turned back to me. “I said ‘yes’. I also wanted to make sure we could visit.”


  “Well, I’d much rather visit India than Oaky-huma,” I said. “We’ll take care of it. Is there anything else we can do?”


  “Find a place for a memorial,” Manya said. “Miriam has been having problems.” She picked up one of the rabbits and stroked the thick patch of soft fur behind its ears. “We’ve talked about what to do. We just need to find a place. I’d like to try for Wednesday night if we can.”


  “I think I know just the place. I’ll make some calls and let you know.” We exchanged hugs then I went out into the back yard with a phone book and started making calls. An hour later, I had a four-hour block reserved at the Somewhat Off-Center Theatre off of 15th Street in lower downtown. Miriam and Manya thought the theatre was an ideal location. Now that we had a date, time, and place, I took the list of names they emailed to me and started making calls.


  The next three days turned into a blur of phone calls and crying friends interspersed with interviews and news reports. By the third day, the police still had no suspects, or at least none that they were willing to talk about. That didn’t make putting together a memorial service very easy, but we got it done.


  * * * *


  Far too soon, the appointed day arrived. An hour before the service, I turned onto 15th Street and found a parking spot wide open and waiting for me. I pulled in with a whisper of thinks and a promise of a libation of rum to Squat, the Divine Metermaid and Goddess of Parking Spaces. Don’t laugh—you do not want to feel the Boot of Squat.


  Rose stepped out of the car and sniffed. “Books…I smell books!”


  “You can smell books?”


  “Of course. I’m a book wyrm.” She giggled and poked me in the ribs.


  Oh, ouch. I should have seen that coming a mile away. I did my best to ignore it and move on. “It’s a coffee house and bookstore. The service will be in the theatre next door.” I held the front door open for her. “Welcome to Muddy Waters of the Platte. Are you hungry?” Silly question, I know.


  The food at Muddy’s was always excellent, but the menu was problematic at best. The only constant was the coffee; everything else depended on who was working the kitchen. Djemma was on today, which meant Discordian cuisine and no menu at all. She served us grilled BLTs on sourdough and a Moroccan lamb and lentil stew, heavy on the cumin and cilantro. We climbed the ladder to the second floor and found a spot in the stacks.


  When we finished eating, I sent our plates back down the dumbwaiter, along with five bucks to get some classic rock added to the play list. When I got back to our spot, Rose already had a good-sized pile of books picked out. “Is this too many? Is it inappropriate?”


  “I don’t think Sharon would mind, but we should put them in the car before the service. Are you ready?”


  “Yes. I am sad, not angry. I will tell Manya I’m very sorry. When the time comes, I will cry.”


  “Just watch the people around us and you’ll be fine. I just wish there was something we could do for Manya.” She had been coping until Sharon’s parents got a restraining order keeping her away from the funeral in Tulsa. She hadn’t been planning on going, but the gesture was salt rubbed into an open wound. I put the thought out of my mind before I got angry again.


  As the hour wound down, we went outside to stash the books and meet up with my mother and Audrey. Manya’s parents, fresh off a twenty-hour plane trip from Mumbai, were greeting people at the door and handing out packages of wildflower seeds for us to take home. We hugged and made plans to go out to eat together after the service.


  Inside, pictures of Sharon cycled on a projector screen up on the stage. An altar with more flowers and several photographs of Sharon sat right in front of the stage. An ice sculpture of a rabbit dominated the center of the altar. The rabbit had one foot off the ground and was looking over its shoulder. You could almost see the ears twitching. A banner on the front of the altar read, ‘My love will run with you forever’. I did all the crying I had held back for the last three days.


  There was no formal eulogy; Manya talked about how she and Sharon had met and told several of her favorite memories. Several more friends followed, supplying a mix of laughter and tears. Manya concluded the memorial with a slide show of Sharon in happier times; at parties, playing with her pet rabbits, and their wedding, all set to a happy, up-tempo march.


  Everyone in the theatre started clapping along, except Rose. She was holding her hands a foot apart, fingers spread as though holding something. No one noticed, though, because the ice sculpture started moving.


  It looked around, sending cracks and fissures through the ice. The rabbit gave one good shake and the sculpture shattered, leaving a glowing gold rabbit surrounded by swirls of gold light. It stood up on its hind legs, sniffed, and leaped into the air, racing around the room and leaving a trail of light behind it.


  It stopped in front of Manya and leaned forward, touching its forehead to hers. Manya reached up to touch it, but the rabbit looked over its shoulder, exactly as the sculpture had been posed. It turned and hopped away, fading from sight as it did.


  Light filled the theatre, as bright as sunshine, but it wasn’t from our sun. All around us, a new world took shape. Two suns were rising in a violet sky, illuminating castles floating on clouds, mountains covered with crimson grass, and redwood-sized trees with leaves of gold. Rainbow-colored arcs reached across the sky, glittering like diamonds against the dark morning sky. The planet had rings…


  It was only a few seconds, but when the light faded, the rabbit was gone, and so were the tears of sorrow. Nobody knew exactly what it was we had seen, but everyone agreed it was someplace else. Someplace better, happier, and more wonderful than the world we knew.


  In a whisper, I asked Rose “Was that…home?”


  Rose nodded. “It was an illusion. Just pretty lights, but yes, that’s what home looks like. You said you wanted to do something for Manya, so I did something.”


  “You didn’t actually change Sharon’s afterlife, right?”


  “Even my people can’t do that.” Her brow furrowed. “Was what I did acceptable?”


  I kissed her and stroked her hair. “That’ll do, Dragon. That’ll do.”


   


  


  
Chapter Eight


  A Well-Laid Plan


   


  Time counts, and keeps counting, and what we think is behind us one day is only waiting to bite us in the ass the next. At the first MDSFS meeting after Sharon’s funeral, Miriam met us in the parking lot. “I thought I should warn you that Randall’s suspension is up. He’s back.”


  “Son-of-a-bitch.” I shook my head. “Let’s hope he does something right off the bat so we can expel him.”


  “I could expel him,” Rose offered. “I’d just have to eat him first.”


  “You’d be doing the world a favor,” Miriam said. “But I don’t think even fava beans and a nice Chianti would make him palatable.”


  Rose got a speculative look in her eyes. “I suppose I could tenderize him with a large hammer first.”


  I patted Rose on the back and gave Miriam an apologetic smile. “She’s been feeling a little peckish, so after the meeting we’re going to Lookout Mountain Pizza to do their Fourteener challenge. Why don’t you join us?”


  “Normally, taking that challenge is a waste of money, but after what you did with those turkey legs… Sure, if you’re buying. There will definitely be enough to go around.” Miriam nodded. “I’ll meet you there. Anyway, Rose I wanted to warn you that Randall will try to run into you so he can rub his arm across your boobs. He knows he’s not supposed to do that shit but he still tries it if you’re new.”


  “Thank you for the warning,” Rose said. “I still think I should eat him, but I’ll wait for the pizzas.”


  We went inside and took our seats. Sharon’s absence was a gaping wound that had yet to heal, and Manya’s absence made it sting that much more. Manya’s parents had bought out Sharon’s interest in the house, and they were going through getting everything stored. For now the house would be maintained by a property manager, until Manya decided what to do with it. Soon she would be back in Mumbai, healing and working on becoming a mother. It didn’t make the loss any easier to bear.


  And sure enough, Randall tried his crap in the first five minutes. Rose caught his wrist and held him at arm’s length. “Do that again,” she growled. “I would love to have a reason to maim you.” He tried to pull away, but she kept her grip on his wrist. Her brow furrowed and she leaned forward to sniff his ring, a garish silver thing set with a big lump of gold-veined turquoise. He tried to pull away again. This time, she let him go. He retreated back to his seat on the far side of the room.


  Rose sat down next to me and whispered, “His ring smells like Sharon. Her blood is on it.”


  I forced myself not to look at him. “Are you sure?”


  “Of course I’m sure. It’s her scent. I’d bet my hoard on it.”


  Randall was a world-class jerk, but that didn’t make him a murderer. Blood, though… I looked over at Randall, sitting against the wall away from everyone else, and thought about how Sharon had died. Randall caught my gaze and tried to get into a tough-guy stare down. I saw something in his eyes as he stared back, and felt a shift in my chest. My blood went cold and I had no difficulty picturing Randall standing over Sharon’s mutilated body.


  “All right then.” I tapped Miriam on the shoulder and whispered, “You and Rose need to take Miranda to the loo, right now.” Miranda was a Denver motorcycle cop. She was small and dark, with a classic Greek complexion. She might not look like someone with trophies in kickboxing and mixed martial arts, but trying to touch her in anger was something like sticking your hand in a blender. The irony of her name has not escaped her, and she has long since adopted her own version of a “Miranda warning” for persistent jokesters. She was out of uniform right now, but I knew her gear and gun were in the duffle bag next to her.


  Miriam raised an eyebrow. “Does Miranda need to be on duty or off?”


  “On.” I looked over at Rose, then back to Miriam. “I also need you to keep an open mind about what Rose has to say. Just know that I trust what she says with my life, no matter how strange it sounds. If you have any questions when she’s finished, we’ll explain over pizza.”


  Miriam didn’t move. “The truth,” she said.


  I gave her a slow nod. “If that’s what it takes.”


  “I’ll hold you to that.” She snagged Rose, then caught Miranda’s eye and mimed clicking a radio handset. Miranda picked up her duffle and followed Rose out of the room.


  I tried not to look at Randall, but the idea that he could have murdered Sharon and then be sitting here surrounded by her friends enraged and disgusted me. Thankfully, Roger had some game-related stuff to talk to me about. I let him keep me busy until the girls returned.


  “Miranda will come with us and eat pizza. She can’t do anything yet,” Rose whispered. “I’m not sure she believes me, and my sense of smell wouldn’t be enough evidence anyway. She has to have something solid before she can arrest him. But I can still kill him.”


  “No, you can’t,” I said. “Sharon’s murder would remain unsolved. It would be an open wound for her parents and for Manya. We need to think of something else. Maybe the pizza will help.”


  We sat through the meeting only half paying attention. I stepped outside at the first break to call our order in to the restaurant. Baking two fourteen-pound pizzas can take a while, so giving the cook some notice seemed like a good idea. Randall walked past me and drove off, but even seeing him leave didn’t make me feel any better.


  After the meeting, Miranda and Miriam followed us to the restaurant. I assured them I was paying for the pizzas and that they didn’t have to eat any more than they wanted to. This might be an eating challenge, but we had a ringer on our side.


  The rules of the challenge are simple. Two people have one hour to eat an entire fourteen-pound pizza, crust and all. No leaving the table and no throwing up. If you can do it, you win a hundred bucks and get your photo up on the wall. Fail and you have to pay fifty bucks for the pie. Even with ordering two pies, I was pretty sure we were going to succeed.


  While we were waiting for the pies to come out, Miranda got things rolling. “Rose, back in the bathroom you said you weren’t Human, and that you would prove it once we got here. The only reason I’m here is that Miriam said she believes you were telling the truth. Convince me.”


  Rose opened her mouth, revealing canines that would give a vampire wood, surrounded by the curved, backward-tilted fangs of a T-Rex.


  Miranda jumped back, grabbing at her hip for the pistol she wasn’t wearing. “Holy Mother of God,” she whispered. She leaned forward and touched her fingers to Rose’s teeth. She pulled her fingers back, then reached in again and tried tugging on the front row of fangs. They didn’t move. Rose’s tongue, skinny and forked like a snake’s, slid out of her mouth and caressed Miranda’s hand. Miranda yanked her hand back as though burned. “Eww! Yuck! Put that away! That’s just nasty!”


  Rose closed her mouth and blinked. She gave Miranda a Cheshire Cat grin, showing a mouthful of normal teeth. “Was that enough, or do you need more proof?”


  Miriam punched me in the shoulder. “I knew she had changed! I was right, and you were just messing with me! I should have nailed your punk ass after she ate all those turkey legs.” She punched me again, just to drive home the point. For an overgrown gnome, she hits hard.


  I rubbed my shoulder. “If this hadn’t come up, we wouldn’t have said anything. Rose wanted to just kill Randall out of hand and make sure no one ever found the body. I’m the one insisting we let the authorities handle it, and that means trusting the two of you with the fact that Rose isn’t Human. A fact which, I must stress, cannot go any further than this table. We are trusting you two with Rose’s life because I believe you’re both worthy of that trust.”


  “I think we know that,” Miriam said. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to have a living specimen of non-terrestrial biology sitting next to you and not be able to ask questions or gather even the most basic data?”


  “I don’t mind asking questions,” Miranda said. “So, where’s your ship? Do you use warp drive, or hyperspace jumps, or, like, snort spice and fold space? And why are you here? Did you crash? Are you scouting us out? Oh! Are you gathering information on Earth as a prelude to first contact?”


  Rose looked blank. “I don’t know what any of that means.” She looked at me for a moment and her eyes lit up. “You mean a ship like in a movie? I don’t need one to fly. No one can take the sky from me.”


  The waitress arrived with our pizzas, suspending the conversation. We Humans took single slices and Rose took the rest. One slice might not sound like a lot for a hungry person, but each slice was just over a pound. Rose swallowed hers in two bites, and downed two more while Miriam and Miranda stared.


  Miranda asked, “Where the hell are you putting all that?”


  Rose laughed. “I’m bigger on the inside.”


  “Now that is something I really didn’t need to know,” Miranda muttered. Her brow furrowed and her nose wrinkled up as she asked, “Um, you’re not a giant roach running around in someone else’s skin, are you? Please tell me you’re not.”


  Rose shook her head. “Oh, yuck, no. I’m not a bug, and this is my body. I promise. There’s just more to me than what you see here.”


  “Aha. Perception filter. Gotcha.” Miranda went back to eating and Rose didn’t disillusion her.


  With twenty minutes left on the clock, Rose was halfway finished with the second pie and had already cleaned up what was left of our slices. Miranda had been taking notes on a legal pad when she jumped up and ran down a server, asking to use a phone that wasn’t in public. The server refused until Miranda flashed her badge. When she returned, she was smiling.


  “I think we’re in business. I talked to Scott Hanson, the lead detective on Sharon’s case, and told him I’d been approached with a possible lead in her case. He thinks we can get a search warrant. I didn’t mention your sense of smell or any of the rest of this stuff. I told him you’re a psychic who gets vibrations off things. Memories, emotional events, stuff like that.”


  Rose scowled at her. “I know what psychometry is. Object reading is a basic tool of thaumaturgical forensics back home. Emotions leave imprints on places and things, binding criminal and victim together. Strong emotions bind with death trauma to create ghosts, not just haunting places, but weapons and personal possessions.”


  “Even better! You already know the lingo. We’ll do a lineup of objects and have you pick out the ones belonging to Sharon. The probability of you picking four objects out of twenty with no errors is supposed to be one in a hundred fifty thousand or so. If you can do that, we have a good chance to convince a judge to grant a search warrant to test the ring for DNA. If the blood you smelled is still there, we’ve got him. I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know when to be down at the crime lab.”


  “We’ll be there.” Rose scooped the last handful of mushrooms out of the pie plate and downed them. The staff and the other patrons clapped and cheered for us as Rose held up the empty plates for all to see. The manager looked poleaxed, but he processed my refund and handed out our two hundred buck prize, along with T-shirts for all four of us. We said our goodbyes and headed for home.


  Rose yawned and stretched, halfway ready to drop into a food coma. As I merged onto I-25, she asked, “Can we get ice cream? We have the money, and I want des-errkh!” Her voice caught. I turned. Randall was behind Rose, one hand gripping her forehead and the other holding a straight razor to her throat.


   


  


  
Chapter Nine


  Blood for Blood


   


  Given enough time to prepare, Rose could protect herself from most threats. If something did manage to get through her armor, she could still heal from anything but a mortal wound. Her armor was down, and I was pretty sure a slit throat would do it. I didn’t want to find out.


  Randall should have been excited, even gloating, but his expression was the same morose look he always had. “You forgot to check the back seat, dumbass.” Even while threatening a beautiful woman’s life, his voice was a dull monotone.


  Shit. I took a quick look at Rose. Her eyes were wide and she was trembling hard. Armoring up causes a momentary rush of energy through her skin that feels like a mild electric shock. She couldn’t risk it while he had the razor at her throat, since the pulse might make his hand jerk. I tried to stay calm and think reassuring thoughts at her.


  I had to keep Randall talking. “Yeah, you got me there. How did you get in the car? I’m sure I locked it.”


  “I open car doors for people all the time. I’m a mall cop, remember? I followed you all over the mall after you sold those gold coins and you didn’t pay any attention to me.” He shifted the razor against Rose’s throat, almost drawing blood. “Bet you’re paying attention now.”


  “I certainly am. What are you going to do with us?”


  He chuckled. “Spoilers. Just keep driving north.”


  “You’re the boss.”


  Randall snuffled and cleared his throat. “This is all your fault, you know. I recognized those coins you were selling. Gold dealers around the world have been cashing them out for decades, and the people turning them in have been noticed. Fifty years ago nobody was able to put together their appearances on a global scale, but these days? There are tons of web pages about them. I was paying attention to everything you said, hoping I’d catch something about where the coins came from. That’s why I was paying attention to you tonight. Bet you didn’t know I can read lips, did you? I saw her talking about Sharon’s blood on my ring and I knew I had to do something. So, here we are.”


  He patted his fingers against Rose’s forehead. “I didn’t catch how you found out about the blood, not that it matters. Even if the other two say anything, by the time the cops try to search my ring it’ll be shiny and clean. There won’t be any other evidence found, either. I’m not stupid. Too bad, so sad.”


  “Not that it matters,” Rose said, “But I smelled her blood on your ring. You can’t wash away your guilt.”


  Randall snorted. “What makes you think I feel guilty? It was her fault all this happened. Now why don’t you skip the games and just tell me how you figured it out?”


  I almost made my move right then, but we hit the construction zone between Santa Fe and 6th Avenue. I had to slow down and focus on not hitting anyone. The lanes were too close, too crowded here. I tapped the GPS and brought up the current traffic map. The Mousetrap–the interchange with I-70 just north of downtown Denver–was clean and green. I had to keep him talking.


  Once we passed 6th Avenue and the end of the construction zone I turned my attention back to Randall. “Why did you kill Sharon? She was one of the few people who didn’t want to kick you out. She actually advocated for you.”


  “I, uh, I didn’t mean to. Like I said, it was her fault. I still want to know how you figured it out, though.” Randall sniffed and wiped his nose on his arm, taking the razor away from Rose’s throat in the process. I opened the utility box between the seats and handed him a tissue. While he was blowing his nose, Rose closed her eyes. I felt her skin change as she armored up.


  He finished blowing his nose and put the razor back at Rose’s throat. “You might as well tell me how you figured it out. Keeping it a secret won’t help you any.”


  Rose stared straight ahead. “Go fish,” she muttered.


  I glanced at Rose and focused on our emotional link. She was stronger than he was, bulletproof, and capable of using mind control spells on him. Why didn’t she just take him out?


  Rose raised her eyebrow at me. I shook my head in return. No, it wouldn’t satisfy me if she just ended the threat. I looked at Randall in the mirror and felt a calm resolve. His ass was mine. Keeping my left hand out of Randall’s line of sight, I turned on the video camera in my cell phone.


  I cleared my throat. “So, Randall, you say you killed Sharon by accident? According to the news it was kind of brutal for an accident.”


  “It was an accident,” he snapped. “I hit a rabbit driving home from work. It was still alive, but I didn’t know what to do. I called her because she, you know, knows about rabbits.” He snuffled some more and grabbed another tissue.


  While he was distracted, I switched off the traction control. “So you arranged to meet. What happened then?”


  “The rabbit was dead when she got there. I tried to apologize, but she got angry. The rabbit was screaming at me while I drove. I couldn’t take it, so I slit its throat. She got mad and started calling me stupid. She said that having Asperger’s was no excuse for bad behaviors. I got mad at her for that.”


  I passed him the box of tissues as we went under Speer. I moved to the left, praying the HOV lanes were open tonight. “She didn’t mean it as an insult,” I told him. Wrong thing to say.


  “It is an insult! I am not a retard! I have been tested for all that crap and I am perfectly normal!” He turned and slashed the seat next to him into ribbons. “Say that again, and she bleeds!”


  “Hey, hey! Just take it easy!” I cautioned him. “I don’t think you’re a retard.” I felt dirty even saying that word—the only time I use it is when talking about ignition timing for car engines. That’s not what having Asperger’s means anyway, but I refrained from correcting him. Truthfully, I had never suspected Asperger’s or any other disorder in Randall’s case. He was just an asshole.


  The HOV lanes were open. I merged in and gave it some gas. To keep Randall distracted, I called out, “Don’t worry about the seat, it’s just fabric. Feel free to take out some more aggression on them.”


  Randall dropped the razor and blew his nose again. “I told her before not to say things like that. It isn’t true. Mother had me tested. I don’t have any disorders. I’m just quiet and…sensitive. I want people to like me, that’s all. I wanted Sharon to like me. I told her I loved her just the way she was, and that she didn’t have to be a dyke anymore.”


  He kept sniffling. “I told her that, and she slapped me. I hit her back, but it was with the hand holding the razor. I didn’t mean to hurt her. Then she kicked me in the balls. I don’t…I can’t believe she did that. Everything after that is kind of a blur. It’s her fault, like I said.” He snuffled again. It sounded like he’d run out of tissues and gone back to his sleeve.


  The interchange for I-70 was coming up fast. I checked the mirrors to make sure no one had come up behind us. The highway was clear, ahead and behind. Rose leaned back in her seat, ready to go. I got a good grip on the handbrake and took a deep breath.


  “Hey, Randall. You may have a knife, but I’ve got a car! Seatbelts, asshole!” I yanked up on the handbrake and spun the wheel as hard as I could. My lovely Cherokee obediently skidded sideways and flipped. The world vanished in a maelstrom of tearing metal and shattered glass. The airbag knocked my glasses off my face and the air from my lungs. I lost track of the number of times we rolled before I blacked out.


   


  


  
Chapter Ten


  Suffer No Guilt


   


  Huh. I guess my cunning plan worked.


  The sound of screaming metal filled the air as a huge circular saw cut my car apart. Every part of my body hurt. I tried to wiggle my toes and felt a rush of relief when they responded. “Pain is good,” I muttered. “Pain means you’re alive.” I opened my eyes and looked around to take in the damage.


  All of the airbags had deployed. Rose was holding my hand and crying. She was uninjured, of course. I gave her hand a squeeze to get her attention. When she looked up, I whispered, “You should have some scrapes and small cuts from the glass.”


  “Shut up,” Rose answered. “Just lie there and let them work.”


  “Listen to the lady,” one of the firemen said. I blinked and tried to focus on him. His coat said, ‘Cooper’, and he looked like 5XL worth of bodybuilder stuffed into a Single X Nomex coat. He had crawled into the back seat, and was checking us out while his friends started peeling the roof off the car.


  Cooper wouldn’t let me turn my head, so I asked him, “Where’s the guy who was in the back seat?”


  Cooper didn’t stop working. “Don’t worry about him. You just stay still. You’re both doing fine and we’ll have you out in a minute.”


  I winced as he shined a gawdawful bright light in my eyes. “I want to know if he’s dead or not. He tried to kill us. He caused the accident. Now, is he still alive?”


  Cooper grimaced. “He’s no longer a threat to you, okay sir? Now, just relax.”


  “He tried to jump,” Rose said. “When the car started to skid, he grabbed for the door. He got thrown out. He’s back there, on the road.”


  “Well, I can’t say I’m sorry to hear that.” I half-shrugged at Cooper. “Sorry if that makes me sound like a bad person. He tried to kill us. I’m not sorry he’s dead.”


  “Don’t worry about him,” Cooper said. “Stop talking and don’t move, please. Things are about to get really loud.”


  I leaned back and let the firemen do their jobs. They peeled back the roof and pried the doors open with a lot more speed—and noise—than I expected. Rose and I both got cervical collars and backboards for the ride to Denver General. As we were being moved, I waved over one of the cops and asked if he could have Detective Hanson meet us at the hospital. He said that he would as the EMTs hauled us off. Halfway there I started worrying if Rose would remember to relax and take her armor down before we got to the hospital. We really didn’t need any questions about needles bending and breaking right now.


  Rose was released while I was getting a scalp wound stitched. My other cuts were minor and I somehow managed to get away without a concussion. Once the doctors were finished, two cops came in to get my statement. I didn’t deny deliberately causing the accident, but I made a point of saying that I feared for our lives and considered Randall to have tried to kidnap us under threat of deadly force.


  One of the cops raised his eyebrow at that. “Are you claiming self-defense? There’s not a lot to go on as far as backing that.”


  I pulled my phone out. “I recorded what he said. I need to get this to Detective Hanson.”


  The cops left the room for a few minutes, returning with a third fellow wearing a damn sharp suit. I waved at him. “FBI?”


  He shook his head. “I’m Hanson. Before I ask you anything, I want to hear your story.” He nodded to Rose. “Ma’am, if you could please go with these officers, they’ll get your statement while I’m talking to your friend.”


  Rose gave me a peck on the cheek and left without complaint. Hanson sat down and I played him the whole recording. I also admitted deliberately causing the accident in order to take Randall out. Once he was finished with his questions, he shook my hand and walked out with my phone in an evidence bag.


  We were discharged from the hospital a little after five in the afternoon, the day after the accident. I didn’t have the heart to ask any of our friends for a ride home, but the money we’d won was still in my pocket. We called a cab, and told the driver we wanted a fast, quiet ride home. He tucked the Benjamin away and drove.


  A hot shower washed away the dried blood and hospital effluvia. I watched the water swirl away down the drain for a while, until I had to accept the simple truth that guilt and regret don’t come out with soap and water.


  Rose was curled in the middle of the bed when I emerged from the bathroom. I stretched out next to her and called my parents to let them know we were home. They’d wanted to come to the hospital, but Mom’s immune system didn’t need the stress. When she asked how I was doing, I lied and told her I was fine. Just sore all over and wracked with guilt.


  After I hung up, I rolled over and rested my head on Rose’s thighs. She stroked my hair, and after a few minutes, I said, “I didn’t have to kill him. I had his confession, and you could have restrained him any time. I killed him because I wanted to be the one to avenge Sharon. I wanted him dead, and now I’m going to carry him around inside me for the rest of my days.”


  “No, you’re not,” Rose said. “Your head is crowded enough with me in there. You don’t have room for someone else, and I don’t share.” She slithered down the bed and rolled over, straddling me. “I need your energy, David, pure and untainted. I’m fighting for the survival of my race, and I won’t allow anyone or anything to interfere with that. You did the right thing. You gave Randall a chance. He didn’t take it. He killed once and wanted to kill again. To kill us. You owe him no apology.”


  Her eyes turned gold, and long, curving horns started growing from her forehead back, following the curve of her skull. Shimmering, metallic purple wings emerged from her back, along with a thin, whip like tail. “Regret if you must,” she intoned. “But suffer no guilt. Guilt can poison my children, and I will not have it. Now, will you release it, or must I drive it from you?”


  Seeing her from this perspective gave me a new appreciation for non-Human body parts. “Two things,” I said. “First, I wouldn’t be who I am without regretting what happened. But you’re right. I don’t want to feel guilty for it. Second…could you make the horns smaller? Like, cute little baby horns?”


  She changed her horns and, as promised, drove all the guilt and self-recrimination I was feeling far, far away. I’ll always regret what happened—Sharon’s death, Randall’s attack on us, and my own choices—but I won’t be haunted by it.


  By morning, all the bruises and scrapes I’d gotten from the crash were in full bloom. It hurt to sit still and breathe, much less move, so I downed a couple of Vicoden and staggered to the recliner for a blissed-out marathon of British television. I’m a fan of England’s favorite motoring show anyway, but on pain killers it was just hilarious. Rose sat with me all day, keeping me hydrated and handling calls from the press. We ordered pizza and I fell asleep on the recliner again.


  Time is of no importance. Only life is important. The Supreme Being said so.


   


  


  
Chapter Eleven


  Life Will Find a Way


   


  I woke up to the doorbell, convinced Randall was waiting outside with a chainsaw. I grabbed my robe and stumbled to the door. Rose was already there, talking to someone in hissing, snarling Draconic. She waved me over and stood aside.


  From the language they were speaking I knew our visitor was another Dragon in Human form. I wasn’t expecting a male, much less one with freakish muscles, bulging eyes, and spiky, fire engine-red hair stiff enough to drive nails with, all wrapped up in knee-high boots and a leather posing pouch.


  Rose said, “David, this is my brother, Rolling Thunder of Summer Lightning in Autumn Sky Echoing Across the Mountainsides. He has a gift for you.”


  The big guy gave me a slow nod as he reached behind himself, into someplace I couldn’t look directly at. He pulled out a magnificent two-handed sword, along with a sword belt and shoulder harness. He held it up in both hands, bowed, and slowly held it out to me.


  I took the sword from him and returned the bow. “Thank you. It’s magnificent.”


  He stared at me for a moment, then made sort of a ‘go on’ gesture. When I didn’t respond, he rolled his eyes and muttered an imprecation even I could understand without a translator. He held his left hand out to me, palm up, and mimed slashing a blade across it.


  Ah, right. I partially drew the sword, noting the claw-like runes inscribed in the blade. I shifted my grip to the ricasso and took a deep breath to steady myself. I pressed the heel of my palm to the edge of the blade, held my breath, and moved my hand up along the blade. The blood smeared along the edge before I felt anything. Rose wrapped some gauze around my palm and handed me a square of raw silk moistened with jojoba oil. I cleaned the blood away and wiped down the sword until the big guy appeared satisfied. He nodded to Rose and said something that sounded like either ‘goodbye’ or ‘have fun playing with your monkey’. He stepped off the porch and vanished, as though he had stepped behind an invisible wall.


  “Nice fellow, your brother. Name is a bit of a mouthful, though.” I closed the door and sat down on the stairs before I fell over.


  Rose set a black lacquered box on the carpet next to me, and then went to the medicine chest. She removed the gauze and reapplied a regular dressing. “That was his personal name. The family and clan names are much longer and harder to translate.”


  “Oh, good. I’ve always felt that a proper Dragon name should be worth at least fifty points, not counting any tile bonuses.” I ran my fingers over the knot work embossed into the belt. “This really is a gorgeous blade. I take it the blood was some kind of sacrifice?”


  “An introduction and claim of ownership. A blade will only be loyal to blood willingly shed.” Rose kissed my new bandage and released my hand. “I contacted him last night and asked him to have it made for you. The engraving says, ‘A Life Well Lived Knows No Guilt’. Well, that’s the closest translation, anyway. The wooden box has all you will need to care for it properly. I’ll teach you to clean and hone the blade when you’re feeling better.”


  “Thank you. I love it.” I drew the sword all the way so I could examine it in the light. Even to my untrained eye, it was a magnificent piece of work. The temper line, where the blade had been treated with high-carbon clay to make it harder and better able to hold a sharp edge, undulated in perfect symmetry on both sides of each edge. The balance was exquisite, and the entire sword felt much lighter than it should.


  Rose anticipated my question. “Dwarves are the best weaponsmiths. Their steel is lighter and stronger than any other. A hoard just isn’t a hoard without a Dwarven blade in it.”


  I sheathed the sword. “How did he get this done in one night? I wouldn’t think even Dwarves would sell something like this off the rack.”


  Rose shrugged. “Dragons have their ways.”


  I snorted, picturing several Dwarves being held upside down and shaken vigorously. “I bet they do. So, when do I get to learn your name?”


  She cocked her head to the side and smiled. “My name is Rose Drake. Didn’t we already cover this?”


  “Yes, but…” I shook my head. “So, what’s on the menu for today?”


  “We have some errands to run. Starting with these.” She pulled a dark blue leather pouch out of the pocket of her robe and tossed it to me. “We need to find a good gem dealer.”


  I opened the pouch and poured a stream of gems into my hand, from diamonds as big as a cherry pit to a ruby the size of a quail’s egg. “I guess we do. More sparkly items from your hoard, I’m guessing. What brought this on?”


  “Randall said those coins were being noticed. I thought gems would be better to sell. My brother will pass the word back home to stop trading the coins here.”


  “Probably a good plan.” I poured the gems back in the bag. “Let’s only sell a few of these at a time. I’ll call some car rental places and see if one delivers.”


  Rose took the bag back. “I’d like to go look at cars today, if we can. I’ll contribute whatever we need to get a good one. I want to make sure my children are safe.” She picked a legal pad up off the coffee table and showed it to me. “I’ve already decided we should skip any supercars. They’re too fast and too fragile. No small cars, either. I don’t want anything that attracts falling pianos. And no caravans. They catch fire too easily.”


  I started laughing. “I want to stick with an SUV. Another Jeep, or maybe a Hummer. We’ll have a look and see what’s available.”


  Rose headed upstairs to get dressed. “We should start with Land Rovers,” she called over her shoulder.


  I headed upstairs as fast as my aching muscles would allow. Getting the rental car was easy enough, once I threw enough money at the issue. While we were waiting for it to be delivered, I called several jewelry stores until I had some referrals to two reputable gem dealers. We hit both and then, checks in hand, we headed for the car dealerships.


  We started with the Land Rovers, since they were closest. And, even in the dealer’s showroom, with the salesman watching us, we checked the back seat of every freaking car first. We wound up paying cash for a tricked out Range Rover with all the options we could cram into it.


  Once we had the car situation resolved, we did our best to get on with life. Sharon’s murder made headlines, so we agreed to a few press interviews, each time making a point to ask people to donate to anti-bullying charities. We’d discussed it with Manya and all agreed Sharon could have benefited from such resources when she was growing up.


  The legal square dance took a while to sort out, but in the end I got a two-point defective vehicle ticket and nothing else. I paid the fine and didn’t argue.


  The video I’d recorded closed the case on Sharon’s murder, just as I’d hoped. The police got a warrant for Randall’s house and, sure enough, there was no sign of his mother. She eventually turned up in a sterling silver urn in the china cabinet. She had passed away about six years earlier, and, true to form, Randall had been cashing her retirement and Social Security checks to supplement his income.


  The straight razor he had used was in the china cabinet as well, along with some of Sharon’s hair and prints of the pictures he took of her with his phone. It might sound odd, but I was thankful Randall had kept his sick little mementos. They removed any doubt about Randall’s guilt and any need to second-guess my decision.


  Sharon’s parents sent me a good-sized check as a reward for finding her killer. Keeping it felt like blood money, so I signed the whole thing over to an LBGT rights organization. I made sure her parents got a nice thank you note and all the credit they were due for their contribution.


  Time counts, and keeps counting, and what we do today we have to tell the new-born tomorrow. So it was that two weeks after the first anniversary of Sharon’s murder, in a Mumbai hospital room perfumed with hyacinth and champa, the wheel of life came full circle as Rose and I joined Manya and her family in welcoming Miss Aparna Hyzenthlay Datona-Patel into life on this rolling world.


  And no matter what you might think, those videos of a Dragon doing barrel rolls over the Gateway of India and the Taj Hotel have nothing to do with us. That Dragon is clearly green.


  Move along. Move along…


   


  BOOK TWO:


   


  THE DRAGON AND THE WASP’S NEST


   


   


  


  
Chapter One


  A Private Little War


   


  “Ma’am, it isn’t public indecency. The law says a homeowner has a reasonable expectation of privacy in and around their property. If you’re looking close enough to be offended, you’re looking too close.”


  “Pervert,” Rose muttered.


  “Tramp!” Mavis Brundle, the Vice-President of our homeowner’s association, wagged her finger in Rose’s face. “Don’t you dare talk to me like that, you Godless little harlot!” I’m not sure if it was too much Botox or if she had the wrong facial muscle snipped, but she looked like a cross-eyed Siamese cat under the best of circumstances. Being all puffed up on self-righteous indignation didn’t improve things any.


  Thankfully, Rose has learned enough about passing for Human that she didn’t say anything about killing Mavis and eating her. Instead, she snarled. “Move your hand or learn to eat with a hook!”


  Officer Mixon stepped between them. “Hey, no name calling. Ma’am, keep your hands to yourself.” He turned to Rose. “Miss, would it really be too much trouble to wear a bathing suit or something while you sunbathe?”


  “I’ve sunbathed this way all my life. I’m not changing now, and I’m not changing for her!” Rose crossed her arms. “I wear a robe until I lie down and then I take it off. I put it on before I get up. David asked me to wear it because of the children behind us. No one can see me when I’m lying down except David. She had to climb on her roof to take those pictures!”


  “Pictures?” I took a step toward Mavis. “What pictures?” It took a bit of will to keep my hands relaxed, because the person who throws the first punch while standing in front of a cop usually loses. Besides, it’s against my religion to hit a woman.


  “These!” She pulled several folded sheets of paper out of her designer purse and handed them to Officer Mixon. “I took these an hour ago as evidence of her pornographic activities. Now, arrest her!” It may be against my religion to hit a woman, but in that moment, I could have decked that self-righteous ostrich.


  Mixon handed the papers to Rose without looking at them. “Are these pictures of you, miss?”


  Rose flipped through them. “Yes.” She handed the pictures to me. They were a bit blurry and overexposed, but Rose was recognizable and the goods were on display.


  Mixon took a notebook out of his pocket and jotted down a few notes. He looked up at Rose. “Were they taken with your prior knowledge and consent?”


  “They were not! I mean, I knew she was taking them because I saw her do it. I yelled at her to stop and she took them anyway.” Rose looked ready to trash the whole passing-for-Human thing. Her eyes were brown and starting to go black. People would accept that, but glowing red with cat pupils was another matter. I refolded the pictures and put my arm around her, trying to calm her down.


  “Thank you, miss.” Mixon took the pictures back and tucked them into his notebook. He pulled out his handcuffs and turned to Mavis. “Ma’am, you are under arrest for violation of Colorado statute 18-7-801 covering criminal invasion of privacy. Please turn around and put your hands on your head.”


  Mavis stared at him. “You wouldn’t dare.” Her eyes bugged out enough to uncross and she started stumbling backward. “I called you here to arrest her, not me!”


  “She didn’t break the law.” Mixon pointed to the ground where Mavis was standing. “Now, stop right there and I won’t add resisting arrest. Don’t make it worse for yourself.” Mixon might look a lot like a nerd, but I had a feeling he was just about out of mild manners.


  Mavis bolted. Given her sheath skirt and Italian flats, I never would have expected her to get up to a sprint, much less leap the decorative stone wall at the edge of our property, but she cleared it with the ease of an Olympic steeplechase runner.


  Mixon was after her at once, grabbing the radio mike at his shoulder and yelling directions for backup. Rose and I walked down to the sidewalk for a better view. I would have loved to have had a bowl of popcorn, but there was no time to make one.


  Mavis reached the end of the block and hung a hard right, bolting across the street in front of a school bus. The bus driver hit the brakes, stopping the bus right in front of Mixon. He rounded the front of the bus and spotted Mavis in the park across the street, trying to hide behind a cottonwood tree.


  Two more officers pulled up and spread out, trying to convince Mavis to surrender. She was having none of it at this point. She tried to take a sudden left, but found her way blocked by an expanse of cattails bordering the lake.


  One of the officers shouted at her to surrender. Mavis took off again, saw Mixon closing on her, and doubled back, right into a cloud of pepper spray. Even that didn’t stop her; she ran blind, cursing and screaming all the way. Mixon changed direction just in time and tackled her for a twenty-yard loss and a safety.


  It may not have been chivalrous, but damn, I was cheering. Schadenfreude doesn’t stain the soul nearly as much as people claim.


  As a result of her bad decisions, Mavis wound up earning two additional resisting arrest charges and a failure to obey a lawful order. An EMT showed up to check her for injuries and issues from the pepper spray. Once she was cleared, Mixon carefully loaded Mavis into the back seat of his cruiser. She was still screaming at us. “You think this is over? It’s just getting started! I will destroy you!”


  Officer Mixon shut the cruiser door and handed Rose his card. “The district attorney will be in touch, miss, as will a member of our victim/witness program. This is my number if you need anything. Have a nice day.” He drove off with Mavis trying to kick the side window out. I guess she never learned the first rule of holes: when you find yourself in one, stop digging.


  I gave Rose a long hug. “You realize, of course, that this means war. She’s a petty, small-minded person who has a tiny amount of power over our lives. She’ll try to use it against us. Hopefully, she and her husband have a lawyer who can talk them out of doing anything stupid.”


  “Does that mean I can burn her house down?”


  “No,” I said. “We’re going to have to take the high road on this one.”


  Rose thought for a moment and gave a brisk nod. “I can do that. Dragons always take the high road. Walking sucks.”


  It might seem like a simple issue, this whole sunbathing thing, but as usual, it gets a lot more complicated when you get into the details. The root of the problem wasn’t just that Dragons don’t wear clothes; it’s that they also need sunlight to make vitamin D. The process is one of the very few commonalities to Human and Draconic biology. We use it differently (Dragons convert it to a compound resembling white phosphorus in order to use their fire breath), but we produce it the same way. Rose might have a Human body, but, like a certain blue box, she was bigger on the inside.


  The majority of her mass was tucked into a dimensional pocket that has a fairly small opening. Only so much stuff can be shifted between our dimension and the storage dimension at a given time—usually a little more than the mass of her Human form. Cosmetic changes take no time at all, while increasing her muscle mass, armoring her skin, or growing wings could take a few seconds.


  Further, the body mass she carried in this dimension limited the amount of magical energy she could produce and store. Rose needed to spend several minutes building up enough magic to cast spells that a full-size Dragon could trigger at will. It was another reason they didn’t mingle with the Humans at home; if they were discovered, they’d be killed before they could change form.


  Which brings us back to the sunbathing. Back home, Dragons spend hours basking in the sun and chatting. Large flat rocks or beds carved out of obsidian are their version of a neighborhood coffeehouse. A full-size Dragon gets all the sunlight they need in an hour or so. Rose had less skin area, so it took her more time to absorb and transfer the vitamin D to the rest of her body.


  Vitamin supplements and fortified milk aren’t an option, as Rose still possessed a Dragon’s biology behind the Human façade. Her digestive system could absorb chemical precursors needed to create vitamin D, but not the finished product. The bottom line was that Rose had to sunbathe to live, and that fact took precedence over the moral outrage of one ignorant tight-ass with a charter membership in the ‘big hair brings you closer to Jesus’ club. But I still couldn’t let Rose burn her house down. Civilized people don’t behave that way.


  Of course, at the time I still thought we were dealing with civilized people.


   


  


  
Chapter Two


  Shoot ‘Em in the Head


   


  “I could make it look like a tornado,” Rose offered.


  “We can’t do things like that, Rose. The police would eventually notice if things just keep happening to people we have disagreements with. And we are on the police radar with this issue.” I added some guacamole to my fajitas. “I don’t like being on the police radar. I’m sure you can see the benefits of a stealthy flight pattern.”


  “Then I will allow your city guards to deal with her.” Rose pushed her second empty serving plate to the side and reached for her third. This time, she picked up the entire five-pound burrito and slid it into her mouth, swallowing it in a single bite. The restaurant’s owner watched her and turned pale.


  “Scary, I know,” I told him. “She’s half chupacabra on her mother’s side.”


  “I guess,” he said. “Damn, you need to get that girl into professional eating.” He scribbled a web address onto a takeout menu and handed it to me. “My son is into that stuff. Check that site out. Making money and staying fed is a good combination.”


  “What’s a chuppie-car-bra?” Rose asked.


  “It means ‘goat-sucker’,” I told her. “Nasty little creatures that attack and feed off of farm animals. Supposed to look like a small kangaroo with porcupine quills.”


  Rose’s eyes lit up. “So, they’re a nuisance to farmers and ranchers? Are people allowed to kill them? Do they taste good?”


  “I’m sorry, Rose, but they aren’t exactly real. At least, nobody has ever caught one and proved they exist. They’re a cryptid, a mystery creature.” I refilled her beer and signaled for another pitcher to get us some privacy. I lowered my voice. “Most people consider them to be as real as Dragons.”


  “Then how do you know what they look like? Not that your people have any idea what Dragons look like.” She took a drink and nodded at me. “I’m sorry. I meant that your people have too many ideas what Dragons look like.”


  I shook my head. “People believe all kinds of crazy stuff. Yeti, Bigfoot, the Loch Ness Monster, mermaids, sea serpents, who knows what else. Some people have even taken pictures of cloud formations and claimed they were Dragons.”


  “Ah, I understand.” Rose nodded and swallowed her fourth burrito. “Your people crave Mystery. You want to have the unknown out there, always. That quality is what brings my people here. Humans back home are…smaller. Not in form, but in spirit. They spurn change, and fear difference. They fear Mystery more than they fear death.”


  “That sounds like the opening to a joke,” the restaurant owner said as he dropped off the new pitcher. “If you’d rather die than change your ways…”


  “Someone should oblige you,” Rose interjected.


  I decided we should pick up some fudge for dessert. The healing power of chocolate is another thing both races have in common. Thankfully, it didn’t have to be administered in Draconic quantities to be effective.


  After we ate, we headed off for archery practice. I had started shooting in preparation for deer season, only to discover that some of the folks I knew in the science fiction, gaming, and alternative religions communities already had a regular biweekly practice session set up. The Boulder Area Deathmatch, Apocalypse, and Zombie Survival Society (BADASSES, for short) was nominally a regular archery league, but we rarely got involved with any competitive, interleague events. Partly it was because we don’t care about winning trophies, and partly it was because the other leagues wouldn’t let us use human silhouette targets the way we normally do. After all, you gotta’ shoot ‘em in the head, right?


  And, okay, fine, technically it is ‘Denver Area’, not ‘Boulder Area’, but who wants to be known as ‘Dad Asses’?


  Ahem. Onward. I’m sorry for any brain damage that image caused.


  When we arrived, Miranda was showing another Denver cop, a fellow named Jake, around the range. He was as tall and Roman-looking as she was small and Greek. I could picture him parading around in toga or lorica segmentata while declaiming, ‘Mater tua criceta fuit, et pater tuo redoluit bacarum sambucus!’


  That’s the Latin for, ‘Your mother was a hamster and your father smelt of elderberries’. I had to memorize it to win a bet at a convention once. Yes, there was a girl, and yes, tequila was involved. Move along.


  We made introductions and got our bows out for a little show and tell. Mine is a new Bear Carnage compound (my old compound had a cable failure a few weeks back and had to be replaced), while Rose used a handmade Mongol-style reflex bow. It cost twice what mine did, and looked the part.


  I had Jake pegged for a newcomer, both to archery and to the different groups gathered here, but I was wrong. He pulled out an English longbow and a quiver full of hand-fletched traditional wooden arrows. I’ve seen people launch multiple arrows off their strings before, but not three times in succession.


  After the first round, I tagged Jake. “How long did it take you to get consistency on that loaded string shot?”


  He shrugged. “Six months or so. I had a good teacher. He makes traditional Japanese bows and teaches archery on a little ranch outside Santa Barbara. If I had any skill with wood working, I would have quit my job and begged to become one of his apprentices.”


  “I wouldn’t blame you if you did.”


  Rose and Miranda returned from the ladies, deep in conversation. Miranda was flushed with the deep anger of righteous indignation, while Rose was radiating the slow burn of frustration. It was a safe bet they’d been discussing the Mavis situation.


  I gave Miranda a grim smile as I nocked my first arrow. “Any advice on the issue of the day, officer?”


  “Keep doing what you’re doing, but you know that already.” She nocked and released two arrows in rapid succession, both solid head shots. She fired off two more, starting a nice, tight grouping. “Keep the police informed, get a good paper trail, let them do the stupid thing and come at you. It’s hard and it’s frustrating, but in the end, the only way to win is play by the rules.”


  “Or change the game,” Rose added. Instead of going for our standard head shots, she started placing arrows in the target’s shoulders and arms, followed by one through each ear. She continued to staple an imaginary Mavis to the wall, saving her last arrow to go between the eyes, all to the cheers of the other shooters.


  This was why other leagues didn’t like to play with us.


  “What do you mean, ‘change the game’?” Miranda set her bow on the padded rack behind the line and sat down to wait for the remaining shooters. “It isn’t a good idea to just go flying by the seat of your pants.”


  Ember set her bow down and added, “Change is inevitable. You should embrace it. Use it to your advantage.” Ember is an orange-haired suicide girl with crimson dragon scales and wings tattooed down her back. She ran a therapeutic massage clinic and designed her own religion around the dragons in her favorite online game. Now, I don’t sit in judgment on the validity of anyone’s eschatology. As a Whovian, my moral code is inspired by a madman in a blue box. Still, I just couldn’t see turning control of my spirituality over to a game designer in southern California.


  Ember sat down next to Miranda and popped open her third energy drink. “Changing the game means you set the rules. It’s a classic strategy. Sun Tzu calls it ‘holding a pillow down on the enemy’. The wabbit does it all the time.”


  “I’ve never thought of the wabbit as being a master tactician,” I said as I racked my bow.


  Ember raised her eyebrow at me. “You ever see him lose?”


  We started walking down to the targets to retrieve our arrows. “You’ve got a point,” I said. “However, the bunny always has the writer backing him up. That’s a big advantage.”


  “No kidding,” Jake snorted. “Why do you think everyone who goes to war says God is on their side?”


  “God can’t be everywhere,” Miranda answered. “That’s why police officers were created.”


  Rose finished pulling her arrows and stepped away from the targets. “I don’t need any gods on my side. I’m on my side, and that’s enough. Asking a god to do something you can take care of yourself is just being lazy.”


  “Rawr,” said Ember, clawing the air in front of her. “The dragon is strong with this one.”


  Rose slid her arrows back into her quiver. “Ember, what would you do if you saw a news report that a live Dragon had appeared somewhere? The real thing. Big as a house and twice as scaly.”


  “I’d assume the news crew was rockin’ the ganja.” Ember waved her hand to dismiss the idea. “Or that it was a set-up and anyone who responded would find themselves on an involuntary three-day hold and observe.”


  “Ganja would definitely be involved,” Miranda muttered. She looked at Rose for a moment and added, “Unless you mean lizard-like space aliens?” It wasn’t my imagination—there was a hopeful note to her voice. She’s still convinced Rose is a space alien, and we’ve done nothing to change her mind.


  “I mean a Dragon.” Rose shook her head. “That’s what you would do if you thought the report was false. Assume the report satisfied you it was true. What would you do, Ember?”


  Ember took careful aim and released her first arrow, striking the target’s right eye. “I’d do whatever I had to do. If I couldn’t go home with it, I’d beg for it to kill me, because I couldn’t live knowing they existed on a world I’d never see. Sometimes the only thing that gets me through the day is believing that my belief is keeping them alive somewhere.” She dropped two more arrows into the target’s left eye. “Does that answer your question?”


  Rose nodded. “Yes. Thank you very much.” She turned back to her target and fired off her arrows as fast as she could, stapling the silhouette once more. She retired to the back wall of the range and pretended to examine the snack machine for something edible. I was on my last two arrows when I felt Rose building up power to work a spell. I stepped back and racked my bow, waiting to see what Rose was working on.


  She built the energy up to a much higher level than I’d seen her use before. Everything in the area slowed down. The arrows in the air came crawling to a stop. The people in the room froze in place, and all the color washed out of everything. Rose placed her hands on Ember’s temples and held them there. When she removed her hands, Ember began glowing, well, like you were blowing on an ember at a campfire. Rose sat down, and everything surged into full forward motion, full of sound and color.


  I sat down next to Rose and handed her a bottle of water. Across the room, Ember was still lit up like a Hanukkah bush. I leaned over and whispered, “What was all that about?”


  “I had to make sure of her. To know her mind was whole, and that her spirit was healthy. She is whole, so I set a beacon in her. You’re seeing her the way one of my people will see her. One of us will be drawn to her.” She leaned against me. “Good companions are hard to find, so when we find one, we mark them for those yet to come. That’s how I found you.”


  Suddenly, a great many things made a lot more sense. “So, when did I meet the Dragon who lit me up?”


  “I have no way of knowing. Probably only a few days before we met.” She yawned. “I’m sorry. That spell uses a lot of energy. Do you mind if we go home?”


  “Not at all.” I made our excuses, got our gear packed back into our bow cases, and we headed out into the night. I loaded the cases into the back of the Range Rover while Rose checked the back seats. Satisfied that the car was safe, we got in and set out for home. I had just turned out of the parking lot when something like a small storm cloud materialized ahead of us, right along the double yellow line.


  A woman walked out of it, taller than I am, burnished platinum hair, muscled like an Amazon warrior, wearing Daisy Duke cut-offs and a flannel shirt tied at the midriff. I hit the brakes and opened the window.


  She stopped and looked in the window. He mouth opened, but only Draconic came out. She shook her head and tried again. “I felt a mark. Location you have?”


  I pointed to the range. “In there. All yours.”


  She inclined her head toward us. “Gratitude.” She turned and started walking toward the range entrance.


  “Ember is going to love her.” Rose leaned against the glass and sighed. “I bet someone freaks out.”


  I smiled. “Yeah, but that just makes it a better story.” Little did I realize the extent to which that statement would apply to our lives in the coming weeks.


   


  


  
Chapter Three


  Battle Lines


   


  The next day, I took Rose to the mall for an assortment of string bikinis and tan-through swimwear. It wasn’t a long-term solution, but I was hoping it would be enough to cool things down and avoid wholesale war with the neighbors.


  We also met with a volunteer victim advocate from the police department. She brought over the forms Rose needed to file to request a restraining order and helped her fill them out. The advocate didn’t seem to feel comfortable around me, so I stayed in my office and worked. She did ask Rose if I was forcing her to sunbathe or not allowing her to work; it might sound strange or insulting to suggest things like that, but given the reality of people being imprisoned in basements and back yards for years at a time, her line of questioning made sense.


  The Brundles’ lawyer called us the next day, asking if we would be willing to work out a settlement in exchange for a plea deal that would keep Mavis off the sex offender registry. I told him we wanted a full written apology, and to have access to their computers and cameras in order to verify that the pictures were in fact deleted. We also wanted a clause that the Brundles accepted full responsibility if the pictures ever resurfaced, from any source. I didn’t think they would accept everything, but I didn’t want to get a lawyer ourselves unless it became absolutely necessary.


  After two days of peace and quiet, I thought we had everything in hand with the Mavis issue. Then the first violation notice arrived.


  We have a bed of wild flowers along the front of the house, grown from the seeds we’d received at Sharon’s funeral a few months ago. It has a low brick border around it, arranged in a herringbone pattern as specified in the HOA bylaws. I also had a garden plan, signed and approved by the HOA. It even had Mavis’ signature right in the middle of it. The garden plan clearly says ‘assorted wildflowers’ and cites the section of the bylaws approving ornamental wildflowers.


  Our wildflowers were now considered weeds. The brick border was also in violation because it was installed right to left instead of left to right, which is what happens when you follow the directions they provided to us. Our options were to rip everything out in twenty-four hours or face a daily fine until we complied.


  I called the HOA board and asked to get on the agenda for the next meeting so I could appeal the notice. They refused, since the time allotted for new business was full. We couldn’t get an appeal heard for six weeks. I filed a four-letter protest and signed up. I had a feeling this was some kind of retaliation, but we didn’t have enough documentation to prove anything.


  Another week passed without incident. We had a tentative agreement worked out for settling with Mavis, and all had been quiet on the western front. Our next-door neighbor, Kim, asked Rose to watch her kids one afternoon while she went out to take her real estate license exam. Rose has fun playing with kids (their energy gives her a catnip high), so she was happy to oblige.


  I can work with a naked Dragoness outside my window, but not with three little girls rampaging through the house while wound up on pony power. I have limits. Sue me. Rose knows this, so she got out the sidewalk chalk and drew a picture of herself as a hatchling, looking something like a chubby Labrador puppy wearing clown shoes. She also drew a red male hatchie that she named Ethan. The girls drew lots of rainbows, stars, and sparkles around them before deciding they needed books, desks, and a Teacher Dragon, all so they could be in Dragon Kindergarten.


  They also drew a cartoon strip along the sidewalk explaining why playing leapfrog with a unicorn is a bad idea. I would have thought that piece of information would have been self-evident, but I was wrong. Apparently, unicorns are sneaky beasts that enjoy poking humans in the butt, a pastime little girls find endlessly hilarious. When dinner rolled around, I grilled us a mess of hot dogs and we sent the kids home with pictures of all their artwork. None of it survived the lawn sprinklers running during the night.


  The next day, I found a little white envelope from the HOA taped to our front door. Inside it was a citation for graffiti and unauthorized signage on our property. The ‘Dragon Kindergarten’ sign and the number of kids outside playing was cited as proof we were running an unauthorized business out of the house. They hit us for three hundred bucks in fines for each violation.


  We were supposed to have a settlement meeting this afternoon to put the Mavis business behind us. I called Mavis’ lawyer and told him where to stick his settlement offer, then went out and lawyered up. Our lawyer succeeded where we failed and got us on the agenda for the next board meeting. Attending meant skipping archery practice, but this took priority.


  When we got to the meeting, the only people there were an off-duty cop, two other homeowners, and the board. An hour and a half of the meeting was taken up with the reading and justifications of a load of expense reports and funding requests for various projects, all of which were rubber-stamped without any challenge. We homeowners were not allowed to even ask questions about the expenses, since all this was board business.


  When our turn came, I went up to the podium, armed with a very nice prepared statement and some case law citations our lawyer had put together for us. Before I could say anything, Ralph Tennyson, the President of the HOA, killed the power to my microphone.


  He said, “Mr. Fraser, your petition to the board is noted, but at this time you cannot be allowed to speak due to the existence of pending litigation against a member of this board. We must ask you to leave due to the restraining order you yourself requested.” He gestured to the cop. “Officer, would please show Mr. Fraser and his associate out?”


  The cop stood up. “Sir, whatever you’re thinking right now, I’d advise you to walk it off and call your attorney. Don’t make things worse than they are.” He held the door open for us, and I walked out without saying anything.


  Because, right then, the thing I most wanted to say was, “Burn them.” Thankfully, none of them said anything as we left. I was afraid that one word would have been enough for me to ask Rose to burn them down. I could have done it. I wanted to do it. I could feel Rose’s rage and readiness as well. All she was waiting on was a single word.


  As hard as it was, I walked out the door and into the night. Even at times like this, I believe intellect and romance will triumph over brute force and cynicism, no matter how much I want to hoist the Jolly Roger and start slitting throats.


  Rather than just check the back seat of the car to make sure it was empty, Rose put the seats down and climbed into the expanded cargo area. She pulled a blanket over herself before starting to undress. “Can we go to Estes Park? I need to feed. I need the sky.”


  I nodded and started the engine. “All right. One serving of elk tartar, coming right up.”


  As we drove up, I tried not to listen to the cracking and popping noises coming from the back of the Range Rover. Resuming her true form wasn’t easy, due to the mass difference, but I admit I was anxious to see what she looked like. I patted my new cell phone as I drove. This might be my only chance to photograph a Dragon, and I wanted a trophy to show off on social media. Hell, people will think it’s CGI anyway.


  I turned off Highway 36 at Lake Estes and parked in the most secluded spot I could find. I didn’t look at Rose; I just opened the liftgate and let her out. She rolled out onto the ground and inflated like a life raft. I stepped back as, for the first time, I saw the real Rose Drake.


  She was around fifty feet, snout to tail-tip, lean and leggy as a cheetah. Her wing membranes expanded and contracted as she stretched, allowing her to use different amounts of wing surface for different kinds of flight. Her tail was long and thin as a whip, crowned by a gleaming, bony blade as long as my arm. Only her eyes were familiar, glowing gold, streaked with lapis blue.


  I took a few pictures and got out of her way. She spread her wings and shot into the sky as though launched from a cannon. Other than the first few wing beats, she was all but silent as she flew. She swung back and passed over the lake, but stayed out of the water. No sense making a big splash for a small fish.


  I watched until she vanished into the darkness. I closed the car up and went to find a late-night place where I could wait for her.


   


  


  
Chapter Four


  Creatures of the Night


   


  As mountain towns go, Estes Park is fairly large. Still, finding a late night place took a bit. Judging from the number of weathered pickup trucks in the parking lot, I assumed it was well-patronized by the locals, which I took as a good sign regarding the quality of the food. I could feel Rose miles away to the west, so I headed in.


  You know the song about the long-haired musician walking into a bar? I’d forgotten about my hair. All of a sudden, I was that guy, with a room full of ranch hands and high-country cowboys giving me the hairy eyeball. I crossed the room to the only table where I could sit with my back to the wall and grabbed a menu. After a few seconds, everybody went back to doing what they were doing and the waitress set a hot cup of coffee in front of me. I suppose I should have realized: towns that depend on tourism to survive encourage politeness to strangers.


  Still, when a dozen guys wearing shit-kickers and cowboy hats stood up and started walking toward me, my pucker factor shot up to the point where I damn near lost the seat cushion. They were going out onto the deck to smoke, but realizing that didn’t help much.


  I expected to be at the diner for at least two or three hours. Just over an hour after I arrived, though, we started seeing police cars rushing toward the mouth of the Big Thompson Canyon. At first people thought it was a rockslide. Then word came over the police scanner that a body had been found.


  In the middle of the commotion, Rose skipped into the diner wearing someone else’s sweatpants and flannel shirt. “I’m going to get a job,” she announced.


  After the guy at the table next to us finished giving me the Heimlich and the restaurant patrons returned to their meals, I leaned closer to Rose. “I thought working for a living was unthinkable and degrading?”


  Rose tossed back half of her beer. “I’m not going to be working for a living. This is for revenge. That’s totally acceptable.”


  Makes sense. I said, “What are you going to do?”


  Rose smiled, showing teeth that hadn’t quite reverted to Human yet. “I’m going to become a cryptid. I’ve already begun phase one. Did you know there’s a monster on the loose?”


  I have a long memory for catastrophes, so I prefer not to drive through Big Thompson Canyon if I can help it. However, we hadn’t had rain for a week, so the odds of a flash flood were low. I headed that way, but let the police turn us around. I still got a decent look at Rose’s handiwork.


  Three elk carcasses were scattered over someone’s yard and onto the banks of the river. The police were shining their lights up the cliff face looking for more elk scraps. They found them. It looked as though Rose had perched at the top of the cliff and dropped the elk parts like bones from a Thanksgiving turkey.


  “I made lots of tracks up there, and a really nice set in the middle of the elk pasture.” Rose laughed, low and throaty. “You can’t post those pictures of me yet. You’ll get to take some more, I promise.”


  The next day, Rose’s leftovers were all over the news. A spokesman for the Department of Wildlife spent a lot of time reassuring people that the killings hadn’t been done by wolves. The Estes Park police spokeswoman said it was being treated as a poaching case and possibly an elaborate prank. She even compared it to the stories of the two guys in England who claimed to have made the first crop circles. The homeowner who found the elk parts had gotten a two-second film clip of Rose in his front yard. It was nice and blurry, wasn’t focused on her, and showed one wing moving in silhouette as she took off. It was exactly the kind of bad photography that puts conspiracy theorists into overdrive.


  Just as we’d hoped, the cryptozoology folks went ape-shit (Yeti-shit?) over the film and the tracks. The prints and parts Rose had left at the top of the cliff could only have been left there by an expert technical climber with a big winch, or someone in a helicopter. There was no indication of either at the site and none of the people living in the area had heard anything prior to the homeowner hearing a ribcage land on his roof.


  The crypto forums we checked out were eating it all up. The leading theory for the moment revolved around a previously unknown form of winged chupacabra. For now, no one was mentioning the word ‘dragon’. The only thing that worried me was the team from C.U. Boulder making plaster casts and measurements of the claw prints in the pasture. Nothing would ruin our little hoax faster than incontrovertible proof.


  The day also brought another citation from a different HOA member. Our herb garden in the back yard—which is in containers along our patio—was also classified as ‘noxious weeds.’ The HOA normally has no real say in what you do in your backyard, the major exception being, you guessed it, weed control. We were ordered to tear them out or face more daily fines.


  I was still angry about the board meeting, but before we started the next phase, there was something I needed to do. Just because my code of ethics is based on a fictional character doesn’t make it any less real. I had to give them a choice. I called Mavis’ lawyer and asked him to present one final offer. Stop what they were doing, dismiss the bogus citations, and we would work with them on a plea deal. He had already been instructed to refuse any attempt to negotiate.


  “Know this, and remember it,” I said. “Whatever happens now is your responsibility. When you look back, never forget one thing: you could have stopped this.” I hung up and called our lawyer.


  We got a hearing for a restraining order and—amazingly—the judge found for us. He suspended the complaints already issued and ordered a neutral HOA across town to take over keeping an eye on us. Our current HOA was enjoined from issuing any further citations or acting on the ones already issued. They just didn’t listen when the judge told them that.


  The next phase of Rose’s plan began with an illusion of her Draconic self, flying just above the Flatirons west of Boulder. One of the local news crews was in position to get a great shot of her racing through a mountain valley and disappearing over a ridge. The day after that, she sent the illusion across the outskirts of Lafayette. This time, a news helicopter was flying over doing a traffic report. The photographer got half a minute of HD footage, but thanks to a few artful visual artifacts and intentional errors in the illusion itself, the footage looked as though someone had done a bad green screen job. Illusions don’t cast shadows, for one thing. Nobody blamed the news crew, but experts universally decried the image as an elaborate visual hoax.


  The world had taken the bait. Now it was time to bring the plan home. And by that, I mean Mavis’ home.


   


  


  
Chapter Five


  The Lake Mess Monster


   


  Our street borders on a large lake with a golf course on the far side of it. The lake isn’t big enough for power boats, but it has a nice play area and a paddle-boat rental. Ducks and geese are common, as are groups of children. One of our neighbors, Mary, does daycare in her home. She lives across the street from the playground and was happy to run into us when she brought the kids over to feed the ducks.


  Nine kids hurling chunks of stale hot dog bun can attract a lot of ducks. It was only a matter of time before one of the kids pulled out a cell phone and started making a video of the feeding frenzy. As soon as the film was running, Rose introduced the little blue hatchie we called Azul.


  A sky-blue snout popped out of the water, blew spray everywhere, and snapped up a piece of bread before going back under. A quick flash of blue scales and a stubby tail tip cutting through the water away from shore caused an immediate hush, followed by a cascade of questions. I reassured the kids that crocodiles aren’t blue, but Mary didn’t want to take any chances. She started pulling the kids back from the water—exactly what we didn’t want.


  Rose concentrated, and Azul emerged onto a patch of matted cattails and shook herself off. She looked at the kids, cocked her head to the side, and made a warbling noise intended to make her sound cute (and therefore harmless). She had cream-colored chest scales, matching back fins, puppy dog-brown eyes, and an iridescent sheen to her wing membranes. Our baby Dragon looked about as threatening as a blueberry muffin.


  I pointed. “See, kids? I told you that wasn’t a crocodile.” Azul reinforced the point by kneading the ground with her fore claws and going onto a very feline stretch—claws spread, chest on the ground and backside in the air, wings flared out and up.


  The adults in the park were staring and taking pictures, just as we wanted them to. By the time Azul finished her yawn and plopped down on the matted cattails, half a dozen pictures were posted to social media. One person even had the good manners to email a few pictures directly to one of the local television stations. The adults were critical to our plan’s success, but Rose really wanted the children to be drawn in.


  The kids were kind of clustered together, not sure what to do, when one boy stepped to the water’s edge. His superhero t-shirt and boy wizard eyeglasses told me all I needed to know about the years of teasing and harassment he’d endured already, and how many more he was undoubtedly facing. None of that mattered right now. He sat at the water’s edge. “I knew it.” he shouted, “I knew you were real! I knew it!”


  Mary started to reach for him, but I touched her arm and shook my head. The boy looked over his shoulder at a bigger, beefy-looking kid. “I told you so. That’s a dragon, and it’s real!”


  I had to look away for a moment. Merciful Creator, please make his parents as proud of him as I am.


  Azul stood up, shuffled forward a few steps, and ducked down behind a patch of cattail leaves. She peeked around the edge, then held up one foreclaw and waved at the kids. “Heh… Heh… Hello,” she said. I tried not to laugh; Rose was making her voice sound like a certain blue-furred space alien who has his own TV show and an army of trigger-happy lawyers. Azul waved again, and all the kids waved back this time. Even a few of the adults joined in.


  Two police cars pulled up, one parking so that its dashboard camera was aimed at the lake. Rose had Azul step out so everyone got a clear view of her. The boy wizard stood up and cupped his hands around his mouth. “What’s your name? What do you want us to call you?”


  Azul pointed to herself. “AHHH-zhul. Aaa-zul! Azhul!”


  One of the cops shook his head. “Did that thing say, ‘Zuul’?”


  “No, no,” I said “I think it said ‘Azul’, the Spanish word for ‘blue’.”


  “Spanish, huh?” He shook his head. “Someone else can ask that thing for its green card. I’m not getting near it.” He went back to his car and started calling for animal control to come out.


  Next to me, Rose shook her head. She wouldn’t be able to maintain the illusion much longer. I patted her hand and twirled my finger in a ‘wrap it up’ gesture. She took a deep breath. Azul reared back, pointed her snout up in the air, and exhaled a twenty-foot jet of flame before slipping into the lake. With a last splash and flick of her tail, Azul vanished. The kids cheered and jumped around all over the place, the adults replayed the footage on their cell phones, and Rose all but collapsed in my arms.


  I got Rose to a shaded bench where she could rest. Mary pulled a bottle of water out of her rolling ice chest and handed it to Rose. “Are you all right? Is it shock? Lord knows I’m halfway to fainting myself.”


  Rose downed half the bottle. “I’m fine. It’s just…I’ve never seen anything like that. It was a talking Dragon.”


  “It can’t be. I mean, there has to be another explanation, right?” Mary looked around, vainly trying to spot a hidden camera or something. When that failed, Mary rounded up her charges and herded them back to her house.


  Animal control arrived, and the two young men who emerged from the truck made their way to the spot where Azul had last been seen. They combed the area for any trace of tracks, droppings, or crushed flora. They found nothing, of course. They roped the spot off with police tape just to be sure it attracted plenty of attention from the locals.


  While that was going on, two news crews and a newspaper reporter joined the fray, trying to get interviews from any eyewitnesses they could find. Mary refused to let the kids talk to the press and threatened to call the cops if the reporters pressed the issue. If the parents wanted the kids to talk to the media, that was their decision to make, not hers. The reporters understood that, and decided to wait until the parents came to pick the kids up.


  Rose and I stayed in the house. I didn’t want anyone who knew us to see us on TV. As it happens, I’d forgotten about the Internet. Miranda’s partner (police, not lifestyle) got an email with some cell phone video of Azul and started showing it around. It had a brief shot of me helping Rose sit down right at the end. It was enough for Miranda to ring us up.


  “So, why are you guys playing with holograms of dragons? And, seriously, mutilating elk? What is the deal? You got some ‘splainin’ to do, Rosie.”


  Rose sighed. “Trust me, there’s nothing I can learn by probing an elk’s ass. We were just at the park today, minding our own business, when this happened. Why weren’t you this interested in all the crap Mavis is trying to pull with us?”


  “Your HOA crap doesn’t involve a talking baby Dragon, that’s why. So you had nothing to do with these holographic Dragons people are seeing?” Miranda didn’t sound convinced. “I suppose you didn’t have anything to do with that Terminatrix that swept Ember off her feet at archery practice, either? She came in right after you guys left.”


  “How are we responsible for something that happened after we left? What happened with Ember? We’ve been a little busy here.” I tried not to sound too defensive.


  “This woman dressed like a redneck amazon walks up to Ember and says, ‘Come with me, for I am your dreams made flesh’. Ember stares at her, then packs up her bow and says, ‘See you guys, I just switched teams’. I don’t think she was talking archery leagues. You two didn’t have anything to do with that?”


  I sighed, regretting my streak of compulsive honesty where my friends are concerned. “Yeah, we did. Ember has just taken her first step into a larger world. She’s in good hands. Be happy for her.”


  “Fine, be that way. Just… Why not me?” Her voice dropped and I could hear her choking back tears. “Why her? I can switch teams too, if that’s what it takes.”


  I hesitated, unsure if explaining would help or hurt. “Miranda, why do you prefer science fiction to fantasy? Spell it out for me again.”


  “I can’t get into stuff that can’t ever happen. The technology in some stuff is far-fetched, but it’s technology, not mumbo-jumbo and chicken guts.” She stopped and sighed. “That’s it, isn’t it? Rose isn’t an extraterrestrial. She’s a frakking elf or some shit like that.”


  “She’s a Dragon. I’m sorry.”


  She sniffled and took a deep breath. “Yeah, well. Dragons are cool. Better than some pointy-eared, jumped-up house cat. Thanks for explaining. Just remember, if you ever meet a spaceman who needs to phone home, his ass is mine.”


  “You can probe him all you want,” I promised. I hung up and hugged Rose.


  I went back to work while Rose watched the lake from the living room couch. All of the local television stations had news crews doing reports, and many of the kids who had been in the park earlier were back with their parents. I felt Rose gathering power and went to the side window so I could see the lake.


  Azul’s head popped out of the water near the little spit of land she’d used earlier and snorted spray everywhere. She looked around and started out of the water, waving one foreclaw and calling out, “Hello!”


  As soon as everyone was focused on her and taking pictures, water fountained up from the center of the lake and Mommy Dragon came on stage. Her roar set off car alarms as far away as the golf course parking lot. Azul turned around and dove back under water. Mommy glared at the news crews and puffed out a brief, fifty-foot burst of flame before submerging again.


  The chaos was spectacular.


   


   


  


  
Chapter Six


  A Quiet Evening


   


  While Mommy Dragon may have provided the biggest excitement of the evening, she didn’t provide the last. That honor went to Wilbur Brundle, the God-fearing, gun-loving, gold-hoarding assclown of a husband to Mavis Brundle. When he heard Mommy Dragon roar, he dashed out into the street with nothing on but striped boxers and a shotgun, shouting about hippie Communists and godless liberals.


  Now, I make no apologies for being a liberal fellow, but let me say this: Dragons are the embodiment of fiscal conservatism and unrestricted free-market capitalism. I understand that point of view; I don’t have any choice. Rose knows more about how Wall Street and our financial sector works than I ever will, and if it weren’t for her aversion to holding a job, I’m sure she would be a killer investment advisor. She even has Manya’s parents calling her for feedback and suggestions on the businesses they’re considering investing in.


  Conservatives of that stripe I can and do get along with. Not the Wilburs of the world. A person who equates being different with being evil and less than Human is someone I have no use for. In Wilbur’s case, that attitude went down to the bone. At the neighborhood summer picnic last month, he gave his friends little American flags on toothpicks and told them to mark their food so he knew what was safe for a real American to eat. I respect him for serving in Vietnam and for the good he does as a Shriner, but I do not like the man.


  Good old Wilbur wasn’t content to stand in the street waving his shotgun; he started yelling profanity at the folks in the park, which all the parents out there loved. More words were exchanged, until the police got him turned around and back inside his house.


  We had a quiet night, but Rose had used far more energy than she was used to and the effort left her exhausted. I tucked her into bed and went downstairs to watch the news. There was a teaser about Azul, but first, a brief interview with a biology professor from CU Boulder. She was one of the team that had analyzed Rose’s leftovers, and she had determined the Estes Park Mystery Creature had a bite force of over 30,000 Newtons. Tyrannosaurus Rex, by comparison, had an estimated bite force of between 40 and 50, 000 Newtons. She added, “Crocodiles have the greatest bite force of any creature alive today, measuring 17,000 to 20,000 Newtons. For a crocodile to have done this, it would have had to be twenty-five to thirty feet long. I don’t even care to guess how it got to the top of that cliff, or how it might have transported three full-grown elk from the meadow where they were killed to the site where they were eaten.”


  The biologist showed off a set of broken elk bones. “What we see here is a pattern of bite marks matching what we would expect to see from something like a T-Rex, but with skeletal disarticulation done by a digitigrade hand with an opposable thumb. If someone is trying to pass this event off as a hoax, they’ve got a lot of their science right.”


  “Do you think this is a cover-up?” the reporter asked.


  “I don’t have enough information to draw a conclusion yet,” the biologist replied. “But the physical evidence raises an enormous number of questions.”


  The newscast moved to Azul next. They showed a boy named Martin (the boy wizard), talking about how our little hatchling was real. The segment closed with a note that the police would be searching the lake with marine radar tomorrow. The official theory was that Azul was someone’s pet alligator or monitor lizard, possibly dyed blue as a joke. The news segment ended with a few ideas viewers had submitted as possible explanations. Mirrors, holograms, a prank by a stage magician, the list of ideas just went on and on.


  Yep. This is not the Dragon you are looking for. Move along.


  The phone rang. I answered to keep it from waking Rose. The caller turned out to be from a collection agency. The HOA had turned the fines suspended by the court over to these bozos. I took the information down and called our lawyer. On advice of counsel, I called the bozos back and paid the fines in order to mitigate my damages. The matter would be submitted to the judge handling our case and the money added to our claim against the HOA.


  I wasn’t angry about all this; in fact, I was downright tickled. We had solid proof now that the HOA was ignoring the judge’s orders. If stupidity was painful, the world wouldn’t be half as amusing as it is. Through it all, I let Rose sleep. Azul had a busy night ahead of her tonight.


  Illusions can do a lot, but tonight we wanted physical evidence, just to mess with the folks who were writing Azul off as a visual hoax. Rose transformed herself in the garage around four in the morning. Without all the mass transfer needed for her adult body, the change was almost instant. I opened the door for her and stayed in the area in case she had to get under cover fast.


  Azul started off by eating Mavis’ roses. She dug up their brick border and scratched her back on the mailbox post, pushing it over at an angle. She looked in the front window, leaving it smeared with hatchie drool. She left a trail of muddy footprints back into the lake, where Rose transformed herself back to Human and scampered back into the house. She took a quick shower and we went to bed.


  Just after six in the morning, Mavis started pounding on our door, ringing the doorbell, and screaming. “Open this door! I know it was you!” Bloody Hell, even at this hour of the morning she had her hair and makeup done.


  I had Rose get some video of Mavis and then I called the cops. I showed them the restraining order when they arrived and Mavis got another trip to the stripy hole. I told the cops—honestly—I had no idea why she was banging on our door and blaming us for the damage to her yard. We had been very careful not to leave any tracks pointing at us.


  The officer I talked to came back. “She didn’t have a reason. She just knows that you two are responsible. Can you think of any reason she might say that?”


  “Officer, our lawyer has made it clear we are to avoid contact with them. I’m not going to pay four hundred an hour for a lawyer and then ignore his advice. We’re staying away.”


  “You keep doing that,” he said. We waved goodbye and went out to get breakfast at a hole in the wall café that caters to construction workers and day laborers. In other words, low prices for big helpings of tasty chow. Exactly what the Dragon ordered.


  While we were eating, one of our blue-collar fellow diners made an excellent point during a discussion of Azul and the elk killings. He said, “Some smart-ass can fake foot prints, and they can make all this stuff show up on video using a computer. Dogs can kill an elk and eat it. What we haven’t seen, and what can’t be faked, is the pile of shit something that size would leave. Until I see something crap out what’s left of three grown elk, I ain’t going to believe it.”


  “Oh, dear,” Rose whispered. “We forgot the fewmets.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t think we should leave any. Analysis would show a lot more than elk meat. Enquiring minds would want to know why this mysterious creature is dining on pizza and burritos. Someone might make the leap from big form to little. And we really don’t want anyone matching all of this to those mysterious coins.” We were keeping our voices down, but the close quarters in the restaurant encouraged a wee bit of circumlocution.


  Rose thought for a moment and nodded. “Yeah, the fewmets would really hit the wind turbine then.” We got a sack of breakfast burritos to go and headed home as soon as I could pay the check.


  While we were out, neighbors, news crews, and curious onlookers streamed into Mavis’ yard to get a look at the tracks Azul left behind. Some New Age types showed up, playing drums and waving crystals while they soaked up the leftover ‘Dragon energy’. When the Brundles finally did get home from the jail, Wilbur Brundle chased everyone away from his house by spraying them with his garden hose. It made for excellent television.


  Rose and I went out to meet the biology team working on the tracks and such Azul had left behind. Rose brought them lemonade and we let the team use our bathroom. We met Martin and his parents, Charles and Vicki. Martin wanted to talk to the biology team, and when they saw him, they wanted to interview him as well. We let them use our dining room and spent the time getting to know Charles and Vicki.


  Charles was a sommelier at a high-end restaurant in Boulder, while Vicki was a high school music teacher. When we shook hands, I noticed that Vicki’s nails were shaped so that point of the nail was on the side, rather than centered, and she always kept her fingers curled against her palm if she wasn’t actively using them. Then we got to talking about the HOA, and I forgot all about Vicki’s fingers.


  They were also in a long-running argument with the HOA. Charles was a veteran of two tours in Iraq. The day he returned home, he started flying the American flag and a POW/MIA flag next to his front door. Our HOA took exception to this and has been fining them fifty dollars a day per flag for the last year, despite the fact that prohibiting flag displays is illegal. Charles was now getting ready to run for the HOA board. I took away his beer and got him a bottle of some OMFG-good artisan dark ale a friend of mine brews. This man was not going to drink commercial crap while he was in my house.


  We did give Azul a few moments of fame while everyone was gathered around. She popped out of the reeds and hooted at the biology team. Two of them tried to approach her, but she looked around at the crowd on the shore and dove back under water. It was just enough; a visual thrill for everyone who was there, but no physical or recorded evidence to back it up.


  The afternoon turned into a nice evening, with burgers, bratwurst, and grilled sweet corn, served outside while we watched a lightning storm over the eastern plains. It was the kind of evening you hope for but can never get just by planning. Naturally, the next morning arrived and spoiled everything. 


   


   


  


  
Chapter Seven


  A Little Night Music


   


  Dealing with a house full of kids all day didn’t leave Mary a lot of ‘me time’, so she made a point of rising early and doing her jogging while the milk trucks are making their morning rounds, even on Saturday. I’ve never understood people who can be up and functional well before the local raccoon population calls it a night, but today it was a blessing to have one of those people on our side.


  I was half awake when I answered the phone, but her news worked better than a double espresso. “David, you and Rose need to call the cops. Someone put up flyers with pictures of Rose on them. They’re accusing her of being a child molester.”


  “Oh, man. Rat bastards must pay. We’re up, I’m calling the cops.”


  “Go ahead. I’m going to call a few people I know and get some help collecting all these.” Mary hung up, leaving me shaking my head at the phone.


  I was going to have to buy her an ice cream cake or something for this. I called the cops while Rose got dressed. I tugged yesterday’s clothes on and we headed out.


  The flyers were everywhere. They had pictures of Rose on the balcony, nude, along with a picture taken yesterday of her talking to Martin (both fully clothed). The text of the flyer accused her of being a sexual predator and of molesting Martin. The flyers were taped to doors, stuffed in mailboxes, and taped to signs all over our neighborhood.


  Mary’s friends showed up and we headed out again to collect flyers in other parts of the neighborhood. The ruckus woke up some of the kids camping in the park. Once they heard the details, the folks from Crystalville and Occupy the Dragon (I shit you not) fanned out to help us out as well. As one fellow told Rose, “You got an awesome rack, but this isn’t right.” It made me glad we hadn’t plopped down any fewmets last night.


  At least we knew where the picture of Rose had come from; it was one of the ones Mavis had taken. Passing the pictures to someone else meant additional charges. As soon as the police showed up, I showed them our paperwork and the order prohibiting further distribution of the pictures. They asked us to wait until a detective came out, which we were glad to do.


  The detective asked us to go over everything one more time, just to make sure she had the details right. She went to talk to the Brundles and show them the flyers. As soon as she asked Wilbur Brundle about the pictures, he caved in and fingered our buddy, Ralph Tennyson. Mavis had gotten the flyers made at a local print shop using the HOA’s account, trying to keep anyone from tying the flyers back to her. Armed with Mavis & Wilbur’s statements, the detective made some phone calls and took care of whatever arrangements she needed in order to bring Tennyson in.


  While all this was happening, Rose and I made a donut run as a way of thanking all the folks who had helped out with collecting the flyers. When we got back, the detective let us know they were getting ready to take Tennyson into custody.


  There was a news crew setting up across the street talking to more kids about Azul. I snagged the producer and asked, “Are you all interested in covering another story besides the talking baby Dragon?”


  She shrugged. “Depends on the story. What do you have going on?”


  I handed her one of the flyers, folded in half. “The President of our HOA is going to be arrested for papering the neighborhood with these. They’re nude pictures of my girlfriend that he obtained illegally from another HOA member who has been harassing us. The accusations printed on the flyer are untrue, and the child mentioned is the son of some friends of ours, who are also being harassed by the HOA. How does that sound?”


  She looked at the flyer and tucked it into a leather folder she was carrying. “What’s his address?”


  Half an hour later, we had front-row seats as Tennyson was hauled out of his house in handcuffs, accompanied by the cheers and jeers of the Occupy kids. The reporter snagged him as he left the house. “Do you have anything you’d like to say to Miss Drake?”


  Tennyson shook his head, but as the cop started to load him into the cruiser, he looked at Rose and spit. “You’re still a whore.”


  For a moment, Rose’s eyes turned red. She opened her mouth, but the hissing, growling, guttural sounds that emerged weren’t fashioned by Human tongue and lips.


  Tennyson’s eyes lost focus. He sagged back into the seat with a glazed look and vacant smile. Rose smiled and waved her fingers at him as the cops drove him away.


  I looked at the producer. “You might want to bleep that out. It wasn’t very ladylike.” We did a short interview and got the producer’s contact information to give Charles & Vicki. As we started walking back to the house, I asked Rose, “What did you say to him?”


  She laughed. “I said, ‘Relax, have no fear, and speak only the truth.’ I just used the imperative form. It’ll last a day or two.”


  “Check me if I’m wrong, but he doesn’t speak Draconic. How did he know what you said?”


  Rose shrugged. “He doesn’t need to understand a spell to be affected by it. The words don’t matter. It’s saying them with authority that counts.”


  I put my arm around Rose and pulled her close. “All this and influence over the weak-minded too.”


  As we passed the lake, the Division of Wildlife was setting up what I assumed was bear trap: a steel cylinder the size of a car, with some fresh fish as bait at the far end. Mavis Brundle was talking to one of the DoW guys who looked like a supervisor. She seemed to be interested in the bear trap, but if she thought that would be enough to catch Azul, she was due to be sorely disappointed.


  Back at our house, I opened a beer and asked, “Have any Dragons even been caught by the authorities here? These guys are acting more like your basic Men in Black than park rangers or whatever they’re supposed to be. Maybe we attracted too much attention too quickly.”


  Rose shook her head. “I don’t know of anyone ever being captured. My mother was examined in a hospital the last time she was here, but the injury was minor and none of the examinations could have revealed the truth about her.”


  “What was your mother doing in the hospital?”


  “She said she took a bad trip and someone sprayed her with brown acid.”


  I put my beer down. “Did your mother ever mention a place called Woodstock?”


  “I don’t know. Is that near Berkley? I know she had friends who were members of the LSD and they took lots of SDS.”


  “Sounds like she was at Berkley, all right.” I started to have a drink, then put my beer down again. “Rose, you told me you were close to a thousand years old. How could your mother have been here only forty years ago?”


  Rose shrugged. “Time passes differently between the worlds. It’s not consistent, but roughly an hour passes here for each day back home.”


  “So, a reproductive dragon could be coming here every ten years? That could still be hundreds of Dragons here at any given time. Yeah, that would be enough for someone to notice.” I pulled her to me. “Tonight has to be Azul’s last appearance. Just make some more tracks tonight and tomorrow, let Martin see Azul and her mommy head home. He’ll be able the keep the legend alive.”


  “I like that idea. Can we go get burritos now? I can’t perform on an empty stomach.”


  She had a point. Breakfast had been pretty skimpy even by Human standards. I poured my unconsumed beer out as a libation to Squat and we headed for our favorite burrito shack. It turned out to be a good plan, as it was the only peace and quiet we were going to get until evening.


  Our lawyer called while we were having breakfast and insisted on hearing a full recounting of the events so far. I brought him up to speed and asked, “So, did we do something wrong?”


  “No, not at all. But I think we should have a prepared statement for the press. You should also be careful what media outlets you speak to. I can have one of our newer associates handle that for you if you’d like. It would be much less than my rate and we can make sure that you only speak to reputable individuals who won’t try to take advantage of your situation.”


  “That would be great. We have no problem with talking to the media, but I don’t want to wind up talking to the wrong people for the wrong reasons.” I got a name and number from him, and in an hour we had three good interviews set up.


  Even sticking to the prepared statement our lawyer got us and staying on message, as they say, the interviews took until dinner time. Thankfully, a few of our neighbors had come to our assistance in grand American tradition: they brought us casseroles. There was enough food to make Rose happy and have a few burritos left over for breakfast. We had just finished washing dishes when Rose looked up and started sniffing the air. “We have company,” she called out.


  I opened the door and found Ember and The Terminatrix on the porch. Ember waved and said, “Ummm, hi. I wasn’t sure we could find you but Harmony said it would be no problem. She just seemed to know where you were. I guess Dragons have something like radar.”


  I held the door open for them. “Yeah, I think there’s an app for that. Come on in.” I offered my hand to The Teminatrix and added, “Harmony, was it? I’m David, and this is Rose.”


  She started to hold her hand out for me to kiss, but stopped in mid-motion and gave me a firm-but-not-quite-bone crushing handshake. “Yes. Harmony Clementine Angelsy. It is my very great pleasure to meet you, sir.”


  Rose dropped to one knee and bowed her head for a moment. “Wind to your wings, ancient one. Our home is elevated by your presence.”


  Harmony tapped her hand on Rose’s shoulder. “Fly free, youngling, Thank you, but there’s no need to adhere to ceremony while we visit this fair land. Please speak with me as you would any Human in the same circumstance. You may call me Harmony.”


  Rose stared at her. “Thank you. This is an unexpected honor. It will take me some time to get used to it.”


  Harmony smiled and helped Rose to her feet. “The formality of our social customs passed unnoticed in earlier ages, but in this era it attracts far too much attention. I am attempting to modernize my speech patterns, no matter how vexing an effort it is, as it makes me far too memorable.”


  I nodded and gestured for everyone to head for the kitchen table. “Well, I’m sure it’ll get easier as time goes on. How many times have you been here?”


  Harmony grinned at me. “Si ego certiorem faciam mihi tu delendus eris. If I tell you, I will have to kill you. Haven’t you ever been told not to ask a lady’s age?”


  I actually blushed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think of it that way.”


  She waved it off. “Age is a Human conceit. We take pride in it. Age brings us power and prestige. My first Human bonding was with a Minoan bull-leaping instructor, in the city you know as Knossos. That was around four thousand years ago, in your time reckoning. My last bonding was in 1870, with a writer in San Francisco.”


  “Blessed Mother…” I shook my head. “Every historian on the planet would sacrifice body parts to get to talk to you.”


  “This is why I don’t speak of the past. I have no desire to be chained up in a museum and endlessly interrogated by armchair scholars.”


  The math circuit in my head finally engaged, leaving me staring at Harmony. “I’m sorry, but if you’ve been coming here for the past four thousand Earth years, doesn’t that mean you’re over one hundred thousand years old?”


  She blinked at me. “Yes.”


  Ember stared at Harmony and shook her head. “Wow... Are Dragons immortal?”


  “No. Even for us there is a time of ending. When the Final Dreaming comes upon us, we withdraw to a place of solace and surrender to time. We feel the weight of years, and they become stone to us. Our bones are the roots of mountains.”


  A long silence settled over the table. Ember stood up and went to stare out at the moon through the patio door. “All my life I’ve believed I didn’t matter. I thought I would die alone and be forgotten.”


  Harmony pulled her into a hug. “No. You will be remembered when all you see around you has become dust, and the flame of your spirit will live on in my children. Your name will live forever, as long as there are wings in the sky.”


  I took Rose’s hand and met her gaze, giving Ember and Harmony some privacy. Truth be told, I felt a bit of what Ember was going through. Next to Rose and Harmony, we were little more than mayflies.


  I stood up and started some water boiling. “I think it’s time for some mint tea and chocolate. So, what brings you two up to this neck of the woods?”


  “Some friends invited us up for a bardic jam tonight,” Ember said. “They’re camped across the street hoping to catch a glimpse of a little blue baby Dragon that seems to be living in that lake. You two wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


  I poured the tea and we filled our guests in on the issues we’d been having. Some of it they knew, thanks to the news coverage of Tennyson’s arrest, but the details filled both with outrage.


  “So why the baby Dragon?” Ember asked. “Most people would go with the ‘flaming bag of crap on the doorstep’ routine, or sugar in the gas tank. My personal favorite is seeding the offender’s lawn with a mix of catnip, mint, and salad dandelions. Dragon eating the roses seems a little complicated.”


  “I guess I didn’t think it through,” Rose said. “It sounded like a way to get back at Mavis while awakening wonder in more people. I didn’t think they would stoop so low or say such horrible things. Sometimes I think I should have just burned their house down.”


  “We’ll get through it,” I added. “Tonight is Azul’s last appearance. We’ll leave some more physical evidence and then tomorrow she and her mommy head home.”


  “Perhaps we can be of assistance with that,” Harmony said. “Did you want to do the departure as flesh, or illusion?”


  “Flesh,” Rose replied. “I’d like there to be some mystery left behind that cannot be explained away.”


  Harmony nodded. “I will assist you any way I can. We can talk later, as I believe the dancing will be starting soon. I hear drummers warming up.”


  Ember stood up. “I need to get back to our tent. I have to get my dancing clothes on.”


  I asked, “What kind of dancing do you do?”


  Ember smiled and took Harmony’s hand. “Fire, of course. You really should come, and invite anyone you know. We’ve been working on something you just have to see.”


  While Rose was getting her dancing clothes on, I called Charles and let him know about the party in the park. I wasn’t sure it was an environment they would be comfortable in, but I didn’t want Martin to miss any potential hatchie sightings.


  Charles said, “Hmm,” and was silent for a few seconds before calling out to Vicki. “Honey, David and Rose want to know if we’d like to go to the park so Martin can watch naked hippie chicks jumping over bonfires. What do you think?”


  Over the phone I heard Vicki affecting a British accent. “Of course they’re naked. It’s much too dangerous to jump through a fire with your clothes on.” The two of them started laughing and Charles covered up the phone for a moment.


  When he came back, Charles said, “We’ll meet you there, but if I see any wicker-work bigger than a chair, we’re leaving.” I agreed with him and hung up, chuckling. They weren’t quite as mundane as I had taken them for. Serves me right for not checking out their bumper stickers when I had a chance.


  Rose came downstairs wrapped in an emerald-green Kinsale cloak embroidered with gold knotwork. I have no doubt that it wasn’t in our closet this morning, but at this point I’m no longer surprised by the spectrum of sartorial eccentricity her extra-dimensional wardrobe is capable of producing. Me, I stuck with a light jacket.


  The park doesn’t have fire rings, so the Occupy kids built their bonfire in a lidless portable grill with chopped-down legs. They also had two fire extinguishers and half a dozen buckets of sand nearby, along with a very clearly defined ring around the fire for people to dance in. They were a scruffy lot, but damn, were they organized.


  Most of the musicians came from the crystals and patchouli crowd camped next door. I looked them over and spotted more than a few familiar faces. What can I say—I belong to a lot of different groups that share a common interest in how to get wine stains and candle wax out of the carpet.


  Miranda and Jake were among the musicians, he on the doumbek and she on the bodhran. We sat nearby, and made introductions all around when Charles, Vicki, and Martin arrived. Charles was packing another bodhran and Vicki was holding a harp case. She sat down on a small stool and pulled her harp out of the case. The harp was Irish willow, intricately carved with knotwork and strung with brass wire. Her fingernails danced over the strings, striking out a crystalline glissando that silenced the crowd in an instant. All of a sudden, the shape of her manicure made perfect sense.


  Harmony produced a set of bellows-powered uilleann pipes from Dragon Mini Storage and bowed to Vicki. “Lead the way, mistress bard.”


  Vicki blushed, but called out, “Brian Boru!” in strong, steady voice. Charles called out a four-count and they were off to the races. Rose dropped her cloak and stepped into the dancing ring. Her outfit showed a vast expanse of jade-green skin, bringing a round of applause and appreciative ululations from the other dancers. I stood back and clapped; her belly dance lessons were well learned and she was getting high off the crowd’s energy. I just let her enjoy the moment.


  The bardic group performed five or six songs then stepped back and let the drum line have some fun. A police cruiser pulled up while they were playing, but Miranda and Jake had a quiet word with the responding officers and the cruiser went on its way. Being on the right side of the universal fraternity of police officers is a boon without price, and the drums thundered on.


  When the drummers tired, Ember entered the dance ring holding a set of weighted chains. Harmony took hold of the fire extinguisher and set it between her legs. Ember had a brief word with Charles and Vicki, and then whistled for everyone’s attention.


  She said, “Hi, I’m Ember, and I’m going to be doing some fire dancing for you. What you’re going to see may alarm you, but I assure you, it’s all part of the show. Harmony, please raise your hand. This lady knows what’s going on, and she will intervene if needed. Please, nobody do anything unless she does something first, otherwise you could get seriously hurt. Harmony is my safety crew. Everyone else, please, just relax. Thank you.”


  Ember lit the wicking on the ends of her chains and nodded to Charles. He started a heartbeat rhythm to get her going. Vicki joined in, singing a languorous Gaelic ballad. Her voice was amazing; on top of everything else, she was a trained opera soprano.


  Ember wove the flames around her, spinning them faster and closer to her body than I had ever seen other fire dancers get. She ran the flames down her sides, crossing them over her feet. As she did, flames raced up her legs and engulfed her torso. She kept dancing, raising her arms and spinning like a dervish as the flames surrounded her. The flames weren’t confined to her body, like a stuntman doing a body burn; instead, she seemed to be dancing inside a giant candle flame.


  The song ended. Ember dropped to the ground and thrust her hand towards the sky. The flames raced up her arm and shot into the air. The fireball soared up and detonated, sending a ring of shooting stars cascading down around us.


  The applause was immediate and thunderous. The dancers surrounded Ember, asking for details and explanations. She shook her head and told the dancers that the technique was still being developed and wasn’t ready to be taught yet. I was starting to doubt she’d be able to get away with saying that, when Rose came to her rescue.


  Far out in the middle of the lake, Mommy Dragon stuck her head out of the water and launched a fireball of her own into the air. She followed it with a short, churlish snort and disappeared back under the water.


  In the silence that followed, one of the Occupy kids clapped his hands once. “All right, boys and girls! Mommy Dragon says it’s bed time! Anyone know a good lullaby?”


  Vicki said, “I do. Last song of the night, all!” She waved for everyone to settle down, and, once she had quiet, began a lament for fallen friends. The harp notes, her voice—both were as clear and delicate as silver glass. I wiped my eyes, and when I looked again, for the space of a single heartbeat, I saw a Unicorn in the center of the circle.


  It was smoke, and starlight, and the glow of moonlight-drenched clouds. Its horn was a nebula of gas and white fire, and its eyes were endless night. Black holes. Look into them too long, and be lost forever. It took one step, grazing its horn across a young woman’s forehead. Then it was gone.


  I looked around. Nobody else seemed to have noticed, except the young woman. When the song ended, she pulled off the fuzzy knit cap she was wearing, revealing smooth, hairless skin, missing even eyebrows. She touched her chest, smiled, and fainted. Her friends surrounded her and helped her back to her tent. A few of them came back and reassured everyone the young lady was fine; she had merely gotten dizzy.


  We said our good nights and headed back to our house. I didn’t know it yet, but that young lady had just tossed a rock into the pond of our lives. It would be a while before we felt the ripples from that particular stone, but the waves were coming.


   


   


  


  
Chapter Eight


  And It Was All Going So Well…


   


  Oh-Shit-Thirty in the morning arrived well before I was ready, but coffee and breakfast burritos got me moving. When Rose was ready to transform, I met her out on the upper deck with a stepladder. I climbed up on the roof and helped her up after me. There were no cars coming and the folks camping in the park seemed to all be asleep, so she dropped her robe and stood up. Her transformation to Azul took only a second. She spread her wings and leaped.


  Hatchlings can’t fly, but they have a terrific glide ratio. Azul soared into the branches of a large cottonwood, scrambled up the trunk as high as she could go, and jumped again. She came down twenty yards offshore and disappeared under the water.


  When she emerged from the lake, Azul wandered around and poked her snout into the bear trap. It took her under a minute to open the far end and gulp down the fish. She nosed through the Occupy camp a bit before galumphing off to have a look at Mavis’ new roses. I spotted a car coming and thought a warning toward Rose as hard as I could. She hunkered down as it went past. A hand emerged from the window and threw a newspaper onto the driveway.


  The sky was getting lighter, so I came down from the roof. I grabbed my keys and cell phone and was heading out the door when I heard a horn honk. I got an immediate flash of terror and alarm from Rose, and then nothing. I could still feel her body; she was alive, but unconscious. I grabbed a can of pepper spray I keep by the front door and ran out to see what was happening.


  Azul—Rose, damn it!—was on her side next to a decorative purple sage in the Brundles’ front yard. A woman in a business outfit was standing over her holding a mug of coffee and a cell phone. She wasn’t calling anyone; she was taking pictures. I shoved her to the side and knelt next to Rose.


  It looked as though she had heard the car coming and tried to hide behind the sage. Someone had anticipated this, and had set a snare for her. She had a wire noose around her throat, digging in too deep and too tight for me to get my fingers under. The wire ran through an eyebolt driven into the ground and got lost in the other bushes along the driveway. I yelled at the woman to call the police while I looked around for something to cut the wire with.


  A door slammed and I turned around in time to see Wilbur Brundle in his bath robe, loading rounds into a pump-action 12-gauge. I stepped between him and Rose, balling my hands into fists. He chambered a round and brought the shotgun to his shoulder. A heavy, familiar weight settled into my hands—the Dwarven two-handed sword Rose gave me. All of a sudden, the question ‘What would a sword-swinging barbarian do?’ was no longer quite so academic.


  Without thinking about it, I leaped, bringing the sword up over my head and down with both hands. He tried to block with the shotgun and I cut it in half, right though the action. Yeah, I know that myth was busted, but those folks weren’t using a magic sword.


  I switched my grip to the ricasso and sucker-punched him in the stomach with the pommel. He dropped to his knees. I finished up with a roundhouse kick to his head. He hit the ground and stayed there, moaning.


  Fine. I know kung-fu. I didn’t waste time wondering about it. I knelt and started searching the ground for the wire. I was still looking when Miranda and Jake ran up. I hadn’t realized it, but they’d camped out as well. I yelled at Miranda to deal with the cops I could hear coming and asked Jake to help me find the wire.


  The sirens of the arriving police cars caused heads to poke out of tents and lights to go on in bedrooms up and down the street. Wilbur tried to get back to his feet while yelling that I was trespassing, Miranda and Jake were holding their badges up for the arriving cops to see, I was yelling for the Jake to help me, the kids from the park were yelling at Wilbur to leave Rose alone, and in the middle of all that I found the wire. I propped my cell phone on its edge, holding the wire up so I could see it, and brought the sword down with everything I had. The wire split with a resounding twang and a crash of counterweights from inside the garage.


  I dropped the sword and tried to loosen the wire from Rose’s throat. It was still too tight for me to get my fingers under it and I couldn’t find the release. I leaned over the end of her snout and could feel breath moving. It was shallow, but she was breathing.


  One of the cops grabbed my shoulder. “Sir, you have to step back. This isn’t your property, and the owner wants you to leave.”


  I looked at him and said, “I’ll move. Just give me a hand getting her out of here.”


  Wilbur said, “Not a chance. That thing is on my property and I’m going to kill it. I want that thing’s skin in front of my fireplace.”


  I was up and had the sword at the ready before I knew what I was doing. “Touch a weapon, old man, and I’ll have your head off before you have time to piss yourself.”


  Jake started to edge closer to me. “David, think about what you’re doing. This isn’t self-defense. You’re threatening someone, on his property. Lower the sword, David.”


  More police cars arrived, and I heard Mixon calling the other cops back. He had a word with Miranda before starting up the driveway. I gave him a glance and a nod as he approached. Behind him I could see the neighborhood residents and the Dragon groupies gathering. I spotted Mary in bathrobe and bunny slippers, talking on her cell phone. Ember and Harmony were hovering at the front of the crowd. Harmony looked like a thundercloud waiting to unload on someone. Somewhere in the background, I heard an approaching helicopter. Hopefully it was a news crew and not the Men in Black.


  Mixon stopped a few feet from me. “David, you don’t want anyone getting hurt here. Put the sword down and let us work things out. I know you play online games, so I’m sure you know what an aggro reset is. I’m offering you one. I suggest you take it.” Jake stepped back to let Mixon run the scene, but he was nodding at me.


  I looked at Wilbur, then back at Mixon. “Cuff us both and get that snare off her neck. Give me your word you’ll do that and I surrender.” As I spoke, I felt Rose’s mind awake.


  Mixon nodded and waved at one of the other cops to tend to Wilbur. I sheathed the sword in the ground and knelt, putting my hands on top of my head.


  A tremor ran through Rose’s hatchling body. I felt her armor up and breathed a sigh of relief. Now she was all but bulletproof, and with Wilbur contained, I could relax a bit. Mixon cuffed me and walked me over to the rear of his cruiser, where my sword got a nice, new evidence tag. I looked over my shoulder and was overjoyed to see Rose’s wings and tail twitching.


  Another car pulled up and Martin jumped out. He ran past the cops and threw his arms around Rose/Azul’s neck. I have no idea what he did, but I heard a ‘zzziiip’ noise and he pulled the snare off of her. He hugged her again and Rose managed to wrap her tail and one wing around him. The helicopter turned out to be Sky 9 again; I hoped they were getting plenty of footage.


  More police cars and animal control showed up. The poor woman from animal control looked at Rose and then at her catch-pole. “Gonna’ need a bigger boat,” she muttered. She went back to her truck and came out with a rifle and a box of tranquilizer darts.


  Rose waved a foreclaw at her. “Good morning, officer. Please don’t shoot me.” She wasn’t trying to be cute this time; the pain in her voice was palpable. The woman from animal control dropped her rifle on the hood of a cruiser and backed up. She went over to a guy wearing lieutenant’s stripes and talked to him for a moment.


  I called out, “Lieutenant! May I get a word here? I can tell you what’s going on.”


  He brought the animal control officer over with him. I got a look at her name badge: Anderson. The lieutenant crossed his arms. “You have one minute, mister…?”


  “David Fraser. The creature on the ground is a real, live baby Dragon. It’s not a puppet or an animatronic.”


  The lieutenant raised his eyebrow. “Are you sure? Because it looks to me like someone put some rubber wings on a crocodile and painted it blue as a joke. I don’t have time for jokes. You take my meaning, David?”


  I sighed. “I don’t know where it came from either, but this is an intelligent creature. It is capable of speech, and it has a mother. I guarantee, you do not want to make mommy angry. Get the hatchling back to the lake and let her go.”


  Ms. Anderson said, “He may have a point. This thing is not a crocodile. I don’t know what it is, but it’s not any animal I’ve ever seen or heard of before. It talked to me. I think we should take it back to the lake.”


  It was a good plan. It might have worked. But we’ll never know. The purple sage bush next to Rose was in bloom. Rose inhaled a bit too much pollen and sneezed. One of the SWAT officers, believing Rose was about to bite Martin, fired two rounds at Rose’s head. Both rounds ricocheted off her scales, striking Martin in the chest. The lieutenant shouted for everyone to hold their fire, but the damage had been done.


   


  


  
Chapter Nine


  Draco Ex Machina


   


  Vicki screamed and ran past the cops, kneeling on the ground next to Martin. Rose looked at me, and I felt a rush of energy building up inside her. She exhaled a massive cloud of acrid, sulfurous-yellow smoke. It filled the area, concealing the entire driveway and everyone on it. I couldn’t see anything, but I felt it as she vanished, taking Martin and Vicki with her.


  The cloud kept expanding, burning the eyes as though someone had dumped a truckload of chopped onions on the driveway. The police were shouting about tear gas and several ran to get gas masks out of their cruisers. So did the Occupy kids; after two or three park evictions, I guess you learn to plan ahead.


  The smoke started to disperse and everyone noticed that the driveway was empty. The lieutenant grabbed my shoulder and pushed me against the back door of the cruiser. “All right, smartass, where the Hell did they go? You some kind of street magician-wannabe, asshole?”


  I stared back at him. “Those are news helicopters overhead. Is this how you want to earn your fifteen minutes of fame?”


  He let go, but I could tell he was about half a tic from issuing me a contempt-of-cop citation, possibly using his flashlight. He shook his head and stepped away from me. “I’ve been keeping up on your argument with your HOA, David, and every instinct I have tells me you know more about this baby dragon crap than you’re letting on. If there’s anything you do know, I suggest you spill it now.”


  “Hate to disappoint you, but all I know is that I saw the hatchling a couple days ago at the lake. I saw something in the water last night that could have been the thing’s mother. I don’t know where it went. I was over here, in handcuffs, when the baby vanished. That’s all I know.”


  Mixon started to say something, but a gust of wind slammed into us, nearly knocking me over. A thundercloud was forming in the park across the street, and it was huge. Intense gusts of wind lashed out, pelting everyone with leaves and small bits of debris. Being handcuffed, all I could do was look away, trying to keep the dust out of my eyes. As the wind died down, I heard a slow, measured drumbeat filling the air. I looked up, in time to see something move inside the storm clouds. Trumpets sounded and the storm clouds dispersed, revealing a Dragon the size of a DC-10. Her hide was pearl white, with ivory horns and scales sparkling like fire opals in the morning sun. Her wings were covered with translucent prisms, creating an ever-shifting pattern of scintillating rainbows as her sails bent and flexed. She seemed to glow from within, and the reflected sunlight surrounded her in a golden halo. The music was coming from her.


  Every cop in the area had a firearm trained on her. She spoke a single word in Draconic, and the cops all lowered their weapons. They ejected their magazines and cleared the rounds they had chambered before dropping the useless guns on the ground. About half of them followed that by getting down on their knees. So were people all over the park; she might look like a Dragon, but the majority of the people in the park were convinced she was an angel.


  The Dragoness moved her front legs to the side, and Vicki emerged carrying Martin. Charles was able to stand up and run to them. Martin turned and reached out for his father—he was alive and totally uninjured. Charles pulled him into a bear hug and fell to his knees, sobbing. Their reunion made the evening news across the country that night.


  I felt Rose return, but she wasn’t on the driveway; it was coming from our house. She came out the front door and ran over to me. Somewhere along the line she’d picked up a fluffy pink bathrobe. At least she wasn’t the only person wearing one. She threw her arms around me, and I felt her summoning energy for a spell.


  While she was building up her power, the Dragoness pointed to the SWAT officer who had accidently shot Martin and gestured for the woman to approach. She was scared to death and couldn’t stop crying, but she squared her shoulders and walked out into the middle of the street, shaking all the way.


  The Dragoness touched her on the shoulder with the tip of one talon. “You are forgiven,” she said. Her voice was rich and slow as molasses, with reverberations I felt in my chest. “You meant no harm. Be at peace.”


  Charles opened his arms, and the officer knelt as well, hugging Martin and apologizing through her tears. Vicki joined in, and I noticed something different: neither she nor Martin was wearing glasses anymore.


  Rose threw the power she’d accumulated into her spell, and Mommy Dragon emerged from the depths of the lake, soaring into the sky. She circled the area once before landing in front of the opalescent Dragoness. Mommy Dragon bowed and took her place next to the larger Dragoness.


  The Dragoness held up one claw in benediction. “Fly free, always,” she intoned. Clouds billowed out around her, and when they dissipated she was gone. All that remained were her claw prints which were sunk a foot and a half into the ground. I was suddenly very glad it wouldn’t be my job to mix up all that plaster of Paris.


  I leaned over and asked Rose, “What happened?”


  Rose leaned against me, putting her head on my shoulder. “That was my mother. She’s an expert with creation magics. She fixed them, and gave them a little tour before she brought them back. I didn’t change form until they came through, so they don’t know it was me.”


  “Creation magic?”


  Rose nodded. “The primal, fundamental, creative energy of the universe. She didn’t just heal them; she made them again, whole and complete. She healed Martin’s asthma and nearsightedness along with his wounds.”


  I looked at Charles and Vicki hugging Martin. “Nothing like having a miracle in your pocket.”


  “You heard Vicki screaming.” Rose pressed her head into my chest. “How could Mother—any mother—hear that and not act?”


  “Trust me, I’m not complaining.”


  She looked around at the chaos filling the street and said, “I want some blueberry pancakes.”


  I rattled my handcuffs. “Sounds good. Just as soon as I get out of jail.”


  As it turned out, I didn’t get taken to jail. I got cited for brandishing a weapon, but Mixon made sure his report stated I had only been trying to cut the snare wire. We were free to go, but my Dwarven sword was still seized as evidence. I pretended it didn’t bother me, and we set about inviting our friends out for breakfast. Charles, Vicki, and Martin declined to join us, but agreed to come over for dinner once the furor died down.


  We gathered up our little Scooby gang and headed up I-25 to a small, roadside waffle joint frequented by truckers, farmhands, and folks visiting the RV camp next door. As we got out of the car, Harmony turned to Rose and slapped her on the cheek.


  Without thinking about it, I pushed Rose behind me and fell into a ready position, holding my sword poised to strike. It took me a few seconds to realize what I was doing. I lowered my hands, staring at the sword I was holding. The scabbard slung across my back didn’t register for several more seconds.


  Harmony snapped the wire holding the evidence tag on the pommel. She wadded the tag up and stuffed it in her pocket. “We’ll burn this later,” she announced. She put her arm around Ember, and set off for the diner’s front door.


  I sheathed the blade and stowed it in the Range Rover. “Rose, care to explain how the sword got here?”


  “It answers to your call,” she said. She snorted and added, “You don’t think I’d give you a weapon someone could take away, do you?” She started laughing and led me to the door, following Miranda and Jake.


  The weeks to come would bring resignations and emergency elections for the HOA, culminating in Rose and Charles being among those elected to the board. Apparently, managing funds and doing accounting doesn’t count as working for a living either. It took Rose fifteen minutes to find enough shenanigans in the books to call for an independent investigation for possible fraud. The new board hired some accounting boffins to run an audit on the books, resulting in more charges against Tennyson and his secretary. The others may have been jerks, but Tennyson was downright crooked.


  Martin and his folks appeared on one of the national TV morning shows, along with Angela Hernandez, the SWAT officer. She had still almost resigned, but Charles and Vicki convinced her to stay on. The news crew footage clearly showed Martin being hit twice; now, there wasn’t a mark on him. Some folks called it a miracle. Others called it an elaborate hoax. The evidence of his other medical conditions was also alternately hailed and disputed. In the end, the believers outnumbered the skeptics, and even some hard line science types had to admit something they couldn’t explain had happened.


  Martin wrote down everything he remembered about his trip to Rose’s world, and the following spring he published an illustrated book called Dragon Angels. Rose’s mother got the cover, painted by a world-famous fantasy artist, and don’t even get me started on the movie offers. However, all that was in our future.


  Back at the waffle shack, we got our orders in and, by mutual consent of the Dragonesses at the table and in recognition of Miranda’s relationship with Jake, we brought him in on the secret. I was afraid he might not respond well, but having just seen Rose’s mother and a bona fide miracle, he was a lot more open to the idea than I had expected. Even Miranda was doing better with the whole idea. Falling in love with the right person will do that to you.


  The Humans finished eating well before the Dragons did, so we set about goofing off while the last of the adrenaline passed out of our systems. Someone queued some 80’s classic rock on the jukebox, so Jake and I jammed on air guitar while Miranda pounded away on an invisible drum kit. Rose finished her second pile of blueberry pancakes and had a long stretch against the back of the booth, nearly bumping Ember in the process. When the song finished, Jake jumped up to see what else was on the playlist.


  Harmony poured the last of the coffee from the carafe into her cup. “I hope we are agreed there will be no more Dragon sightings? It seems to me this world’s reservoir of mystery has been refilled quite to the brim already.”


  I waved for more coffee and asked, “Well, Rose? Ready to give up the cryptid business?”


  “I think so,” Rose replied. “Except…” I saw her eyes drift to a nearby table and followed her gaze. She was looking at the bright green emblem on a trucker’s travel mug. She pulled her hair back and pushed her boobs up until the stitches on her shirt complained. “How do you all think I’d look as a mermaid?”


   


   


  BOOK THREE:


   


  AN ANNOYANCE OF UNICORNS


   


   


  


  
Chapter One


  A Horse of Eight Legs


   


  ‘Amazing Grace’ is not a song for bright and beautiful summer days. It should be grey and fog-bound. Heaven itself should weep today. I stiffened my back, right hand on the shoulder of the man in front of me, and let the casket’s weight settle on my shoulder. This was no way to welcome a hero home.


  Anthony Michael Doyle, twenty-six, USMC. We grew up playing D&D during weekend-long basement slumber parties. We got de-virginized together going to midnight movies in Boulder. We fought over the same girl once. He won, and discovered he was gay while he was dating her. I went to CU Boulder for a computer science degree. He joined the Marines because that was the closest thing to being a Viking he could find. He lived long enough to celebrate the repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, and died on the side of a mountain in Afghanistan, shouting “Blood for Odin!” to the last. If there’s any justice, the All-Father sent a buffed out, he-man Valkyrie to welcome Tony into Valhalla.


  We set the casket on its dais and stepped back. The bagpiper finished his tribute, and for a brief moment we heard the faint shouts from a certain scumbag church—you know the one—picketing a quarter of a mile away. A line of bikers flying POW/MIA flags stood between the self-righteous idiots and the funeral party, blocking the signs they were displaying. We ignored the cretins and made room at the grave side for the Denver Gay Men’s Chorus.


  Tony had left some specific instructions for today’s event, and one of those was to have a song performed by the DGMC. His parents settled on ‘Mo Ghile Mear’. God knows how the guys learned the Irish portion of the song in three days, but they nailed it.


  The minister was from the church Tony’s parents attended. He wasn’t about to start praising Odin, but he delivered a very respectful eulogy. Tony’s father spoke, his sister spoke, and I added my bit. I held Rose’s hand while the bugler played ‘Taps’ and the rifle salute sounded.


  Before the casket was lowered, Tony’s mother took my hand. “Do you know anything we could say that would be, well, appropriate for Tony’s…beliefs?”


  “Well, sort of. It’s based on an Arab historian’s account of a Viking funeral in medieval Russia. I think it’s something Tony would appreciate.”


  “Please, go ahead.” She walked with me to the edge of the grave. “Do we bow our heads?”


  “No. We look up.” I raised my hand and held it out over the grave.


  “Behold, I see my ancestors assembled.


  Behold, I see all who came before me gathered in a great hall.


  Behold, I see the Father of All, seated in a high place,


  And Paradise around him is good, and green, and my heart is made whole.


  I hear the High One call my name. Take me to him, and I will dwell in the halls of the brave until the last days of the world.”


  I lowered my hand, and we lowered Tony into the earth.


  We exchanged hugs and handshakes, walking in small groups back to our cars. Tony’s father, himself a retired lifer, stopped next to the funeral home’s limo and stared hard at the scumbags. “Tony died for their right to pull this crap,” he said. “I still want to call in an air strike on them.”


  I said, “Just love your son, sir. Do that, and they’ve already lost.”


  He nodded and started to shake my hand, when his eyes focused behind me. His hand dropped. “What in the hell..?”


  A small storm cloud was forming in the middle of the road, but unlike the ones I’d seen before, this one had a light spilling out from behind it. For a moment, I saw a Unicorn silhouetted against the bright golden glow. The storm vanished, leaving the Unicorn alone in the middle of the road. It stood there for a moment, a statue carved from moonstone. Then it shimmered like mercury and vanished, leaving a faint tinkle of wind chimes to mark its passing.


  I looked at Rose. She shook her head.


  “I don’t like it,” she said over dinner. “Unicorns are trouble. They’re all a bunch of self-righteous goody four-hooves, and they never, ever listen to anyone else.”


  “Don’t they just hang around in forests, waiting for virgins to wander by?” I shrugged and spooned some guacamole on my fajitas. “What’s wrong with that?”


  “The virgin thing was an idea my people made up,” Rose said. “It’s an effective form of population control.” She saw my look and added, “We don’t eat them. We give them visions and persuade them to enter a religious order we founded a few thousand years ago. The girls are sterilized when they take their vows and given a good education. Eating them attracts too much attention.”


  “Fine,” I said. “So, what’s the issue with Unicorns?”


  “Imagine a cat,” Rose said. “Not just a cat, but a cat that is such a cat, other cats come to it for cat lessons. Take a thousand cats, refine them down to a single drop of pure essence of cat, and then make a whole cat out of the stuff.”


  I shivered. “Ewww. And that’s a Unicorn?”


  “No,” she said. “That’s an Elf. A Unicorn is a thousand times worse. An Elf you can reason with. You can work with them, and find common cause for agreements. Unicorns don’t negotiate, they never change their minds, and they are never wrong.”


  “And they don’t feel pity, remorse, or fear, either, I suppose.”


  Rose scowled at me. “No, they don’t. Nor will they stop until they accomplish their purpose. They are not merely right, they are righteous. All they see is the whole. Individual life and death mean nothing to them. In fact, it’s their fault we have to come here.”


  I raised my eyebrow. “Oh, this sounds like a good story. How did they manage that?”


  Rose picked at her food for a moment before dropping her fork on the plate. “We were supposed to protect Human settlements. We were supposed to be teachers, and scholars, and advisors. On this world, the people of China see us that way, even today. We were to live with Humans, and their adoration would make us fruitful. That is why I need your energy now.”


  “So where did things go wrong?”


  “Humans started learning, just as they were intended to do.” Rose pulled her feet up into the chair and wrapped her arms around her knees. “They learned what we wanted them to know, and then they started learning more. They learned to value precious items. They learned to make weapons. They learned we were not gods. They learned we could die. We appealed to the Unicorns to restore their innocence, to free us from our bondage to their worship, and the Unicorns refused. As long as a river runs from the mountains to the sea, what does it matter the path it takes?”


  I wanted to take her hand, but at the same time I could feel she didn’t want to be touched right now. “The Humans attacked, and you fought back. Instead of worship, you had fear and hatred poisoning your eggs.”


  She nodded. “The children hatched from those eggs were abominations. In the last war, we unleashed them on the armies sent against us. No one won that war. Still the Unicorns did nothing. Finally, the last Human King came to our last General, and we made peace. Walls of stone and words on paper divided the land into ours and theirs. The Unicorns took no notice. We found our way to this world and repaired the damage to our life cycle, and the Unicorns did nothing. Now, one is here, and I am terrified for what it heralds.”


  “I can see that,” I said. “But how much damage can one Unicorn do?”


  Rose bit her lip and looked away. “Ask your dinosaurs how much damage one meteor can do.”


  Ouch. “Point taken. What options do we have? Could you talk to the Unicorns back home and get them to come and fetch this one back?”


  “I don’t know what they would do. They might help us, they might help the one that’s here. It’s hard enough to stop one.”


  I felt intense fear moving through Rose, almost to the point of panic. She suppressed it, but the current was still there. I felt her hiding something from me and decided not to press her on the matter.


  After a brief silence, I asked, “Do you think Harmony would have any suggestions?”


  “No. But I do need to report it.” She pushed her plate away. “Save the rest for me. I’m not hungry.”


  She stepped back and vanished, returning to her world and leaving me staring at eight pounds of fajitas fixings. For the first time in our relationship, we had leftovers. We’ve brought food home before, but it was always something extra we had ordered. I got the food packed away and the dishwasher loaded, but now I was getting worried as well. I wasn’t sure what I should be doing, so I settled down to try some Internet searches.


   


   


  


  
Chapter Two


  Agent of Order


   


  Unicorn artwork. Unicorns in fantasy literature. Videos of alleged unicorn sightings, all very blurry and in one case clearly a caribou. Unicorn cosplay. Canned unicorn meat. Unicorns painted on black velvet, and, of course, Unicorn porn.


  Stop. Brain bleach time. Can’t watch that.


  No new sightings, no reports of forests experiencing sudden growth or rejuvenation, no reports of any Fortean phenomena that could be attributed to a Unicorn. I leaned back in my chair and rubbed my eyes, sighing. “Come on, think. If I were an immortal, ethereal Unicorn, where would I be parking my shiny-assed self?”


  “Right behind you, Mr. Fraser.” The voice was broad, measured, slightly condescending, and totally unexpected.


  My office is arranged so I can look to the left and watch Rose sunbathe, look to the right and see the door and the vaulted ceiling over the living room. I have bookshelves behind me and all the room entrances in front of me. Nothing gets in my office without me seeing it. So, of course, the voice startled the Hell out of me. I jumped up, sending my keyboard flying and knocking my drink off the table, and turned around.


  The Unicorn was standing behind my desk, in a space that normally is far too small for a horse-sized creature. As far as I could tell, he had stretched the wall of my room five feet further out than it was supposed to be. He didn’t seem to be completely solid, but he lifted a hoof and kicked my water bottle back to me. Solid enough, then.


  He did look more or less horse-like with a single horn, but I’d describe him as being more deer-like, with cloven hooves and a leonine tail. He had a slight glow, but was soft around the edges, as though someone had turned on a Unicorn-shaped neon light and then removed the glass. The only solidity to him was in his eyes. They were still black holes, drawing in everything around him. They even had a small swirl around the edge, almost a miniature event horizon.


  “Ummm, hello. Sorry, you scared the crap out of me.”


  “Apparently.” He inclined his head towards my chair. “Perhaps you should sit down, Mr. Fraser.”


  I stayed standing, but I did pick up my water bottle and place it back on my desk. The action gave me a chance to gather my wits and think an alarm towards Rose. I didn’t feel any response, though I could still feel her presence. “I’m fine,” I said. “In fact, I was just looking for news about you. Where have you been hiding?”


  “In your exercise room. I’ve been watching your bard-in-a-box and learning about your world.”


  “That explains why there were no news stories about you.” I looked at him for a moment, and then looked down. Cloven hooves, shining like polished silver. I looked back up. “How did you work the remote?”


  Some invisible force pushed me into my chair and turned me to face my computer screen. A blank document opened and the words, ‘Like this, Mr. Fraser’ appeared on the screen, all without disturbing the mouse or keyboard.


  “Fine,” I said. “Unicorn Naturally Thinking. You’ll make a fortune.”


  “The proper term for myself or any other member of The Tribe is ‘Caretaker’, Mr. Fraser, not that any of your kindred have ever had opportunity to ask. Please feel free to note it for future reference.”


  “Caretakers. Got it.” I pointed to the door and tried to slip past his horn. “Let me go get Rose. I’m sure you have a good deal to talk about.”


  “I have no need to speak to the Sky-Rider, Mr. Fraser. I came here to speak with you. You and I are encased in a bubble of stilled time, so there’s no point in trying to call anyone to assist you.”


  I sat back down. “I guess I’m a captive audience, then. So, what do you want?”


  I think I saw an eyebrow lift. It was hard to tell. “I want to heal The Tribe, Mr. Fraser, and set my world to rights. I’m not sure how it happened, but my people have become distracted from their charge, and my world has suffered for it. What I want you to do is tell the Sky-Riders to return home. Once I’m finished, they will be restored to their rightful place and will be receiving the adoration they require once more. They will no longer need to come here.”


  I decided to go ahead and sit back down. “The Dragons have been coming here for at least one hundred thousand of your years. Why are you only just now noticing and doing something about it?”


  “I was caught in the same miasma of irrelevance the rest of The Tribe suffers from. I would be deluded still if not for being summoned here. You saw me the last time I appeared, even though I only partially manifested.”


  I nodded. I’d seen him during a drumming party three months ago, during our hassles with the creeps who used to run our HOA. “I remember. I wasn’t sure I had actually seen you, but I was a little busy at the time. However, I don’t recall any one summoning you. I think I would have noticed that.”


  The Unicorn snorted. “It was the Sky-Riders who provided the power to summon me here. The bard pulled their magic into her music, and the sick girl absorbed it from there. The music your bard chose was an invitation to death, and it terrified her. Her fear and her desire to live breached the wall between the worlds and summoned me. Even only partially formed, I saw her need and granted her wish. I turned her flesh away from the path of rebellion. I restored the proper order of life within her, and then I returned home.”


  “However, I continued to receive her energies. She told others of her cure, and as the news spread, I received energies from everyone who shared her joy and faith. She spoke to a great gathering, and the energy infusing me woke me from the living slumber I had been in. I saw what had become of The Tribe, and what had happened to the world we were made to guard. Our world is twisted and diseased, and I must make it whole again.”


  I nodded. “I’m sure she’s very thankful for your help, and it sounds like your world needs help. So, why are you telling me all this?”


  “The Sky-Riders will listen to you, Mr. Fraser, and once I return home, your people will need someone to lead them.” He leaned toward me, and I realized his eyes looked forward, not to the side. Eyes to the front, the creature hunts. Eyes to the side, the creature hides. “Haven’t you ever wanted to rule the world, Mr. Fraser?”


  I stared back at him. “I’m sorry, but I’m just a shaved monkey here. Perhaps you should explain exactly what you mean by that.”


  He chuckled. “Rest assured, Mr. Fraser, I intend to. To begin with, I intend to convert your people to my worship. I will walk among them with the name and the form of your tribal sky-god, and accept his worshippers as my own. I will command them to purify the land of those who worship other gods, and gather the life energy of all who die in my name. I will command my followers to unleash the great fires from the deep places where they slumber, and when the last of those fires scorches the land, I will return home. I will release the energy I have gathered, and it will make my people whole again. We will rise once more, and then we shall restore our world.”


  “Leaving millions dead or dying in your wake.”


  The Unicorn nodded. “Billions, if all goes well. The survivors will need a leader. You’ll be able to rebuild your world in peace, without interference from the Sky-Riders. It should take you less than a thousand years to get back to this level of development. You will be Moses or Confucius for your new world, Mr. Fraser. Wealth, power, females, immortality for your name. If you desire something more, I will provide it for you.”


  “I want my world left alone. Your world is your problem.”


  “Yes,” he said. “It is my problem, and I must fix it. That is my purpose, Mr. Fraser. I have no choice. You do. You can find your purpose and lead your people to create a new world, or you can die and someone else will do it. What happens after I leave really is of no concern to me. I’m making you this offer because I want your help with the Sky-Riders.”


  I stood up. “Do you have a name? I need to know what we should carve on your tombstone.”


  He shook his head. “I’m the only Unicorn on your world, Mr. Fraser, and when you see me next I will appear as one of you. Why attempt to give me a name at all? It would serve no purpose. As for killing me, the Sky-Riders already know how to do that. They haven’t mentioned that fact, have they? It would also serve no purpose. They will not put your species before theirs, Mr. Fraser. Doing so would be contrary to their purpose.”


  I sighed. “All right, Smith, you’ve had your say. You delivered your message. I’ll pass it on. You can go now.”


  “Remember my offer, Mr. Fraser. After you speak to the Sky-Riders, you will see I am the only one on your side. Your civilization is nothing more than an anthill to them. You will see how they respond, and then you will know your destiny is inevitable.” He vanished, and my office flexed like rubber, snapping back to the correct size.


  I went downstairs and knocked on the door to the exercise room. After a few moments, Rose opened the door.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “My mother has no suggestions. She will take the news to the Hall of Ancients and seek their counsel.”


  I hugged her. “You’ll need to contact her again. I know why he’s here.”


   


   


  


  
Chapter Three


  Do You Have Change for Five Billion People?


   


  “Well, as my housekeeper used to say, ‘we’re in nae shirtage a bein’ fooked’.” Harmony leaned back against the wall of our booth, shaking her head. “I have to admit, I don’t see a great many options.”


  “What about your people?” Jake asked. “Can we get them to help?”


  Harmony shook her head again. “If my people held a referendum on his proposal, I expect it would pass by an overwhelming margin. Especially among the males. If his plan gets out, we may have to deal with other Dragons trying to keep us from stopping him.”


  “Isn’t that just cheerful.” I flagged the waitress and held up my glass for a refill. There was a question I wanted to ask, but I really wasn’t sure I actually wanted to know the answer. I screwed my courage to the sticking place and went for it.


  “Smith told me you already know how to kill a Unicorn, but that option hasn’t been brought up. I don’t like the idea of setting out to murder an intelligent creature, but he is talking about wiping out billions of lives in a nuclear exchange. I don’t want that to happen, so let’s hear it. How do we kill him?”


  Rose wrapped her arms around herself and looked away. “Iron and steel cause them pain, but won’t imprison them or damage them. If they’re aware of an attack, they can shift out of phase with the rest of the world and avoid it. They’re immune to poisons and diseases. They can feel hostile magic being directed at them and dispel it before it hits them.” She fell silent, staring out the window.


  “And…?” I prompted.


  Harmony leaned forward, putting her elbows on the table and resting her chin on her hands. She said, “And… The only substance lethal to Caretakers is Dragon blood. It reacts with and annihilates their blood and body tissues. Death occurs in a matter of seconds. The reaction also creates a curse that feeds back through the Dragon’s blood, no matter how well protected or how far away the Dragon is. It kills drakes outright, and leaves drakessa sterile. If that Dragon has children already, there is a chance for the curse to follow the bloodline and annihilate one or more of her descendants. Even if all the descendants are spared, our culture is…not kind to infertility. We have come to value reproductive ability, due to the need to maintain our population. It isn’t fair, and it isn’t kind, but it is the truth.”


  “So, that’s what he meant.” I sighed. “What Dragon is going to act against their own interests and risk their children’s lives for our sake?”


  “There’s more,” Rose whispered. “My mother has ordered me to return home if we can’t stop the Caretaker. Unicorn. Whatever you call him. Mother will have to undo the acceptance. It will free to you to mate with many women among the survivors.” She covered her face with her hands and started sobbing.


  Ember carefully folded her hands across her midriff and asked Harmony, “Are you going home as well?”


  Harmony ran her fingers through Ember’s hair. “I will if I need to. But you will be welcome to come with me, and live out your days at my side.” Ember buried her face in Harmony’s shoulder and started sobbing as well.


  Jake shook his head and said, “Can we have a reality check here? This Unicorn has no idea how our military systems work. There is no way he can get launch codes issued to the missile fire control teams. He may be able the get some religious nut jobs to call for war on the infidels, but there is no way he can actually trigger a war.”


  “We can’t make that assumption,” I said. “He might not be talking about launching our missiles, or riling up our nut jobs. If he arranges an attack by someone else, it could have the same result. Further, the bigger he gets, the harder it will be to oppose him. We need an effective response and we need it as soon as possible.”


  Miranda said, “And by ‘effective response’, you mean a weapon capable of killing a Unicorn.”


  “Not killing. Stopping.” I looked at Harmony and added, “Is there any way to imprison him, or disrupt his magic? If he’s going to be appearing as a Human, is there a way we can expose him?”


  “Do you think showing everyone he’s really a Caretaker—sorry, Unicorn—do you really think it will drive people away?” Harmony waved the idea away. “You’d be proving his spiritual nature, attracting more followers to his side.”


  Miranda pushed her coffee cup aside and leaned forward. “If we’re going to have to kill him, I say we get bigger guns. What about summoning a demon and taking out a contract on this Unicorn? I mean, what’s the point of having demons running around if not to kill ugly one-horned mules?”


  Harmony and Rose both shook their heads at the same time. Rose said, “We don’t have any more access to the divine authorities of your world than you do. If your world’s ‘upper management’ were to take issue with Smith’s plan, we wouldn’t be involved. It would just happen.”


  “It could also be that ‘upper management’ is acting through us to remove the threat. We have no way to tell. So, we’re back to being on our own,” I said. “What about magic? Rose, could we get your mother to show up with some golden tablets and an English-Draconic dictionary for Martin to translate them with? Something we could use to start a peace movement? If he wants and needs hatred, wouldn’t magic and prayer focused on peace interfere with that?”


  “Any energy directed his way, positive or negative, is energy he can use,” Rose said. “His end purpose doesn’t limit him the way ours does.”


  “Speaking of his end purpose, what will happen to the other races if he resets your world?” Ember asked. “Do any of them stand to lose if he’s successful? That might be enough of an argument to get someone on our side.”


  Rose dabbed at her nose with a tissue. “Elves. When the Humans turned against us, Elves became their teachers and counselors. They won’t be happy about surrendering that prestige. If anyone can out-do a Unicorn at magic, it would be the Elves.”


  “I know who we can talk to,” Harmony said. “Aiyliria of Tianisa. She’s a former High Priestess of the Temple of Logic and Reason. If we convince her to help us, she has enough influence to sway the Elven Protectorate itself if need be. Rose, would you join me in the ladies room?”


  Rose nodded and slipped out of the booth. Ember and I watched the two of them walk across the restaurant and we both winced the moment they vanished. I reached out and took her hand.


  Jake reached for his wallet and slapped a bill down on the table. “Ten bucks says there’s a quest involved, and not for a shrubbery.”


  Miranda snickered. “My money is on retrieving some timeless artifact from either a crypt or a wizard’s tower. If we have to get the Holy Hand Grenade, I’m bringing the Blessed Shotgun of Ithica.”


  “We’ll flip a coin over who gets to say, ‘this is my boomstick!’” Jake said. He looked over at me. “David, did you ever do heavy weapons?”


  “No, but I did shinai for three years. I also studied iaijutsu at the Japan House for a year or so. Between my compound and the sword Rose gave me, I should be fine.”


  Jake started to ask Ember something, but stopped himself and shook his head with a slight smile. Miranda furrowed her brow at him. “Ember, any self-defense classes or firearms training?”


  “As a matter of fact, yes,” Ember replied. “As part of my fire spinning, I’ve been studying meteor hammer for about five years and I’ve got a good foundation in the basics of Southern Wushu. And I have my bow.”


  Miranda’s eyebrows shot up. “What the Hell is a meteor hammer?”


  “Big heavy steel ball on the end of a long chain.”


  “Huh. Have you ever used it on a person?”


  Ember got very interested in her beverage. “Oh, no, Officer Miranda. No matter what my cheating skag of an ex-boyfriend says about the hail damage to his truck, I’ve never used it on anyone or anything that wasn’t a legitimate practice target at my sifu’s school.”


  Ember and I perked up and turned toward the restrooms at the same time. Rose and Harmony had returned, and I felt the gladness in Rose’s heart before I could see her smile. They sat back down with us and Harmony brought us up to date.


  “Aiyliria was just as concerned as we are and had some more information about the Unicorn you met. Unicorns don’t have a governing body as such, but they do have kind of a universal, telepathic parliament they all take part in. If one of them leaps off the beer wagon, the rest get involved. She said this parliament has censured Smith for quote ‘crimes of thought and intention’ unquote. The Humans like the current status quo and don’t want to return to the old arrangement, so the Unicorns rejected his plan.”


  “That’s why he needs so much power,” Rose added. “He intends to remake reality so that the other Unicorns agree with him.”


  “We have a plan,” Harmony said. “All of you are coming back with us—”


  Miranda slapped her hand down on the table. “DING! To retrieve a magical artifact from a monster-infested ruin!”


  Harmony opened her mouth, then closed it again and shook her head. “Well, yes, essentially. How did you know?”


  Miranda laughed. “Are you kidding? She’s an Elven sage. Those folks never do their own field work. When are we leaving and how much ammunition should we bring?”


  Rose said, “We can leave from our house. If we move the workout gear against the wall, the exercise room is large enough for the travel circle. Can everyone be ready in three hours?”


  With nods all around, Harmony stood up and grabbed the check. “I’ll take care of this and we’ll meet you all at David and Rose’s house. Stay in touch if anything happens, and do not discuss what we are doing. Rose and I will fill you all in when we get to our world. Smith can’t eavesdrop on us there.”


  Ember gave Harmony a tight hug and kiss. “Have I ever thanked you for choosing me? This is so cool! We’re going to a dungeon and we’re bringing Dragons! I think I just attained Nerdvana!”


  I gave her a mock scowl. “Don’t get pre-patrol on me, soldier. We don’t light up until the fat lady sings.”


  With high-fives all around and cries of ‘Kick the tires and light the fires’, we headed out into the night.


  Skirling bagpipes and pounding drums blasted through the house as I finished armoring up. No kilt this time. Steel-toed boots, steel motocross guards for my shins and forearms, plate gauntlets, and my steel brigandine back-and-breast from my SCA days. All right, fine, I did some heavy weapons back in the day. I simply preferred shinai, that’s all. I was also wearing a steel codpiece over a regulation athletic cup. I was taking no chances.


  Our bow cases were ready to go, along with two gym bags full of dry clothes, first aid gear, water filters, and a case of assorted Meals, Ready to Eat I’d bought for hunting trips. Rose didn’t need armor, but she was still dressed for an expedition. Flannel shirt, denim jeans, leather jacket and drovers hat, machete on her hip and Glock in a shoulder holster. The Glock was a ‘welcome to Earth’ gift from Miranda, delivered in the wake of our issues with the previous HOA board. Miranda had also taken Rose to a pistol range and taught her how to shoot. I think the lessons were Miranda’s idea of a ‘girl’s night out’.


  While I finished the buckles on my shin guards, Rose was using a piece of leftover sidewalk chalk to fill in the runes inscribed around the nine-foot wide pentagram filling the floor of our exercise room. The ritual called for beeswax candles at each point of the pentagram, but that would be a fire hazard. Thankfully, Charles and Vicki had some beeswax tea lights we could use, no questions asked. What happens between the worlds stays between the worlds.


  Jake and Miranda arrived first, wearing their tactical gear and carrying enough firepower to storm a meth lab. Stun grenades, tear gas, cattle prods, hand radios and gas masks for everyone. If that weren’t enough, Jake had also brought silver and wooden bullets, two bottles of real live holy water, and a titanium bowie knife for dealing with any mutant werewolves he might encounter.


  Ember, by contrast, was wearing motorcycle leathers over jeans and a t-shirt. She had her bow case, a bowling ball satchel holding her meteor hammer, and a camera with extra batteries and memory cards. She caught my expression and waved it away. “Yeah, I know, I’m the squishy. What can I do? The only armor I have is a couple of chainmail bikinis for fire dancing, and I’m not wearing cheesecake armor to a sword fight. I’ll stay in back, hide behind the meat shields, and try not to draw aggro.”


  “Good plan,” I said. “Maybe you can borrow a mithril shirt or something.”


  Harmony went into the back yard and filled two plastic containers, one with soil from our garden and the other with water from the hose. She tucked them into her purse and went to help Rose with finishing the circle. I had a suspicion as to what the containers were for, but I didn’t ask.


  I added a pair of flashlights, a package of lighters, and a bag of road flares to our bundles. I was looking for space to stow our tent and the ground mushroom Jake had brought along when Harmony stopped me.


  “Leave those,” she said. “I have a shelter we can use.”


  Not having to pack the tents left plenty of room, so I got our last bits and pieces stowed. Once all the gear was packed, Rose and Harmony arranged us inside the pentagram. Harmony brought her hands together, and our world vanished in a flash of dark.


   


   


  


  
Chapter Four


  “Your mission, should you choose to accept it…”


   


  The new world was a vast blur of gold and ivory. It took a few seconds of blinking for my eyes to focus on my surroundings. My ears were ringing, I was out of breath, and the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck were standing up and tingling from a lingering electric charge in the air.


  Rose helped me to a chair and reassured me the effects were temporary. She pressed a goblet of water into my hand and I drank; it cleared my head and I looked around at the others. Jake and Miranda were a bit worse off than I was; at least I managed to avoid any nausea. Harmony and Rose were fine, of course. Ember was up and about, exploring the room we were in. I took another drink and settled for looking around.


  The Elves were unmistakably Elves. If Ember showed one of the pictures she was taking to an Amazon tribe who had never met outsiders before, they would point and say, ‘That’s an Elf’. They were all tall, ideally proportioned, wearing robes or toga-like gowns of gauzy, gossamer-weight fabric that looked sheer when seen out of the corner of your eye, but became opaque if you tried to look directly at the wearer.


  Their ears and eyebrows were, as far as I could tell, a match for the most logical race in classic science fiction. Their features were sharp, chiseled and angular, giving their faces a fox-like aspect I hadn’t expected. Their movements were fluid and feline; they moved as though they owned everything they laid their eyes on and couldn’t wait to start playing with it.


  I had initially thought the room we were in had been done in polished marble, but once my eyes adjusted, I could see faint, eggshell-colored marks in the arctic-white floor. The marks formed parallel, slightly curved lines running from one side of the room to the other. I followed several up the wall until they joined matching lines in the ceiling. They were growth rings. I was in a room carved out of the body of an impossibly huge tree. I joined Ember at the window and looked out on the new world.


  I’d seen the sky before, through the glimpse Rose provided at Sharon’s funeral. Two suns were high in the violet sky, neither as bright as our sun on their own, but together they were brighter overall. The planetary rings were only partially visible on the east and west horizons; it was too bright to see the middle of the arc against the sunlight.


  The city of Tianisa was built on the sides of a mountain valley the size of the Grand Canyon. The tree we were in seemed to be the largest one in sight, but the others foresting each side of the valley were still the size of skyscrapers. Each redwood-sized, gold-leafed tree had multiple structures built around the trunk and supported by the branches, all connected by broad walkways stretching from branch to branch, linking one tree to another. A river coursed through the red grass filling the bottom of the valley, broad, slow, and placid. Down toward the bottom of the valley, a few bridges spaced maybe half a mile to a mile apart, connected each side of the city for pedestrian traffic.


  And it was a city for pedestrians. There were no cars, of course, but neither were there horses, carts, wagons, or any hubbub of crowd noise. It sounded like a forest. Bird calls, wind through the trees, the occasional screech of giant eagles. I think the city guard used them as mounts. I could see several sets of three flying through the valley. Other than the guards, though, this was a city for people who had, literally, all the time in the world. When you live long enough to watch evolutionary changes occur and new constellations form, why not enjoy strolling everywhere?


  My rational mind was full of thoughts such as, ‘what the Hell is in the air to cause the violet wavelengths to scatter instead of blue?’ and ‘the flowers, ivy, and decorative plants all have green leaves, so where do you get gold-leafed trees and red grass?’ The rest of my mind was jumping up and down, shouting ‘this is so cool!’ My rational mind retreated to its cave to sulk.


  Miranda joined us at the window. After a moment, she said, “I’ve seen this sky before.” She looked at Rose. “What we saw at Sharon’s funeral. You did that.”


  Rose nodded. “It was an illusion. I wanted to help Manya feel better.”


  “It was beautiful.” Miranda looked out the window and sighed. “I think it helped. I know it helped me.” She leaned against Jake’s chest and pulled his arms around her.


  A section of the wall moved back and slid to the side, revealing a fox-headed woman in a sea-blue kimono. Her body was humanoid, covered in russet-and-cream fur. Behind her, nine distinct, foxy tails spread out in a display of glorious vulpine plumage. She bowed to us, received our return bows, and clapped her paws twice. Four Elven girls entered, each carrying a silver necklace on an ornate, embroidered pillow. The girls looked like teenagers, but that really didn’t mean anything; they could have been centuries old.


  The kitsune—yes, I’m sure that’s what she was—gestured for myself and the other Humans to stand together so she could slip the necklaces over our heads. When she finished, she bowed again. “Welcome to the house of Aiyliria of Tianisa. I am Chiburui, hatamoto and major domo to the Mistress. Be at ease, honored guests.”


  The translator didn’t render her name or rank into English, but I didn’t need it to. I knew both terms from my iaijutsu studies. Her name literally meant ‘cleansing the blade’, a sharp, downward stroke used to fling blood off your sword before you sheathe it. A hatamoto is a vassal in direct, personal service to a Shogun or Emperor. Given the reputed power of a nine-tailed kitsune in Japanese folklore, by my math she served as personal bodyguard, head assassin, or both.


  Harmony thanked Chiburui and introduced us, referring to herself and Rose by the names they were using in our world. She added, “We thank the Mistress for the gift of the translators and pledge their safe return once our business is completed. We await her guidance.”


  Ember raised her hand. “Pardon me, but I’d like to ask a question.” Chiburui nodded, and Ember continued. “We all want to show proper respect to our hostess, but we know nothing of your customs. Is there anything we should do, or more importantly, not do, in your Mistress’ presence? Our weapons, for example. Is there a place we can stow them before meeting your mistress?”


  Chiburui smiled. “Your courtesy in asking for guidance is appreciated, and my Mistress notes your concern. As for your weapons, how would you suggest I disarm the Dragonesses? Be at peace. It is using weapons, not wearing them, which violates hospitality.” She gestured to the four Elven girls. “These young ladies will be your guides. If you have any questions about our customs, they will assist you. My Mistress is ready to receive you now. This way please.”


  We left through another door in the side of the room and walked along an ivy-covered colonnade to a modest building roofed with white jade. Two more Elven maidens opened the doors and ushered us into an empty, unadorned room. The maidens went on to open doors to two smaller anterooms.


  Chiburui gestured to the anterooms. “This is my lady’s bath house. She requests you join her in the main atrium to discuss your business with her. You may leave your personal items in these rooms.”


  Miranda sighed. “Well, I guess the question of wearing weapons just got academic.”


  Rose cleared her throat. “Entering the baths is a gesture of trust, going both ways. Historically, the vast majority of political assassinations have taken place at the baths. She does us honor by receiving us here, but it is also a test. She wishes to know more about Earth and its people. So, please remember you are representing your entire world.”


  No one had a response beyond silent, sober nods, so we split up to store our gear and our clothes. Armed with our translator necklaces and some very fluffy towels, we entered the atrium. Just hot-tubbing with friends, right?


  Through some artful arrangement of mirrors and lenses, the walls and ceiling displayed the outside world. A quick glance into the pool showed that the view looked down as well. The image of a quarter-mile of air below us was just as unnerving as it sounds. We left our towels hanging from a set of artfully shaped tree branches and entered the pool.


  Aiyliria of Tianisa was the first Elf I’d seen who looked…old. Her bearing could only be described as regal, and her eyes… These were the eyes of someone who had watched Humans since before they learned to make fire. Hell, she might have been the one who taught them how to make it.


  The maidens escorting us entered the water with us, but left their gowns on. The handmaidens attending Aiyliria were wearing gowns as well. I guess that meant they were still on the job. Chiburui sat in seiza, behind and to the side of her mistress, giving her a clear field of fire on us. She bowed and introduced each of us in turn.


  Aiyliria acknowledged Chiburui without appearing to move. She raised her hand and gestured for us to come closer. As we did, she asked, “Who among you has spoken with the renegade Caretaker?”


  I raised my hand. “I have, madam. Smith sought me out and made a point of explaining his plan to me. He asked me to accept leadership of those who manage to survive his attack on our world.”


  She smiled at the name. “An interesting appellation. Did the Caretaker accept it?”


  “He seemed to. I think he found it amusing.” I hesitated for a moment, and added, “Honestly, that particular name wasn’t intended to be complementary.”


  “No matter. He accepted it, and that will be enough.” Aiyliria inclined her head toward Harmony and continued. “It was Dragon magic that summoned Smith, magic accessed and directed by one Human on your world. In exchange for your services, I will charge a holding crystal with a spell capable of severing the energy conduit between that Human and Smith. When you return to your world, you will need to find her and use the spell on her. Once the conduit is severed, the Caretaker will be unable to draw power through her. By focusing on the name he accepted from you, you will be able to summon him to you. Tell him the Collective demands his return. He cannot refuse the will of the Collective. Your world will be saved and ours will continue as it is.”


  “Sounds good to me,” I said. “What is it you want us to do?”


  Chiburui pulled a scroll case out of the sleeve of her kimono and handed it to Aiyliria. Aiyliria passed it to one of her handmaidens, who presented it to Harmony. Aiyliria said, “This is a map to the ruins of a Dwarven village called Jadehearth. Many years ago, it was a city of stoneworkers and craftsmen, working the jade mine under the town.”


  “Let me guess,” Jake said. “They delved too greedily and too deep?”


  Aiyliria shook her head. “No, the mines are still viable and would be productive, if any could be found to work them. A Human warlord came to the town seeking to press the Dwarves into service making weapons for him. These were not weapon smiths. They were sculptors, and jewelers. The warlord executed the adult males and took the rest as slaves. The women he sent to his kitchens. They served the army a stew made from poisonous mushrooms, and died with the warlord. Their spirits returned home, but they do not rest.”


  “The town has become a haven for lawless Humans of the lowest order; the wretched, the condemned, and the banished. The spirits hold the town until their people return to work the mines and the stone again, so the criminals camp in the open, in tents and hovels, and do not disturb the homes. This will be your task.”


  Jake said, “Pardon the interruption, but how dangerous are these spirits? Can we expect them to be hostile? For that matter, what is guarding these ruins? If getting these things is as easy as you’re making it sound, you would have gone in and grabbed them yourself.”


  “The spirits should ignore you, but there may be other threats,” Aiyliria said. She waved her hand as though dismissing any concerns. “I have sent expeditions before. They did not return. However, they were common sell-swords. They were not slayers such as you, and they did not have your mighty drakessa to call on. I’m sure you will encounter no difficulties.”


  “I’m sure we won’t,” Miranda said. She leaned over to Jake and said, “We really should have grabbed that .50 caliber BFG while Harris wasn’t looking.”


  Jake held his hands up. “I tried. Bastard had a trigger lock on the damn thing. Hopefully twelve-gauge slugs will be enough.”


  “Please attend.” Chiburui opened a scroll and held it up for us to see. “These are the items you are looking for. Collect only the ones bearing this symbol.” The sketch showed a wooden box, marked by a circle of runes around a symbol resembling a bamboo plant. That scroll got passed to Harmony as well.


  Aiyliria rose from the water and her handmaidens surrounded her with towels and a floor-length robe. We stood up and grabbed our towels as well. Aiyliria said, “The map shows locations where these boxes may be found. Gather as many as you can find, but do not open them. If you find opened ones and you have room, you may collect them as well, but only to fill excess space. I need all you can find back here in five days. Complete this task and the spell you seek is yours.” She turned and left through a door in the back of the bath.


  Harmony said, “If I’m correct about the landmarks on this map, the village is a day’s flight each way. We better get moving.” We returned to the changing rooms and got dressed again. When we entered the reception room, Chiburui had a small stack of bundles waiting for us.


  “My lady wishes you to use these carrying sacks to transport the items you find. Any object placed within them will be protected from fire, water, or spell. Also, while my lady has given you five days, if you can conclude your errand in three, I’m sure you would have her gratitude.” She slid the bundles across the floor. “Are there any other issues to address?”


  “I have one,” Ember said. “May I take your picture?”


  Chiburui was skeptical, but curious, and after several test shots of us and the city outside, she agreed to pose for Ember, as did our Elf maiden escorts. Apparently, Elven use imaging crystals the way we use cameras, only they record and project life-size images.


  The nearest open space big enough to accommodate Harmony’s Draconic form was a half-hour walk away. Chiburui led the way, flanked by two handmaidens carrying Aiyliria’s house banners. The intention was to keep the city guards from hassling us, and they worked quite well. We saw at least four patrols come swooping down at us, only to pull up at the last second as they recognized the banners.


  On Earth, shifting form requires Dragons to unpack their mass in increments, each time being able to move a bit more from dimensional storage into the world. Here, it was just a matter of meditating until they accumulated enough magic to do the shift all at once. Being smaller, Rose finished first. When she finished changing, she was wearing a saddle and two cargo carriers shaped like aerodynamic coffins. She crouched down and I stowed our gear while Harmony finished her transformation.


  I had expected Harmony to be large (and she was, slightly larger than an articulated bus), but not for her to be an Oriental-style Dragon. Her scales were polished, metallic gold, with pearl horns and claws. She had a thick, luxurious mane of crimson fur running down her back and mustaches that measured close to half her total body length. They curved and coiled in the air, coming close but never actually touching other objects.


  She pressed her claws together, grasped air, and stretched nothing until a large, black-lacquered travel trunk appeared. She opened the lid and removed a mass of straps and blankets. She set about turning the assortment of leather bits into saddles and safety harnesses for three while Ember, Miranda, and Jake stowed their gear in the travel trunk.


  With gear stowed and everyone mounted, we waved farewell to Chiburui and our Dragons lifted us into the sky.


   


   


  


  
Chapter Five


  “You run across a small camp of brigands…”


   


  Riding a Dragon is amazing, exhilarating, and murder on the thighs. At least with the straps on the saddle, I could shift around a bit and stretch my legs without risking a fall, but Dragons don’t have first class seating, in-flight movies, or rest rooms. We stopped about every two hours for a few minutes of rest, a privy break, and to check the map to make sure we were on the correct route. At last, Harmony dropped toward a football field-sized clearing on the upper slopes of a mountain and landed. Rose circled once to check the winds and followed her down.


  Harmony breathed out a shimmering, swirling wave of heat onto a large, flat-topped rock. The lichen and grasses touching it shriveled and smoked away. I dropped four foil-encased entrees on the rock to start warming up. Ember went for peanut butter on crackers. Miranda pulled a beer cooler out of her bag and passed around bottled water. While we got settled, Rose and Harmony went hunting.


  According to the map, the village we were looking for was half an hour’s flight away. None of us were inclined to try camping in a town full of criminals and ghosts, so staying here for the night and hitting the town in the morning was approved by consensus.


  Ember talked Miranda into taking pictures of her doing naked fire spinning at sunset with a glorious mountain range for a backdrop. She had a part-time job as an artist’s model and wanted some new images for her portfolio. By the time they got back, the entrees were warmed up and Jake had put his coffee press into service, resulting in a thermos full of hot, black, wonderfulness.


  Ember wrapped her hands around her mug. “What do you all think is in these boxes? What could be valuable enough to pay someone for saving the world?”


  “Doesn’t matter what’s in the boxes,” I said. “It’s a McGuffin. It’s the Black Bird, the thing that drives the story forward. And we’re not paying her to save our world; we’re paying her for a spell.”


  Ember stuck her tongue out at me. “Don’t say that. We’re on a noble quest, not some damn fool errand.”


  I shrugged at her. “You should talk to some of the game designers I know. The difference between the quest for the Holy Grail and someone saying ‘bring me a cup’ is the flavor text and the number of stops involved.”


  “So, which is this?” Jake asked. “Errand or quest?”


  I raised my cup in salute. “We are out to save the world and we are riding Dragons. It’s a Big Damn Quest and we are Big Damn Heroes.”


  Ember said, “As long as she has a big damn gold question mark over her head when we get back, that’s all I care about.”


  The Dragons were back by sundown, and Harmony added one more surprise to the sights of the day. She unrolled a length of silk, folded in the middle into matching twenty-foot lengths. She hung the folded end in mid-air and drew one side of it open like a curtain. Inside, I could see a roaring fire surrounded by a rustic Chinese roadhouse the size of an aircraft hangar. We grabbed our meals and our gear and headed in.


  Harmony curled up on a fifty-foot wide futon, tucked her nose under her tail, and dropped off to sleep. Rose found a slab of rock set over the hypocaust for the boiler and settled in there. We Humans dined on warm balls of rice wrapped around sweet red bean paste, grilled chicken with teriyaki glaze, and mint tea, all provided by a ghostly, half-seen wait staff.


  Ember curled up between Harmony’s claws while Miranda and Jake found an empty room to retire to. Rose’s rock was far too hot to touch, much less sleep on. I dragged a futon out onto the grass as close as I could get to her and sacked out there.


  Breakfast came early. The little spirit-people populating the road house left us two Dragon-sized portions of tea, two whole Bluefin tuna, a kettle of rice and a dozen eggs. Jake made more coffee, and we ate outside, wrapped in blankets, watching the suns come up.


  I asked, “Is there any chance the criminals camping in town will help us? Have them spread out and check other buildings to give a broader search area and then we buy all the boxes they can find from them.”


  “It’s possible,” Harmony said. “I wouldn’t count on it, however. I think the best we’ll be able to do is convince them to stay out of our way.”


  “What if they get hostile?” Ember asked. “I have no desire to become a Redshirt.”


  “We give them a choice,” I said. “Let Rose and I go in first to talk to them. Harmony, you stay on station and cover us. They can help, or stay out of our way. If they get violent, well, we’ll deal with it.”


  Jake said, “If they do, I say we dust off and nuke the site from orbit.”


  “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I said.


  Things were quiet as we broke camp and got under way. Jake’s words might be intended as a joke, but that was exactly the worst case scenario I was picturing. I tried to keep it out of mind while I prepared my speech for our arrival.


  Half an hour isn’t enough time to plan a good speech, but as we circled the settlement, I decided that fancy wordplay wouldn’t go over well with this crowd. Most of the structures weren’t even tents or shacks; more like lean-tos or scrapyard huts. We circled twice, and I held my hand up in greeting. After the second circle, a group of toughs escorted a middle-aged man out to the middle of a weed-filled field. I patted Rose’s neck and we came down about twenty yards away.


  I took off my helmet and climbed off Rose’s back. “Good morning! Are you gentlemen authorized to speak for this settlement?”


  The older man nodded. “I am Tyron, chief advisor to Warlord Vikan. What do you want?”


  “My name is David. My friends and I are here to search the ruins for some specific items. If your people are willing to help us, we are willing to pay for their services and any of these items they find. I’m sure we can find a way to express our gratitude to Warlord Vikan as well.”


  Tyron’s mustache twitched. “And if we refuse?”


  “We search the ruins on our own.”


  He shook his head. “You will not return. You are not the first to seek riches among the ruins. They are protected, and you will die. We will not help you. Leave with your lives, and be happy you have breath.”


  “We’re not here for financial reward. The stakes are a little higher than that for us. We’re going in, with or without your people.” I waited a handful of seconds before adding, “I won’t try to force you to help us, but I do suggest you stay out of our way. Don’t try to complicate things.”


  “I will take your words to the Warlord. Wait here.” Tyron gestured for the toughs to stay and started walking back to the settlement.


  The police radio on my belt crackled to life with Jake’s voice. “Get out of there! They’ve got some kind of arrow launchers pointed at you!”


  I vaulted into the saddle and Rose surged forward. She was airborne in two steps and climbing as we passed over the settlement. An arrow banged off my helm and two more glanced off Rose’s scales. I heard a familiar-sounding hiss, like a model rocket engine or a large pop-bottle rocket, and something streaked past Rose’s head.


  Rose pulled a hard right bank, still climbing as fast as she could. I looked back over my shoulder and spotted plumes of smoke rising from two swivel-mounted boxes. Each one had a grid of hundreds of holes in the end pointed towards us. I’d seen contraptions like that before, and they were one myth that was far from busted.


  I kicked my heels into Rose’s shoulders. “Climb, climb, climb!” More arrows hissed past us—the fuses were almost finished burning. I grabbed my radio and called out, “They’ve got hwachas! Stay high and look for more fuse smoke!” As I spoke, two dark clouds of smoke billowed up as the propellant for the arrows caught. Both hwachas were obscured by the smoke trails of hundreds of rocket-propelled arrows filling the sky.


  Rose and Harmony were both too high and too far outside the cone of attack for the arrows to threaten us. I clicked on my radio. “Keep an eye out for smoke and hope to Hell they don’t have any more of those!”


  I pulled my bow out and settled a broadhead on the string. Common soldiers and thugs were of no consequence, but someone with a foot bow could be real trouble. Thankfully none of this rabble had anything like that to call on. Rose executed a sharp turn and came back around, putting the sun behind us.


  As she settled in, I spotted a punk wearing a helm with a bright red horse’s mane and a bull’s horns stuck to either temple. That had to be the warlord. I shifted my knees and leaned, prompting Rose to slide into the approach I wanted.


  Rose turned her head and called back, “We can’t flame them. We could destroy the boxes.”


  “Don’t worry about flaming them. Bring me in toward the guy in the funny hat.” I drew, doing my best to adjust for elevation and wind. Archery ranges don’t offer ‘shooting from Dragon-back’ practice.


  Vikan puffed out his chest and made a ‘come get some’ gesture. I obliged him.


  Rose went into a glide just as we went past Vikan. I turned in my seat and loosed my arrow, aiming back over my shoulder. The aluminum arrow flashed in the sunlight and went true, pinning Vikan’s stupid-ass hat to his skull and spraying brains out the exit wound. I punched the air and shouted.


  Gotta’ shoot ’em in the head, right?


  Miranda came on the radio. “Good shot, boss. Hey, we’ve got a full case of tear gas grenades over here. Why don’t we unload some on these assholes?” No one had any objections.


  Harmony made a wide circle to get some speed up and came in from out of the sun. Jake, Miranda, and Ember tossed three grenades each, blanketing the ground with nasty yellow smoke. The inhabitants broke from cover and ran, holding rags, shirts, anything they could find over their faces.


  Rose felt my question before I asked and turned her head back to me. “They evacuated the women and children while we were circling. They’ve been ready for an attack for a while.” I nodded, but it didn’t help my mood any.


  Jake tossed a handful of flash-bangs, dislodging a few more die-hard defenders. Not enough, though; we heard a resounding ‘TWANG’ and saw a harpoon screaming toward Harmony, trailing a barbed chain. It went wide, and I saw the ballista crew scrambling to re-arm it.


  Harmony doubled back on herself and exhaled lightning. The bolt danced around the ballista, killing three of the crewmen in mid-step and setting fire to the ballista itself.


  A woman stepped out from behind a tree and made a throwing gesture aimed at Harmony. A lightning bolt of her own arced from her fingers, but Miranda brought her riot shield up in time to block it. Jake turned, looking back over his left shoulder, and squeezed off three rounds. The woman dropped.


  Miranda came on over the radio. “I think we’ve got them on the run. We’ve probably got a few hours before they regroup enough to counterattack.”


  I shook my head, but I knew she was right. “Agreed. Let’s go in.”


  I kept my helm on and loosened my sword in its scabbard before stepping down from Rose’s shoulder. Harmony stayed on the ground while Rose took off again, as Harmony had the strength and size to fly all four of us out if the natives got restless. I took point, with Jake and Miranda behind me on either side of Ember. The map indicated a dozen possible locations to search, with six being on two adjacent streets. We decided to start there.


  The ruins were in terrific shape, with only minor weather and wildlife damage. The first time we saw one of the spirits was a bit unnerving; all of them looked pretty much as they had when rigor set in. A number of them had died by violence and a small number were too horrific to look at. Thankfully, they were content to ignore us for now.


  For a moment, I let myself think it was going to be easy.


   


  


  
Chapter Six


  “Kill Skull First, Then the X…”


   


  Dwarven architecture is a bit hard to describe. My first impression was that the buildings looked like something from the Stone Age; solid rock walls with a slab of stone for a roof. On closer inspection, though, I realized that the walls were cut and dressed so well the seams were imperceptible. The roof was a series of interlocking panels that fit together without cement or mortar, yet still managed to be waterproof. Even the larger buildings were built the same way, giving the whole city the appearance of a Zen rock garden arranged by giants. The interiors were mostly flagstone floors and wood-paneled walls. Every flat surface had some kind of decoration, either painting or carving.


  The first building we entered had been partially ransacked already. The artisan’s personal effects had been tossed, but the workshop and storeroom doors were still closed. I opened the workshop door and found the artisan’s spirit glaring back at me.


  I waved. “Hello. We’re not here to hurt you or destroy anything. We’re looking for some wooden boxes. Can you help us?” Miranda handed me the sketch of the boxes. I unrolled it and held it up so the spirit could see it. “We are looking for these,” I said. “Do you have a problem with that?”


  The spirit ignored me, busy grasping tools he couldn’t touch and working stone that wasn’t on the work bench. I handed the sketch back to Miranda and walked into the storeroom. I grabbed a not-too-decrepit broom, brushing away a few spider webs and a lot of dust. The store room held assorted slabs of raw jade, spare tools, and row upon row of foot-tall wooden boxes.


  Gleaming in the beam of my flashlight, I spotted three boxes with the coveted bamboo-shaped rune. I handed them to Ember, who slipped them into one of the cargo bags. None of the other boxes had the same symbol, so we moved on to the next building.


  We were in the third building and on our fourteenth box when we heard Harmony roar, followed by a rapid succession of thunderclaps. We ran outside in time to see Rose firing off small, fast-moving fireballs just over the tops of the trees to the west. The commotion startled a number of spiders living in the scrub under the eaves of the building and sent them scurrying away. Fine with me; they were about the size of my palm and looked like they were crusted with rock fragments.


  Rose did a low-altitude pass and waved for us to continue. We made our way to the next street over. Jake caught a motion out of the corner of his eye and dropped another spider, this one closer to the size of a dessert saucer.


  Looking down at the splattered spider, Jake got on the radio. “Got a spider bigger than my fist, hairy, red and orange marks on the carapace. These things poisonous?”


  “Sunset mandarins,” Rose replied. “Not deadly, unless you get bitten several times. Very painful, though. Stomp them.”


  “Roger that,” I sent. We moved on. The next shop had half a dozen spirits in it, all working away as we went through the place. We bagged another two boxes and started to leave, but Ember started shouting profanity and firing arrows at the wall. Another spider, but this one was the size of a dinner plate. She didn’t bother retrieving the arrows stapling it to the wall.


  Ember put her hand over her mouth and took several deep breaths. She managed a smile. “Ding! That had to worth a butt-load of experience points. Having the Dragons around makes me feel like I’m being power-leveled.”


  “A wizard and a ranger once tried to power-level a halfling by running him through a Dwarven ruin. You know how that turned out.” I shook my head at the spider. “I’m starting to get a really bad feeling about how big these spiders are getting. Get ready for big game.” I opened the door to the shop and started out. Jake yanked me backward and his shotgun went off right over my head. I heard a screech and a thump as something fell off the ceiling. The bastard could have had small dogs for lunch. I drew my sword and moved it to the side.


  Outside, the street was lined with silent, staring spirits. Behind them, more spiders were forming up. These went from German Shepard to riding pony size, at least a dozen of each. We lined up, guns and bows at the ready. The spiders tensed to charge, and Rose’s strafing run turned them into a row of crispy critters.


  The surviving spiders scattered, and suddenly I was seeing movement in every bit of greenery around us. The spirits turned to stare up at Rose, and one by one they vanished.


  “Not good,” I said. “Let’s hit the rest of these shops fast.” I started jogging toward the closest shop on the map.


  “Did we scare them off?” Ember looked around as she trotted along, keeping an arrow nocked.


  “Not in any dungeon I’m running,” I replied. “If I were running this adventure, it would be either reinforcements or boss fight time. Watch for ground tremors and hope it’s just one giant mother coming for us.”


  Ember shuddered and screamed, “I hate spiders!”


  I nodded and kept going.


  Rose met us at the shop. “The Humans are coming back, but they’re not in an attack formation. They’re spreading out to block our passage to the south and west. All the open country is blocked, and they have at least two more of those arrow launcher things.”


  “I think they set those up for use against the spiders, not us. If they knew the spiders would come, no wonder they attacked us.”


  “I don’t know,” Jake said. “If I were in their shoes, I’d wait until we’d engaged the spiders for a good bit, then carpet bomb the crap out of the town and pick up the pieces from our arrow-riddled corpses. This shit is why Elven sages never do their own field work.”


  I consulted the map. “We have four shops left to hit after this one. Let’s go fast and dust off.” I stepped in to the shop, and found a spirit with an axe and half a head staring me down. I drew my sword and he charged.


  I dodged the first blow, but my return stroke cut air. Jake pulled out a motorized water pistol and let loose with the holy water. It got the floor wet, and the spirit’s axe sliced the water pistol in half.


  I blocked Dead Guy’s next swing and brought my sword in a full circle, chopping down on him with both hands. The blade sliced through his axe handle and left a bright blue line through him from shoulder to groin. He disintegrated from the inside out, but the look in his eyes was almost one of thanks.


  My sword had some green stuff along the edge. Just as I had done a thousand times in the dojo, I spun the blade and snapped it down. What didn’t come off, I wiped away with a square of silk before sheathing the blade. Chiburui and noto. Sword clean, soul clean. I moved toward the back room to look for boxes.


  This time the spiders didn’t wait for us to open the door. The wood shattered and giant, hairy bodies launched themselves at us. I cut two down with one stroke, then stabbed a third through one of its eye sockets.


  Ember fell back, outside my range of vision. I heard her kiai and a loud, wet splat. No screams, so I advanced.


  Jake pulled his Room Broom, a pistol-grip pump action shotgun, and emptied shell after shell into the mass of spiders filling the work room. Miranda was keeping an eye on the ceiling, blasting any creepy-crawlies trying to flank us.


  The mass of bodies parted enough for me to glimpse two large boxes on the floor, almost the size of shipping crates. “Fall back! Don’t fire into the storeroom! Choke them at the door!”


  Ember skipped outside, turning to scan the area while she kept her meteor hammer swinging. A Rottweiler-sized spider jumped at her from the underbrush. She caught it across the mandibles, knocking it to the side. It sprang back to its feet and charged right into the point of my sword.


  Miranda ran out of shotgun shells and drew her Glock. She slung the shotgun over her shoulder and started pumping rounds into spider heads, two shots at a time. Double tap works for spiders as well as zombies.


  Outside the shop, I stabbed my sword into the ground and drew my bow. “Jake! Fall back, now!” Even with an extended magazine, his shotgun was empty as well. He tossed a flash-bang and ducked outside. The concussion stopped the mob for a few seconds, but it was enough for Jake to get his AR-15 unslung.


  As the spiders reached the shop’s doorway, I aimed and fired as fast as I could, trying to block the exit with their corpses. It was a good plan, but I didn’t have enough arrows. I drew my sword again and looked around, trying to spot our air cover.


  Rose and Harmony were laying down a wall of fire partway up the mountain side. The slope seemed to be a solid mass of spider bodies, but for now the Dragon-fire was holding them at bay.


  The wall of spider bodies blocking the doorway heaved and the bodies spilled out onto the ground. Jake fired three quick bursts into the shop, but there was no response. Miranda loaded the last of her loose shotgun shells into her magazine and moved to the side to cover the door.


  “I think we should look somewhere else,” Jake called out. “They really like this place.”


  “Negative,” I replied. “I saw two big crates in there. If they’re the ones we need, we can wrap it up here.”


  Ember screamed, grabbing at her back. Miranda knocked the spider away and shot it as it landed. She got Ember’s arm around her shoulder and shouted, “Ember’s bit! Find out what’s in there, fast!”


  Jake tossed me a big can of pepper spray and pulled his gas mask down over his face. I put mine on as well and we charged the door, spraying everything in front of us. I checked the corners and didn’t see anything moving; by the time I looked up it was almost too late. A kick from two hairy legs knocked Jake into the storeroom while a stinger the size of my forearm stabbed me in the chest. It knocked the wind out of me but my armor held. I staggered back as the spider shifted to try again. I flooded the base of the abdomen with pepper spray, hoping to hit the lungs. I must have succeeded, as the thing dropped to the ground. I took its head off with one stroke.


  I heard Jake swearing and I headed to the storage room. He was face down with a spider on top of him, chomping down on his helmet. I gave it a shot of pepper spray and chopped down on it once it moved off Jake. I helped Jake up and we kicked spider corpses aside until we could get to the crates.


  Jackpot. Both wooden crates had the bamboo-looking rune painted on them. I grabbed a hammer and pried the lid off one. Every box in it bore the seal we needed. I hammered the lid back on and jerked my thumb at the door. “We’re good! Clear the road!” I stacked one crate on the other and hoisted both in my arms. Jake covered the corners and kicked a few spider bodies out of the way as we charged outside. I set the crates down and grabbed the radio. “Marines! We are leaving!”


  Jake and I wrestled the crates into the last two storage bags and lashed them closed. Rose kept up the air patrol while Harmony hunkered down so we could load the bags into the travel trunk on her back. The opening was almost too small, but the trunk itself was another dimensional storage space, so there was plenty of room once the shipping crates were actually inside it. We weren’t quite finished when the ground started heaving. I shoved the second crate in and latched the trunk.


  A quarter of a mile away, midway up the mountain slope, all manner of spiders spilled out of a long-disused mineshaft. Rose swooped down to lay down a stream of fire, but the flood of arachnid bodies overwhelmed and smothered the wall of flame. She pulled up and started climbing, setting up for another pass, when the side of the mountain collapsed. I don’t have arachnophobia, but I still damn near shit my pants.


  The thing’s body was as large as my house. Hairy, spiked joints and the familiar red and orange carapace. Mandibles big enough to crush a car. It screeched and started down the mountain toward us. Rose dove, coming up on it from behind. The spider sprayed streams of webbing out in an arc behind itself. Rose veered off with globs of the stuff adhering to her right wing. It kept her from flying straight, forcing her to glide in for a landing somewhere beyond the tree line. She was angry, but uninjured.


  All four of us climbed on Harmony’s back and she took off. There wasn’t a saddle for me, so I sat between Ember and the trunk, hanging on to the straps for dear life. Ember was sobbing from the pain and the left side of her back was inflamed from the shoulder almost to her waist.


  I dug into one of the cargo pockets on my thigh until my fingers touched the right plastic pill caddy. I pulled it out and patted Ember’s hand. “Can you take oxycodone?”


  She nodded and I popped the caddy open, dropping one pill into her palm. I reached for my water bottle, but she took it dry. “Can’t breathe,” she whispered. “Hurts to try.”


  I squeezed her hand. “Hang in there. We don’t have time for a side-quest to get you raised.”


  Harmony turned, still climbing but setting up for an attack run. Ember coughed, clutching her ribs. “If I die, you better get me raised. Especially after you guys did all that crazy crap getting that damn war dog back.”


  I squeezed her hand and smiled. She was talking about our last table-top gaming session. “Hey, the whole party loves that dog. Bagheera has personality. And we did get your character raised, too.”


  Ember blinked and she managed a smile. “You raised the dog first. Asshole.” She leaned back against me and passed out. I cinched up her safety straps and looked around to see where we were.


  The spider was ahead of us, skirting to the side and watching us. It had a clear path back to the cave it came out of, but it wasn’t even trying to head that way. Harmony turned on whatever Dragons use for afterburners and swooped down. As we passed over the monster, Jake and Miranda dropped the last of their tear gas grenades.


  That got a reaction. As soon as the gas reached the spider, it recoiled, screeching and quivering. It turned and ran, maneuvering across the mountainside until it was well away from the gas.


  Rose got back into the air, climbing until she was level with us. We circled, staying well out of web range, while it turned in slow circles, watching us through shiny black eyes.


  Jake finished replacing the buckshot rounds in this shotgun with slugs and slung the shotgun over his shoulder. He looked down and called out, “I feel I was denied…Critical…Need-to-know…Information!”


  “What can I say? I wasn’t expecting to need bigger guns when we’re packing Dragons.” I looked over at Rose. “Ladies? Do you think you can take that thing?”


  “Why should we try?” Harmony asked. “We got what we came for and Ember is hurt. I say we head out and find a new camp site, preferably near a lake. Those degenerates attacked us. Now they’re bug food.”


  “I’m not concerned about them,” I said. “I’m concerned about the innocents this thing could go after once it’s finished with these bozos.”


  Rose looked down. “Target the legs with Arctic Winds. Once it’s immobilized, Green Death.”


  Harmony nodded. “Basic tactics. Can we drop some of those stun bombs on it first? I don’t want a glob of goo dragging one of us down.”


  Jake and Miranda huddled and came up with six remaining flash-bangs. They passed them around and we set up for our runs. The spider hunkered down, keeping its spinnerets aimed high, looking for a chance to bring one of us down.


  As Harmony got into position, Ember opened her eyes and looked around. She fumbled in her shirt pocket for her MP3 player and plugged a set of ear buds into it. When she pressed play, Ride of the Valkyries filled the air, booming out of hidden, magical loudspeakers on either side of Harmony’s body. It succeeded in getting the spider’s attention.


  Rose climbed and hovered, watching Harmony’s approach. As the spider shifted to cover Harmony, Rose dove. We tossed the flash-bangs as we approached the spider. Harmony angled to the left and went into a vertical climb, just as webbing sprayed out over the airspace we would have occupied if she’d kept on course.


  Two flash-bangs lodged in the foot-long hairs on the spider’s head and detonated, knocking the beast off its feet. Rose backwinged to a hover, pouring ice and sleet on the joints where the legs met the body. By the time her breath was exhausted, Harmony was on the way back. Rose tensed up and spat a shimmering energy bolt at the spider’s head. The bolt struck home and encased the creature’s entire head in a foot-thick sheath of ice. Harmony pulled the aerial equivalent of a bootlegger reverse and dumped an evil, broccoli-green cloud of gas right on the spider’s midsection. She turned and climbed as well, leaving the spider flailing in spasms of agony and the whole area reeking of chlorine.


  We got back to altitude, watching the spider’s legs slowly contract. We gave it ten minutes before moving on. We found a small meadow a few miles away and landed so we could have a look at Ember’s injury. Harmony exhaled a sparkling vapor on the wound, and it took all three Humans to hold Ember down as the poison oozed out of her wounds. We washed her back off and Rose ran the back of one talon over the wound itself. Ember stopped thrashing and went limp. When Rose moved her talon, Ember’s skin was whole and unscarred.


  “I learned a few healing spells from my mother,” Rose said. “She’ll be fine.”


  Ember was up and around in a few minutes. Harmony’s spell seemed to have removed the pain killer as well, as she seemed clear-minded and awake. She didn’t seem to remember talking about poor Bagheera, and I didn’t mention it. He might only be a hand puppet in a tabletop role-playing game, but I loved that dog.


  Both Dragonesses were tired, but none of us wanted to camp anywhere near the battle ground. We loaded up and headed for Tianisa as fast as Dragon wings could carry us.


   


   


  


  
Chapter Seven


  Turn In One Quest, Pick Up Another


   


  Even with a bit of magic and a strong tailwind, there was no way we could make it back to Tianisa before sundown. We found a small meadow with an ice-cold waterfall cascading down from a glacier a thousand feet further up the mountain. We stripped out of our combat gear and bathed under the waterfall. Never mind the cold; it felt wonderful.


  Back inside Harmony’s portable roadhouse, we dined on noodles in beef broth and spicy pork dumplings. Rose and Harmony bagged a moose-sized red deer and split it before bathing in a lake. Harmony turned in again, but Rose stayed awake. I saw her licking at a cut on her foreleg. I should have looked at it for her, but she insisted the deer had jabbed her with an antler. I took her word for it and settled down to sleep.


  Even with Rose’s support, it had taken me weeks to get over killing Randall. I finally accepted it; not just the act, but the burning desire for vengeance that precipitated it. It wasn’t who I was, and I needed time to get to know the new me.


  Yet, I dropped Vikan without a second thought. What happened to me, that I was able to do such a thing? I don’t know any people who could live that way, and I did not want to become one.


  Hours spent watching documentaries and History Channel programs came to the rescue, reminding me of a quote from General Patton: ‘No poor dumb bastard ever won a war by dying for his country. He won it by making the other poor dumb bastard die for his country.’


  Thinking about it that way, the worries vanished from my awareness. I fell asleep thinking about cowbells, and woke up to someone playing Drowsy Maggie on the hammered dulcimer. Ember had the alarm set on her damn MP3 player.


  Jake had made the last of his coffee for breakfast and I went to town on a sack of potatoes and onions the house spirits left us. The kitchen in the road house had a generous supply of herbs and spices, so I crisped the potatoes up in duck fat and seasoned liberally with Szechuan pepper and sea salt. We ate outside on the grass again, watching the shadow of one of the moons transit across the glittering rings.


  Jake and I drew kitchen cleanup, so while we were scrubbing pots, I took a chance. “Jake, mind if I ask a personal question?”


  He didn’t look up. “You can ask.”


  “Fair enough,” I said. “Yesterday I put an arrow through a man’s skull. He was the second person I’ve killed, and it didn’t really bother me.”


  “And you were wondering how I was dealing with shooting and killing that woman who was throwing spells at us.” He rinsed his skillet and started toweling it dry. “Most cops go through their entire careers without having to fire their weapon at a live target. I’ve had to do it twice on duty, and it comes down to me being alive instead of dead, and good people being alive instead of dead. That’s it.”


  “I’m trying to think of it that way. Not easy, though.”


  “It never is,” he agreed. “The end never justifies the means, but the outcome of the choices you make does. I feel worse about killing that spider than I do about the people in that camp. That spider was amazing. However it got there, however it got dragged into this, it was a phenomenal, possibly even unique, specimen. All it had to do was crawl back into its cave and we would have left it alone. I feel the same way about the Unicorn. I’d rather have that woman’s blood on my hands than the blood of the children Smith plans on killing.”


  He set the last of the plates back in the cabinet and started wiping down the tables. “When it comes down to it, I suspect Unicorn blood washes off a lot easier than a child’s blood does. Not finding out is a choice I can live with, so I do.” He dropped his towel in the dirty rag basket and gave me a nod before leaving.


  I finished the drinking cups and gave everything a last swipe. He was right, and I could live with my choices without guilt. That also meant I could live without feeling guilty over not feeling guilty.


  I looked around the empty kitchen. “You were an asshole, Vikan, and I’m glad you’re dead.” No lightning bolts struck me, and no waves of self-recrimination struck. “I’m glad you’re dead, Vikan, and I’m done with feeling bad about feeling good.” I dropped my rag in the basket and closed the door behind me.


  Harmony was waiting for me at the entrance. She had one last look around and we left the road house together. She stowed the silk ribbon away and we took off, soaring through the early morning sky.


  Ember connected her MP3 player to Harmony’s invisible loudspeakers again, continuing with her collection of Irish reels. They were perfect for the morning, and wound up saving us a bit of potential trouble.


  Right after departing, we wound up zooming along down a roadway and found ourselves coming up on a caravan of Gypsy vardos. And these folks did look every bit the stereotype of Gypsies—colorful dresses, dark leather vests, thick mustaches, brightly painted wagons. I guess they associated loud, cheerful music with declaration of peaceful intentions. Crossbows remained holstered, ancient grandmothers smiled at us rather than hurling curses, and all manner of kids popped out the doors and windows of the vardos to shout and wave at us.


  That plan worked so well, we tried it on the next village we came to. Instead of going for high altitude and skirting the furthest-flung farms, we stayed on course and broke out some Caribbean steel drum music. A few guards grabbed weapons, but most stared at Ember dancing her ass off and blowing kisses to everyone.


  And so it was that the desert was crossed…


  The elves of Tianisa would have none of it, however. Six Elven guards riding giant eagles intercepted us twenty miles from the city and made it clear they wanted the music shut off. Elves are such buzzkills.


  Still, they escorted us directly to a vast estate built on a single, massive tree limb. The estate filled the entire limb, from tip to trunk, with a good-sized mansion built about two-thirds the way along. The building reminded me of Himeji Castle, and we were flagged down into the courtyard.


  Chiburui was waiting for us with two dozen porters. Once we were down, she stepped forward. “Will my lady be pleased with your results?”


  “Yes,” I said. “She will be very pleased.” I stepped off Rose’s back and started undoing the ties holding the travel cases in place.


  Chiburui pursed her lips. “I see. I pray your confidence is well earned.” She gestured the porters forward. We lowered the trunks down to them, but left the cases closed and sealed until we got into the mansion’s greeting hall. Rose and Harmony remained outside to take care of their transformations back to Human.


  Inside the hall, we found eight large tables set up, each one staffed by four Elves who reminded me of grad students sucking up to their professor for extra credit. Even before we set the travel cases down, Aiyliria pounced on us like a rehabbing Siamese on a six-foot catnip mouse.


  “I hope your early return indicates phenomenal success.” She pressed her hands together in front of her. “Show me what you found.”


  I opened one of the cases Rose carried. “Of course. Why don’t we start with the good stuff?”


  The porters removed the first of the cargo sacks she had given us and moved it to a table. Aiyliria opened the sack and removed the first box. She checked the runes, the seals, and the maker’s mark with a gold-rimmed magnifying glass. She lowered the glass and exhaled, holding the box to her chest. She looked near to crying.


  She passed the box to an underling and pointed to a table. The team at the table started an in-depth catalog of every detail and mark on the box. While they did that, she started in on the second box.


  Two hours later, she had gone through the first two cargo sacks and was as close to giddy as decorum allowed. “This is indeed, as you say, ‘good stuff’. I am satisfied. You may now show me the not-good stuff.”


  “Of course.” Jake and I wrestled the first sealed crate out of Harmony’s travel trunk, placing it on an open space on one of the tables.


  Aiyliria undid the knots and pulled the sack open enough to see the end of the crate. She gasped and waved for her studmuffins to get the crate out of the sack. Jake handed her a nail puller and stood back. She pried the lid off and swept the packing straw out of the way.


  She screamed. Hands in the air, jumping up and down from one foot to the other. “They’re sequential! They’re sequential!” She spun around, laughing and bouncing in place. “I never dreamed I’d see them! I never dreamed…” She trailed off, staring at the last sack Jake and I were holding. “Put it down,” she whispered.


  The studmuffins made room at the end of one of the tables. Jake and I set the cargo sack down and untied it. Aiyliria was visibly shaking, fingers pressed to her lips, hardly daring to breathe. When we opened the lid and showed her the cases, she lowered her hands and made a faint “Eeep!” noise. She put out a hand to steady herself and Chiburui rushed to support her.


  “Two sequentials,” Aiyliria whispered. When she smiled, her eyes lit up and she looked a good half-million years younger. She patted Chiburui on the shoulder. “I will put up one of the sequentials tomorrow night. Spread the word. I want a full house. Be very sure Iligar and Varis are well advised.” Chiburui nodded and left the room, while Aiyliria turned back to us.


  “You have exceeded my expectations, and you have my eternal gratitude.” She held a crystal out to me. I looked at it and slid it into the inside pocket of my coat. “Your contract is completed, and I will be delighted to provide a recommendation for your services if any should request one.”


  I bowed to her. “Thank you, my lady. If I may ask, what is it we recovered for you? We weren’t about to open any of the boxes to find out.”


  “Be glad you did not,” she said. “Does your world have zhu bears?”


  “Yes,” Rose said. She and Harmony were finally in Human form, and both looked ready for dinner and a nap. She snuggled up to me. “She means pandas.”


  “Pan-das. Pandas. That’s a good name for them, too. It has a funny sound.” Aiyliria picked up the box that was in the worst condition and caressed it. “When I was a child, Ereth Sul wrote the most wonderful children’s book, Tranquil Heart, Tranquil Paw. It was about a zhu bear named Karira and her friends in the Forest of Whispering Jade. Sul wrote twelve books about Karira, and my mother read them all to me, over and over again.”


  “The originals were illustrated with simple line sketches. When my children were young, a new edition of the stories came out, illustrated by Ti’en Alar. I read them to my children, over and over again.”


  Aiyliria sighed. “Five hundred years ago, a new edition of the stories was in development. This edition was to have statues carved of jade with each volume. Each statue was designed by Ti’en Alar, based on a scene from the book it accompanied. The entire project was wrapped in secrecy, including the details of what the designs were and where they were being made. When Otfas Red-Hand slaughtered the jade-working cities, Alar was one of those killed. It took five hundred years and a dozen expeditions, but Tranquility in Jade is mine at last.” She fell silent, stroking the runes embossed on the box.


  Rose exhaled, shaking her head. “If I’d know what you were sending us after, our price would have been higher.” She raised an eyebrow at Aiyliria and added, “I love the Tranquility series. My mother also read them to me at bedtime.”


  Aiyliria nodded. “As you will for your children. Go now, and save their world. When your time there is finished, you may visit my library and appreciate the results of your work.” She started to turn away, but stopped and added, “You’re welcome to use the courtyard for your transition. I’ll also need the translator necklaces back, please.”


  I collected the necklaces and returned them. “Could your porters carry our cargo trunks out to the courtyard? It would help us get out of your hair and ensure that nothing accidently got damaged while we were moving them.”


  Aiyliria smiled. “Well argued. Best of luck dealing with the Caretaker.” She gave her boys a nod and the Beefcake Brigade maneuvered our trunks back outside. Harmony produced the soil and water she’d taken from our backyard and sprinkled both in a circle around us. She drank the last of the water, and Rose’s world vanished.


   


   


  


  
Chapter Eight


  Even Death May Die


   


  We reappeared back in the workout room. We stood around looking at one another for a moment before the rush to the bathrooms started. Three days with nothing but that tissue-paper thin stuff packed in our MREs had given all of us a keen appreciation of having real toilet paper again. It wasn’t the only thing we’d forgotten to bring along, but it was the one that caused the most complaints.


  The clocks said we’d been gone three and a half hours. I would have loved to call it a night, but having the crystal in-hand gave everyone a sense of urgency and a desire to see this done. We left the gear packed and changed into street clothes while Ember called some friends of hers who had been part of Occupy the Dragon. The girl we were looking for had been part of that group, so we kept our fingers crossed.


  Her third contact delivered. Evelyn Mayhew, the cancer survivor touched by a Unicorn, was holding a prayer vigil for a friend at a local hospice. Doesn’t matter which one; I’ve changed the details to make sure they aren’t identified. They don’t deserve any hassle from this. The important part was us knowing when and where to find her. Time was short, so off we went.


  As we drove, I patted my jacket to make sure the crystal was still there. “Rose, how do I use this thing? Is there a magic word I should use or something?”


  “It’s best if you can get her to touch it. If not, point it at her from a few feet away and will the spell to take effect.” She mimed, pointing a wand at someone. “You can even do it through your coat pocket if you want.”


  “I’ll try the handoff. Think Smith will have a fallback plan?”


  “It wouldn’t surprise me,” she said. “Do you have one?”


  I shook my head. “Not yet.” I didn’t want to admit my backup plan consisted of hoping we didn’t need one.


  When we arrived, Evelyn was outside, holding hands in a prayer circle. Her hair was growing back in and she’d regained a bit of weight, but neither of those could account for the vibrant, energetic glow she radiated.


  I took the crystal out of my pocket and concealed it in the palm of my right hand. We walked up to the hospice door, where I stopped and waited for the group to finish praying. As soon as they finished, I stepped forward.


  “Evelyn? I’m David. I was hoping to meet you here.” I reached out to shake hands with her. “I wanted to congratulate you on your remarkable recovery.”


  “Thank you.” She smiled and took my hand. “I’m sorry, have we…?” She looked down at our hands. I felt the crystal pop like a soap bubble as the spell discharged into her. No flash of light or sparkling aura gave the spell away; she simply looked dizzy for a moment and let go of my hand. What I did see was her glow, fading away. She yanked her hand back, staring at it. She looked up and whispered, “What have you done?”


  “What I had to do,” I told her. “The sad thing about miracles is that they’re unique. They can’t be explained, or shared, or duplicated. And they absolutely cannot be captured and made to perform on demand. If that day ever came, our world would die for lack of wonder.” I straightened my jacket. “Good night, Evelyn. I hope you have a long and wonderful life.” I turned and started back to the car.


  The front doors of the hospice flew open with a resounding crash and a middle-aged guy in an Armani suit stormed out into the night. He looked like a senior executive for a bank or stock brokerage; six foot and a few inches, lightly tanned, salt-and-pepper hair, blue tie, and this neon salmon-colored shirt—the kind of color nobody wears unless they’re able to fire anyone who has enough taste to avert their eyes. He could have been anyone, but I knew him the moment I met his eyes. His irises might have been blue, green, or brown, but I saw the black holes hiding behind the mask.


  Evelyn reached for him and tried to take his hand. “Joshua, what is it? What did they do to me?”


  He shook her loose without moving his hand. “Mister Fraser. I was expecting you to try some manner of heroic intervention, but I hadn’t counted on this degree of assistance being afforded you. I don’t suppose you’d be willing to give me a name, so that I may respond with an appropriate thank-you card?”


  I didn’t take the bait. “Hello again, Smith. The Collective demands you return home. They’re not happy with you. I don’t know what happens in these cases, but I expect your mind is going to undergo an extreme makeover.”


  He turned with me. “At the very least, Mr. Fraser. I think it far more likely my deluded brethren will simply unmake me. You’ll pardon me if I find such an outcome undesirable. I’m afraid you’ve left me no alternative but to accelerate my plans.”


  I didn’t like the sound of that. “Give it up. It’s over. Your own people have disavowed you and ordered you to surrender. They won’t let you ‘fix’ them, even if you had the energy to do it. Your world likes things the way they are. End this with some dignity and honor.”


  “I don’t intend to simply surrender, Mr. Fraser. In fact, I think the reason you don’t understand why I’m doing this is that your own perceptions and cognitive processes are tainted by the link binding you to your lady friend.” Smith waved his hand at me. “Allow me to remove it, and restore clarity to your thought and vision.”


  Just like that, the acceptance was gone. Without Rose’s presence in the back of my mind, I felt utterly alone—even more alone than I’d ever felt before meeting her. Just as Smith had said, I recognized how my thoughts and feelings had been influenced. Unfortunately for him, I didn’t care.


  “It didn’t change my mind. Restore the acceptance and get the Hell off my planet.” I took a step forward, and the familiar weight of my two-handed sword settled into my hand. I brought the blade up into a ready position. “I don’t want to kill you.”


  “I think you do. The issue is that you cannot,” Smith sneered. “You have no weapon capable of harming me. You have failed, Mr. Fraser, and now you have no purpose at all, beyond watching as I reduce your world to a burnt-out cinder.”


  Evelyn moved close to Smith. “Joshua, what’s going on? You all are talking like you’re from another planet.”


  “He is from another planet,” I said. “I’m just from Boulder.”


  “I’d hoped to do this with love and adoration, Evelyn.” Smith shrugged and shook his head. “Fear will work just as well. It’s just less efficient. Where to start, where to start?” He brushed his hand against Evelyn’s cheek and she physically recoiled. “I believe I’ll allow you to keep your miracle, dear. I did give my word to you. Your friends in the building, however, just aren’t so lucky.” He turned to walk back inside.


  I heard cloth rip and Rose let loose with a very Draconic roar. Blood sprayed and bone cracked. Smith dropped to his knees, staring at the sword-like blade of Rose’s tail sticking out of his sternum. Rose shoved her tail further through him before yanking it out, gutting him like a trout.


  All the civilians but Evelyn scattered. She fell to her knees and stared as Smith reverted to his true form. He tried to say something to her, but Rose’s tail blade slashed out and down, slicing the horn from his skull. Smith burst into flames from the inside out, screaming and writhing until the flames rendered him to ashes.


  Rose’s tail absorbed back into her body leaving a huge hole in the back of her jeans and a nice view of her ass. I grabbed her long trench coat out of the Land Rover and wrapped her in it. She looked at me. “I’m so sorry, David.” She convulsed, grabbing her stomach and falling to the ground. I grabbed her arm and lifted her into my lap. Under her clothes, she was burning up.


  I looked up at Harmony. “Can you do anything for her?”


  Harmony shook her head. “I can’t even touch her. The same thing would happen to me.” She looked away, wiping tears out of her eyes. “Simply be there for her. Foolish child…it will be over soon.”


  Evelyn knelt next to me and looked down at Rose. “What’s happening to her? What in God’s name is going on here?”


  I looked at Evelyn and tried to explain, but the words got caught in a flood of anger and utter frustration. “Tell her,” I snapped.


  Miranda took Evelyn’s arm and pulled her back. “She’s paying for your life,” Miranda said. “She sacrificed her ability to ever have children in order to destroy that thing. Your friend over there was planning on triggering a religious holocaust so that he could absorb the life energy of everyone who died. You were being used to start a war that would incinerate the world.” Miranda jabbed Evelyn in the chest with her finger. “We tried to solve this peacefully. The last thing we ever wanted to do was kill that damn Unicorn. He didn’t give us a choice, and she stepped up to pay the price.”


  Evelyn said, “He was a Unicorn.” It wasn’t a question. “What is she?”


  “She’s a Dragon,” Ember said. “She’s not the only one here. Dragons have been coming to our world for thousands of years. They do it because it helps them have more children. Except that, when Rose wakes up, she’s going to be sterile.”


  Evelyn looked at the severed Unicorn horn, now surrounded by dust and ashes. She looked back at me. “Why are you telling me this?”


  “Because I want you to know the price she paid. I just don’t want you to be able to discuss it.” I fixed her with my eyes and felt a torrent of energy flood out, along with my words and pent-up anger. “I want you to remember everything you’ve seen here. Remember all you know of the Unicorn, all you know of any miraculous cures, and all I’ve told you. Remember and nothing more. You can’t communicate it in any way, shape, or form, to anyone for any reason. More than that, you have no desire to. You will treasure this secret and draw what you will from it, but it is, and will always remain, a secret, until death silences you forever.” I paused for a moment, and almost reconsidered what I was doing. I leaned forward. “Go, and do as you have been commanded.”


  Evelyn stood up, staring at me and clutching her throat. She backed up, shaking her head, and ran to her car.


   


   


  


  
Chapter Nine


  Aftermath


   


  “Not bad,” Harmony said. “I didn’t know Humans could learn the imperative form.”


  “Rose told me once that the words don’t matter, and that it was saying them with authority that counts.” I kept stroking Rose’s hair. “I don’t blame Evelyn, but I wanted her to know what this cost.” I looked up at Harmony. “Did you know what she was planning?”


  “Yes.” She sat down next to me. “I knew when I found her with a cut on her arm, smearing blood on her talons and tail.”


  “You didn’t stop her.”


  “Her mind was made up. It was the only way to stop him. I couldn’t do it. The curse could have killed my children, or their children. She knew the price, and she paid it for your world. Foolish child, but very brave.”


  I looked away until my anger at Harmony passed. “So, what does the final math come to? All we went through, all the lives we upended, just to get some collector’s swag for a children’s book. We were sent in to find a set of teddy bear figures. The spell we got didn’t work, since Smith decided to remain here, so all that was wasted effort. Rose should have just killed him on sight.”


  Rose took a deep breath and opened her eyes. “My mother is going to kill me,” she whimpered. She buried her face in my shoulder and started crying. I cradled her in my arms as I stood, and Miranda opened the passenger door to the Land Rover so I could get Rose in.


  Once I had her seatbelt on, I asked Harmony “Is there some way to restore the acceptance? I can’t lose her.”


  “Restoring it is a magic beyond anything I know,” she said. “I don’t know if it can be done. Rose’s mother may know a way. She has studied healing magic to a far greater degree than I have.”


  Jake handed me the severed Unicorn horn. “You two should hang on to this,” he said. “You never know if any of those old stories are true.” I nodded and tucked it into my inside jacket pocket.


  Rose was lucid by the time we got back to our house. She stayed curled up on the couch while the rest of us sorted out our gear and got everything packed up so the others could go home. Everyone was bone tired, bruised in at least a few spots, and all the Humans had badly chafed thighs. Adventures make great stories, but the day after really sucks. They don’t mention that in most heroic fantasy stories.


  The last items Harmony removed from her black lacquered travel trunk were three sealed wooden boxes marked with bamboo leaves. “I kept these back,” she said. “No sense in going through all this trouble and having nothing to show for it in your hoard.” She looked at Rose and said, “I should have asked—do you feel up for this? We can do it another time.”


  Rose nodded. “Go ahead. I want to see them too.”


  Harmony passed one to Miranda, one to Ember, and the last to Rose. “Who wants to go first?” she asked.


  Miranda hesitated. “Doesn’t this violate our contract or something?”


  Harmony shook her head. “She declared our contract fulfilled and said she was satisfied. These are ours now.”


  “Wicked awesome,” Miranda replied. She flicked the blade of her pocket knife open with her thumb and carefully sliced through the seal. The scent of rain water, pine, and cedar filled the room, topped by a hint of cinnamon. She moved the wood shavings and unspun cotton aside, revealing a statuette roughly eight inches square, with two six-inch figures sitting facing each other.


  Karira the panda was dressed in rough, homespun farmer’s clothes, facing a fox wearing an elaborate silk robe. They were playing Go, while a tanuki (a badger with a teapot on his back) tried to peek over the edge of the table and see how the game was going. The detail was exacting, from the texture of the panda’s clothes and fur to the colors and shapes of the Go stones.


  “Ahh...” Harmony sighed. “Karira’s contest against the Eminent Fox of Reason. A wonderful choice. ‘When reason clouds the mind, listen to your heart’. As true today as it was when those words were written.”


  Miranda and Jake carefully put the statue back in its box. “Thank you,” Jake said. “I know the perfect place for this.”


  Ember opened her box and removed a statuette of Karira performing a pirouette, with one hand over her head holding a cricket. She passed it to Harmony. “What is this from?”


  “It’s from A Big Favor for a Small Friend. Karira is teaching Cricket Who Drinks No Beer what it is to be drunk, so he knows if the name he was given is correct. It’s a wonderful story. Karira’s lesson is, ‘the favor is less important than the friend’.”


  Rose sniffled and rubbed her eyes. “I’m not sure I want to know what’s in here.” She handed the box to me. “Could you do it?”


  I borrowed Miranda’s knife and slit the seal. The statue was heavier than I expected, due to the four figures it depicted. Karira, of course, with her tanuki friend basking over a small fire in the middle of the display. There was also a white tiger holding a parasol and a teacup, a peacock eating rice with chopsticks, and a raccoon in a coolie hat rolling balls of rice. All around them were pieces of broken wood and smashed furniture.


  Harmony gasped. “The tea party at the end of Looking for Home!” She looked around at us and smiled. “Everyone in the Forest of Whispering Jade loses their homes to a tsunami. Karira finally rescues all her friends and brings them together. White Paw the tiger, Strut-Strut the peacock, and Old Man Bandit. All just as I always pictured them.”


  “What was the motto for that story?” I asked.


  Rose snuffled. “‘It’s love that makes a home, not walls’. That was always my favorite.”


  Harmony handed her the statue. “I may have to come over and look at it from time to time.”


  “You’re always welcome.” Rose set the statue down on the coffee table. “I think I’m going to need my friends in the days to come. I don’t even know how I’m going to tell my mother about what happened.”


  “We’ll worry about that later,” I told her. “For now, I think we should get you upstairs and into bed. Tomorrow will take care of itself.”


  Miranda hugged Rose and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you, Rose. Thank you for saving my planet, and I’m sorry for what happened to you. I can’t do anything to fix it, but I know someone who belongs to a support group for women who are in the same situation. I mean, they’re all Human, but it might help. Let me know and I’ll put the two of you in touch.”


  Rose nodded. “I’ll think about it and let you know. And…you’re welcome.” She hugged Miranda back and managed a smile.


  We bid good night to everyone and I walked them out while Rose made her way upstairs. I took a few minutes to stow the food and get the dirty clothes into the laundry room. Without the acceptance, I didn’t know what Rose was feeling, but I had a good idea. I was rummaging through the freezer to find the Chocolate Therapy ice cream when the doorbell rang. I figured it was a case of lost keys or last-minute bathroom needs, but I was wrong.


  The woman on the porch was wearing a white linen dress that somehow managed to look more like an evening gown than a nightie. She had Rose’s pixie features, only sharper. Her eyes were darker, more intense, and her hair was every color of the rainbow, starting with red over her ears and progressing through the spectrum to a single strip of dark purple running down the middle of her hair.


  “You must be David,” she said. “I am Arwydd. Where is my daughter?”


  I stepped aside. “She’s upstairs, resting. She’s taking all of this pretty hard.”


  “Of course she is,” Arwydd said. “No one has suffered this fate in living memory, possibly ever. There are no records of anyone ever having to kill a Caretaker.”


  I led the way upstairs. “So, if this is unknown territory, there may be hope.”


  She didn’t answer.


  When we entered the bedroom, Rose was curled under the covers, facing away from the door. “I’m going to need to go to a lake tomorrow night. I want to wash the blood off. I’d rather bask in a lava pool, but there aren’t many of those around here.”


  “Not a problem, dear. We’ll pick a good one and I’ll teleport us there.” Arwydd sat down on the edge of the bed, stroking Rose’s hair.


  Rose rolled over and threw herself into her mother’s arms. “What am I going to do?” she sobbed. “I can’t go home. No one will bond with me. I’ll be all but shunned. I didn’t want to kill him, but there was no other choice, and now I’ll be paying for it forever.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about all that,” Arwydd said. “I think you’re underestimating the significance of what you’ve done. You saved our world as well. The Caretakers’ Collective agrees that what you did was necessary and has approved your actions. The Council of Ancients wants you to come home to be honored for your sacrifice. Your nieces want to visit as soon as possible, and they’re all very proud of you.” She hooked her finger under Rose’s chin and tilted her head up until their eyes met. “You can always come home. That’s why they call it home. It’s the place you go where they have to take you in, no matter what. After all, ‘It’s love that makes a home, not walls’.”


  Rose snuffled. “That’s good to know. All I could think of was being a childless outcast. I didn’t think anyone would understand why—.” She stopped in mid-sentence and sat up, eyes wide. “You said the Council wants to see me?”


  “Yes, but that’s a little ways off. You have several appointments with the Crystalshaper’s Guild first. It will take them a year or so to finish your statue.” Arwydd smiled and pulled Rose close. “You, my daughter, are to be enshrined in the Hall of Undying Names. The Council has already issued the decree.”


  Rose stared and shook her head. “Please tell me you’re kidding. I don’t want that. I didn’t do anything to deserve that. Tell them I decline.”


  Arwydd patted her on the shoulder. “I know it’s too soon. The time dilation is merciless, and the truth is the statue will be ready long before you are. When the time comes, you’ll need to put on a brave face for a few hours. Once the official duties are out of the way, you’ll be free to go back to recovering at your own pace.”


  Rose sighed. “As the Council bids, then. But first, I want you to do something for me. I want you to recreate the acceptance. I want to have David back.” Her voice dropped and she added, “I need him back. Can you help us?”


  Of course I can.” Arwydd held her hand out to me. “David, you must consent to this as well. There will be no time limit; the acceptance will not fade or vanish. You are under no obligation to agree, but once done, it is done. Bearing these facts in mind, and of your own free will, do you accept Rose once more?”


  I took Rose’s hand. “With all my heart.”


  And just like that, we were reunited. I was also right about her wanting the ice cream. I kissed Rose’s fingers. “Thank you. It sucked having my head feel empty.”


  Arwydd said, “Your bodies were still resonating in harmony. That makes repairing the acceptance much easier.”


  Rose hung on to my hand as she stretched out under the covers. “Mother, could you do something for me? Could you read Tranquil Heart, Tranquil Paw to me? In English? I want David to hear it too.”


  “Of course, my gem.” Arwydd pulled a heavy, leather-bound book out of the dimensional closet Dragons seem to carry around with them. She gestured for me to sit down as well and began reading.


  “Dawn brought light and warmth to the Forest of Whispering Jade. The smell of orange-honey rolls blossomed out of Karira’s chimney, filling the forest with the scent of a brand new day…”


  Rose fell asleep on page three and we left her sprawled in the bed. I closed the door to the bedroom and we went downstairs. I showed Arwydd to the exercise room and let her look around. “I’m sorry, but we don’t have a guest bedroom. I have a really comfortable airbed I can inflate and some extra pillows, if that sounds workable.”


  “Thank you for the offer, but I made arrangements already.” She reached into Fibber McDragon’s Closet and pulled out a familiar-looking length of fabric. This one was satin and only ten feet or so long, but, just as Harmony had done with hers, Arwydd hung the cloth in the air and pulled one side of it back. Inside, I saw a vast cave illuminated by blue-white crystals set in the walls. The center of the cave was dominated by an immense depression in the floor, rimmed with smooth tiles of white marble. The inside of the bowl appeared to be polished obsidian (or possibly onyx), filled near to the brim with futon-sized embroidered pillows.


  “Portable lair?” I asked.


  “In a manner of speaking,” Arwydd said. “It’s an interplanar backdoor to my bedroom. All the comforts of home without ever having to leave. Rose and I can go fishing or hunting for highland deer when we need to.”


  “Why doesn’t Rose use one of these? It would be a lot easier on the dining budget. I mean, I don’t mind. It’s not a problem. I was just wondering.”


  “She can’t afford the materials is takes to construct the gateway. When she can, I’ll build her one.” Arwydd caught my look and shook her head. “I won’t charge her for labor, of course. She is family, after all.”


  “Oh, well, that’s reasonable,” I said. I think I was successful at hiding the sarcasm. I showed her to the downstairs bathroom and went over how to run the television. I bid her good night and went back upstairs to Rose.


   


   


  


  
Chapter Ten


  “It’s Love That Makes a Home”


   


  I called in sick the next day, because while walking to the bathroom, I couldn’t bring my legs together. I looked like I was doing the Gangnam Style horse dance. Two painkillers and a hot shower later, I got some sweatpants on and went downstairs.


  There was a note on the dining room table, letting me know Rose and her mother had gone back to their world for Rose’s first appointment with the folks carving her statue. Add time for some deep sea fishing for dinner and they should be back by noon. That was still four days, from Rose’s perspective. Hopefully a few days back home would help.


  Noon came and went. I fixed a sandwich, put on the television, and blissed out on my favorite British motoring show for a few hours. I had just promised myself I’d never try to drive across Botswana when I felt Rose return. She felt a bit lighter and happier and a great deal more relaxed than she had been.


  “I brought you something,” she said. She handed me a wooden box bearing little resemblance to the ones we’d been sent to find. “Mother had it made for my one hundredth birthday.”


  I opened the box and found a statue of Rose in her real form, carved out of a solid piece of deep purple amethyst. She had one claw raised, holding a book and peering over the top of it, obviously annoyed at being disturbed. “This is beautiful. Is it Dwarven work as well?”


  “Yes.” Rose moved the box and cleared a space on the side table. “We took it to the crystalshapers and got them to agree to do my statue in that pose. I didn’t want it to show me as some kind of heroic figure. I wanted it to me the real me.”


  “It looks perfect. If you don’t mind, I’ll put it up in my office.” I set the statue aside and took her hand. “How do you feel?”


  “A little better. It still hurts, and it will for a while. My nieces were very outspoken about wanting me to stay over here, with you. They say you’re a good influence on me.” She crossed her arms, uncrossed them, and finally took my hand again. “I’ve been thinking about what Miranda said, about talking to someone. I think I’d like to do that.”


  I gave her hand a squeeze. “I think you should. Support groups help a lot of people. My mother has been going to one for women with cancer for a year or so, and she says the group has done wonders for her.”


  “I just don’t want to go alone. What if I forget to pretend I’m Human?”


  I shrugged. “They might think you’re a little odd. Ask Miranda to go with you for a few meetings. I’ll be happy to go with you if you want me there, assuming the other women there don’t mind having a guy sitting in the corner.”


  Rose gave me a smile. “I’ll ask. I’ll tell them what a kind, supportive, and loving male you are.”


  “I’m also housebroken. You should mention that too.” I was chuckling when I said that, so it really wasn’t as snarky as it sounds.


  As it turns out, Rose did say ‘housebroken’ when telling the support group about me. It got a good laugh, but they still asked that I not attend. Fair enough; the group was to help Rose, not me.


  Arwydd left the gateway between our exercise room and her lair active, as Rose was needed on the other side every three or four days to consult on her statue. With a day passing over there for every hour that passed here, a year of detailed, exacting effort went by in two weeks of Earth time.


  Rose was far from ready for the Council’s ceremony, but she kept her head high and her eyes dry through the whole thing. Humans have never been welcome in the Dragon’s capital city, Growl-Growl-Hiss-Growl-Snap Your Teeth Together, but Rose insisted on having Ember, Jake, Miranda, and I accompany her.


  GrGrHssGrSnap was built in a lava and basalt caldera ringed by seven major volcanos, each well over twenty thousand feet tall, and spanning a total area larger than Yellowstone. The entire caldera exhibited every kind of geothermal activity you could think of, from open lava pools to limestone terraces, mud pots, and boiling mineral springs. In and among all this, the Dragons had built a city, by controlling and directing the flow of lava into the creation of artificial cave complexes. Over time, the complexes were added on to, built up, linked together, roofed over, and so on. So much so that the original floor of the caldera was between seven and ten thousand feet under the current, plateau-like surface. The Dragons lived in lairs buried within mile-high cliffs, many of which were topped with grasslands. Lava-stone pipes running down to the magma chamber miles below kept carefully preserved geothermal features active, even though they were essentially sitting on top of massive apartment buildings.


  The Council of Ancients was one of the few spots in the city where you could still see the original floor of the caldera. Picture the Coliseum in Rome, but scaled up to seat Dragons, and without the arena floor. Instead, a good two miles of air surrounded by more seating, all the way down to the very Senatorial-looking meeting chamber of the Council of the Ancients. It really did look a great deal like the floor of the House of Representatives in Washington, but with couches the size of a city bus.


  The Hall of Undying Names is next to the Council chamber, and was the only place in the city where flying was not permitted. From the outside, it resembled the Air Force Academy chapel, being very white with rows of spires running the length of it. Inside, illuminating crystals filled the cavernous space with light while simultaneously ensuring that no one had room to attempt a takeoff. Everyone walked, and the statues of the honored individuals were scaled to tower over and humble Dragon-sized spectators.


  I think Jake summed it up well. “I feel like an extra in a Japanese monster movie.”


  Rose’s statue was no exception. The ceremony preceding the unveiling seemed to go on forever, with dignitary after dignitary giving speeches—in Draconic, of course—thanking her for her sacrifice. While they were speaking, a row of Dragons in polished gold armor stood at attention, singing what I’m told was Rose’s entire family lineage. Draconic singing can best be compared to a concert of bagpipe drones (no chanter, just the drones), occasionally interrupted by a solo from a lighthouse foghorn.


  At long last, the pomp and circumstance ended and the swirling white fog surrounding the statue dispersed. Rose’s statue was a perfect replica of the one sitting in my office, down to the annoyed glare as she peered over the top of her book, looking down at us. It was indeed quite different from the other statues, which were all very proud and heroic. Rose’s statue was met with a resounding intake of breath, followed by silence.


  Then, we heard heavy, slow thumps coming from scattered locations in the chamber. I couldn’t figure out what it was until I saw some of the Ancients slapping their tails on the floor. Draconic applause, I realized. More Dragons joined in, shaking the floor and making us poor Humans cover our ears.


  Rose stepped up to give her speech. It was short, sweet, and met with resounding applause. She’d spent two days working on it, and it went something like this:


  “Thank you for this honor. It was most unexpected, and I must say, undeserved. The only memorial I would ask of you is that you love your children, encourage them in following their dreams, and treat them as the treasures they are. Do this, and my sacrifice is well justified. Thank you.”


  Thankfully, there were no receptions or cocktail parties to attend. We joined Rose’s family for a private dinner in a meadow surrounding a deep blue hot spring. The other Humans and I were eating fire-grilled red deer tenderloin when Ember said, “You know, if we had some spears or lances, we could spit some deer chunks on them and introduce the Dragons to fondue.”


  “What kind of cheese goes with gnome?” Jake asked.


  I chuckled. “Swiss, of course. What else would you have in Zurich?” It took a moment for the pun to register, whereupon I was promptly pelted with pinecones. It was worth it.


  The ceremony surrounding Rose’s statue seemed to finally allay her fears about being rejected by her people, but it didn’t do much to help her heal. She started keeping a journal as part of her support group activities, and judging from the amount of time she spent writing, it must have been helping as well.


  Arwydd moved her dimensional portal into the laundry room and hid it behind the door. Rose started going over to go hunting for dinner with her mother every other day. She had fun hunting, got a good meal, and received much-needed support from her family.


  As helpful as her family was, however, no one had any idea how to respond to her condition. All too often, she would encounter a well-meaning relative who insisted on speaking to her as though she were a broken doll. Others went on about her heroism in facing such an awful burden. She learned to smile and carry on, at least until she was alone.


  A month after we returned from our grand adventure, our neighbor Mary called and asked Rose an interesting question. “Could you watch my kids for me tomorrow? I got called in for jury duty. It’s only three; most of the parents were able to make arrangements. It’ll be Martin, you know his parents, right, and the twins, Kelly and Kylie. They’re easy to entertain since they’ll watch anything with a princess in it. Oh, please say you’ll do it? I’ll beg if you want.”


  I felt Rose’s stomach knot up for a moment, but she nodded. “No need for begging. I’ll be glad to help out. Bring them over any time.” She hung up and sighed.


  “Are you going to be all right?” I asked.


  She shrugged. “I think so. I wanted to say ‘No’. Even being around my nieces hurts. But, she’s our friend, and I can’t turn her down. I do like Martin, and two little girls who like princesses can’t be too bad. At least I know a lot of stories can tell them.”


  “As long as the princesses in your stories don’t wind up being eaten, you should be fine.”


  We already knew Martin’s parents, Charles and Vicki, and Mary made sure to introduce Rose to Bob and Susan, Kelly and Kylie’s folks. We’d met briefly when Rose was running for our HOA board, but this time they were paying a bit more attention. The fact that Charles and Vicki trusted us helped a bit.


  The twins announced that the day should begin with a tea party, complete with sandwiches and cakes. Rose agreed, provided the girls helped with the cooking and cleanup. It hadn’t occurred to Rose that tea parties were usually pretend, so she set about helping the girls make orange water-scented shortbread and finger sandwiches.


  Martin watched from the sidelines and spent his time drawing dragons. His ‘Dragon Angels’ book had just been picked up by an agent in New York and they were working on finding an illustrator. Martin was spending his free time sketching details he remembered from his time in Rose’s world, and that left little time for tea parties.


  Martin and I joined the ladies for the actual tea party itself, served on my grandmother’s china set. It was a resounding success, and we took several pictures for the girls to post on their social media pages.


  While we were eating, Martin said, “I really like the statue with all the animals in the living room. It looks like they’re having a tea party too.”


  Rose nodded. “They are. It’s from a book my mother read to me when I was little. It’s not one you’ve heard of, though. I mean, it’s not in English.”


  The girls perked up. “Can you read it to us before naptime?’ Kylie asked.


  I held my breath and did my best not to respond. My concern was still obvious to Rose, and her twinge was just as obvious to me. I said, “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather hear a story you know already?”


  Martin gave me a look far older than his years. “No. I want to hear new stories. There are so many out there I haven’t heard yet.”


  Rose smiled at him. “Yes, there are. Let’s go upstairs and get ready for nap time, and I’ll read it to you.” Rose showed the girls up to our bedroom and got them tucked in. Martin perched on the edge of the bed, sitting cross-legged and leaning forward to take the story in.


  Rose opened Looking for Home and began reading. The twins made it to chapter two before falling asleep, but Martin sat and listened until Rose finished. Rose and Martin tiptoed out, closing the door behind them. Rose asked, “Well, did you like the story?”


  Martin nodded. “It was really good. If you translated it into English, I think I could get my agent to take a look at it.”


  I managed not to spray soda all over my monitor. For a kid in grade school, Martin had this networking thing down.


  Rose shook her head. “I don’t think I could do that. I didn’t write them, and I don’t think the author’s family would let me do anything with them. Besides, I’m not a writer.”


  “You are if you write,” Martin replied. “That’s what I did. All you’d have to do is write it down the way you read it to us.” He stopped for a moment before adding, “I know you love that story. Kids around the world should have a chance to love it too.”


  Rose sighed and looked away. “I shouldn’t give in to emotional blackmail, but, fine. I’ll try to get in touch with the author’s family.”


  “No,” said Martin. “Do it, or don’t do it. Saying you’ll try is an empty promise.”


  Rose was silent for a long time, doing her best to shield her emotions from me. I thought about going to check on her, but it seemed better to wait. Eventually she did drop her defenses, and for the first time in several weeks, she had a bit of her old sparkle back. “You win,” she said. “I’ll do it.”


  And so she did. After Martin and the girls went home, Rose went back through her mother’s portal and contacted Ereth Sul’s family. They initially turned her down, having just sold the publication rights to Aiyliria. Rose pointed out their contract with Aiyliria only covered their world. Dragon lawyer talked to Elven lawyer and eventually a Dwarven banker got involved, but in the end Rose got the rights to publish the books on Earth and still had a bit of hoard left over. She couldn’t get the rights to Alar’s artwork, but we could work with that.


  It took Rose a month (on this side) to come up with a translation she was satisfied with, and Martin’s agent asked for her full manuscript based on his referral. His agent passed the book to another agent at the same agency, who signed Rose to a contract three months later. It took another two months to sell the book to a publisher.


  Rose had four more books translated by the time we found an illustrator. One of the artists Ember models for turned out to be Danya Cullan. She was an A-lister with a huge portfolio of covers for fantasy novels and gaming products. I’d been a fan for ages—I even had her calendars in my office. Rose finally decided her style was, “as Elven as a mere Human is going to get” and signed off. Everything was in place and the machinery was finally grinding away. Tranquil Heart, Tranquil Paw was on its way to the children of Earth.


  Rose also managed to wrangle an important concession out of the publisher while negotiating her contract; she convinced them to allow her to narrate the audiobook version. It wasn’t what she’d originally had in mind, but in the end, Rose was able to read her favorite story to her children…all of them.
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