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Two Natures



This story takes place after the events of Darkkin Queen and shows a little portion of some of my favorite side characters’ lives.


Marika Kelly started to wonder if she’d made a mistake.  Taking the Cross-Town trail to get from the center of Cape to Robinson Woods, and from there to her favorite bakery, had seemed like an easy way to fill a May Saturday afternoon in Maine.  Taking the pleasant little woods hike from a church parking lot to the two-hundred-plus acre Land Trust parcel near the shore side of Cape would shave probably two miles off her walk, plus the woods were sunny and pleasant, the air smelling of springtime growth and the end of a long, tedious winter.  It was a warm day, in the lower sixties, and she’d worn gym shorts in celebration of the end of her least favorite season.
But now the pretty brunette was starting to regret a number of choices she’d made.  Staying to chat with a high school friend at the bakery had left her with a rapidly setting sun that made the woods a much less friendly place than even an hour earlier.  Going alone was also maybe not her best choice.  A girl should always be able to wear what she wanted, but the reality was that the light gym shorts that had made her feel energized now left her feeling vulnerable when she passed the group of juniors, all boys, on her way back.  The stares, the whispered comments, and subsequent laughter had sent a chill up her back.  And then there was the matter of her friend, Kristin Vilhelmsdottir, who’d gone missing from Cape a month ago.
Now halfway down the trail on her way home, only the fact that she’d passed a middle-aged couple heading the other way made her feel better.  They should now be between her and the boys who had begun to follow her.  Perhaps the sight of adults would slow them, she thought, picking up her own pace to almost a jog. 
She pulled out her phone and tapped a friend from a long list and listened through her Bluetooth earbuds for the call to go through.  It didn’t dial, and when she glanced at her signal bars, she found there was no service listed in their place.
That’s about the time she heard the snap of a stick breaking in the woods behind her.  Screw it.  Time to jog.  She moved easily into a ground-eating pace, trusting her cross country training to get her out of the woods and into the center of her supposedly safe little town. None of the three boys, and she knew who each of them was, played any sports, so she doubted their conditioning.
Cape, as it was known to its inhabitants, occupied almost fifty square miles of promontory that poked out into the Atlantic Ocean just a few miles southeast of Portland.  A combination of historic agricultural plots mixed with protected community forests and mostly private shoreline, Cape had a per capita income well above the national average.  The wealth of its inhabitants gave it the luxury of excellent government services, a nationally ranked school system, and a fairly low crime rate.  That’s partly why the news of her missing friend had made the big news networks in New York City.
Another stick snapped, just as close as the first, and Marika started to feel the beginnings of true panic set in.  Her feet picked up their pace, her eyes picking out the roots and rocks in the well-tramped trail even in the shadows of the rapidly dimming daylight.  To calm herself, she tried to remember everything she had learned in the community center’s women’s self-defense class her parents had made her attend. 
The rustle of something big moving through leaf litter shattered her thoughts, her heart almost freezing up at the nearness of the sound. She glanced behind and saw a darkness between the thick-set trees that had nothing to do with afternoon shadows or maybe even teenaged boys.
Now almost at a dead run, Marika could see the gaps in the forest ahead that would open out into the church parking lot.  A collection of log seats appeared, used for outdoor church services, which told her she was just a football field from safety.  Opening up into a full sprint, she raced from the rapidly darkening woods and out onto the open asphalt of the parking lot.  The main road through town was just ahead and she didn’t slow for a moment, crossing the open lot in seconds.  Only when she reached the sidewalk just up from the municipal building and attendant police department did she slow to a walk. She glanced behind her but saw only shadows and trees at the trail’s opening.
But while she couldn’t see into the thick forest, a set of yellow eyes could easily see her, even across several hundred yards, and they watched her as she moved rapidly away.  The girl gone, the eyes turned away, looking at the trail behind.
Almost a mile and a half away, Lucas Downing, Ren Stilling, and James Oliver jumbled along the trail, laughing and joking about the really pretty senior they were absently following.  Marika Kelly was one of the hottest girls in school, and to see her in short shorts had caught all of their attention.  The way she had stared at them before looking away had become a matter of some contention.
“I’m telling you she looked me right in the eyes,” Lucas said for about the twentieth time.
“Dude, I think the look she threw your way was disgust.  Now, the one she sent in my direction was hot!” Ren replied with confidence.
“You’re both delusional,” James said.  “She wanted nothing to do with any of us, and if you ask me, I think we scared her.”
“James, you don’t know shit about girls in general and hot ones in particular,” Lucas said, voice dripping with condescension.
“There’s a difference?  Girls are girls; doesn’t matter what they look like,” James said.
“That’s how I know you know absolute shit about the ladies,” Lucas, who was in the lead, said, looking back.
Because his head was turned, he didn’t see the massive fur-covered form that lunged out from behind the trunk of a wind-toppled oak tree.  The surprised looks of his two friends caused him to turn back just as the first blow slammed into the side of his face.  He was unconscious before he hit the ground and didn’t see the second blow that lifted Ren almost completely off his feet.  He didn’t see James stumble backward, almost fall, but instead turn and run down the trail.  He never regained consciousness, never heard his friend’s final screams as darkness fell upon Robinson Woods.
Thirty-eight hours later, a dark SUV with government plates pulled into the town’s police department parking lot and three doors opened.
“Tell me again why we couldn’t have flown?” Mack Sutton asked as he exited the rear passenger door and stretched.
“Agent Jay doesn’t hand out airline tickets like candy, Mack,” Special Agent Caeco Jensen said as she left the driver’s seat.  “I’m lucky I was able to get her to agree to bringing both of you with me.  No way would she pay airfare for you too.”
“That wasn’t you at all,” Jetta Sutton shot back.  “She listened to Declan more than you.”
Caeco frowned and looked away. 
“Okay, that was below the belt,” Jetta said with a grimace.  “Sorry.  I’m grouchy from the ride.  But in my defense, you did eat all the chips.”
“You know the rules… you snooze, you lose,” Caeco said, her frown relaxing away. “And I’m already regretting it, believe me – talking Jay into it that is, not the chips. Now, follow me, keep your mouths shut, and let me do the talking.”
The brother and sister both snorted at almost the exact same time, then laughed the same laugh.  Caeco sighed. 
Shaking her head, Caeco led them into the police station and up to the bullet-resistant glass booth.  The man who looked up appeared more like clerk than an officer, but either way, his expression was completely unwelcoming.  His name tag said Larry.  No last name.
“What?” was the extent of his greeting.
Visibly squaring her shoulders, Caeco pulled out her Bureau credentials and pressed them flat against the glass.
“You’re joking?” the man said, glaring like she was trying to get the better of him.
“No joke.  Special Agent Caeco Jensen to see Chief Kent,” she said.
He frowned even deeper if that was possible, studying the ID and then her before doing it all again.
“Perhaps I should just call him on his cell and save you the effort?” she asked.
“Knock yourself out,” the man said, even grouchier, now staring over her shoulder at her companions.  “What kindergarten did they escape from?”
She waited for a nasty response from Jetta or Mack or even both, but when they stayed silent, she glanced back at them.  They waited with bored expressions, Jetta with arms crossed and Mack leaning against the wall, studying his cell phone.
Rather than argue, Caeco lifted the phone to her ear; it was already dialing.
“Chief Kent?  Agent Jensen… I’m in your vestibule.  Larry, your receptionist, won’t let me in.  Yeah, thanks.”  She hung up and put her hands behind her back in parade rest, eyes locked on Larry’s.
Moments later a tall, muscular officer with just a hint of gray at his black-haired temples strode up.  He shot Larry a quick look of annoyance, then opened the locked door leading into the station.
For his part, sudden concern flooded Larry’s face, then he turned away and made himself busy with filing paperwork.
“Sorry about that,” Chief Kent said, reaching out to shake her hand.
“I don’t look like a typical agent, and having these two with me makes it worse,” she said, waving at the brother-sister duo coming in behind her.  “Chief Kent, this is Jetta Sutton and her brother, Mack.  They are specialists in werewolves.”
The chief was looking at them with a touch of astonishment on his face.  “You look more like college kids,” he said, smiling slightly to ease the comment.  Still, there was an open curiosity mixed with a bit of disbelief in his expression.
“We are college kids.  Our school released us to help Caeco with your potential werewolf attack,” Mack said. “It’s like a field trip.”
“Your school released you?” the chief asked, frowning lightly.
“These two have hunted more werewolves than most anyone else I know, with the exception of Chris Gordon,” she explained.  “And they go to a very special school.”
“Where a third of the student body are weres, mostly wolves but also a few bears, cougars, and a couple of leopards from Africa,” Jetta said.
“You hunt werewolves and go to school with them?” the chief asked.
“And she’s dating one,” Mack said with a nod at his sister.  “We’re young, Chief, but we really do have a lot of experience with two-natured people.  And witches… lots of witches.  Plus a few vampires, but they’re all a lot older.”
“My boss, Special Agent Lois Jay, who heads up the Special Threat Response Team, agreed the Suttons would be useful.  It’s entirely possible you don’t even have a were attack at all,” Caeco said. “But we’ll figure it out.”
Chief Kent looked undecided for a moment, then shook his head.  “My own contact at Quantico said that you were the real deal.  I’ll just have to take your word on these two.  Come on; I’ll bring you up to speed,” he said, leading them down a hall around a corner and then through a door with the title Chief on the wall next to it.
All three noticed that the building was fairly new, appeared to be well-built, and was quite a bit bigger than a little village should need.  Caeco’s research, which she had shared on the ride up, had indicated less than ten thousand full-time residents, but the police department consisted of one chief, one captain, three sergeants, a detective, six patrol officers, a community liaison officer, and a school resource officer along with a harbormaster.  Mack had commented on how new and well-equipped the police patrol SUVs in the parking lot had been. 
The chief shut the door as he pointed to chairs across from his desk.  The office was large but seemed to do double duty for other police activities, as there was a weapon clearing barrel in one corner and a digital camera system linked to a printer in another. Firearm cleaning gear occupied a table against the back wall, which was also where Jetta and Mack found chairs.
“I issue all the local pistol permits here,” he explained when he noticed Caeco glance at his unusual furnishings.
“Jack of all trades,” she said with a nod, glancing at the manila folder in the center of his otherwise clear desk.
His big right hand moved over and pressed flat against the file.  “Before I share this with you, I need to impress upon you the sensitivity of this situation,” he said, giving all three of them a stern look.  For her part, she just looked back at him, her face blank.  Neither of her friends said a word, and the silence resulted in him raising a brow. 
“Every case I work on is sensitive, Chief Kent,” Caeco said. “It’s pretty much Bureau tradition, but Special Threats is even more sensitive.”  He looked at her, then turned his eyes to the others.
“Keeping secrets at our school is a survival skill,” Jetta said. 
He nodded and looked at her brother.
“Witches are really unpleasant to people who breach their trust, Chief,” Mack said.  “We don’t gossip to anyone, although I’ll tell you that if our summer employers ask us, we’ll have to tell them.” 
Immediately he frowned and shot an annoyed look at Caeco.  She just smiled, which caused his glare to change to curiosity.
“Who are your employers?” he finally asked Mack.
“Chris Gordon and Tatiana Demidova,” Mack said.
“You two work for Demidova Corporation?”
“No.  We’re working for Chris and Tanya, directly.  They have a training site that we’ll be doing a ton of work on.”
To his credit, the chief didn’t act incredulous, instead just widening his eyes slightly.  “This is a small community, but it is one of the more desirable places to live in this entire area.  People pay high prices to own homes here, and they do so with the expectation that it’s safe and quiet.  The death of these two boys will change every bit of that.  The deaths are public knowledge, but not all of the circumstances.  The public knows there was an animal attack but not what kind and we’ve closed the trails.  But things will likely change very soon, either through a leak to the press or because we hold our own conference.  I very much want it to be the second of those choices.  I was told you could help close this out fast.”
“We’ll do our best,” Caeco said, holding his gaze.  After a moment, he nodded and handed her the file.  She carefully looked through every page and every photo, taking her time, but after one pass through, she handed it to Jetta, who in turn handed it straight to Mack.
The chief started to comment but she held up one hand.  “Let’s hold off until Mack looks it over with an unbiased eye.”
Surprised, Chief Kent turned and looked at the siblings.  Jetta just smiled back, but Mack was frowning at the coroner’s report and one of the crime scene photos simultaneously.  Then he flipped back to another page.
“Can we speak to this James Oliver and this Marika Kelly? And I presume you have a full case file on this missing Kristin Vilhelmsdottir that Marika mentions in her statement?”
“We haven’t ever found a body, so for all we know Kristin was homesick for her home in Iceland and ran away,” the chief said, frowning.
“Do you know if she traveled there recently?” Caeco asked.
“I understand her family went back on spring break.  Her father is an executive with a major shipping company with offices in Portland,” Chief Kent said.
“Which was when?” Mack asked. 
“Spring break?  A month ago, almost exactly.”
Mack handed the file to his sister and turned to Caeco with raised brows.  She nodded, which prompted Chief Kent to lean back in his chair, his own eyebrows going up in disbelief.  “You have a theory already?”
“I have a lot of questions already,” Mack said.  “Jet, do those photos look like a were kill?” he asked his sister, who was now also frowning at the gory photos.
“Not really.  The one boy was killed by what appears to be a clawed blow across the face, which tore off his jaw and ripped open a carotid artery.  The other boy had two blows, one across his stomach and a second, killing blow across his throat as he lay on the ground, at least according to the coroner,” she said.  “I see tracks around the bodies that are definitely canine and large enough to be a small werewolf, but something about them bothers me.”
“Exactly right,” Caeco said.  “Chief, we’ll need to see the crime scene right away and then talk to your two young witnesses, as well as the first adults on the scene.”
“One, it’s well after dark and two, Marika Kelly admits that she never saw anything, just heard sounds,” Kent said.
“One, we aren’t afraid of the dark and if you want fast answers we have to work fast, and two, we aren’t interested in what she saw or heard… we want to talk to her about Kristin,” Caeco said.  “Her statement says they are close friends.”
“You barely glanced at it,” he said.
“I memorized it.  Can we see the crime scene?”
He paused and looked at them, uncertain, but then came to a rapid decision. “Let me get some officers armed and ready for escort,” he said.
“I’m sure we can handle it, but do whatever you think best,” Caeco said.
Thirty-five minutes later found them on the trail in the dark: three heavily armed officers, the department detective, the chief, and the three of them.
“Here it is,” Chief Kent finally said as he aimed a heavy-duty spotlight at a crime tape barrier around a large section of the trail.
The three young investigators spread out, powerful LED flashlights lighting up the ground inside the yellow police tape.  At first none of the three went past the tape, instead observing carefully from outside as well as checking the ground farther away. Jetta knelt down and opened her small backpack. 
“Don’t stray any farther,” the chief warned.
“There isn’t a werewolf within three hundred yards in any direction,” Caeco said.
“You can’t know that,” one of the officers, a detective, said.
Three black orbs the size of golf balls lifted themselves out of the pack, each with a glowing red light, then shot off into the night.
“She can and does know that, but if you don’t want to take her word, how about Omega’s?” Jetta said.  “Omega?”
The chief’s own cell phone sudden spoke.  “No thermal, auditory, or airborne chemical signatures.  Caeco is correct. No werewolves, although I detect a pair of curious Eastern coyotes four hundred and fifty-two yards north by northeast.”
None of the police officers spoke for a moment, then one younger patrol officer finally opened his mouth.  “That was the Omega computer?”
“And still is,” the chief’s cell phone answered.
“Okay, here are those canine tracks, and I’ll allow that they’re big enough for a small werewolf,” Mack said, shining his light onto the ground just inside the tape.
“You sound surprised,” the detective, Angelo Treviano, said.
“The wounds that the boys suffered are not consistent with how werewolves usually attack,” Caeco said.  “While they can swing a paw sideways like a bear, they almost always attack with their primary weapons—teeth and jaws.”
“Neither of the bodies showed a single bite wound,” Mack said.
“Trust us. Werewolves are all about the bite,” Jetta added.
“But those are huge tracks,” Treviano objected.
“For a domestic dog, they would be large although not outside the very large breeds, like Great Dane or Rottweiler.  For an adult werewolf, they are smallish,” Caeco said.  “Maybe a small female or a juvenile.”
“Also, all of these tracks are pressed into the blood pools,” Mack said, looking closely with his light. “If a were had torn them apart, the blood would be pooled around some of these tracks. This looks like the canine stepped into the pools after the boys were down.  The rest of these tracks are either very small domestic dogs or various human prints.  I’m guessing this a heavily trafficked trail?”
“Yes,” Chief Kent said.
“Hey Caeco, look at the blood spatter on these trees,” Jetta said, shining an ultraviolet flashlight to make the spatters fluoresce on the vegetation.
“What about them?” Detective Treviano asked, frowning.
“They don’t travel as far as I’d expect.  And I don’t see tissue in them,” Jetta said, looking closely at the leaves on a young sapling.  The nervous cops exchanged glances.
“You’re making this up,” the detective said in disbelief, shooting his boss a look that questioned everything about them.
“Gentlemen, I’m not sure you completely understand how strong werewolves are,” Caeco said.  “Chief Kent, you look like you know your way around a weight room… How much can you bench?”
The chief stood up straight and looked at her a moment.  “Three ninety-seven,” he said.
“That’s excellent… for a human.  A werewolf Jetta’s size could do twice that without breaking a sweat.  I would expect to see blood and tissue spattered over an area two or three times this,” Caeco said.  “You two see enough?” she asked her companions.
Jetta nodded but Mack was kneeling down several yards outside the crime scene, taking a picture of something in the mud. 
“Whatcha got, Mack?” Caeco asked.
“This canine climbed a little mound here.  The paw spread out and left perfect claw imprints.  Take a look, but I think there really is a werewolf around here,” he said.
“You can tell from the claws?” Kent asked.
“Werewolves have longer, sharper claws than regular canines,” Mack said.  “They don’t live in wolf shape all the time, so their claws are never really worn down like a dog or wild wolf’s.”
“So despite the whole strength thing, you agree there is a werewolf?” Treviano said.
“I don’t think the two have anything to do with each other,” Mack said, moving out of the way to let his sister and friend both look at the track he’d found.  He studied the bark on a large oak nearby. 
“What are you saying?” Kent asked.
“I agree that it’s possible that a small werewolf is here on the Cape, or at least was,” Mack said, leaning close to the bark. “I also agree the boys were murdered.  I’m just not certain the two go together.”  He pulled a multitool from the chest pack he was wearing and pulled a bit of fluff from the bark.
“What?” Treviano asked, eyes narrowed at him.
“Fur,” Mack replied, putting the bit of fluff into a small plastic bag.
“Chief, did the Icelandic girl come back from her vacation wounded?” Caeco asked.
“I don’t know,” Kent said, frowning at them as if he were rapidly reconsidering their help.
“Ah, actually Chief, her mother told me she had a small wound on her right leg,” another officer said. “Just a couple of punctures, but that she’d been favoring it when she got back,” she added.
“Punctures?  From what?” Caeco asked.
“She didn’t say, and I didn’t ask,” the cop said.
Both Mack and Jetta had spread farther out despite the chief’s warning.  “Deer, squirrel, and turkeys.  A whole bunch of turkeys,” Jetta said.
“We have quite a few deer on the Cape, and a large flock of wild turkeys.  Only bow hunting is allowed, and we get very few hunters.  And there aren’t many predators, just foxes, fishers, owls, hawks, a few eagles, and the coyotes,” the chief said.
“And a bobcat,” one of the patrol officers said.
“I can’t see deer, but turkeys?” Mack said to his friend and sister.
“Could drive the coyotes off a kill though,” Caeco said. “Plus the occasional squirrel or chipmunk.”
“What about rabbits?” Jetta asked.
“We don’t have many here.  Cottontails are endangered in Maine,” another officer said.  “Why?”
“Yeah, what are you three going on about?” the chief asked.
“You have what might be a young or small werewolf roaming around these woods.  The boys were not fed on, correct?” Caeco asked.
“According to the coroner, no,” Chief Kent said.  “But people were on the scene fast.  The surviving boy found a middle-aged couple in the parking area and they were first on the scene, mere minutes after the attack.  No time to feed.”
“A werewolf that wanted to eat those boys would have just picked one of them up and ran off with the body,” Jetta said. 
“What are you really trying to say?  You all keep hinting but you’re not saying it,” Kent said.
“We think there’s a werewolf and there’s a killer, but we are not at all certain that they are the same,” Caeco said.  “We’ll know more after we talk to all the witnesses, including the two adults that were first on the scene.”
“That’s crazy!” the detective, Treviano, said.  “Chief, this is nuts!”
“He’s got a point,” Kent said.  “No human is strong enough to tear apart a boy’s face with one blow.”
“Not with their bare hand, but with a weapon, it would be easy to generate enough force,” Mack said. “Omega, how much force is generated by a baseball bat?”
“Generally, six thousand to eight thousand pounds of force for a professional baseball athlete,” was the answer from the detective’s vest-mounted radio.
“Rig some kind of claw weapon and it’d look a lot like those photos,” Mack said.
“Correct, Mack.  Enhanced review of one of the coroner’s photographs indicates evidence of what might be metallic particulate matter. In addition, the lacerations indicate a very sharp edge.  Werewolf claws tend to tear more than slash.”
“We’re good here, Chief. Let’s head back,” Caeco said.
The police chief looked at his people, particularly his detective, who was scratching his head.  “All right let’s head back.  Terry, take point.  Kit, you got the six o’clock.”
Less than ten minutes later, they were back at the church parking lot, where a police SUV stood guard.  The two officers inside got out and approached the team as the officers cleared their weapons.
“Whatcha packing in that, Benelli?” Mack asked one of the guys in SWAT gear who’d escorted them.
“Hornady Full Moon slugs,” the guy said.
“Excellent.  Twelve gauge is always a good choice,” Mack said before turning to a cop with a short AR-15.  “It takes a whole bunch of five-point-five-six rounds to stop a were.”
“Which is why we have select-fire weapons,” the cop said.
“Outstanding,” Mack said with a smile before following his sister and Caeco to their own vehicle.
“We’ll review the file and information, then get an early start in the morning,” Caeco told the chief over her shoulder before climbing into the driver’s seat.
“I think they have their doubts about us,” Jetta said as they pulled away.
“Oh, that detective is giving his boss an earful right now,” Caeco said.  “Let’s get to the hotel, eat something, and get to work.”
Early the next morning, Chief Kent dialed the cell number of the ultra-young FBI agent to see when she would be showing up.
“Good morning, Chief.”
“Where are you?  When can I expect you?”
“We’re on the Land Trust trail that goes to Great Pond.  We’re on our way out now.  Be there in about fifteen minutes.”
Twelve minutes later, he got a buzz from Larry that he was letting the three investigators into the station.  Thirty seconds later, they were in his office.
“You have a ton of places for a werewolf to hide around here,” Mack said.  “I feel better after seeing all these woods.”
“I’m so glad our nature trails were able to soothe you,” Kent said.
“Easy, Chief,” Caeco said. “We spent all night worried about a hungry werewolf who can’t find enough to eat.  The green space in this town and the amount of food available means she probably won’t be killing anyone soon.”
“We read all your police blotters for the last six months and found a significant uptick in missing pets, reports of coyotes bothering livestock on the farms around here, and several complaints about big dogs chasing deer,” Jetta said with a smile.
“If there is a werewolf, wouldn’t he or she just turn back into a human and eat regular food?” the chief asked.
“It’s not uncommon for a werewolf going through their first Change to get kind of stuck.  It usually takes an Alpha to help them change back, especially if the wolf gets scared,” Mack said.
“We interviewed the missing girl’s parents about an hour ago,” Caeco said.  “She got bit in Iceland.  They thought it was a stray dog.  But Iceland has a pretty good-sized pack of werewolves and it’s very possible a young one nipped her.”
“You already interviewed Vilhelm? And you scouted the Great Pond?” Kent asked.  “What time did you start?”
“Four a.m.,” Caeco said.  “Wolves are crepuscular.  Dawn is a great time to catch them out.”
“So you think Kristin Vilhelmsdottir was bit by a werewolf in Iceland, Changed during the full moon last month, and hasn’t been able to change back?”
“That’s our working theory.  And someone else killed those boys,” Jetta said.
Chief Kent looked at them for a moment. “I spoke to the coroner.  He took a second look at the wounds.  There was a bit of metal lodged in Lucas Downing’s jawbone.”
“So you believe us?” Caeco asked.
“Perhaps.  But what are you doing to catch the killer?”
“Trying to get the werewolf back.  She’ll tell us who the killer is,” Caeco said.  At the sight of his frown, she kept going.  “She either saw him, heard him, or smelled him; likely all three.  We get her out of hiding, feed her, and get her to Change back, and she can point out the killer.”
“How certain are you of this theory?” the chief asked.
“We set out food for her in six areas around the Cape,” Caeco said.  “We also left an Omega micro-drone unit at each site to act as camera traps, except they’ll follow her if she shows.”
“What do you bait a werewolf with?  Steak?”
“She’s from Iceland,” Jetta said.  “Her mother says she loves fish.  We left cod and haddock.”
“And grabbed lobster rolls for lunch,” Mack said.  “Can’t wait.”
“How long till this works?” Kent asked, ignoring Mack’s comments.
“A new wolf has hunting instinct but no skill,” Mack said, going serious.  “If she’s lucky, she got a turkey or two and maybe got a bit of deer meat off a coyote kill.  But she’s likely to be really hungry.  Fish scent travels pretty far.  We could have a hit any time.”
“If this is Kristin, why did she stalk her best friend?” he asked.
“We don’t think she was stalking Marika; we think she was escorting her,” Caeco said. “Marika told us she was nervous about those boys.  She didn’t want to admit it, but their stares bothered her.  Kristin likely smelled her friend’s fear and it triggered her instincts.  Weres are incredibly protective of friends and family.”
“Yeah, just ask Jetta here how that goes,” Mack said with a laugh that earned him a glare from his sister.
“Excuse the interruption, but there is a hit on bait three,” Omega said through the chief’s speakerphone.
“We’ll go collect her mother and Marika, Omega.  Don’t lose her,” Caeco said, jumping up.
“That is extremely unlikely,” the computer responded.
Twenty-three minutes later, they were all walking along another popular trail in the town’s Greenbelt system, approaching the massive pond that occupied almost the middle of the township.  In addition to the three young investigators and Chief Kent, there were five SWAT geared officers, Marika Kelly, and the missing girl’s mother, Hekla.
“Okay, Chief, we’ll need you and your officers to hang back,” Caeco said as Jetta moved up front.  The youngest Sutton was wearing black leggings and an oversized gray hoodie with the word ARCANE across the back in black and red letters.  Her hands were empty.
“No way. We have civilians with us,” Kent said.
“Actually, we need them up front with Jetta and me, but Mack will hang back with you all,” Caeco said.
“Female wolf,” Mack said to the chief.  “She’s already been terrified by the Change.  Most human male scents will be off-putting.  Jetta’s wearing her boyfriend’s sweatshirt, so she’ll smell another werewolf, Jetta, Caeco, her friend, and her mother.”
“You’re assuming it’s Kristin… What if you’re wrong?” Kent asked, hands on his hips, frowning mightily.
Mack exchanged a quick glance with Caeco, who nodded.  “Actually, we’re dead certain it’s her.  That fur I gathered was a match for Kristin’s hair, courtesy of Hekla.”
“When and how could you match them?” Detective Treviano asked.
“In the car on the way to get Marika,” Mack said.
“There are other ways to test things, Detective,” Caeco said.  “Mack used a method he learned at College Arcane.”
“I looked into that school,” Kent said.  “You’re talking about magic.  But you’re not witches?”
“No, but I roomed with the best witch there is,” Mack said.  “He taught me spells that anyone can do.  This was one of those.  Now we need to be quiet and let the ladies talk. We’re getting close; she’ll hear their voices.”
“Hekla, call to your daughter but don’t yell. Just speak normally,” Caeco told the tall, anxious blonde woman who was holding hands with her daughter’s friend. “You too, Marika.”
“Kristin?” Hekla called, glancing nervously at Caeco and Jetta.  “Kristin?” Marika said a little louder.
“Everyone freeze. She’s moving,” Caeco said, head tilted to listen.
The chief opened his mouth to protest but Mack, who was standing with the officers, shook his head rapidly and held up a tablet computer.  A map of the area showed a blue dot for their position and a red dot moving slowly their way from up ahead.
Kent raised his brows and Mack mouthed, “Omega drone.”
“Keep talking to her,” Jetta said.  “Tell her it’s okay and that everything will be okay.” 
Hekla did just that, but she didn’t use English, instead speaking to her daughter in her native Icelandic.  Mack and the police continued to watch his tablet display but Caeco was turning her head, tracking something only she could sense.
Suddenly she held up one hand for attention, her eyes locked on a spot off to their right.  “Keep going. She’s right there.”
Hekla’s expression of anxiety changed to one of determined hope and she continued to speak in Icelandic, her tone becoming soft and comforting. 
A quiet whine sounded from the trees where Caeco was looking, and Hekla spoke more firmly.
Slowly, silently, a beautiful light-colored wolf appeared from the forest.  She was as big as a Mastiff, heavier built than a natural gray timber wolf, with a big skull and thick shoulders and forelegs.
The humans froze collectively as more of the big wolf appeared from the vegetation.  “It’s okay, Kristin,” Jetta said.  “Come on out.  We’re going to help you change back… so you can go home with your mom here and hang with your buddy.” 
Jetta stayed in front and Caeco kept even with the suddenly eager mother and friend, even catching Hekla’s arm when she stepped forward too quickly.  The werewolf was focused on Jetta, head tilted to one side.
“We know all about what’s happened to you, Kristin,” Jetta said.  “We work and live with people just like you.  Can you smell my shirt?  That’s Matt, my boyfriend.  He’s a werewolf too.  He’s always hungry.  I bet you’re really hungry right now, aren’t you?”  Jetta knelt down and slowly swung her pack off her back.  She opened it and pulled out a plastic freezer bag filled with bloody beef.
The wolf crouched down, whining, ears flicking forward and back anxiously, her body creeping forward slowly.  When Jetta pulled open the zip lock on the baggie, the wolf lifted her head and her whine changed to something deeper.
“Smells awesome, right?” Jetta said, using her left hand to pull the meat from the bag. It looked like a raw roast, big and bloody. With an easy motion she tossed it forward.  It landed in a mat of pine needles halfway between the girl and the predator. Jetta’s right hand dipped into her hoodie pocket as the wolf flashed forward, giant jaws snapping up the lump of meat and ripping it in half.  With a big gulp, half the meat went down the werewolf’s throat and then she looked down to locate the remainder.  As soon as her head dropped, Jetta’s right hand came smoothly out of her pocket and made a short, quick throw so smoothly that it looked almost lazy.
A fat red dart appeared between the wolf’s shoulders and her head snapped up, yellow eyes narrowing, a growl escaping around the meat locked in her jaws.
“Please. That doesn’t hurt, and you know it,” Jetta said, completely calm.  “It’s about the same as if I tossed a marble at you.”
The wolf pulled back her head, still chewing but slower, as if she was surprised by the words.
“But you might not want to swallow that lump right just yet,” Jetta said.  The wolf lifted her head, tossed the meat up and opened her jaws wide to gulp it down.  “And here we go,” Jetta said with a sigh.
The beef went down the throat, but the wolf suddenly dropped to the ground, limbs going boneless, eyes rolling back in her head.
“Mack, I need those tongs,” Jetta said, rushing forward to the downed wolf.  Caeco was beside her before she made two steps, then was past her, reaching the wolf first.  Grabbing the head, she lifted it and looked up to see where Mack was, but he was already there, arriving alongside his sister, a gleaming chrome surgical tool in his hand. 
Caeco pressed on the sides of the wolf’s jaws, arm muscles standing out through the tight black fabric of her shirt, and the mouth opened a little.  With a quick motion, Mack reached the tool into the wolf’s mouth and with just a few struggles managed to pull out the hunk of meat.  Leaning back, he relaxed and let the beef chunk fall to the forest floor.
“Whew,” was all he said, grinning at the others.  “Even werewolves need to breathe.”
“What did you do to her?” Hekla demanded, moving closer to the massive wolf. At her motion, Chief Kent and his officers moved up as well.
“We drugged the crap out of her,” Jetta said. “Easiest way to get her to Change back when you don’t have an Alpha handy.”
“Hekla and Marika come close, so that she smells you,” Caeco said.  “Our special cocktail should drug her deep enough for the wolf to relax, but my personal opinion is that comforting odors help too.”
“Look. She’s starting to change,” Jetta said.
The fur was moving, visibly getting shorter, and the animal’s body began to pop and click as the limbs twisted to new configurations.  Fascinated, the officers crowded around as Kristin’s mother and friend knelt on either side of her, watching the transformation.  Jetta reached back into her pack and pulled out a thin fleece blanket.  Within minutes, the wolf had been replaced by a naked teenaged girl, one whose visible ribs and clavicle showed how very lean she had gotten.  Jetta covered her with the blanket and then Caeco easily picked her up. 
A tiny black drone buzzed out from the trees and landed on Mack’s shoulder. He noticed it but ignored it.
“Okay, let’s get her home,” Caeco said.
“No, we need to get her checked out,” Kent said.  “Morris here is an EMT. And you drugged her.”
“So am I,” Caeco said, “and these two are certified for wilderness medicine. Our mixture is herbal, not pharmaceutically based. Her heartbeat is steady, temperature is normal for weres, breathing is unlabored, but she is malnourished, more so than a regular human would be.  Were metabolisms are fierce, burning calories extremely fast.  Actually, she looks better than expected, so she must have done a good job scavenging. But a hospital won’t know what to look for and it’ll just stress her out.  Being home with her mother’s cooking is the best idea.”
Kent looked uncertain but his officer, Morris, who was looking Kristin over as she hung limp in Caeco’s arms, was nodding.  “I think she’s right, Chief.  She seems pretty healthy but very, very thin.  Eyes are good, breathing is good.  They’ve been right so far.”
“Alright, but you’re going to need help carrying her.  Let me take a stint,” Kent said, moving forward.
Caeco looked like she might protest but then nodded, handing the girl off to Kent, whose eyes widened as he took her full weight.
“Were muscle and bone is denser than human normal,” Mack said.  “She’s going to always weigh more than she looks but will never look overweight.  Expect your grocery bill to go up… a lot.”
“I notice you didn’t offer,” Kent said to Mack.
“Hell no.  Caeco’s a lot stronger than I am,” he said, turning and heading back on the trail, the little black insectile drone still clinging to his shoulder.
A half hour later, they had Kristin resting on the couch in the family room of the shingle-style coastal house that looked out over a rocky Maine shoreline.
Kristin woke up as her mother and friend were maneuvering her into her second favorite pair of pajamas, the first pair having disappeared the same night she did.  She looked confused for a few seconds, but her expression dissolved into almost heartbreaking relief as she realized she was actually back in human form, in her own home, with a big plate of her favorite lamb dish in front of her.
Kent dismissed most of the officers, but he and Detective Treviano stayed, along with Mack, Jetta, and Caeco.  At first, the girl alternated tearful hugs with her friend and mother between big mouthfuls of food.  After the second plate had disappeared along with two glasses of milk, she was able to talk.
“I woke up outside… in the forest… moving on all fours,” she began.  “I couldn’t figure out what had happened, but then I remembered the bite on my leg and that project we did for AP Social Studies. Remember, Marika?”
“The one about the white werewolf?” Marika asked.  “We had to do a project on the disruptions to society that the supernatural revelation caused.  We did ours on Stacia Reynolds, you know… the White Werewolf who is also a model?”
Mack choked on the bite of lamb he was trying, earning himself a glare from Caeco and a smirk from his sister.  Manfully, he swallowed it down, nodding even as his eyes watered.  “Yeah, we know her, right, Caeco?” he said.
“You know her?” Marika asked, exchanging a glance with her friend.
“These two work for Chris Gordon and Tatiana Demidova,” Chief Kent explained.
“Shut up!” Kristin said, eyes wide.
“Kristin!” her mother admonished automatically.
“Sorry, but you know what I mean,” she said.  “You know them and her?”
“Yeah, we do,” Jetta said.
“So you would know her boyfriend… the Warlock?” Marika asked, starstruck.
“Declan was Mack’s roommate at the college they go to,” Caeco said, frowning a little.
“Which you will likely receive an invitation to,” Mack said to Kristin.
“What?” the girl asked astonished.
Her mother was frowning but Mack moved smoothly on.  “You’re a werewolf now.  No going back.  Not everyone survives the virus, but you did.  However, you’re going to have to learn to control yourself and the Change.  It takes other wolves to do that.  Dellwood is the Alpha at the school. He’ll treat you right.”
“Wait. You’re mistaken.  Kristin is going to attend university in Iceland,” her mother said.
“Mack, you’re going too quick,” Caeco said.  “Let’s leave that off for now.  Kristin, what we really need to talk about is what happened in Robinson Woods.  Do you remember anything about that?”
The excited look on Kristin’s face disappeared, immediately replaced by fear.  Then her eyes turned yellow.
“Nope, nope, none of that,” Jetta said, sitting down next to the girl and wrapping an arm around her.  “You are safe in your house with well-armed people here to protect you. Just take a big sniff of familiar scents and relax,” she said, then turned to Caeco.  “Who’s going too fast now?”
The girl breathed deep breaths in through her nose and then settled back, although she suddenly sniffed Jetta’s hoodie.  “Who is that?” she asked.
“My boyfriend, Matthew.  He’s a werewolf too.  Part of the pack at Arcane.  So listen: We do need to ask you about the scary stuff in the forest, but you need to remember that you’re safe, Marika here is safe, your mom is safe, everything is good.” She held the girl’s eyes with her own, nodding at her until Kristin nodded back.
After a moment or two, she calmed down and looked at Chief Kent, then Marika.  Grabbing her friend’s hand, she held on tightly, then began to speak.
“I heard ‘Rika, then smelled her perfume,” she said.  Instantly her friend squealed and yanked on their linked hands.
“Ow, Kristin—you’re hurting me!” Marika exclaimed, pulling away.
“Oh, I didn’t mean to!” Kristin said, worry on her face as she let go.
“You’re much, much stronger now,” Jetta said.  “Stronger than Mack or the chief—probably stronger than both together.  Learning to control that strength is just one of your new challenges.”
Marika rubbed her hand and then reoffered it to her friend. 
Tears appeared in Kristin’s eyes, which she quickly brushed away.  She took a breath and continued her story, staring at her friend.  “You were singing a song, and it made me excited to hear your voice, so I followed.  You were almost out of the forest, onto Shore Road, and then I was sad when you were gone.  But I figured you were going to the bakery, so I waited.  When you came back, I followed.  I saw the boys and heard what they said.  It made me really, really angry.  I wanted to bite them.  But I wanted to follow you, ‘Rika, more.  I was happy when you ran out of the woods because I knew you were safe, but then I wanted to go find the boys.  But as I was headed their way, I heard yelling and some kind of a roar, only not an animal but more like a person trying to roar.  By the time I got there, Lucas and Ren were dead, but I heard James running away and someone was chasing him.  So I chased too.”
“Did you see him, Kristin?” Chief Kent asked, leaning close.
“No, he veered off, away from James, toward Stonegate, when James got close to Shore Road.  I was going to follow him, but I followed James instead.  He was in one of my classes last year and he’s not a bad kid.”
“Damn it,” Kent said.  “Sorry; I was hoping you could identify him.”
“Well, I didn’t see him—but I did smell him.  He was wearing an old animal fur, but I could smell his scent underneath that and all the… blood.  If I smelled him again, I’m sure I’d know him,” she said, then frowned.  “That sounded weird, didn’t it?”
“Nope, not where we come from,” Jetta said.  “Hear it all the time.”
“Yeah, just wait till you learn to use it.  You’ll even know when people are lying to you,” Mack said.
“What is Stonegate?” Caeco asked.
“It’s a road.  Also the name of the development around that road,” Kent said.
“Kristin, you’ve been through a very stressful experience, but you’ve handled it unbelievably well,” Caeco said.  “Once you’re rested and full of your mom’s cooking, do you think you’d be up for a ride through Stonegate?”
“That’s all it would take?” Treviano asked.
“Pretty much.  Drive-by sniffing is a thing,” Caeco said.  “Even if this guy stays indoors, houses breathe, and his scent will flow out of it.”
“I could go right now!” Kristin said, which prompted a round of no from her mother, the chief, and Jetta.
“Your body is really stressed right now,” Jetta said.  “But the thing about werewolves is that they bounce back really fast.  A good night’s sleep in your own bed along with more of your mom’s great cooking and you’ll be ready for anything.”
Outside, a car door slammed and suddenly a big blonde man was entering the house at almost a dead run.  “Kristin?” he called as he barreled in.
Kristin said something to him in Icelandic and he enveloped her in his arms. 
“I got here as fast as I could.  After talking to you this morning, Agent Jensen, I was more hopeful than in days, so I kept my schedule to a minimum.  You found her.  You found my baby.”
She hugged him back fiercely and suddenly he groaned.  Immediately she let go and he drew in a deep breath.  “Wow, that’s some hug,” he said, only half kidding.  Immediately she looked to Jetta, who smiled and nodded. 
“Sorry, Daddy,” she said.
He frowned and then started to shake his head but Caeco interrupted. “Your daughter has been through a great deal, Mr. Bjornsson.  Her ordeal actually began in Iceland on your family’s last visit.  That bite she received was from a werewolf, not a dog.  It infected her with the LV virus and thankfully it didn’t kill her, but… she’s now a werewolf too.”
His tanned face blanched at her words, his eyes going wide with first alarm and then anger.  He said something vehement in Icelandic, most likely a curse, based on the shocked reaction of his wife and daughter.
“Do you know the werewolf who bit her, Mr. Bjornsson?” Caeco asked.
He stared at her, frowning, then shook his head.  “Not directly, but I can guess why she was bitten and who might have arranged it,” he said.  “It is outside the…jurisdiction?  Jurisdiction of your FBI.”
“Maybe, but not outside the jurisdiction of the supernatural world.  Deliberately spreading LV is a high crime pretty much everywhere on the planet.  It will have to be looked into,” Caeco said.
“By who?” he demanded.
She turned and looked at the Suttons.  Mack scratched his head.  “Probably the Coven,” he said.
“You will tell them?” Vilhelm Bjornsson demanded.
“I already have,” the Bluetooth speaker on a nearby credenza said.
“That’s the Omega computer, Vilhelm,” Chief Kent said.  “It seems to pay a lot of attention to whatever these three do.”
“Correct,” the speaker said.  “The Elders of the Coven have been informed.  They will send someone to look into it.”
“I don’t really care about that.  What about Kristin?”
“She survived her first Change and stayed in wolf form through her second full moon.  But she’ll need help when the next one rolls around,” Caeco said.
“I have informed ather and Stacia of this situation.  Stacia will be contacting you, Kristin Vilhelmsdottir, sometime today,” Omega said.
“Stacia Reynolds will be calling me?” Kristin exclaimed, then turned to Marika, whose expression matched her own disbelief.
“Actually, that’s really good,” Jetta said.  “She’s a strong Alpha and she’ll do a better job teaching you than any other Alpha we know.”
“Yeah, she helped a deputy who got bit during that incident in Fetter, Maine,” Mack said.  “Devany has adjusted really well.  Same with Holly, who got bit in Las Vegas, and that girl has some serious anger issues.”
“We can talk more about all this later,” Caeco said.  “We’ll leave you three alone and continue our investigation.  But we could really use your help tomorrow.”
“Now wait a moment. We just got her back!” her father said.
“Dad, this is something I can do to help those boys,” Kristin said.  Her eyes went a little yellow and Jetta instantly clapped her hands once, loudly, startling everyone.
“Gotta watch your temper, Kristin,” she said. “Reacting from anger or fear right now, at this stage, is very, very dangerous.  Werewolves have volatile tempers, and you’ll have to learn to control yours.  And also, extreme emotions can trigger a Change.”
The girl looked stricken, her eyes tearing up.  Jetta reached over and patted her knee.  “Look, being a were is going to be different and difficult.  But you survived not just the virus, but your first Change and a month on your own.  That’s freaking amazing.  You’re going to be a great werewolf.  Just relax, eat lots, and rest.  Tomorrow we’ll talk some more.  Just try and stay… even.  Okay?”
The teenager nodded and Jetta smiled at her again, then stood up.  Vilhelm showed them to the door. “I want to know more about what happened to my daughter,” he said to all four of them.  “I would speak with you about it at a later time… perhaps tomorrow?”
“We will talk to you tomorrow,” Caeco said, the last to step out.
They made it to the cars before the next shoe dropped.
“Chief, you should know that a reporter from Portland has bribed an individual on the coroner’s staff.  They are preparing to break a report that the boys were killed by a werewolf.  You may wish to get out ahead of it,” Omega said from Mack’s cell phone.
“Damn it!” he said.
“Hey, you found the missing girl, solved the werewolf problem, and have a lead on the murderer,” Caeco said. “Hold a press conference and announce that.”
“You all did those things,” he said, frowning.
“In conjunction with you and your excellent department,” Caeco said.  “I will be updating my boss, but by all means deliver your news.”
“Excellent advice, Chief Clark Kent,” Omega said.  “I will surveil the residents of Stonegate Road to watch for any reactions to your conference.  It is possible that it may flush our quarry into the open.”
“Don’t you need to guard the world or something?” Kent asked.  “Why is he helping us?” he asked the other three.
“Never mind that… your first name is Clark?  Clark Kent?” Mack asked.  He turned to Caeco.  “You knew all along and you never said a thing!”
“Because I knew that you would treat it just like Declan would, like one of his damned Chuck Norris jokes.”
“Hey, I’ve heard all the Superman jokes there are, but there are no such things as Chuck Norris jokes… just facts,” Kent said.
“Chuck got cold once so he turned up the sun,” Mack said.
“You two can ride together,” Caeco said, waving for Jetta to get in her Bureau SUV.
“Chuck Norris can pick apples from an orange tree and make the best lemonade you ever tasted,” Chief Kent said to Mack as the two walked toward the chief’s vehicle.
“Chief Kent, you say the boys were murdered by an unknown assailant, yet you mention nothing about their manner of death.  There are credible reports that they were mauled by an animal… or a werewolf!”
“Carla, you should be careful who you believe.  The boys’ wounds were such that they appeared to be claw wounds, but they were not.  The weapon that inflicted their wounds was made of steel, common tool steel.”
“But Chief, there have been reports of howling and sightings of a large wolf-type creature roaming the Cape?”
“Yes, that’s because there actually was a young, confused werewolf.  A member of the FBI’s Special Threat Response Team and two experts on weres helped us locate and rescue the individual werewolf.  She has been cleared of anything to do with the murders which, as I just mentioned, were the work of a regular human killer using a steel weapon to try and replicate what a werewolf might do.  We are very close to finding the killer.  That’s all for now.”
“Chief, who is the werewolf?  The public has a right to know if they’re in danger!”
“Thank you. That’s all for now.”
The next morning found the three young investigators, the chief, Kristin’s mother, and Kristin all riding in Caeco’s SUV, cruising slowly up Stonegate Road.  Kristin was smelling the air outside through her partially open window as they drove slowly along the street.
“Well done with the press conference,” Mack said. “We watched from the hotel.  You do well in front of a camera.”
“The press is hounding me for your names,” Kent said.
“And my boss was very happy that you haven’t given them.  Not all of us need the limelight,” Caeco said, her tone clearly implying something.  The chief frowned at her until Mack spoke up.
“You don’t honestly think for one second that Declan wants anyone to know who he is, do you?” he asked Caeco.  Jetta snorted at the idea.
“I would have said no but look how well he took to it.”
“He friggin hates it,” Jetta said, looking out the other rear passenger window.
“I can’t believe how you just toss their names around,” Kristin said.
“We all have a ton of history with them,” Mack said, grinning and very carefully not looking at Caeco.
“Hmppf,” was her only reply.
“You didn’t give them my name either, Chief,” the girl said, something in her voice a question.  “They are right, you know… people should be allowed to know about the killer in their midst.”
“Bullshit,” Jetta said, leaning forward from the third-row seats to look at her.  “Tell me, Kristin, how did you survive being a wolf so long?  What did you eat?”
Kristin looked down at her hands, folded on her lap.  “I ate a deer.”
“Did you kill that deer?”
“No, it got hit by a car on Ocean House Road.  It was wounded and bled to death.  Then I ate it.  The whole thing.”
“You just sat and watched it bleed out?” Jetta asked, surprised.
The girl nodded, head down. Her mother shot Jetta a glare and reached over to take one of her daughter’s hands.
“Unbelievable.  Is that the only thing you ate in all that time?”
“No.  I killed a turkey—and I ate a chicken from one of the farms.”
“You beast, you,” Jetta said. “Honestly, you are the least killing werewolf I’ve ever met.  I am glad to hear about the birds, because a werewolf who can’t kill prey at all rarely lives long.  But come on.  You protected Marika in the woods, then when you go to find the boys, you end up following the survivor to make sure he made it out.  What the hell kind of a killer is that?”
“Jet’s right.  You’re not a killer.  You’re a protector,” Mack said.  “More like a guard were.”
“You’re wrong… I could easily bite someone… You don’t know how angry I get!”
“Hah,” Mack said. “You’re seventeen… you get angry all the time; that’s normal.  And yes, you could kill someone, either by accident if you let your anger turn into berserk rage or if you had to protect someone—like, say, your mom.  But we know a lot of killers, supernatural or not, and you’re not one of them.”
“Kristin, Mack and Jetta are right, but so are you,” Caeco said, looking in her rearview mirror to catch the girl’s eyes.  “You absolutely need to learn to control your new instincts.  I think you have done a great job, an unbelievable job, doing so to this point, but you have to have instruction.”
“Stacia Reynolds called me last night,” Kristin said, disbelief flooding across her features.  “She spoke to all of us, Mom, Dad, and me.  She said the same thing that you did.  She’s going to visit me in a couple of days to talk about being a… a werewolf.”
“That’s great.  She’s a good teacher, a natural Alpha,” Mack said.  “But Hekla, don’t feed Declan any of that lamb dish you gave me or he’ll be pestering you for the recipe.  Next thing you know, it’ll be on the menu at his aunt’s restaurant.”
“He’s coming too?” Kristin asked. “She didn’t say anything about that at all.”
“They’re pretty much inseparable,” Mack said.  Caeco gave him a quick glare. 
“That was unnecessary, Mack,” his sister said.
“Hey, just telling it like it is.  Life goes on,” he said, then looked out his own window, leaving the chief wondering what they were talking about.  Hekla, on the other hand, gave a sharp look at the young agent driving the car, her expression considering.
“Oh!  I smell him!” Kristin suddenly said, sitting bolt upright. 
“Where?” Jetta asked.
“Um… I don’t know,” Kristin said, looking unsure.
“Yes, you do,” Caeco said as she slowed the car to a crawl.  “Close your eyes. Concentrate on the scent of the killer, putting aside every other smell, every odor, one by one.”
The new werewolf closed her eyes, a furrow of concentration between them.  Gradually the frown relaxed.
“Oh, you’re right!  I can tell,” she said, opening her eyes and pointing at a tan ranch-style house on the opposite side of the street.
“The property is listed as belonging to Mark B. Scherre,” the car’s audio system said.
“Shit. Mark Scherre,” Chief Kent said, surprise mixed with recognition.  Caeco shot him a sideways look.  “He’s extremely outspoken, always protesting at Town Board meetings, always filing complaints with my department.”
“About what?” Caeco asked.
“Mostly about people on the greenbelt trails,” the chief said, eyes locked on the house.
“Is he the one that wants all the land trust property closed off?” Hekla asked.
“Yeah, he’s some kind of environmentalist—or maybe environmental activist is a better term,” Kent said.
“I have found one hundred and seventeen emails from this ISP to various state and federal agencies, municipal governments, and the land trust itself espousing increasingly virulent demands for protection of this township’s greenspaces.  I also see that he has this morning been researching AirBnB properties in Halifax, Canada.”
“Hacking like that isn’t legal,” Kent said.
“You have seen the news recently where Omega took charge of government resources all over the planet, right?” Mack asked.
The chief frowned but lifted the handset clipped to his body armor and keyed the mic.  “Angelo, the name for the warrant is Mark B. Scherre.  Morris, make sure units are at both ends of the road. He might be thinking of running.”
“Correction,” Mack said.  “He’s definitely running.”  He pointed at the garage door that had just lifted and the tall man who was loading several bags into the back of a Subaru Forester.
“How sure are you, Kristin?” Chief Kent asked over his shoulder, eyes still on the suspect.
“That’s him!  That’s the man who killed Ren and Lucas… I can smell him.  And blood. I smell their blood.”
“She’s right; there’s blood,” Caeco said.
“You can smell blood?” the chief asked.
“Ah, not to interrupt, but he’s closing the tailgate,” Jetta said.
“Pull in behind him and block the garage,” Kent said, already unbuckling his seat belt.  “Morris, roll up to my position,” he said into his mic.
Caeco pulled up behind the man, who turned quickly, his eyes narrowing at the unmarked vehicle.  But as soon as the chief exited, his eyes went wide.  Lights flashing, two of the department’s patrol vehicles came from opposite ends of the street.
The suspect, Scherre, took in the police cars and the chief, then suddenly bolted into his house.  Kent took off after him, yelling for him to stop.  Caeco unbuckled and jumped out.  “You four stay here; you’re not cops,” she said, then ran around behind the house.
“I can hear him knocking stuff over inside,” Kristin said, head tilted in listening mode.
They all heard the chief yelling, then the sound of glass breaking.  Caeco’s command to stop came from out back and then the man was barreling around the front of the house.  The Suttons suddenly produced guns but neither made any attempt to get out of the car, just sat and watched as the man charged their way.  Kristin immediately growled, her voice going much deeper than a teenaged girl should be able.
“Omega, you got this, or do I need to shoot the bastard?” Mack said, his window now down.
“I have this under control, Mack Sutton.”
The police cars screeched to a stop and three officers piled out, but they were down by the end of the driveway.  Mack held his pistol low ready, the muzzle pointed at the ground a yard in front of the running man, and Kristin’s growling ramped up a notch. 
Suddenly three black golf-ball-sized orbs shot into the yard from different directions, all converging on the man, whose face was contorted with fear and rage.  The mini drones smacked into his torso, front and back, and immediately crackled with arcs of blue electrical discharge. Mark Scherre froze up, his body shaking for several long seconds before his eyes rolled up in his head and he collapsed to the ground.
Four hours later, the local DA and Chief Kent announced the arrest of Mr. Scherre, even releasing the fact that a modified clam rake and bloody wolf fur costume had been found in a cluttered corner of his basement.  Two hours after that, the three investigators were on their way back to New York with multiple Tupperware containers of Icelandic cuisine to tide them over.
“Frigging nature guy killing kids and trying to blame an innocent werewolf,” Mack said, shaking his head, his mouth half full of pickled meat and dark rye bread.
“Just goes to show you that you can’t always judge the nature of a person by their circumstances,” Jetta said.  “Kristin is a tough survivor but not a violent person.  That wacko was supposed to be all for nature first, but instead he was a killer.”
“Ah, but Jetta, nature is full of killers,” Caeco said as she accelerated up the onramp and merged onto I-95 South.
“Well, it’s just lucky that we all put a quick end to that.  He might have killed more, or Kristin might have been hunted and killed,” Jetta said.
“Yeah, lucky,” Caeco agreed with a smirk for her two companions.




Threefold



How do you raise a child who can bend reality with his mind?


“Declan lad, where do ye be?”
She’d found me… again.  I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was.  What is it about a six-year-old mind that thinks it is already a match for its parent? 
“I am here, Mama,” I said, turning to look through the gap in the trees in time to witness the moment my mother, Maeve O’Carroll, locked her eyes on me.
“There ye are, ye wee scamp!  Why did ye run off when ye knew your mother needed your help?”
I shifted on the old rock pile deep in the cool woods, turning to look at my mother as she approached.  “I’m not a help,” I said.  “Aunt Ash says I never get all the weeds out.”
“Aw but lad, your darling aunt is just trying to teach ya to be thorough.  What have I taught ye about that?” She was close now, just a few feet away, and she leaned over, resting one hand on a big rock near my leg.
“A witch has to be sure.  A witch has to check and check again.”
“Like Mr. McKenzie always says when he’s fixing things around our place. Measure twice, cut once.”
“But it’s not my fault… the weeds break,” I said.
“Of course they break, lad.  They don’t want to leave our lovely garden, now do they?” she said with a smile.  She reached out and touched my nose.  “Why is it I always find ye here, on this heap o’rocks?”
“The forest likes me,” I said.
“Oh, it does, does it?” she asked, eyes wide.
I nodded. “Especially here, by these rocks.  It even keeps the skeeters away,” I said.
Her smile slid away and she looked around my favorite spot like she was only just seeing it.  “Now that’s a curious thing, it is,” she wondered, closing her eyes, her face calming.  Much as I liked to see her smile, I liked it best when she listened to me like I was older and knew things.
“Well then, that’s a bit of a surprise, isn’t it?” she asked, eyes opening and widening just a bit.  “I ken what ya mean, boyo. It’s very calm and peaceful here, isn’t it?”
I nodded and her smile returned.  “But I do need your help, laddie.  Our garden needs the both of us and your tired aunt is busy cooking for the guests, now isn’t she?”
“Yes, Mama,” I said, climbing down off my rock pile.  “Bye, forest… I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Still smiling, she took my hand in hers and we walked out of the woods and across the grassy yard to the big patch of dirt and plants.
“Now then, what do we do before we enter?” she asked.
“We ask for blessings and we touch the key,” I said.
“Keystone, lad, but yes.  Why?”
“Because our food comes from the Earth and we want to thank her for it.  And we touch the key stone to keep the deer from eating all our food.”
“Deer, wee rabbits, groundhogs, and the bane of your aunt’s existence, the chipmunks,” she agreed, gesturing for me to touch the stone.
I thought about the garden and, like my mother had taught me, imagined an invisible fence that ringed the plants with protection.  When I could see it glimmer like gold in my head, I reached down and touched the rock.  It was big and gray, and it sat on what Mama called the west node.
A tiny spark jumped from the rock to my finger and then back again.
“This rock is from the pile in the woods, isn’t it, Mama?” I asked as realization bloomed.
“Well now, that’s true, but just how are ye knowing that?”
“It just feels like the ones in the pile,” I said.
“Oh, you’re a sharp one, Declan me boy.  Now, how about I show ye a way to get the weeds to give themselves up to ye?”
“Like the bad guys to the sheriff?” I asked.
“Jest like that,” she agreed.  “And if ye listen close and try real hard, after we’re done, I’ll show ye a new trick, how’s that?”
I loved learning my mother’s tricks, so I nodded and knelt down next to her by a row of beets.
“The thing about weeds is that they’ll listen to ye, lad.  Ye was born knowing the Earth, and the weeds and the beets are both of the Earth.  So what ye need to do is first thank the weed for growing and tell it how proud ye are of it.  Then ye jest need to explain that it doesn’t need to do its growing here, next to the beets, and if it will just pop on out of the ground, ye’ll show it to where it might be fine growing.”
“You mean the yard?” I asked.  The plants in my mother and aunt’s yard didn’t look like the ones our neighbor had.  Instead of just straight green blades of grass, our yard was a wild jumble of dandelion flowers and other plants that Mother said had more of a right to grow there than what she called AstroTurf.
“Aye lad,” she said.  “Now attend, me boy, for this is Craft.”
Those words were guaranteed to capture my attention.  Crafting was everything.  She knelt, folding down gracefully, and cupped her hands around a weed which I recognized as clover, a fact I now find ironic, but at six I was just excited to know its name.  She whispered to the clover, her words too soft to hear but the warm tone of them familiar and comfortable.  Her body glowed with soft green light to my eyes, something I had already learned that most people couldn’t see.  She lifted her hands, just loosely cupped around the weed, but it came right out of the ground and she set it into the gardening basket by her side.
“Now you try,” she said.
I did. I spoke to the clover, loud enough for her to hear my words, a smile forming on her lips.  “Mr. Plant, you are big and strong.  Will you go to my yard?”  It worked on the first try, not as smoothly as she did it, but the weed, a plantain I think, came out, roots and all.
“Look at you, getting it right the first time,” she exclaimed, her pleased surprise real and sincere.
Eager for praise, I jumped to the next one, and the one after.  I stumbled a bit on that one, rushing my plea and yanking instead of coaxing.  The plant, a carpetweed, broke off.  I glanced up to see if she’d noticed my mistake.  She had, but she just raised a single eyebrow and nodded for me to get on with it.
“Mr. Weed, I’m sorry I broke you.  If I help you go back together, can you move to my yard?” I asked, concentrating on the plant being whole.  This time, the roots came out in one piece, the broken stem fused back together.  I showed my mom, but her eyes were again wide with surprise, but it wasn’t the pleased kind.
“I’m sorry, Mama. I didn’t mean to break it,” I said, waiting for her disappointment.
Her eyes got even wider but then her shock swiftly changed to something warm and soft and she wrapped me in a hug.  “I know ye didn’t, lad.  But tell me, how did you put it right?”
“I gave it some magic, just a little, onna account I broke it.  It was just a little,” I said, holding up my thumb and finger a little apart like I’d seen both her and Aunt Ash do.
“Truly ye are me blessing, Declan O’Carroll, a gift from the goddess herself,” she said, squeezing me in the best hug ever.
“Should I do more weeds, Mama?”
“I should say so,” she exclaimed as she reluctantly released me.  “But Declan, what ye did with the plant was uncommon.  It’s a thing to be very careful with.  Very careful, do ye hear?”
“Why, Mama?”
“Have we talked about the Threefold Rule, lad?” she asked.
I shook my head.
“It’s a very, very important rule ye must always follow—always!” she said, holding up her index finger, which meant it really was serious.  “The Threefold Rule says that whatever a witch puts out into the world, they get three times as much back.”
“What’s three times?” I asked.
“This is one.” She held up a finger on her right hand.  “This is three,” she said, holding up three fingers on the other.  “Right?” she asked.
I nodded because everyone knew that.
“What’s this?” She held up two fingers.
“Two.”
She nodded.  “How many do I have if I have three twos?” she asked, tapping the two fingers with her other hand, then unfolding two more fingers for a total of four, then held up two fingers on the other hand. 
I counted.  “Six?”
“Right ye are!  So if you give me two and I give you back threefold, how many will you get?”
“Sixxxx,” I ventured slowly.
“Yes.  Because threefold two is six.  Your teacher in school will say it three times two, and you’ll learn more about it there, but for now all you need to know is that if you put out magic, either good or bad, you’ll get back a whole lot more of the same.  Do you understand?”
“I don’t do bad magic, Mama,” I said, frowning.
“No, you don’t, Declan, because you’re not that kinda witch, now are ye?”
“No, Mama.”
“But even putting out things that might seem good can be trouble for a witch, laddie.  What if you gave every weed in this garden a little magic?  What would happen?”
“They would grow?”
“Grow and grow and grow.  Now, ye dinna do a wrong thing, ‘cause ye was fixing your mistake, but what should ye have done in the first place?”
“Gone slow and not broke the plant,” I said.
“Right ye are,” she said with a nod.  “Now let’s go slow and sure and get our garden clean and healthy.”
“But Mama, I hear you talk to the good plants too.”
“Aye lad, so I do.  Talking, like we been doing, is a fine way to give jest a wee bit o’ magic to our work, ye see?  A wee bit to get the weed out, and a wee bit to keep the vegetable healthy and strong.”
I worked alongside her till she was satisfied, then we took the weeds and sprinkled them throughout the yard.  She said that if they could take root then they deserved to grow.  I didn’t think she liked Kentucky Bluegrass although it was green, and I didn’t know what Kentucky was.
After garden duty, I helped her cook a dinner for all of us including Aunt Ash, using mostly plants that we had picked ourselves.  During dinner, she recounted to Ash our gardening adventures and Craft lessons, which earned me a surprised glance from my aunt.
“He’s learning the Threefold Rule,” Mama said, which caused Ash to turn and look at her very quickly. 
“Well, now, I should think it a proper thing for our sharp scamp to be learning.  Not too soon at all,” Aunt Ash said in a way that made me think she meant the opposite.
“Well, he already knows that a witch seeks restraint and balance in all Crafting,” Mother said.
The word Crafting triggered my memory.  “Mama, you said you would teach me something else…  a trick?” I asked.
“Well now, so I did.  It’s a clever thing and ye won’t be good at it right away, but if ye practice and take your time, it’s great fun.  Your Auntie Ash and I played it many times when we were jest girls.”
“When you were my age?” I asked.
“Maybe just a bit older.  Now let me show ye,” she said, reaching out and grabbing some dirt from the nearest of many, many houseplants.  She cupped the dirt in her hand and focused her attention on it.  Instantly I felt magic rising around the room, and she began to glow to my Sight.  The golden glow grew around her head and torso, then flowed rather suddenly down her right arm and into the pile of dirt.
The soil shuddered, then began to move about on the flat surface of her palm.  It rose into a mound, which shifted in shape, forming a little round head, a visible body, and even legs and arms.  I’m sure my eyes were huge as I leaned close to the little dirt person.  It began to walk, and I think I just about lost my mind.
The figure walked across her hand, a bit raggedly at first but quickly smoothing out its gait.  Mama moved her hand to the tabletop and it jumped down next to her plate.  A couple specks of dirt fell off and Aunt Ash made a tsking sound.  Mama shot her a look, then rolled her eyes at me with a grin.  The little person bent over and touched each particle of fallen soil, reabsorbing it into its form.
“Can you do it too, Aunt Ash?” I asked, bouncing in my seat.
“Yeah Ash, can ye still conjure up your air devil?” Mama asked her, grinning.
My aunt’s slightly disapproving expression vanished at the challenge, her eyebrows raising almost to her hairline.
“Oh, ye think I forgot, do ye?”  she asked.  Power flowed around her and I watched closely.  My aunt was an Air witch, not Earth and Fire like Mama and me.  Anytime she used magic, I was fascinated.
The calm air of the living room suddenly came alive, swirling around us, flicking our hair before moving close to the big pillar candle at the center of the table.  The flame went out, a tendril of white smoke rising steadily from the still-glowing wick.  The smoke stopped climbing four inches above the candle, forming into a ball as more and more sooty plumes joined it. 
“That’s more than enough,” Mama said and I felt a pulse of power flick to the candle, which relit itself.
“Hmpf,” Ash said, giving her a mock glare and winking at me.  The ball of smoke shifted about, turning and twirling in on itself, compacting and forming new shapes.  Wings appeared, smoky and gray, then a body and head, complete with long, flowing white hair.  It was a little woman, with tiny curves and delicate features.  The wings began to flap and the smoky female suddenly flew straight at me. 
I didn’t move a muscle, confident even at six that my aunt’s magic would never harm me.  The girl of smoke flew all around me, then dove at my mother’s dirt person, who had also taken on a female form, although not so delicate of feature.
“Can I do it? Can I?” I asked, suddenly beside myself with the need to get in on this game.
“I don’t know, lad.  Can ye?” Mama asked.  I recognized the same challenge she had thrown at Aunt Ash.
I grabbed a clump of dirt and held it in my hand.
“Use your other hand, laddie, the Pushing hand,” Mama suggested. 
Chagrined, I dumped the soil from my left into my right.  I knew better than to use my receiving hand for channeling but in my defense, this was about the coolest thing I had ever seen, and I was overexcited.
I focused on the grains of earth in my palm, but my excitement had my thoughts fluttering like Ash’s smoke girl’s wings.   Taking a breath like they had each shown me, I held it for a second, then let it out slowly, my focus drilling down on the particles of rock and organic matter.  Seconds ticked by as I fell into the dirt, feeling each grain with some part of my mind.  A picture of a little dirt boy appeared in my head and the grains in my hand shifted and jumped.  I added details to the image and the soil began to rise up into first a mound, then almost a cylinder.  Legs split apart at the lower half, then tiny arms each raised to the side.  He had no face, his body straight up and down, his head just a round lump, but he was real, and he was moving.
Beside me, I sensed my mother and aunt exchanging a glance, but I was too focused on my dirt person to pay any attention.  They were always giving each other looks whenever I did anything, and I had stopped trying to figure out what each meant.  At that moment, feeling my dirt guy begin to walk, however clumsy, was amazing.
“I’m doing it!” I yelled and he fell apart, still in my hand.
“That ye did, kiddo,” my aunt said, reaching out to rub my hair.   “Aww now, there’ll be none of those long faces, ye hear?  Ye did clever Craft jest now and ye should be honored that the goddess has favored ye so,” Ash admonished and encouraged at the same time.
“We dinnae start this game till we were eight and nine, so listen to your aunt and put away your disappointment,” my mama said.  “There is nothing for it but to do it again.”
So, I did.  And I did it every day after that, at least once I was done with my garden chores, had helped in the restaurant, completed my daily reading practice, and practiced my control exercises.  The last were never to be forgotten or skipped.  Fifteen minutes of just sitting, breathing, and pulling in the tendrils of magic that constantly slipped out of me and into the world around me.  It was a practice I had started so long ago that I couldn’t remember a day when I didn’t do it.  It started small, just a minute or so, then gradually grew to a full fifteen minutes every day.
Mama made me spend even more time at it and six months later, I was responsible for a full forty minutes of control time, but afterward, I got to spend hours playing the game that I had come to call Wytchwar.
I was only allowed to play and practice inside our back barn, within the warded circle that I had laboriously helped my mother make.  Each day’s fun began with a careful renewal of the runes around the circle’s edge.  My mother had been adamant that not a trace of power could ever leave that circle or the game would be banned.
“What have ye done now, lad?” My mother asked upon entering the barn where I was playing.
“I’m making other players, Mama.  This is going to be a dragon,” I said, pointing at the sticks and wire I was working on.
“Hmm, that’s pretty advanced, boyo. Can ye do it?” she asked.
“He’s just another kind of dirt guy.”
“Well, I guess he is at that.  Now, enough of this.  You have a party to go to.”
“Oh, Rory’s.  I forgot,” I said, thinking of my friend.  My only friend.  I looked at the game course and turned to my mother, mouth opening to ask.  One look and my mouth closed on its own. 
“Aww, Declan.  Ye know ye can’t show your friend your game.  We’ve talked about it, right?”
“But Rory won’t tell,” I said.
“Maybe not on purpose, but your friend Rory has a tendency to get excited, now doesn’t he?”  she asked.  It was true; Rory got kind of wordy when he got excited.  He liked to tell people how much he knew, and he knew a lot.  If a regular person were to say that magic wasn’t real and Rory had seen me do magic, well, nothing would be able to stop him from correcting that person, even if they were an adult.  Especially if they were an adult.
Mother led me out of the barn and toward the restaurant.  “Now get ready for the party.  I have to take a trip, so Aunt Ash will be taking ye and ye’ll behave for your aunt now, won’t ye?”
“Of course he will,” Aunt Ash said, standing in the doorway.  “But I wish you would rethink this trip, Maeve.  I don’t like it at all.”
“Mama, you should listen to Aunt Ash,” I said, suddenly worried.  “She knows things.”
“Aye lad, she does.  But she doesn’t know everything.  This is an important trip.  Now let’s get ready.”
We got me set for the party, wrapped present in hand, and Mama kissed and hugged me goodbye.  I never saw her again.
***
“What are ye working on, lad?” my aunt asked.
“Nothing, Aunt Ash.  Just got tired of flying my dragon and running my dirt dude at the same time.   I’m trying to get Draco to do it on his own.”
“Draco, is it?” she asked absently, her eyes locked on the kitten-sized flying dragon that was circling above my game course.  “How is he flying then?”
“I copied some of your spells onto his wings,” I said, smiling at my dragon.  My aunt’s head whipped around, her expression shocked.
“Did I do something wrong?” I asked, worried I would be banned from my game.
“Make the wee devil land and show me what ye did,” she ordered.
“Draco, here!” I said, holding up my arm.  The little dragon swooped in and alighted on my arm; his metal talons carefully locked around the skin instead of sinking into it.  I held him up for her inspection.
She was silent as she studied the little model that sat frozen in place.  She reached a finger out to touch a set of runes and the small draconian head turned to look at her, freezing her in place.
“He won’t hurt you, Aunt Ash.  He only hunts dirt dudes,” I said.
She looked from the dragon to me, her expression worrying me.  “He grinds them up with those claws then, does he?”
“Well, yes.  Sometimes he burns them though,” I confessed.
“Burns, you say?  Jest what are ye talking about here, boy?”  That tone sounded like trouble.
“Um, nothing bad.  But he’s a dragon… They have to breathe fire.  I put the charcoal thing inside him.”
“Best show me, boy.”  The continued use of boy was bad.
I walked over to my supply box and picked out a piece of charcoal briquet I had liberated from our grilling supply.  It was the kind presoaked in lighter fluid.  The piece I offered to Draco was marble-sized.  The dragon turned his head and snapped the offering in a single quick motion that caused my aunt to suck in a sharp breath.
“Draco.  Burn,” I said, pointing to the dirt dude I was currently using.  The dragon launched from my arm and swept up into the rafters of the barn before banking tightly and racing toward the ground.  I made the dirt person run, but he was too slow to escape Draco.  A small but significant cone of fire streamed from the dragon’s tiny mouth, enveloping the dirt dude and turning his exterior black.  The dragon swooped around and landed back on my still outstretched arm.  The dirt dude kept running but clumps of blackened, dried-out dirt were cascading from his wire frame.  He made it about a yard before he fell in a heap.
I watched my aunt’s face, awaiting her verdict.  Somehow, I had overstepped myself, but I wasn’t sure how.
She was frowning as she bent down and poked at the charred dirt. 
“Did you realize what you were making, boy?”
“Ah, you already knew I had a dragon.  I just made him fly on his own.  Can I keep playing?”
“No.  At least not till I’ve looked over that… that thing ye made,” she said.
“Did I do bad, Aunt Ash?  I was real careful with my Crafting,” I said.
She looked at me, surprised, then her face relaxed and she came over and hugged me. “Oh, lad, you’re gonna make me old before my time,” she said, which I didn’t understand at all, but a hug couldn’t be bad, right?
Fifteen minutes later, my aunt stepped back from her perusal of Draco’s spelled wings.
“It’s clean and crisp,” she said, almost talking to herself.  “Every line perfect.”
“See.  Which is why it works,” I said.
“But it shouldn’t work,” she said. “But it does, which means really just one thing,” Aunt Ash said.  I wondered what the one thing was.
“And it’s combined with Fire,” she said.
“Was that wrong, Aunt Ash?”
“Wrong?  No… just, it should not have worked, laddie.”  Laddie was lots better than boy.
“Can I keep it?” I asked.
My aunt gave the dragon another look.  After a second, she gave a little shrug.  Finally, she pulled her eyes from Draco and looked at me.  “For now.  But you aren’t to use the fire unless I am around.”
I opened my mouth to protest but her hand came up with her index finger extended straight up.  Aunt sign language for no buts.
I must have frowned or something because she frowned back.  “I know you can handle fire, but this”—she waved at the dragon sitting on the floor of the barn—“is something that shouldn’t be, laddie.  We need to observe it and make sure that it remains safe.”
“Draco won’t hurt me.  He won’t hurt you either, Aunt Ash,” I said.
“And you’re knowing this how?”
“I wrote his spells to always help us,” I said.
“Well, that’s jest great lad, as long as he listens to his spells,” she said.
***
“Aunt Ash, Trey is here,” I called out.
“Aye, and you’ll be listening to his father now, lad, right?  No slipups, ye hear?”
“Aunt Ash, I haven’t slipped up in like forever,” I said.  It had been more than a few years, actually, and no one had ever connected the level four earthquake to a small boy in Castlebury, Vermont who had just learned that his mother was dead.  And small earthquakes sometimes happened even in Vermont.
“No, no ye haven’t, but now is not the time to start, lad.  Now give yer old aunt a hug.”
I didn’t begrudge my aunt hugs, not in private anyway.  After a fierce squeeze, I was released to grab my bag and run out the door of Rowan West.  Trey and his father waited in the fancy BMW SUV and I was quick to climb in the back and buckle up.
“All set, Declan?” Mr. Johnson asked with a smile.  He was tall and confident, often smiling, but it was a superior kind of smile, like he knew stuff that you didn’t.  I wondered if he would smile if he knew the kind of stuff I knew.
A half hour later, we were in Burlington, roaming around Mr. Johnson’s office building while he handled some special meeting that couldn’t wait.  We were supposed to get ice cream down by the shore of Lake Champlain, but as often seemed to be the case with Trey’s dad, something had come up.
I had met Trey in second grade, playing kickball in gym class.  He was a team captain and took a chance on me when he was picking his team.  I wasn’t a big kid but having an aunt who favored soccer as the king of sports meant that nothing was wrong with my kicking abilities.  Our team won, and a number of my kicks had helped that result come to be.  We became friends after that, Trey convincing his parents to have dinner at my aunt’s restaurant.  They were immediately impressed with her culinary skills, and Trey and I hung out.  That’s how I met Jessica Connors, the really pretty girl whose parents were close friends with Trey’s.  I was still friends with Rory, but having more friends was a new experience for me, and hanging around with Trey and Jessica seemed exciting.
“Hey, Dad just handed me a twenty and said we could go down and get ice cream,” Trey said, coming back from a huddled chat with his father, who had stepped out of the conference room a minute before.
Soon enough, we had big cones of soft Vermont creemees as we call them, mine chocolate, Trey’s a chocolate and vanilla twist with sprinkles, and we were roaming the waterfront.  It was early summer, late afternoon on a Wednesday.  The colleges were out, summer school not yet started, and there wasn’t a whole lot of foot traffic on the normally packed boardwalk that ran alongside Lake Champlain. 
When our cones were done, we rock hopped on the shore, then found an abandoned lacrosse ball and started to throw it around one of the parking lots.  A man with a dog saw us but he just nodded and smiled at us.  His dog was a cute little mutt, kind of a ragamuffin, the kind of dog my aunt’s deputy friend Darci called a purse dog. The man’s right arm was in a big plaster cast.  We ignored them both and went on with our game.
Ten minutes later, we heard the man calling and looked up as his dog raced toward us, the leash dragging along behind him.  The dog came right to me and Trey grabbed its leash while I petted it.
“Oh thank you, thank you, boys.  He pulled right out of my hand,” the man said, holding up his left hand as he approached.  He seemed old to my eyes, maybe thirty, with blond hair and a really bright smile of exceptionally white teeth.  “Do you think you could help me get him into my van over there?  The little scamp likes to run and my arm makes it difficult,” he said to us.
The dog seemed really happy to be with us, almost avoiding the man, which in hindsight should have been a clue.  But Trey and I just exchanged a shrug and followed the man to his white GM van.  He opened the back door one-handed and I reached down to scoop up the dog.  “What’s his name?” I asked, and then something hard hit the back of my head.
I woke up as my body rocked into someone else, and I heard a grunt that sounded like Trey.  My head hurt and my arms were twisted behind me, stuck there.  I pulled and felt the burn of adhesive tape pulling on skin and hair.  I was duct taped.  The body beside me was moving and shifting around as well and making enough sound that I was sure it was my friend.  I tried to speak but found my mouth was taped shut as well. 
Shifting and rolling around separated us and let me lever myself up to a sitting position.  A few feet to my left, Trey did the same.
We were inside the white van, which was moving, the man with the dog at the driver’s wheel, although he seemed to have use of both arms just fine.  His eyes met mine in the rearview mirror and he grinned.  Reaching his right arm down between the front seats, he lifted a familiar-looking cast, except it was split open, revealing white Velcro straps that had held it in place.
“Gotta hand it to Vermonters.  They raise such helpful kids,” he said, smiling happily as he turned the wheel to take a corner.  Trey rolled into me and we looked at each other, eyes as wide as they could go.  He screamed at me inside his taped mouth and I felt my own terror ramp up.
“This is far enough,” the man said, glancing at the little dog that was sitting on the passenger’s seat.  “Right, Fluffy?  Or whatever the hell your name is.”  He made another short turn and then applied the brakes, bringing the van to a stop.  Putting the transmission in park and shutting off the ignition, he turned around in his seat and looked at us with something like glee.
“Oh my God!  Look how scared you are already!  And I haven’t even shown you the good stuff,” he said, pointing at the floor of the van in front of us.  A bunch of stuff was piled there: blue jumper cables, vise-grip pliers, a hammer, several rolls of tape, a plastic case with an Xacto-knife and spare blades in it, and a pair of big, heavy-duty car batteries.
He moved toward the torture supplies, his hand touching his crotch, his eyes still locked on us, shining with an unholy excitement.  Squatting down, he reached for the Xacto knife and my terror peaked.  We were going to die here and now… our lives cut short.  And it was going to be painful… so painful.  Something clicked inside my brain, some connection snapping into place.  My terror changed to anger, then morphed directly into red rage.  My carefully conditioned control slipped apart, the self-imposed shields I kept in place without conscious thought falling away in shreds.  The power got out.
Mr. Slice-N-Laugh closed his hand around the plastic craft knife case, and the jumper cables shot forward like a striking rattlesnake, the clamps snapping shut on his arm.  The other ends weren’t connected to the batteries but that didn’t seem to matter as electricity jumped, in fat blue arcs, from the terminals to the cables.  Our abductor’s muscles locked up tight, his body shaking and jerking, his eyes suddenly as wide as ours.  The overhead dome light sparked and exploded as additional arcs leapt from the metal walls of the cargo space to the batteries, joining the pulse that was feeding into the blue cables.
The killer’s hair stood straight up, his skin smoking as his body jumped and twitched uncontrollably.  Outside the van, I heard a loud pop, bright light strobed through the windows, and then came the crash of falling and breaking glass.
Behind us, the rear doors suddenly smashed themselves open, late afternoon daylight and fresh summer air blowing into the van and flushing out the cloud of awful-smelling smoke that now poured from the man’s face and hair.
Trey was screaming nonstop and he suddenly shoved against me, falling backward out of the van.  I felt myself fall out of the vehicle, but it seemed in slow motion and my landing was soft, as if I had fallen on a mattress placed on the asphalt of the parking lot.
Tires screeched, car doors opened, and suddenly a man and woman were by our sides, their faces shocked and fearful.  They pulled us back, farther from the shaking cargo vehicle, then the man moved forward to look inside.  Immediately he was backing away, his feet stumbling so much, I thought he might fall backward onto me.  Something firmed him up and he looked around, his eyes wild, but it was just me, lying on the pavement.  Reaching into a pocket, he pulled out a phone and tapped three times.
“I need police and an ambulance!  My name is Ted, Ted Thresher, and I’m at the big asphalt plant just off Intervale Road.  There are two bound boys and a man in a van who appears to have electrocuted himself. A light pole exploded.  Inter-vale Road.  Of course I’ll stay on the phone; just send some damned help!”
He kept talking to the dispatcher, and the woman, who must have been his wife or something, was talking to Trey and me, saying that we would be okay.  It was hard to concentrate on her words as I was falling into a fugue, a cloud of hazy exhaustion.  It was easier to just lie back and stare up at the blue summer sky, not a cloud in sight.
Some time later, I became aware of sirens and vehicle sounds and car doors slamming. A deputy leaned over me, her face somehow familiar.
“Declan?  Declan, it’s Darci.  Are you okay?  Are you hurt?”  Then she yanked at my face and tape ripped away.
I recognized Aunt Ash’s cop friend, the one who brought a smile to Ash’s face whenever she came into the restaurant for breakfast, lunch, or dinner, which seemed to be often.  Aunt Ash had met her when she had quietly stepped forward to help the sheriff’s department find a missing person.
“Ah hi, Darci,” I said, sitting up with her help, face burning from the tape.  I looked around and saw Trey being helped by a Burlington police officer and an EMT, who was cutting the silver tape on his arms with shears.
“What happened?” Darci asked.  Before I could answer, another cop came over.  “You know him?”
“Yeah.  His aunt owns Rowan West, the restaurant in Castlebury.”
An EMT joined us and began checking me over while working on getting the tape off my arms.
The other police officer pulled Darci over toward the van, which had smoke wafting out of the open back. One rear door hung from a single bent hinge; the other was completely gone. I could see it laying on the ground fifteen feet away.  The deputy sheriff and the Burlington cop looked inside, Darci’s solid form going tense at whatever she saw.  My aunt’s friend turned back and looked at me, eyebrows up.
“Are you hurt?” the EMT asked.  Her nametag said Kayla.
“No.  I don’t think so.”  I glanced over at Trey and found him staring at me, his eyes fearful.  As soon as he saw me looking, he jerked his head away, turning his back, his shoulders hunching.
More police arrived, Trey’s father’s BMW pulled in just behind a fire truck, the firefighters immediately inspecting the smoking van.
The rest was a blur of voices, people in my face, strobing emergency vehicle lights and questions—lots and lots of questions.  Trey’s father was right there with us, his voice getting hard at times as the police questioned us.  Who was the man? Where had we been?  And most important… What had happened?
The air suddenly swirled around the parking lot, blowing smoke and dust in multiple directions.  A familiar Toyota came rushing into the lot, braking to a fast halt.  My aunt jumped out and headed straight for me.  A Burlington cop moved forward to stop her but a stray gust of wind blew a cloud of smoke from the van into his face, causing him to turn away and cough.
Then Aunt Ash was upon me, her eyes frantic as she looked me up and down, her arms wrapping me into a tight hug.
“He’s okay, Ashling,” I heard Darci say from outside my warm cocoon that smelled of roses and fresh baked bread.
“What happened?” my aunt asked, letting me loose enough to breath.
“That’s what we’d like to know,” another voice said. Detective Montrose, who seemed to be asking Trey and myself the most questions.
“And ye’ve been here this long,” Aunt Ash said, waving a hand at all the fire trucks and cop cars, “and ye don’t know any more than me?”
“We know a man, whose identification says he is Ernest Snell, apparently abducted the boys and drove them here,” Darci said, earning herself a sharp glare from the detective. 
“You’re the boy’s mother?” Montrose asked.
“Guardian,” Ash said, her eyes locking in on the detective.  “He’s me nephew.”  A fresh breeze swirled up around us.
“Well, Ms…”
“O’Carroll,” Darci offered, which got her a second hard glance.
“Well, Ms. O’ Carroll, the suspect somehow became electrocuted before he could further assault the boys,” Montrose said, eyeing me closely.
“What are ye saying, Officer?  He got hit by a bolt of lightning from the blue?” Ashling asked in disbelief.
“No, there were some car batteries in the van and cables,” Montrose said.  “And it’s Detective.”
For a split second, a look of relief flashed across my aunt’s face, then she hardened her gaze on Montrose.
“So, a man took my boy and his friend Trey, drove them here, and electrocuted himself with his own batteries and you’re confused?” she asked.
“There is the matter of the van’s own battery discharging, as well as the lamppost here,” Montrose said.  “Not to mention the condition of the van’s doors.”
“So this man attacks two young boys and somehow you’re blaming the boys for him killing himself and blowing up his van?  What kind of detecting is that ye do?  Is this your first case, is it?”
“It may be his last if he doesn’t back away from our boys, Ashling,” Mr. Johnson said, suddenly coming up behind my aunt. “I’ve had enough of this, Montrose.  These boys have been victimized and I won’t stand for you interrogating them like they’re the ones to blame here.  You should be looking into this man Snell, not two fifth-grade boys.  And it turns out that both the mayor and Chief Daniels agree with me, as you’re about to find out.”
“Montrose!  Get over here!” a new voice yelled, a tall man with lots of decorations on his police uniform who was just getting out of a Lexus sedan.  The detective grimaced and then headed across the lot.
“You’re free to take Declan home,” Mr. Johnson said to my aunt.  “Trey and I are leaving right now.  And don’t take any calls from reporters; I’m working on getting this whole event quieted down.”
“Thank ye, Ted,” my aunt said.  Trey’s father nodded and then went to gather his son, who still wasn’t meeting my eyes whenever I looked his way.
“This guy Snell is from out of state,” Darci said. “He’s been a person of interest in at least one missing person case, and we’re checking his recent whereabouts.”
“You’ll find he’s done this before and got away with it,” my aunt said, her voice sure.
“You sound certain?” Darci asked in a careful tone.
“I’m as certain of this as I was of finding that lost child,” Ash said.
“I see.  Ashling, the circumstances that Montrose was mentioning are…” Darci trailed off.
“Uncanny?” Ash suggested.
“I was going to say odd, but sure, uncanny works.  Some of the guys are wondering.”
“And jest what do they be wondering, Darci dear.”
“Is Declan… Does he have any of what you have?”
“Your Mr. Snell was a bad man, an evil man.  There is a balance to things, Darci.  Evil is balanced by good.  I’d say this is a case where good did just that,” Ash said. “Now, I’m taking me boy home.”
“Sure.  Listen, if it’s okay, I’d like to swing by later and check in on you both?”
“That would be fine then, Darci dear.”
I don’t remember the car ride home or much about that evening other than my aunt feeding me and then snuggling me beside her on the couch in the family room.  When I woke up later, I was in my bed and I could hear Darci and my aunt speaking softly in another room.
The next day, my aunt took me out to the garden straight after breakfast. 
“A bit of weeding will do us both good,” she said, immediately attacking the invading plants like enemy soldiers, yanking and pulling.
“Aunt Ash, you and Mom always taught me to be gentler with the weeds,” I said, shocked at her violence.
“That we did, Declan.  We wanted you to be mindful of living things.  You’re a powerful witch, boy, and we dinnae want ye to ever use your Craft improperly.  But there can come a time when a witch must act to protect themselves and others, and that is both right and natural.  The wild things of this world fight every day to survive.  We have to survive too.”  Her thickened brogue told me she was upset.
“You’re talking about that man yesterday.  My magic killed him, didn’t it?”
“Yes, lad. Yes it did.  It killed him dead most proper, it did.  Does that bother ye, lad?”
“He was going to kill us, Aunt Ash.  And I think he had killed other kids.  I’m glad I’m alive… I’m glad Trey is alive.”
“Me too, Declan. Me too,” she said, then took a breath.  “I don’t know if Trey will be thanking you for it though.”
“I think he’s scared of me,” I admitted.
“Which is just one of many reasons your mother and I always hid what we are.  It’s not fun to be isolated when people fear you.  And Declan, always remember this: Scared people are dangerous people.”
“Yes, Aunt Ash,” I said, then braved the question I was dreading.  “Aunt Ash, are you ashamed that I let my magic out?  I mean, it’s hard enough that you got left with me, but now I messed up.”
She was on me in a flash, both hands gripping my head, her eyes inches from my own.  “You listen to me, Declan O’Carroll.  I could not love ye more if ye was my own son!  You have never been a burden to me—never!  And if your magic hadn’t taken a hand in things, you’d like be dead, so rip that weedy thought out of yer head and throw it as far from you as you can!”
She hugged me, then pulled back to look at me again.  “However, I am upset with my own self.  In all the worry about teaching you control, I never taught you to protect yourself.  That changes now.  See that weed?  End it.”
I gaped at her.  Her eyes narrowed and her pointing finger shook slightly as she pointed at a small dandelion.  She was serious, very serious.  Taking a breath, I studied the weed.  Then, after a quick side glance to make sure she was still serious (she was!), I touched the ground in front of the dandelion.  Silently, the little green leaves and unopened flower were pulled into the ground, disappearing completely.
“Good. Now that one, but use something different,” she said, pointing at a slip of green.
I pulled heat from the sun-warmed ground and sent it into the weed.  It shriveled, desiccated and dead.
“That one!”
I pulled static electricity from around us and touched my finger to the clover.  The spark was fat and sharp, the green shoots wilting over immediately.
“And that one.”
I touched the plant and started to pull its life energy.
“No!” she said, making me jump back. “Not that way, lad.  Never that way.  Never take living energy, Declan. That’s death magic.  And our people don’t do that.”
“Okay,” I said.  She was still watching me though, the wheels of thought clearly turning.  I could see the moment she came to a decision.  “The man who is your biological father was from a line that had a number of bad seeds.  Witches that used death magic.  Ye may have a knack for it.  I’d not like to see you put a single toe to that path.”
I nodded, unable to form words.  The man who raped my mother came from a line of death witches.  Great.  I was half evil.
“Now don’t be getting all morose on me, lad.  You are who you choose to be.   We all have traits that we don’t favor.  It’s how we handle them that counts.  Now pick another way, and no draining the weed.”
I pulled it with power, a form of what parapsychologists term telekinesis.
“Next,” she said, over and over.  Finally, after about five more, I started to run out of ideas.  I shifted the air molecules into a kind of lens and focused the sunlight into a burning beam. That one startled her into giving me a surprised look.
“Good for today, lad.  We’ll work on these and we’ll come up with a whole slew of things ye can do, ranging from just a twitch to a full lightning strike.  I’d like it even better if you learned some non-magical ways to protect yourself.”
“Maybe your deputy friend Darci would teach me?  Cops learn all kinds of things and sometimes the sheriff’s department does girls self-defense classes at the school,” I said with as much innocence as I could muster.
She eyed me for a second, then nodded.  “Not a bad idea, that,” she said.
***
“Declan, lad, come meet my new friend here,” my aunt called as I carried a recently emptied dish tray back out to the restaurant dining room.
I set the tray on a folding stand in the corner and walked over to my aunt.  A man in his thirties, lean and fit with curly brown hair and dark brown eyes, watched me approach.
“Declan meet Levi Guildersleeve, bookseller and man of the world,” Ashling said, a glitter of humor in her eyes.  “Levi, this is me nephew I’ve been telling ye about.”
He stood and held out a hand, gripping my own with a grip that told me he was stronger than he looked.  He looked at me closely, like he was measuring me as we did the manly meet-and-greet thing.  I knew I was tall for my age but thin. Some of our regular customers liked to quip with Ashling that she didn’t feed me enough.  That wasn’t true of course, as I ate all the time and I had a full restaurant kitchen to haunt.  And I wasn’t weak; too many chores that involved lifting and chopping, hauling and carrying to allow me to be a weakling.  But I just never seemed to gain weight, much to my chagrin.  Still, I wasn’t small in the way that Rory Tessing was, just not muscular as my former friend Trey Johnson was turning out to be.  Still, at only ten, I wasn’t too worked up about it.  At least until I was measuring my grip against a guy that looked like a fitness fanatic.
“How do you do, Declan?” Levi asked, still watching me but dropping the handshake.
“Pretty good, Mr. Guildersleeve.  You’re new around here aren’t you?  You’ve been in, what, three or four times?  You like the Irish classics, fish and chips or the bangers and mash,” I said.
“Observant,” he noted, but turned to my aunt as he said it.
“Sometimes,” she said.  “Declan, Mr. Guildersleeve has an interest in Rowan West’s occult supplies.  Found us through that website you made.”
“Declan is your web creator?” the man asked, eyebrows going up.
“Aye, that he is.  Has an affinity for electronics and such,” she said.  “Some of what Mr. Guildersleeve sells are books of a rather special variety, lad.”  Her look was questioning, checking to see if I got her meaning.
“Family recipe books?” I asked, using our code phrase for grimoires.
“Exactly, lad.  He’s kenned us out,” she said, watching me closely.
I was already carrying a pretty decent amount of power as it was—just kind of habit—but now I started to draw in more.  No such thing as enough.
“None of that now, lad.  I’m pretty sure of this one,” she said to me.  Levi looked back and forth between us, clearly curious and slightly surprised.  “Could you feel any of that, Mr. Guildersleeve?”
“I could,” he said, eyes wide, “and I think you should call me Levi.”
“Levi here used to be a soldier in a distant land,” Ash said.
“Israel,” he interjected.
“He was, he tells me, an instructor in unarmed combat.  I asked him to teach you,” she said to me.
This was awfully fast.  Aunt Ash didn’t place trust in people easily if at all.  Besides her girlfriend Darci, the list was very, very short.  She discussed the occult only to the extent of answering general questions from customers of the New Age shop attached to the restaurant.  Very general questions.
We were, as I understood it, hiding our nature as witches, especially mine.  But Vermont has plenty of those New Age spiritualist kinds of folks, and like knows like.  Almost from the start, my mother and aunt had unwittingly attracted those in the population with a hint of talent.  After more than a few questions, they had opened a little herb shop at the entrance to the restaurant, gradually adding other items like crystals, books, and the paraphernalia of the occult.  Enough to meet expectations but not enough to scream out HERE BE WITCHES.
The website was my idea and my creation, having found that I had a certain affinity for computers, HTML, and other programming.  But now here we were, engaging an absolute stranger in conversation about grimoires and self-defense lessons.  Which meant only one thing… Ashling O’Carroll had either extremely strong premonitions about Mr. Levi Guildersleeve or an outright vision. And this idea was important to her somehow.
“Okay,” I said, studying my aunt while this new guy studied us both.
Ashling turned back to him.  “We’ll have to discuss the matter of payment.”
Money was always an issue.  The restaurant business is tricky in the best of times: balancing perishable inventory against expected numbers of diners, workers’ pay against payroll taxes, and a sea of other pitfalls.  My aunt was good at it but that didn’t mean we had lots of spare cash lying around.
“You know, I could use an expert opinion on a number of rare volumes I have currently, as well as any new ones I acquire.  I have a… nose, let’s call it… for authentic work, but it’s not refined at all.  Pricing these things is super important.  Perhaps we could work a trade of skills?”
“Perhaps we could at that,” she said, nodding to him and then giving me the get back to drudgery look.
The previously empty tray I had only just delivered was already over half full, so I headed for it on my way back to dishwashing headquarters.
“Declan,” a voice called, female and slightly raspy.
One of our regulars, who fancied herself a practitioner of the occult arts, was waving to me from a small table along the far wall.
“Hi, Mrs. Leonard.  Can I get something for you?”
“Just the name of that handsome gentleman your aunt is flirting with,” she said with a sly smile.
Mrs. Leonard had just a touch of Sight, passed down from her ancestors, diluted by time and genetics.  She was a bit of a know-it-all but looked up to Aunt Ash greatly.  She was also a huge busybody.
“I don’t think that’s actually flirting, ma’am.  Mr. Guildersleeve is a book collector.  I think he’s either just opened a bookstore or is about to.  He likes rare old books and he’s interested in Aunt Ash’s opinion.”
“Oh, he’s interested all right,” she tittered.  It astounded me that some people completely missed the signals that my aunt sent out, or more importantly, failed to send out.
The fact that Darci was about to move in with us wasn’t something we advertised, but it also wasn’t top secret either.  Aunt Ash hadn’t shown interest in any of the men who were attracted to her, but Letitia Leonard had somehow missed that.
“I think it’s just books, ma’am.”
“Well, he’d do well to listen to your aunt, boy.  She’s a treasure directly from the goddess!”
“Yes ma’am. I’m well aware of that.”
“How about you, boy?  Any signs of the goddess’s grace?”
“I’m pretty good with computers, so maybe that’s a gift from the goddess.”
“Maybe, Declan, maybe,” she said dismissively, her eyes back on my aunt and her guest.
I grabbed the tray and headed back into the kitchen.  Every hedge witch wannabe or psychic hopeful was usually quick to take my answers to their probing questions as a sad truth.  Never mind that I was telling them no lies.  My ability with electronics was very definitely an offshoot of my Earth and Fire abilities, but I kept all trace of talent tamped down, not using it outside of a warded circle.  Even my brief grab for power by my aunt’s side, if Mrs. Leonard had even sensed it, would no doubt be considered Ashling, not me.  It got hard at times, always hiding myself, especially when people who fancied themselves Crafters sent pity at the poor, Talent-bereft nephew.
But all Aunt Ash had to do was remind me that my mother died to protect me and my personal pity party would shut itself down.  Actually, since the pedophile incident, I wasn’t all that anxious to show off anymore, anyway.  But my training with Ash was now equal parts about control (especially when angry or afraid) and learning to use my powers to defend myself. My once-friend Trey was still quick to cast suspicion in my direction among our classmates, leaving me with just a few friends.  Actually, just two, Rory and a boy named Jonah, although a few of the geeks and nerds would associate with me because I was good with tech (and their science-based belief systems didn’t allow for stories of witchcraft).
As I loaded a wash tray and hosed off particles of vegetables, crumbs, and gravy from lined-up plates, it occurred to me how ironic it was that my school peers were quick to believe Trey’s stories of my witchy ways even though I hadn’t done anything (well, almost anything) in school, while my aunt’s occult clientele probably doubted I was even her blood relative.
An hour later, as the lunch crowd was slackening, I was refilling the water pitchers at the waitress station when I heard my name again.  Even before I turned, I knew the voice.  Jessica Connors, Trey’s longtime girlfriend.
“Hi, Jess,” I said.  She and her family were just coming into Rowan West. Despite Trey’s defection, Jessica had only stopped talking to me for a short time, maybe a month or two, before going back to treating me like she always had.  Almost like a friend.  So, I kind of had three friends.  I say kind of because with her, I didn’t want to be just friends.
Her family liked my aunt’s cuisine and dined with us several times a month on average.  Her father gave me a nod as he steered her younger brother, Peter, behind the hostess.  Jessica was giving me one of her warm, friendly smiles, the kind that never failed to lift my spirits.  Behind her, Mrs. Connors was watching me and smiled a little when I met her eyes.  “Declan,” her mom greeted me.
“Hi, Mrs. Connors.  There’s a really great butternut squash soup today that you might like,” I said.  I may have mentioned that the Connors were close friends of the Johnsons.  I’m sure they knew a lot about the incident that Trey and I had faced, but I don’t know exactly how they felt about it.  Mr. Connors, who is some kind of investment guy, almost always acknowledges me but never engages me in conversation.  Mrs. Connors, who is an elementary school teacher, always says hello, but I think she’s afraid of me or at least a bit worried about me.  But rather than ignore or shun me, it’s like she’s being careful not to offend me while watching carefully for signs of danger.  She was a devout vegetarian, and fully half of Rowan West’s menu catered to plant eaters.
“Thank you; that sounds lovely,” she said with a quick smile, looking away toward her husband and son.  Jess gave me a big smile and a little wave as she followed her family to their table.  With a sigh, I headed back into my domain. 
No more than ten minutes later, one of the waitresses, Becca, stepped into the dishwashing area.  “Your pretty school friend asked me to come get you.  Her brother is acting up.  Something about his electronic toy not working.”
Becca had been with us quite a while and didn’t question for a second why I might be asked to assist with electronics, as I had helped her with her phone on many occasions.
I dried my hands, slung the towel over my shoulder, pulled a dry erase marker from the kitchen memo board, and wrote a symbol on my left palm.  Then I headed out.  In the dining room, I found a bit of a commotion.  Peter, who has some type of autism, was complaining loudly and trying to reclaim a white plastic-cased computer game from his father, who looked frustrated as he tried to fix whatever the problem was.  Mrs. Connors was attempting to soothe the distraught Peter, and Jessica was alternating glances from her brother and father to the kitchen entrance.  She spotted me immediately and waved me over, her anxious face relaxing at the sight of me.  
That image, of her absolutely lovely face changing to relief at just my appearance, is the reason I will never deny her any help she needs.  Nevermind that we would only ever be friends, every appreciative glance she threw my way was currency of enormous value.
“Declan, can you help?  Peter’s Game Boy froze up,” Jessica asked me as I approached the mayhem.  “Peter, look… Declan’s here. He’ll fix it.”
Peter didn’t let go of his death grip on the bottom of the Nintendo, but he did look my way and his vocalizations quieted.  He was forever playing the latest game—expertly, I might add—and this would not be the first time I had helped him with a balky device.  Actually, I think Rowan West has a tendency to play havoc with electronics in general, something about the wards my aunt and mother created around it.  Many a dropped cell phone call or rapidly drained laptop battery in our restaurant.
“I’m sure I can get it,” Mr. Connors said, frustrated.
“Jack,” Mrs. Connors said, somehow making it an entreaty and warning all at once.
He sighed and let go of the device.  Peter clutched it for a second, looking down at the small screen.
“Peter, let Declan see your Game Boy,” Jessica suggested.  He looked at it, then me, then his sister.  She nodded.  His arm came out to me, the ultra-important Game Boy offered to me.
“Thanks, Peter. Let’s take a look,” I said, moving closer so that he could watch me as I held his current favorite. 
On screen, a tiny figure with a big mustache was frozen in the act of climbing a ladder. 
“Wow, nice score,” I said. 
It may seem odd that I don’t play a lot of electronic games, but when just your intent can alter the programming, it doesn’t take long before your friends stop letting you join.  But I knew Peter’s score was ridiculous, based on what Rory and Jonah regularly achieved.  The rune on my palm, Cen, fed me the answer as soon as the game hit my skin.  A tiny glitch, maybe brought on by a spike in electromagnetic energy when the Connors hit our wards, had interrupted the program and it couldn’t find a way to break itself free.  Turning it off, as I suspect Mr. Connors had been attempting, would likely have done it, but it would have lost the game in play, which was undoubtedly why Peter had objected.
I made a show of jiggling the game play buttons while I pushed a little bit of energy into the computer chip that ran the device.  The screen restarted instantly, and I immediately shoved the Game Boy back into Peter’s hands so he could continue his current game.
“You certainly have the magic touch,” Mr. Connors said.  His smile didn’t go all the way to his eyes.  One thing I’ve observed from working around families dining in our restaurant is that fathers don’t like to be shown up in front of their children.
“I’m pretty sure I didn’t do a thing, Mr. Connors, although I felt a little static shock when I touched it,” I said, shrugging.  “Luckily it kicked itself back on or I think you’d have had to turn it off and on.”
“Exactly what I said,” he said, looking at his wife in vindication.
She raised a brow, then turned and smiled at me.  “Thank you, Declan, even if it was just static.  I’d think the dishwashing would ground you out, but hey, static is an odd thing, right?” she said, teacher’s eyebrow raising again.
So not fooled.  Jessica wasn’t either but unlike her mother, she wasn’t even slightly afraid.
“Thank you, Declan,” Jessica said.  “Peter, did you thank Declan?”
“Thanks Declan,” Peter said, not looking up from his game.
“Just break the record, buddy,” I said, turning back toward the kitchen.
“Declan, can I call you later about our English assignment?” Jessica asked.
“Of course, although I’m only half done,” I said, then waved goodbye to the Connors.
Jessica didn’t need my help with English or really any class, even tech.  It was just an excuse to call and chat, probably thank me for helping with her brother, who she was fiercely protective of.  She called me at nine-thirty, and we talked for almost a half hour.  Believe me when I tell you that I would fix all of Peter’s games if I could talk with her for even ten minutes.
***
“Declan, lad, how’s the firewood supply looking?”
“Um, same as yesterday, Aunt Ash. I haven’t had time to get to it.  That dinner crowd last night was crazy.”
“Yet you’re playing your game, now aren’t ye?”  This she asked as she watched me running my dirt dude across the game space in the back barn.  Overhead, Draco lurked in the rafters, unseen but making enough noise to let me know he was there.
“We agreed that Wytchwar counted as practice,” I said, pretty sure I had a winning argument.
She snorted, which dashed my hopes.  “It’s like your crack drug now, isn’t it?”
“Well, I do like it, but it’s still practice,” I allowed.
“Do ye like a heated home when it’s freezing cold outside?”
“Well yeah, but we do have oil in the tank,” I said, almost wincing as the words tumbled themselves out of my mouth.
“Oh?  And does this magical oil pay for itself?  Lad, ye know that we use as much wood as possible on account of it practically falling down in our forest and not having to pay a dime for it, right?”
My contributions to our economic condition mainly came in the form of website administration, cheap dishwashing, odd jobs like painting and gardening, and being solely in charge of gathering wood and feeding the furnaces.  Fire was one of my elements, and thus the home fires were my charge.  I once argued that I could probably draw enough heat from the earth under us to keep us warm, but my aunt just raised one brow and wondered how bright a beacon that would be to our enemies.  Part of me wanted to call them in, wanted to go to war.  But I had also heard many stories about the caliber of the witches in our home circle.  Mom and Ashling were tops but not enough to beat twelve to eighteen witches who were fifty percent of their strength.  How I measured up, I didn’t know, as my aunt would never say when I asked.
“I’ll get to it,” I said, holding up my arm for a circling Draco to land on.  On the game course, my Double D stopped all motion, freezing in place.  Draco flew over top of him, stretching his claws in a pretense of grabbing him from six feet up.  He swooped past the dirt avatar and landed on my arm, stretching his head to sniff my face.
“He’s uncommon real looking,” my aunt commented, watching the little avatar dragon.
“He gets better with every game we play,” I said.  “Your spells worked great.”
“Not my spells doing it, lad, as awesome as they are.  Something you’ve added on your own is responsible.” She studied him a bit longer, then turned to me.  “Now… firewood.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She nodded and then left the barn.
I put Draco back on the ground.  He made his awkward-looking yet deceptively fast crawl over to the frozen dirt dude and poked him with a winged forefoot, looking for all the world like a long-necked giant bat.  When the avatar failed to move, Draco launched himself from the ground and flapped up to hide among the rafters.
Five minutes later, I was in our woods, looking for likely deadfall, my ax on my shoulder.  I found an upright, broken-off maple tree that had died in a storm a few years ago. It was maybe twenty feet tall to the snapped-off part.
I was too young to run a chainsaw on my own but allowed to use an ax.  Great. The Estwing was very sharp, the result of a spell I put on it myself.  Chopping down the dead tree took a total of twenty-two chops, and it landed on the big pile of rocks that I liked to sit on sometimes.  I took a seat to catch my breath, studying the log.  I’d have to cut it into thirds in order to drag it back to the barn where the old cross-cut saw that came with the property waited.
Too bad we didn’t have a lawn tractor or ATV to drag the thing back up to my sawhorses.  Aunt Ash saw no reason for a tractor when I could mow the lawn part of our property with a push mower, and our neighbor’s goats would clean up the fields several times a year by some arrangement we had.  She said hauling wood was good for my character.
“Draco could haul you if he was larger,” I said to the tree trunk.  It was only nine or ten inches in diameter, but almost twenty feet long.  A wave of something from the forest flowed over me, relaxing and slowing my beating heart.  A dragon wasn’t the right shape for hauling wood.  A giant dirt dude would be better, I thought as the warm feeling of acceptance I got from this part of our land refreshed me.  There were lots of broken dead branches lying around and so, on a whim, I set out the stick figure internal frame of a seven-foot-tall dirt dude, thinking how cool it would be.  Then with a sigh, I got to work, chopping the log into thirds, my eyes returning to the wooden skeleton periodically.  Hmm.  Not today, but perhaps there was a way.
I dragged my logs out, one by one, and got them to the barn.  After sawing, I had eighteen rounds of wood that needed splitting.  A small pile of dead hardwood was the end result after I sweated my way through the logs.  Stacking them inside the barn would come later, as dinner would be soon.
The next day, after school, I went back out to get more, foregoing my Wytchwar practice, as I had another project in mind.  I took my ax and a little messenger bag of Craft gear, along with several water bottles.
The framework for my big dirt dude was still there, untouched, and I set about cleaning the bark off the dead sticks with a knife that Levi had given me.  My black Sharpie marked well on the clean pale wood, the runes of my spells easier to write on the big sticks than they were to etch into the wood and wire frames of my small game dudes.  Rather than cover the frame with dirt by hand, I simply loosened a patch of ground with one of our little hand weeding rakes and then poured some water to make it muddy, mixing in some ferns, leaves, and wild grapevine.  Then I cast an Earth spell to move the mud.  It didn’t work as well as it should have, probably because of the addition of the water, which is not one of my affinities.  But wet ground was still just ground, so a small modification and the mud flowed over the skeleton.  Pulling heat energy from the rock pile that had soaked up sun all day, I hardened the mud enough that it wouldn’t fall off.  Then I pulled more power from the ground around me and sent it into the giant form.  It shook and twitched.  I was worried about the next part, sending my awareness into the form.  Mom had taught me how with the little dirt dudes of Wytchwar, but pushing myself into a seven-inch-tall form seemed like it should be a lot easier than a giant seven-foot-tall one would be. 
I was wrong.  It was actually easier, just as writing the runes on the larger wooden bones of the avatar had been.  I could feel myself inside the mud and wood body, aware of the ground underneath it.  Then I went to move and discovered that moving three hundred pounds of dirt and wood is a lot harder than animating a pound.  It took way, way more effort to even make one of the arms move.  I had to pause and pull more energy from both the rock pile and the ground under it, as well as the forest around me.  I pulled and pulled, slow and careful, hoping my aunt wouldn’t sense what I was doing, hoping that the Rowan tree behind the restaurant would keep my work shielded from any sensitive people nearby.
It was like being inside a big room.  A hollow space that needed a lot to fill it up.  Luckily power seemed to flow easily, especially from the rock pile that I liked so much.  After about ten minutes, I tried sitting up again.
The big dirt dude moved easily this time, lifting its torso smoothly off the ground.  Next, I tried standing and found that my grapevine-lashed joints were too stiff and awkward.  It was a moment’s work to re-imagine them in a different configuration, one that allowed each joint to move with a full range of motion. In my mind’s eye, instead of being used like rope, I saw them like actual tendons and ligaments, connecting each wooden bone to the other, the vines actually fusing into and becoming part of the wood.
Much better, but still the big avatar was a whole lot clumsier and so much more clunky than my little wire and mud game pieces.  On the flip side, it was more powerful—way, way, way more powerful.  I easily knocked over a dead tree that had to weigh several hundred pounds, then picked up one end and hauled it to the edge of the woods like it was nothing.  I had left my sawhorses set up here, and mega dude was more than capable of lifting the whole ten-inch diameter, fourteen-foot log and gently laying it into place.
It worked!  Now I had a way to carry and haul logs that was even better than a tractor, at least in the thick woods.  The only problem was getting the wood from the forest across the open yard and into my barn—unseen.  Because somehow, I was pretty certain my aunt wouldn’t approve.
Laying the avatar back down, I covered him with some pine tree boughs and then thought about my new tool while I started cutting the log up into stove-length chunks.   Even this would be easier with the muddy wood man, but my eagle-eyed aunt was sure to spot him.  
I had a wooden log skidder that I had found with the saw, tucked away in the back of the old barn.  It was meant to be pulled by a horse or mule across snow or low grass, but boys have been beasts of burden for eons, so with the addition of a rough-built wooden box, it became my vehicle to skid cut wood to the dry storage.  I cut the log into thirteen pieces, split them, and stacked half of them on the wooden box, that being my best guess as to what I could pull.  Turns out I was a bit generous in my estimation of my own strength.  It barely budged.  If only the big dirt dude was spelled like Draco, I thought, imagining wood being hauled to the barn and stacked for me while I slept in my bedroom.  But wait… Why not?  He was totally Earth formed, meaning the spells would be even easier for me than my Air dragon.  Like a robot from an old sci-fi movie which I sometimes watched with Levi.
With a plan in place, I loaded the rest of the wood into the box and left the whole thing right where it was.  After our habitually early dinner, while my aunt was busy with the regular evening dining crowd, I reactivated the big dude and had him pull the skidder to the barn.  It was almost full dark and his brown earth colors went a long way toward hiding him. His strength and reach made stacking the cut wood a matter of mere minutes and then I walked him back to the rock pile and recovered him.
The next day, after school, I skipped Wytchwar again, heading straight to the wood lot.  I had thought about little else but my project since the night before and had even drawn up some combinations of runes on scrap paper.  With a thought, I peeled the mud from his form, then took my Sharpie to his frame.  My aunt called to me once and I had to go to the forest edge and wave to her, showing I was diligently working on my firewood task.  She studied me from the corner of the barn for a moment, then waved me back to work.
I manually ran the dude again, pulling a couple of logs to the cutting station, the action giving me even more insight into my spell program.  Wood cut and split, I added more runes to his skeleton.  Again, I stacked the wood in the skid box and left it.
This time, when dinner was over, I went to my room to do some homework.  Aunt Ash nodded approvingly and left for the restaurant dining room.  From the window in my little bedroom, I looked at the dark and shadowy forest.  Putting my hand on the wood of the window frame, I sent my thoughts down into the ground, down into the forest, and into my creation.
Moments later, I saw the giant stride out of the tree line, picking up the rope and easily pulling the load of wood up and into the barn.  From my desk, I could feel its movements, track its actions, follow its progress inside the dark old barn as it stacked the wood.  Then I drove my magical worker back down to the woods, putting him to bed on his rock pile.
I added more runes to him the next day, carving some of these into stones that became part of his muddy body, using a small chisel from our odd collection of old tools.  The layers of spells now allowed me to set him to certain tasks and let him run them himself, like the simple robots we were building in tech class in middle school.
The rest of the week continued that way, my robot gaining utility daily, now hauling logs, cutting with the big saw, and splitting the rounds with an old maul that I made integral to his right arm.
On Saturday, I got up a little late, ate a bowl of Cheerios, drank some orange juice, and ran outside.
But when I got to the barn to grab my gear, I found my aunt there, staring up at the stacks of firewood.  I hadn’t thought about it, getting caught up in the magic of the project, but there was a lot of wood in there.
“How did ye get it stacked so high, lad?” Aunt Ash asked.
I almost lied, caught off guard as I was.  Robbie, my wood, stone, and dirt robot, could stack wood nine feet high with ease.  Me, not so easy.  But lying to my aunt was a fool’s game.  Air witches are incredibly tough to fool. 
“Magic,” I said.  “Instead of Wytchwar.  I figured it counts as practice,” I said. “I was so far behind for the winter.”
“Show me, lad,” she said, causing my heart to lurch into my throat.  Then she added, “Let me see you levitate the wood.”
I used telekinesis, lifting logs off one pile and onto another.  Inside the barn, protected by its wards, my use of power would be muffled, hidden. 
“Good control.  But let’s not stack it so high.  If I noticed, someone else might too.  Darci and Levi know we have abilities, but showing them this is too soon, lad.”
“You want then shorter, like the normal four feet?” I asked.
“Make them five, as that would be easy enough for a lad your size,” she said.  “Good job, boy.  Ye’ve done a man’s work here.”
“I’ll restack them now, Aunt Ash,” I said, pleased with her praise.  Inside, part of me squirmed, but I squashed that traitorous self and started moving wood about with TK.  Frankly, if I could use TK all the time, I never would have needed Robbie, but that much unwarded power was like a sonic boom mixed with a strobing flash of light.  Every sensitive within miles would feel it.
“Maybe we need just a bit more, lad, and I’d say we’re more than ready for even a Vermont winter,” Ash said as I adjusted the piles with my mind, pulling energy from the earth under my feet.
“I’ll get it done today, Aunt Ash,” I promised.
“Easy, lad.  I did not intend ye to become an automaton, ye know,” she said.  “Ye should get your bike and visit your friend Rory.  All work and all that.”
My heart thumped a second time when she said automaton.  But she was smiling.  I wasn’t sure there was anything wrong about Robbie but even I realized that a seven-foot-tall monster-shaped robot of wood and mud would alarm anyone who saw him.  Hmm.  Maybe I should disguise him.
“Okay, thanks, Aunt Ash.  I’ll ride over and see if he’s around,” I said, already aware that Rory was out with his parents visiting Church Street in Burlington.  But I had a sudden errand that needed running.
Forty minutes later, I was pawing through the men’s clothes at the Castlebury Goodwill store.  There wasn’t a great deal to choose from, but much of what was hanging on the racks was XXL and XXXL stuff.  I was able to get a pair of great baggy canvas pants and an old beat-up Carhartt jacket in faded tan that looked like it would fit my giant.  The colors and cut of the clothes were  bland enough, common on farms and job sites around our place… but just not usually when the weather was as warm as it currently was.
When I got back to Rowan West, winded from my long bike ride, I found both Darci and Levi’s cars in the lot, along with an unknown Honda Accord.  I stored the clothes just inside the empty metal storage container that had been on the property since before I was born.  My bike and skateboard were usually stored in it as well.  We had been careful to keep people out of the barn where I played Wytchwar ever since a food delivery guy had wandered into it, looking for someone to sign his paperwork, and then asked questions about the model landscape he’d seen. Inside our living quarters, I found my aunt sitting with Darci on the couch across from a man and woman I didn’t know while Levi made coffee in the kitchen.
I entered quietly, but my aunt noticed me instantly even when the ex-soldier and the deputy sheriff didn’t. “Declan, please come meet these nice folks,” she said, something odd in her tone.
I stepped into the family room as the couple turned my way.  At first, I had thought them husband and wife but now something, some subtle body language that I couldn’t pinpoint, told me that they were just co-workers or something.
“Here is Monica Flaherty and her associate, Gatik Dhingra, and this one, folks, is me nephew, Declan.”
“Ah, hi,” I ventured.  They were both fairly young, at least as adults, maybe in their mid-twenties.  She had red hair, freckles, and green eyes, and he had dark brown hair, brown eyes, and light brown skin.  They were sitting so it was hard to tell, but I guessed them average in height, both slim of build.
“Hi Declan,” the girl, Monica, greeted me, flashing white teeth as she smiled.  Gatik nodded my way but his attention scarcely strayed from my aunt, eyes flicking to me and then back.
“They be researchers, lad, from New Hampshire,” my aunt said.
“We’re from the White Mountain Paranormal Research Society,” Monica said, studying me. 
Her partner had looked back at me when Aunt Ash said that they were researchers, so he missed the look of warning that she gave me. Instantly I checked my center, then tamped down my energy levels.
“Are you here for books?” I asked, frowning deliberately and flicking a glance toward Levi.
“No, but your shop has a wonderful selection,” Monica said.  “It was the energy of this place that drew us in.  We’ve got a case not far from here, in Saint Albans, but your aunt’s lovely restaurant pulled us in like bees to honey.”
Which meant that one or both of them were sensitives.
“A haunting?” I asked.
“So we’re told.,” the guy, Gatik, said with a frown. “The preliminary reports are intriguing, so we’re joining a local Burlington team to check it out.”
“But imagine how exciting it is to stop for dinner and find you all in such a place,” Monica said, clearly picking up on Rowan West’s energy.
“You’re mediums?” I asked.
“Monica is,” Gatik said.  “Quite gifted, at that.”
“Aw thanks, Gat.  But I’m definitely feeling outclassed by your lovely aunt here,” she said.
“Now, don’t be that way, lass.  I’m no medium. Just a bit sensitive is all,” Aunt Ash said.
“Hah.  I’m not buying that,” the young woman said. “My guides are just about genuflecting, when they’re coherent at all.”
“Oh, that’s probably the tree,” I said.
“Tree?  I kept seeing a tree the whole drive here, didn’t I?” she turned to her partner, who was looking at me and nodding.
“The restaurant be named for a big rowan tree out back,” Aunt Ash said.  “It’s a special one.”
“Oh, can we see it?” Monica asked.
“Sure, I’ll show ye myself,” Ashling said.
“Oh, I don’t want to be a bother.  Perhaps Declan could just show us so as not to bother your busy schedule any more than we have?”
“Well, it’s no bother at all and the lad has firewood to clean up down in the forest before the rain comes tonight,” my aunt said, her eyes flashing at me.
“Right, Aunt Ash.  I’ve gotta clear up my tools and get the last of the wood up to the barn,” I said.  “Excuse me.”
I backed out of the residence and carefully shut the door, then bolted for the woods.  Robbie was right where I left him, but he swiveled his head as I approached his pile of covering pine boughs.
“We gotta hide you, buddy.  There’s a medium here and she’s picking up too much already,” I said, more to myself then from any idea that he could understand me.  I’d been talking to him all along as I spelled him and operated him, and it had become a habit.  He started to sit up but I stopped him with a touch.  “Let’s just cover you really well and shield your energy.”
Funny thing was that as soon as I said that, he just sort of faded.  Not physically, but energy wise.  He just seemed to settle back into the rock pile and the animation went right out of him.  I added more brush from the small stuff I had limbed off the logs, building up a mound of tree limbs and sticks that covered his manlike form.  He was still just mud and wood, so he blended right in.
Then I grabbed my saw and splitting maul and hustled up the lawn toward the barn.  I made it just inside and closed the door when I heard the back door of the restaurant opening and Levi’s deep voice.
Dropping the tools, I rushed past the stacks of wood, all the way to the back where my game course was laid out, a miniature landscape of hills, valleys, and plains.  I slowed down only to properly let myself into the circle that both protected it and also contained my dragon.  Once inside, I slowly raised the power of the circle as I concentrated on sending power into the particular wards that my aunt calls Don’t See Me.  In the rafters above me, Draco rustled around, but I shushed him absently as I focused.  He froze in place, his dark colors hiding him in the shadows.
The barn was old, the wooden walls worn and full of gaps and spaces.  Outside, I could hear the visitors, my aunt, and Levi all talking as they walked out back toward the big rowan tree.
“Declan,” Darci called in a hushed voice.
“I’m here.  Just give me a second,” I said, mentally tying off the strands of power I had fed into the barn’s wards.  Then I carefully let myself back out of the circle just as the compact form of my aunt’s girlfriend stepped out of the wood stacks.  She stopped at the edge of the circle, knowing not to try and enter it.  Darci and Levi knew that we were witches, that we were hiding from dangerous people, knew that my mother had died in Boston, likely at the hands of those people.  Both believed in our abilities but neither knew just how extensive they actually were.
“All set,” I said.  She didn’t answer, instead looking at the game course.  Then her eyes lifted, and she scanned the dark rafters till she spotted Draco’s still form.
“Do all witches have to go through this much work when other psychics show up?”
“You know they don’t,” I said.  “Other witches have their circles to help protect them.  We have a business to run and no circle.”
“I asked Ashling if she missed her circle and she swore a blue streak.  Then she said she didn’t need a circle… She had you.”
Feelings welled up inside me and I was glad the barn was dark and dim.  It took me a moment till I could safely speak.  “We are kind of our own little circle. It’s just that there are people who would love to find us.”
“I know,” she said with a smile and a nod.  Then she frowned.  “You know, running a highly successful restaurant is hardly the way to hide… or at least I would have said it wasn’t the way to go.  But I notice that no matter how many pictures are taken inside, not a single shot of you or your beautiful aunt ever makes it online or in print?”
“Funny, right?” I asked.
“Hmpff. I’d say it was a scary demonstration of skill and power,” Darci said.  “I’ve spoken with reporters and reviewers.  They have all these great photos while they’re here but after they leave, the ones of Ash all go to shit.”
“What do you mean, scary?” I asked, not liking the way this conversation was going.  I could see the others through a gap in the wall. They were almost to the tree.
“How do you think I mean?  Your aunt can find lost people in any weather condition or terrain, you can fix almost anything computer or electronic with just a touch, and then there is that dirtbag that kidnapped you,” she said, flicking out three of her fingers as she counted.  Only she did it weird, using the littlest finger first, then the ring finger and finally her middle digit.
“Darci, you aren’t afraid of Aunt Ash, are you?” I asked, horrified.
She studied me with her cop face on, not saying anything, just waiting.  But she had already taught me the interrogation game so I just waited her out.
Finally.  “Should I be?”
“I don’t know… Should we be afraid of your guns or pepper spray or handcuffs?”
“Not at all the same,” she scoffed.
“Oh really?  Cops never go rogue and harm relatives and significant others?  Would you want to place a bet?  I can run a Google search in no time.”
“That’s just it.  That’s an ordinary thing to fear.  What you and she can do isn’t ordinary at all.  It’s so not-ordinary that people are looking to find you and possibly kill you over it.”
“I don’t think you’re afraid of Ash at all,” I said.  “But maybe you’re afraid of me?”
This time she grinned, and it was real.  “Nah, not you, scamp.  I’m the one that taught you before Soldier Boy showed up—don’t forget it.”
If she hadn’t been afraid, then why the third degree?  Her own words came back to me from an offhand comment not all that long ago.  “A good cop is always watching, questioning, alert to learn more than meets the eye.”
“You’re just trying to find stuff out,” I accused.
She studied me for a second, face blank.  “Come on.  Ashling will be wondering where we’re at.”
The look on my aunt’s face told me that was exactly the thought on her mind as she watched us approached the little group under the boughs of the rowan.
I gave her a little shake of my head and then pushed a smile on my face when Monica turned to us, all excited.
“This space is marvelous!  So much clean, positive energy!”
“Nice, right?” I remarked.
My aunt was now looking at Darci, and when I shot a glance at the deputy, I saw her meeting Ashling’s hard gaze with one of her own.
Gatik was right up under the tree, looking at some kind of device that he was holding near the trunk.
“Ms. O’Carroll?” Monica asked.
“‘Tis jest Ashling, dear.”
“Ashling, would it be alright if Gat and I stopped back on when we’re done with our investigation?  We promise not to bring anything with us; we’re very careful to shed anything that might try and hitch a ride.  It’s just that the energy here is so purifying that I feel like it would replenish us.”
“Of course, Monica.  And I doubt our plucky tree here would let anything negative hitch a ride, as you say,” my aunt said.
“Are there any buried electric lines out here?” Gatik asked.
“No sir.  Jest rock and dirt.”
“I’m getting a really amazing EM reading off this tree,” he said, moving the box all around.
“Well, a storm is coming,” I said.
Everyone turned to me, eyebrows up.
I thought fast.  “My teacher says this area has some iron deposits, and with an approaching thunderstorm, it could be getting charged up or something,” I said.
“Hmm.  I’m not sure about that, but you’re right about the thunderstorm,” Gatik said.  “Monica, we should get on the road.  I’d like to be on scene when the weather gets to St. Albans.”
“Oh right!” she answered.  “Thank you so much for sharing this spot and your special tree with us.  We’ll stop for lunch tomorrow on our way back, if that’s okay?”
“It’s a business, dear,” my aunt said.  “We want repeat customers.”
“Of course.  Sorry; it’s just my guides are even more twittery out here,” she said with a little embarrassed laugh.
“Not to worry, dear,” Ash said, turning toward the buildings.
Within just a few minutes, we had them on their way, waving as they drove out of the parking lot.
Then my aunt turned to Darci.  “What’s all this about then?”
Levi was hanging near me, staying quiet, but I’m pretty sure he’d felt the tension.
“I’m feeling a little in the dark,” Darci said.  “And I need some light to find my way.”
“Oh, is that it?  I told you when we started that there were things about us that ye shouldn’t know,” Aunt Ash said. 
She had her tough face on, but I sensed something else.  Something like expectation, or resignation.  That was it.  The same thing that happened to me whenever someone got too close and saw too much.  She was steeling herself for pain, for heartbreak.
Instantly, I felt a wave of sympathy for my poor aunt.  Saddled with a kid, hunted for years, having to forever hide herself from everyone.  I knew how it felt, but it was all I knew.  She’d had a whole village, a circle, even a bit of celebrity status.  Now she had nothing and no one.  Just me.  The bastard product of rape, an aberration who leaked magic like a frigging sieve.  And now Darci was going to break her heart.
My sympathy turned to anger and another part of me screamed out a warning.  Control.  Lock it away; don’t let it out.  Darci might soon be the agent of my aunt’s pain but she didn’t deserve what my anger could do.
“You good, lad?” my aunt asked me.  She’d felt the tremors, the leaks of power. 
“Ah, not to interrupt, but what in Hells is that!” Levi said, pointing down the hill toward the forest.
Robbie was marching toward us and now that I had snapped out of my emotion storm, I could feel his footsteps pounding against the ground.
“Um, that’s on me,” I said, knowing I had just toppled the worst set of dominoes possible.  I ran, dodging Ash’s grab, and slipped by Darci, who belatedly tried to stop me.
Levi caught me, however, still thirty yards from my avatar.  I ignored his hands, not even attempting an escape.  “Robbie, stop!”
The giant mud form landed one more step and froze.
“What have ye done, boy?”
“Um, well, I was having trouble hauling wood and we don’t have a tractor, so I made Robbie.  He’s just a giant dirt dude,” I said.
“He’s not even close to that, boy,” Ashling said as she and Darci caught up with us.
“He looks like a golem,” Levi said. 
There was the smallest tremor in his voice, but he also sounded excited.  I dropped my body weight toward the ground, simultaneously levering forward, ending up in a forward roll.  Jumping up, I stepped forward toward my magic robot and then spun around. 
“He’s like Draco is all,” I said.
My aunt moved immediately to me, staring at the seven-foot giant.  I had only molded the barest of faces on him, just a pair of eye spots filled with pieces of quartz and a rock for a nose.
As my aunt got close, Darci followed.  Immediately, Robbie straightened and turned toward them, almost seeming to come to attention.  Ashling looked at me, then back at the giant.  She reached a finger out and touched his torso, immediately sucking in a breath.
“Oh lad, he’s more like Draco than ye know,” she said, concerned.
“Well, maybe a little, but he’s just my helper,” I said.
She looked back at Robbie, then looked at Darci and Levi, once more at Robbie, and finally back at me.  The wheels of thought were turning rapidly.  “Put this… thing somewhere it won’t be seen.”
“Robbie, go back to the rock pile please,” I said.  He turned my way, paused for a moment, and then turned, lumbering back toward the woods.
Ten minutes later, we were all inside, sitting around our table.
“Okay, what do ye want to know?” Aunt Ash said, looking at Darci but glancing at Levi.
“I don’t know where to even start,” Darci sputtered.  She never sputtered.
“Was that a golem?” Levi asked.
“I don’t believe so.  I’m not an expert on Hebrew magic systems, but I think both the giant and the dragon are something much different.”
“You don’t know what they are?” Darci objected. “Your nephew made them and you don’t know what they are?”
“In truth I do not,” Ashling said.  “I have some suspicions, but it will take some time to test them out.”
Darci just gaped at her. Levi was frowning.
“So here it be, then,” Ashling said, visibly bracing herself. “We’re not your ordinary witches.”
“No shit,” Levi said.  “This is stuff straight out of legend.”
Darci just nodded, seemingly unable to speak.
“My sister, Maeve and meself, were the cream of the Irish crop, so to speak.  Witches breed for power, ye know.  We were the result of five centuries of the careful blending of lines of witches.  And as ye know, we were betrayed by our circle leader, Macha.  Auctioned off to the highest bidders, traded to an old and powerful Croatian circle.  But our future husbands could not control their selves.  We were… assaulted.”
“Raped, Aunt Ash.  The word is rape,” I said. 
“Quiet, you,” she said, one finger pointing in my face.  I shut up.
“We fled here.  Declan was the only positive thing to come out of the whole mess,” she said. “Despite his wise mouth.”
“Warlocks are supposed to be weak,” Levi said.
“First, don’t be calling him a warlock.  ‘Tis a nasty name for a nasty witch.  Second, Declan is, frankly, brilliant.  Too brilliant fer his own good.  And he’s not weak.”
“What is he then?” Darci asked.
“A gift from the goddess.  His mother was the most powerful Earth and Fire witch to come out of Ireland… until now. He crafts instinctively, creating spells that have no business working, yet somehow do.  Those two creations of his are unique. As far as I know, the witching world has never seen their like.”
“Are they dangerous?” Darci asked.
“Of course they be dangerous.  All Craft is dangerous, and those are a level beyond even the circles of my homeland.  But so is a car, a gun, a chainsaw.”
“Why was that thing charging us?”
“He wasn’t charging,” I said.  Darci gave me a clear look of disbelief.  “I think Robbie felt me get upset and he was coming to help.”
“You were upset?” Darci demanded, making it clear who she thought had cause.
“You were… you are… about to hurt my aunt.”
“So you think.  And that’s reason to sic your attack… monster on me,” Darci said.
“I didn’t sic anything on you.  I got mad.  Every time someone finds out about us, they run.”
“Run?  Do I look like a runner to you?” Darci demanded.  She’s compact and muscular, not really runner material.  “Did I run when you fried that pervert?”
“No.”
“No is right.  So why would I run now?”
“Because it’s worse than you think.  I’m worse than you think.”
She folded her arms over her chest and settled her feet shoulder’s width apart.  “Really?  Show me.”
I glanced at my aunt.  She held my gaze for a moment while the wheels spun, then nodded.
“Take it outside to the barn, lad.  That medium isn’t far enough away yet,” she said.
“Would distance make any difference if her spirit guides are the ones who alerted her?” Levi asked.
“The guides are banjaxed by our wards and that lovely old tree,” my aunt said, “but she’s sensitive enough to pick up on real power.”
They all followed me outside and then into the barn.
I let myself into the warded circle around my Wytchwar space, then realized I didn’t really know where to start.  Aunt Ash came to my rescue.
“Show them the bloody dragon first,” she suggested.
“We’ve seen it,” Darci said, unimpressed.
“No dear, ye thought ye’d seen it.  That was Declan moving it about like an electric robot.”
I shook my head at her description but held my tongue.  Instead, I called up to the rafters. 
“Draco, come here please,” I said.  Above us came the rustle of his wings, then suddenly he was swooping down in a graceful arc to land on my arm.  Awake and alert, he stretched his head out to butt me with his nose on my cheek.  Had he used the top of his head, I’d have been cut by the very horns I had crafted on.  Thankfully he’d learned quickly not to do that.
“It’s like he’s alive,” Levi said.  “How are you doing that?” he directed that question at me.
“I’m not doing anything.  This is how Draco normally is.  He runs himself.  Now watch.  Draco, hide.”
He unfurled his wings and leapt from my arm, like a hawk or falcon might.  As he swirled up into the darkness overhead, I immediately pushed myself into one of my dirt dudes, then after a moment’s thought, activated a second avatar and slaved it to the first.  Then I started them running out across the game course.
“Turn it all on, lad,” Ash said.
Still running the dudes, I knelt down and touched the ground.  Instantly it started moving, the mini mountain range shifting its peaks and valleys, the dry riverbed suddenly flowing with water that came down from the hills and into the lakebed. Above, a tiny set of clouds began to form ten feet over the course.
“How’s it doing that?” Levi asked.  “What’s powering it?”
“He is,” my aunt said in a soft voice.  “Now watch.”
Suddenly a dark form burst through the fledgling cloud bank, arrowing straight at the two dirt dudes who were just summiting one of the newly reformed peaks.
I directed the lead dude to dive into the valley below, the second one copying his motions.   A burst of intense fire shot out from the dragon, catching the second avatar in midair, enveloping him in heat so intense that my audience had to lift arms to protect their faces.
“My bad,” I said as I used another tendril of power to capture the heat and recycle it into my reserves.  The two dudes hit the ground, the first rolling and leaping upright, the second one bursting apart into clumps of blackened clay.
“Where did all that heat go?” Levi asked.
“Declan is recycling it, putting it back into himself to replenish that what he’s using.  Okay, enough of that, lad.  Show them something else.”
I pulled out of my remaining avatar as Draco landed on the mountain peak and peered down into the valley.  Once the dude went inactive, the little dragon lost interest and began preening his wings.
“It acts just like you’d imagine a flying creature to act… why?” Darci spoke suddenly.  She’d been quiet, just watching, which made me really nervous.
“I wrote his spells to act like a dragon should act… at least, what I think a dragon should do,” I said. “The spells kind of learn as they go.”
“Like a computer… like artificial intelligence?” Levi asked.
I shrugged but Aunt Ash answered before I could speak.  “Not precisely.  Declan writes spells like he writes the codes that built our website, but this is different… and so, I believe, is the other one… the giant.”
“What do you mean?” Darci asked.
“Both the dragon and the giant man have something in them that’s beyond the spells and the Craft.”
This was news to me.  My aunt had never shared that detail before.
“A spirit?” Levi asked, his voice anxious.
“Not exactly.  Something more.”
“What’s more than a spirit?” Levi demanded, backing up a step.  I’ve never seen him afraid before, but it seemed like he was.
“Not what you’re thinking!” Ashling said, shaking her head vehemently. “Never that! This is something natural, something that’s already a part of this world.”
“Why did it attack?” Darci asked.
“Attack?  Did it attack you, did it? Was I somewhere else when that happened?”
Darci frowned right back at my aunt.  “It came charging up the hill.”
“Declan, was that as fast as your creation can go?” my aunt asked, never taking her eyes from Darci’s.
“No.  I don’t think so.  He doesn’t usually move fast but there was a tree that started to fall toward me, and his arm knocked it aside very, very fast.”
“So, what was he doing, lad?”
I took a breath.  “I got upset.  You two were beginning to fight and I was the cause.  And then they were going to get scared of us… me.  I think he felt that and came to see if I was in trouble.”
“Would he attack Darci?”
“No. His spells, like Draco’s, include Darci and Levi as people to protect and listen to.”
“Oh?  So what would it have done?”
“Well, Rory’s family has that female Doberman, Chella. She’s protection trained.  If Rory and I get arguing over something, like a movie or something, she jumps up on the couch between us.  That’s because she knows I’m a friend.  I watch and feed her when they go away.  I’m part of her pack.  So, she wouldn’t attack, but she tries to separate us.  I put something like that into his spells.”
Ashling turned her eyes back to Darci, who stood, arms crossed, staring in turn at me.
“What else?” she asked.  “What other clever tricks can you do.”
I almost bristled at the term tricks, but a split second later, I realized she was deliberately downplaying my abilities.
I pulled a log off the nearest pile with telekinesis, holding it six feet in front of me, about eight feet off the ground.  Then I focused all the heat I had absorbed and added a bit more from my reserves.  The split piece of beech burst into flames, completely engulfed almost instantly.  I’d pushed a little hard, deliberately overpowering the spell.
“Recycle it, lad,” my aunt said.
Oops.  I gathered the heat my floating bonfire was emitting and pushed it back into the log, creating a loop.  The flare of warmth against my face dropped to almost nothing even as the log flared to white hot, rapidly consumed to just ash in less than a minute.
The smoke filled the rafters, pressing down toward us, and my aunt waved a hand, sending a cool wind through the building.  Like a well-trained dog, the stream of sooty gases obediently left the old structure in a twisting cord of smoke.
Despite her tough act, Darci looked a little shaken.
“You must be great on rainy campouts,” Levi said, his own voice mostly even.
Now it was Ashling’s turn to fold her arms across her chest as she watched and waited for Darci’s reaction.  For her part, the deputy was looking at the pile of ash on the ground, her expression unreadable.
“That’s, ah, normal?” she finally asked.
“Not remotely,” my aunt said.  “There are whole circles who would have trouble raising and channeling that power.”
It was Levi who broke the quiet next.  “Well, it’s no wonder he made that golem.”
“What?” my aunt asked, rounding on him.
“Look how much wood you have here,” he said, waving a hand. “I’m exhausted just looking at it.  It would take two men with chainsaws and a four-wheeler a solid week to cut, split, and haul this much wood.  He’s not even a teenager yet.”
Ashling looked surprised at his words, then she turned and took in the stacks of cordwood, a frown forming on her brow.
“You’re saying I’ve demanded too much of me nephew,” she said.
“Ashling, this is enough wood for all your heating needs for the whole winter.  I’ve seen his gear—an axe, an old saw, and a pull sled.  I thought it was just a character-building thing, not child labor.”  He smiled as he said it, but my aunt looked a little hurt.  She turned to me.
“Declan, I think perhaps I’ve been a wee bit demanding of ya.  I forgot that your physical horsepower doesn’t match your Crafting horsepower.”
“Does that mean I can keep using Robbie?”
“Child, you don’t even know what ye’ve done, making that thing.  I don’t know what ye’ve done.  The little dragon was one thing, but a giant of wood and dirt… don’t ye think it will be noticed?”
“I got him some old clothes today.  He’ll look like just a big man… at least from a distance.”
She gave me a level look, the kind that demand I examine my words and thoughts.  “Do you really believe that, lad?”
Deep down, I knew better.  “But what do I do with him?”
“Let him rest in his forest, lad.  I’ll wager you made him near that old stone fence pile, didn’t ya?”
“Yeah.  That’s where I cut up my wood.”
“And where ya go to daydream.  Did ya ever wonder why ya like it so much?”
“It’s just very comforting.  Relaxing.”
“On account of what has lived in the earth there and now lives in your dirt man.  Put it back, lad.  Let it rest where it loves to be.  And we’ll get a wee tractor.”
“And a chainsaw,” Levi said, immediately holding up one hand to forestall my aunt’s protest. 
“I’ll teach him and supervise its use.  Honestly, Ashling, if he can be trusted with such power, he can be trusted with a tool.”
I waited, breathless, for her reaction.  When she nodded, I got excited… until I noticed Darci staring at me, her head tilted a little.  She hadn’t spoken in a while.  Now she was frowning, her eyes on me, but I’m not sure she was seeing me.
“How?” she said.  I had no idea what she was talking about.
“How what, dear?” my aunt asked, all calm and patient.
“I knew you had abilities, have seen you find missing people like you have GPS trackers on everyone, even seen you blow smoke away, blow wind in a face or two, but this…”
“This isn’t natural even for the supernatural, is that your point?” my aunt asked softly.
“It’s crazy.  He floated a log and burnt it to a crisp in seconds.  Do you have any idea of what the government… what any government would do to control that kind of power?” Darci asked.
“Oh, but I do, dear, I really do.  Which is why we’re in hiding, why we hide our abilities, or at least are supposed to be hiding,” Ash said, her eyes zeroing on me at the last.
“I’m sorry, Aunt Ash.  I was real careful.”
“I know, lad, but even your careful casting is enough to send ripples like a great boulder dropped in a pond.  As I’ve told ya, you’re not a regular witch.”
“Yes ma’am.”
“Oh, now come the ma’ams do they?” she asked, but I could tell she wasn’t mad, or at least not real mad.  Maybe worried.  “Now, how about you run down and put your friend back into the Earth where he belongs, where he’s most comfortable?”
“Yes ma’a… yes, Aunt Ash.”  I turned and took off, eager to escape the tension.  But my hearing was good and the barn walls were worn and holey. 
“He seems like just a kid, but he can do crazy things,” Darci said, her voice quiet but not quiet enough.
“He’s a great kid, Darci dear, and he’s here for a reason,” my aunt said.  I slowed my feet, knowing that listening wasn’t a great idea, but too curious to ignore the opportunity.
“He’s one of the best kids I’ve ever met,” Levi said. “But what reason could there be for him to have what he has?”
“Have ya heard me tell him time and again of the three-fold rule?”
“Yeah,” Darci responded. “Over and over.”
“It’s a real thing, Darci, and he’s the very proof of it.”
“What’s that mean?”
“For hundreds of years, witches have only taken each other as mates, trying and trying to pool the powers.  All that energy and intent put out into the universe.”
“And it came back three-fold in him,” Levi guessed.
“At least.  And ain’t it just like the universe, or God, or the goddess to return the lesson to us in the form of a skinny boy witch that the world doesn’t even know exists?”
“You think his powers are a slap in the face of witches?” Darci asked.
“Partly.  But I also know, to the depth of my being, that Declan O’Carroll is here for a bigger reason than any of us can even guess.  And it falls to us to guide him and guard him.”
“How?” Darci’s voice. “He created a magical robot, for God’s sake.”
“He created a shell, and something moved in.  Something that lives in this land, has lived here long before people.  The native peoples might call it a spirit of the land. My kind would say it is an elemental being.”
“Why did it move in, and what keeps under control?” Darci asked.
“It likes my lad.  Jest as his wee dragon of the Air does.  And nothing controls them.  These things don’t tend to notice us people, or if they do, it is like a man scratching at a flea.”
“Is Declan their pet flea?” Levi asked.
“Declan is nobody’s pet anything.  I don’t know what the connection is, but these things favor the lad, ‘tis all I can tell ye.”
My feet had never fully stopped and by now I was far enough that Aunt Ash’s voice was very soft on her last sentence. I heard a few murmurs as I headed down the hill toward the forest, but my brain was whirling with too many thoughts to focus at all.
Inside the treeline, I found Robbie lying against his pile, right where I had first made his form.  His clay head moved my way, but I held out a hand.  “No, Robbie. It’s time to rest. My chore is done, and you’ve done me a big favor.  But as Aunt Ash says, it’s not right for a witch to ask nature to change for him or her, but that the witch should change for nature.”
I sat on the rocks next to him, my hands on his arm and shoulder.  “So, let’s have you go back to rest, my friend, right here, right in your woods and your rocks.  Your work is done, at least for now.  And I will visit every day when I can.”
I felt a warmth from him, a wave of comfort, acceptance, contentment, and friendship. As I watched, his form faded from my Sight.  Animated one moment, still the next, old wood and dried crumbling mud the last.  But I could still feel him, deep inside the mound of stones, the remnants of an old farm stone fence corner, at home in the earth, and I could visit him anytime I needed to, just as I always had.




Herding Wolves



What is it to be an Alpha?  To lead, discipline, and even punish.  What keeps a pack together? What binds wolves to a common cause?


“I don’t like this,” the new girl said.  “It’s loud and kind of scary and I suck at it.”
“Scary?” Holly asked, incredulous.  Her mouth is faster than mine, almost all of the time. “You’re a freaking werewolf.”
Kristin, who was just seventeen and had been a were for all of two months, a blonde polite Icelander from Maine, ignored the comments and turned her gaze on me.  She was a little passive but anyone who can keep themselves sane after their first Change, remain a wolf for over thirty days, and not kill anyone had to have some serious backbone.
“I suck at it too,” I said.  “My dad taught me to shoot as a kid, but shotguns have always been my thing, not pistols.  But you never know when you might need to pick up a gun and kill a monster… or at least make one pause long enough for someone else to kill it,” I said, thinking back to China.
“Here, line up your right first thumb knuckle with your left thumb’s second knuckle like I showed you,” Bruce Devany said, ever calm, ever professional.  Or maybe it was because he was a true Mainer, pragmatic and conservative.  He repositioned her hands and I noticed her scent changed slightly.  She was attracted to him.
“Shit, newbie, focus on the gun, not the dude,” Holly said, her own nostrils flaring.
Kristin immediately blushed and her scent changed to embarrassment, but Devany just smiled and gently tapped her left supporting hand.  “Tight grip with that one and keep your right hand a little soft so your trigger finger stays loose.  Now squeeze the trigger.  The gun can’t hurt you, not really.  As Holly pointed out, we’re all werewolves and that makes us really tough.”
Still embarrassed, the girl focused on the target seven yards away, her brow furrowing a little.
The Springfield barked out a sharp report and a little 9mm-sized black hole appeared on the left side of the target. 
“Good. Do it again, but this time don’t let go of the trigger right away,” Bruce directed.
She fired another shot, this one high and also left.  “Now I want you to let out the trigger slowly till you feel it reset, then stop immediately,” he said.
Despite our hearing protection, we all heard the little click as the mechanism reset for another shot.
“Now squeeze off the third shot.”
She did, and the resulting hole was much, much closer to center.
“Excellent!” Devany said.  “It’s all the little things that make a difference: grip, stance, short trigger reset.”
“But why do we even need guns?” Kristin asked.
My other two wolves kept silent, which wasn’t a shock with Devany but definitely out of character for my Jersey wolf.
“Relying on one set of weapons or skills is a mistake,” I said.  “Having multiple options is much, much better.”
“But I’m stronger and faster than even a big man.  And if I use that strength, I might not have to kill,” Kristin said.
“Perhaps.  But that target in front of you is a split second from shooting Devany with a silver bullet,” I said, then lifted my own pistol and shot the target three times, twice in the middle, once in the head.
“Could you have stopped him that fast from seven yards away without a gun?” I asked.
She frowned, staring at the target.
“Thought you said you sucked with handguns?” Devany chimed in.
“I do.  I’m okay at seven yards but at fifteen and beyond, my groups open way, way up,” I said.
“But why?  Why all the killing?” Kristin asked. 
I knew from the Suttons that she was averse to killing and that she was very young.
“Kristin, you’re in a different world now.  One full of dangers and risks, although, as you know, the one you left in Maine wasn’t all roses and sunshine,” I said.
“I know that. But everything we do or talk about seems to involve killing,” she said.
“Correction,” I said.  “Everything that we,” I pointed at Devany, Holly, and myself, “do is preparing for kill or be killed.  You’re here to learn to control your wolf and your ability to Change.  You have to have those under control.  And if you chose to go to Arcane in the fall, you’ll have lots of classes in self-defense, so a little introduction now is good for you.”
She was frowning and chewing her lip.
“What?” I asked.
“Why are you all so focused on this… violence stuff?”
“Because violence got all of us into being werewolves, and violence doesn’t leave you alone because you don’t like it,” Holly said before I could get my answer out.  I gave her a glare and she shut her mouth before any more words gushed out.
“She’s not wrong,” I told Kristin.  “Plus, events have placed us in a position where it’s not a matter of if, but when we’ll face hostiles.”
“You mean because of Declan?” she asked.
“Absolutely.  I am bound to him and him to me.  And he is instrumental in protecting this world and probably another.”
“I get that he’s the Warlock, but he can just wave his hand and throw a car or something.”
“But he can’t see the bad guys sneaking up behind him,” Devany said.  “He’s incredibly powerful, but he’s still just human.  No eyes in the back of his head, no regeneration of deadly wounds.”
“So we’re the eyes that watch over him, the ears that listen for his enemies, the noses scenting for danger,” Holly said. 
I smiled at both of them.  It was my mission, my charge, to watch over him, but they had fully adopted it as our pack mission.  And both were all in.
The door to the range opened and Declan walked in, earmuffs and eye protection already on.
“Hey, Omega said you all were already at it,” he said, his eyes going to mine first and longest before taking in the others.
“You look exhausted. Why are you here?” I asked, taking in his scent, his features, the sound of his voice.  Having a second nature, a wolfen nature, changes how you see everything, how you feel about everything.  The bonds of pack are strong; the bonds of mates are even stronger. 
I could smell his exhaustion, see the tiny trembles in his limbs, hear the fatigue in his voice, and most importantly, feel it through our bond.  He’d been up all night, communing with elementals, using his connection to Robbie to work on reaching out for greater and greater distances.
“Gotta master this cannon,” he said, pulling his pistol from its case.  “Then I can take a nap.”
“Hmpff.  You’ll damn well take a nap,” I said, “and eat something first.”
“You shake more than I do,” Kristin said as he held the big 10mm out two-handed.
I whipped around and glared at her, not caring that her face immediately reflected embarrassment for speaking out loud.
She’d learned to be somewhat comfortable around me but had yet to relax around Declan.  I suspect that my other two wolves had added stories of his powers to what public rumor and supposition had taught her.  But now she had spoken out at the worst possible moment.
“Oh?” he asked, deceptively casual.  Declan is super sensitive to his position in our little pack.  I was the only Alpha wolf, but as my mate, he had to hold authority and strength.  Being the most powerful witch in the world should have been enough… it certainly was for Holly and Devany.  But to him, any suggestion that he was weak was instantly met with a demonstration of why he wasn’t.
“Stop,” I said.  “This isn’t the time.”
“But it is,” he said.  “As you’ve told me yourself, Kristin sees me as weak. Right, Kristin?”
She was mortified, her pale face now actually ashen.  She froze up solid, unmoving.
“Now you’re scaring her,” I said.
“I can’t be scary if I shake, can I?”
Holly snorted, catching his attention. He raised his eyebrows at her.  Damn, he was stubborn sometimes… most of the time.
“You’re not scary at all most of the time,” she said, staring right back at him. “Up until you decide to alter the world around you.”
He pulled back, astonished.  “I don’t go around altering things,” he protested. “I only act when I absolutely have to.”
“Sure, but you just spent most of the night talking to elementals all over the world, right?” Holly asked.  “Like, say a giant volcano under Hawaii or the thing that lives in Mount Everest.  That’s pretty frigging scary.”
“I didn’t speak to either of those.  Too far away, at least for now.  Just Mount St. Helens and a couple of Earth elementals in the Adirondack mountains.”
“Like that’s better,” she said.
He waved a hand.  “The point is, our newest recruit sees me as a weak link.  I need to show her I’m not,” he said, and the glyphs on his neck and arms went black and visible.
He racked the action, lifted the pistol, and emptied the magazine into Kristin’s target, clustering his shots into the chest and head.
“See?” he asked the young girl who, if he had half the sense of smell the rest of us had, he would have known was scared out of her mind.
“I didn’t mean any… anything like that,” she said, a tiny shake in her voice.
He was tired, but he finally picked up on her fear.  And took in my hands-on-hips glare.  He looked at Devany, who was studiously checking his pistol’s action, and Holly, who was frowning at him.
“Ah, Kristin, I didn’t mean to get all serious on you,” he backpedaled. “I’m not a were; you could beat me arm wrestling any day of the week.  But I just wanted you to know that I have ways of compensating.”
“Don’t all men?” Holly asked, turning to reload a magazine.
He didn’t know how to respond to that, but the comment made Kristin smirk for a split second.  Yup, the girl had a definite spark, for sure.
“You know, Warlock, if you’re done browbeating my new recruit, perhaps you should get the cafeteria to send a breakfast sandwich to our suite while you get ready to sack out?” I suggested, my tone light. 
He hates it when I call him warlock, so I save it for special occasions, like when he’s being an ass, so I was telling him that he was doing just that, but keeping my voice pleasant lessened any blow to his feelings—or at least I hoped it did.  If he were a were, our mate bond would have told him all that, but he’s not, so the bond is not perhaps all that it would be with another were.  Which meant I had to add imperfect communication to Stacia’s Big List of Worries.  The bond did tell me that he was feeling really bad that he had scared Kristin.  He hates that people are afraid of him, a phenomenon that has been with him his whole life.
He looked down at his gun resting on its case, but I don’t think he was even seeing it.  He was really tired.
“Did the communication work well?” I asked.
He brightened a bit.  “Yes, it did.  And I think I’m getting better at understanding them.”
“Why do you just think it’s getting better?  Don’t you know?”
“Well, I really believe it, but if it’s true, then what they are telling me is kind of wild.”
“Wild how?” I asked.  Our pack was openly paying attention, clearly fascinated, even Kristin.
“Well, I’m pretty sure that I was just told that sasquatches communicate with some elementals too.”
“What?” Holly asked.  “Those things are real?”
“Holly, you’ve heard me talk about the Winter Queen’s sasquatch, right?” I asked.
“I thought it was a nickname.  You also call it a troll and I thought you just said it looked like a bigfoot,” she said.
“Sasquatch are very real,” Devany said, which brought all of our attention his way.  He shrugged.  “I had my own experience, in Maine.”
“Like what?” Kristin asked, forgetting, it seemed, to be shy or scared.
“I was hunting moose.  My dad got an archery permit through the lottery.  We were above Moosehead lake, in deep wilderness.  I was on a stand on the edge of a marshy area.  It got to be dusk and suddenly this… creature… just steps out of the woods.  He was across a little flow of water from me, maybe as far as the back wall of this range.  He kneels down and gets a drink, then suddenly looks up in the direction my dad had gone.  Very casual like, he just turns and steps off into the woods.  Five minutes later, Dad come out right where he had been looking.  We crossed over to where I saw it and sure enough, there was a massive track in the mud.  We took pictures of it.”
“Sasquatch is very real and appears all over the planet.  In medieval times, they were called trolls in parts of Europe,” Declan explained.  “That’s also what they are called on Fairie.  But both the earth elementals in the Adirondacks and the volcano under St. Helens conveyed to me that ‘squatches have long spoken to them. Something about the infrasound that sasquatches seem to generate.  And… get this… often the elementals have lent them power to form portals.”
“That’s a huge piece of information,” I said, not doubting for a second that he was understanding them clearly.  My warlock is gifted beyond measure in many ways and his attention to detail was molded into him almost from birth.
“Portals?” Kristin questioned.
“The reason nobody ever captures or tracks down a ‘squatch is because they can open portals through space, like the elves do,” Declan said.
“Like you do?” the girl asked.
“Yeah, pretty much, but they’re better at it… faster, more instinctive.”
“So why is this so important?” Holly asked.
“Because with elemental power, they can easily open portals even to Fairie,” Declan said. “We knew they could do it but didn’t understand where the power came from.”
“Oh,” Holly said, realization flooding her features. 
“The dude with the goblins and pucks that Caeco was guarding,” Devany said.
“Exactly.  It tells us that Morrigan’s ‘squatch can come and go as it pleases,” Declan said.
“Unless the elementals here on Earth don’t cooperate with it,” I said.  “She can command the power to get it here but for the return trip, it would need to ask a local elemental.  What if they agreed to say no?”
My witch looked impressed, a look I like to see often and directed my way.
“Let me see what they say,” he said, nodding.
“After you sleep,” I insisted.
“Yeah, after.”
“You should also check with the other sasquatchs to see if they cooperate with the elves too,” Devany said, which caused both Declan and me to give him a surprised look.
“Damn, I really am tired,” Declan said, shaking his head.  “Okay, I’m off to catch some Zs.  Please keep thinking of all the things that I’m obviously not.”  He started to pack up the gear he had barely unpacked.
“How likely is it that bigfoots… bigfeet work with elves?” Holly asked, frowning.
“Morrigan’s is the only one we know of,” I said.  “She apparently raised it from a baby.”
“I actually think we need to make contact with sasquatches and find out,” Declan said.  “The elementals of Earth do not like the queens of Fairie at all.  And I don’t recall hearing a lot about trolls on Fairie other than that they were shy. So they might be good allies.”
“I recall Greer saying something about packs of trolls,” I said.  “He was impressed with Awasos and commented about ‘Sos being able to kill trolls.  It didn’t sound like he was friends with them.”
“Let’s hope not,” Declan said.  “Having a small army of ‘squatch transport forces for the queens would be a nightmare.”
“The fact that it hasn’t happened yet might be a sign that it’s unlikely to,” I said.
“Well, lots to think about.  Oh, and we were right about the land in New York,” he added.
“Oh?  It’s gonna work out?”
“Yeah, the ley lines are small but numerous and more than sufficient for what I need.  Plus the Adirondack Elementals are all in for helping me out.”
He was talking about a piece of land in the Adirondack Park, far north of the eight million people who live in the City.  We knew he would be a target in the coming war and we didn’t want that target situated in the middle of one of the biggest cities in America.
“Omega is buying the land,” Declan added.
“Correction – I have already bought it.  Excavator drones are headed there now,” Omega said.
“Excavator?” Holly asked.
“I have modified the design of the old centipede drones.  They are now primarily designed for tunneling and construction of underground structures.”
“Primarily?” Bruce asked.
“They can still fight, and fight well.”
“Omega, how long do you think it will take to carve out a new base?” I asked.
“Barring any surprises during excavation, a useable base should be ready in eight days.  Full build out will take several months.”
“The closest elemental will help if we come across anything weird, but I scanned it pretty deep when we visited the land two weeks ago,” Declan said.  “Anyway, I think I’ll head to bed.”
“That is your best idea yet,” I said, with a mock glare.
He swung his small range bag over his shoulder and headed out of the Demidova Tower range.  Our quarters were one level up and he better be headed that way.  I would need to check on him in a little while.  His stubborn sense of duty is both a boon and a curse.  A boon to mankind and a curse to those of us who love him.  I had more contact with his aunt and step-aunt than he did, mostly because we are all checking up on him.
“Are we done too?” Devany asked casually.
“Gotta hot date or something?” Holly asked.  I think they tried to hook up once themselves and it didn’t work at all.  Too different.
“I have to get a whole mess of errands done today,” he allowed.
“Oh, in order to go on a date later?” Holly pressed, a wicked grin forming on her face.
Something I had heard from another member of Team Demidova suddenly jelled in my head.  “Lydia?” I asked.
He didn’t answer, at least out loud, but his spike in heart rate said all I needed to hear.
“She said she was dating a new wolf, but she didn’t tell me it was one of mine,” I said.
“It’s our first real date,” he said, one hand gripping the other.  “We sorta hung out after a training session last week and decided to give it a try.”
“Oh, you go on your date,” I said with an evil grin.  “No worries.”
“Shit, now I’m really worried,” he said.
“There’s no rule against you two dating, Bruce, but she should have said something,” I said, packing up my own gun gear.  “It’s your business who you date, just as it’s hers, but anything that can affect my pack is mine.”
He nodded, still looking a little concerned, and headed out.
“Well, I’m off to my parents’ house in Jersey,” Holly said.  “No dates for me, but hopefully I’ll get to see some old friends.”  Then she too was gone.
“She’s… intense,” Kristin said, her voice quiet as she handed me her equipment to pack in my bag.
“She’s the girl that got bit in Vegas,” I said.  “On her bachelorette party.  The wedding didn’t happen.”
“Oh,” she said.  “What a dick!”
“He handled it horribly, so yeah.  But having a human for a mate can be very hard.”
“What about having a witch?”
“It can be a huge pain in the ass… and absolutely wonderful.  I wouldn’t trade my witch for anything,” I said.
She smiled and looked down at her shooting glasses, then handed them to me when I reached out.
“What’s your plan for today?” I asked.
Being brought to New York City for training must have been exciting for her, but she was underage and didn’t know anyone.  Her guest room here in the Tower was very nice, but she had to be lonely, bored, and maybe homesick.
“I was going to call home and then watch a movie,” she said with a firm smile.
“In the Big Apple?  No way.  Listen, I’m hungry and I know you are too because you’re a were.   Let’s get something to eat and I can show you some of New York.  There are a ton of amazing restaurants and museums and stuff,” I offered.
“Can you just go out in the city?  I mean, you’re famous… won’t people and paparazzi be a problem?”
“It depends.  Sometimes I go in disguise and use public transportation. Sometimes I hire a car,” I said.
“How can you disguise so people don’t know you?” she asked, looking me up and down.
“I did mention I have a witch, right?” I said with a grin.
Forty-five minutes later, we left the Tower through the front door and walked right past several waiting paparazzi without them giving us a second glance.  Kristin held her breath, literally, while we moved down the block, finally letting it out when no one paid us any attention.
“How is that possible?” she asked.
“I told you inside,” I said, secretly enjoying how much my mate’s magic was blowing her mind. “These little photos clipped on our shirts are spelled to lend us the image of the person in the photo.  It works best if you pick someone close to your own size and of the same sex.”
“But you look the same to me?”
“And you to me… that’s part of the spell.  Our spell photos are linked.  But anyone else will see you as Karen from customer service and me as Mrs. Whalen from finance.”
“But what about Karen and Mrs… ah, Whalley?”
“Whalen.  If you’re asking if they’re okay with us borrowing their images, the answer is yes.  We only take photos of willing employees.  Some people don’t want to do it, but most of Demidova’s people think it’s pretty cool, and we don’t use them often.  We only take a couple photos a month and destroy the ones we don’t use so there’s nothing hanging around. These were taken this morning. That’s so that they know when and where we’re impersonating them and also so the clothes match the day.  If Karen went in today in jeans but left in a dress, one of our watchers might notice.”
“Really?  They pay that close attention?” she asked.
“Reporters and photographers are just a few of our observers.  Several federal agencies, more than a few foreign intelligence operatives, multiple corporate espionage agents, and a number of political operatives,” I said.  “Which is why I bought both ladies lunch to be delivered to their departments.”
“So the watchers don’t see them leave the building a second time without first coming back?” she guessed.
“Exactly.  Now let’s get something to eat… what are you hungry for?  Or maybe I should ask, what do you want to try?”
“Wait… Declan is sleeping?  How did the photos get spells on them?”
“Declan put the spell on a pen… a Sharpie that’s kept under lock and key.  So I wrote the runes, according to his instructions, with a pen that contains a bit of his power.”
“Wow!  That’s a valuable pen.”
“Which is why Omega guards it.  Now… food?”
“Icelandic food is heavy on seafood.  I’d really like to try something different… like Asian or Middle Eastern?”
“How about both?  We’re werewolves… we’ll be hungry again before we make it back to the Tower.”
We stopped at a falafel place first, each of us scarfing down a half-dozen lamb kababs before heading to Chinatown. We picked up dumplings and noodles from two places before stopping at a Thai place to sample their pad thai.  We sat down just inside the door, at the last open table, as several other customers mostly filled the tiny shop.  No one paid any attention to a pair of ladies on their lunch break, so it gave me a chance to watch people without being stared at.
There was a trio of Asian ladies speaking what I guessed might be Mandarin, a language I had heard a lot of recently during our trip to China to face the Ancient.
A middle-aged couple, tourists by their butt packs, clothing, and cameras, was spending as much time gawking as eating, and a thirty-something Black man with a tightly trimmed beard and close-cropped hair sat by himself, reading his phone while he ate.  Something about him, his bearing and grooming maybe, told me he was either military or ex-military.  His scent was wary and alert despite his head being focused on his screen.
Our food came and we both used chopsticks to eat our pad thai.  Kristin was clearly unused to them but picked it up rapidly, likely due to werewolf coordination driven by werewolf hunger.
We were halfway through when the first suppressed shot was fired in the kitchen.  I was moving before I was fully aware of it, standing and grabbing the edges of our three-foot-diameter table, twisting my torso to throw the whole thing at the rapidly approaching feet I could hear.  The military guy was moving also, but it seemed like slow motion to me as he reached under his shirt.  My table was already in mid-flight by the time he pushed away from his own table.  The flying furniture hit the Asian man with the suppressed Beretta just as he exited the kitchen.  I was right behind the table and my right foot clipped the fallen killer’s head as I went past him and intercepted the second assailant coming along behind him.  I grabbed the man’s gun hand with both of mine, shoving the weapon back against his belly, then grabbing the frame and rotating it down and back toward me, my greater leverage having as much impact as my strength.  I felt the gun go off and even though the muzzle was pointed away from me, I felt a sudden stab of pain on my right side. 
Ignoring the wound, I finished pulling the weapon clear, then hit the gunman twice in his face with it.  I hit him pretty hard.  He flew backward, through the kitchen door, smacking into killer number three.  A glance at the gun showed it was jammed, so I just wound up and threw it at Number Three, again following the pistol with myself, this time my fist.  Bone crunched and blood spattered as his nose flattened and his eyes rolled back.  The punch knocked him onto the body of the fallen cook, his hand opening to let a light gray cylinder roll free, a metal arming spoon flying off.  My brain picked up the yellow band and the WP Smoke markings and again I was moving before I knew it. 
I swear I heard Deckert’s voice lecturing on the four to five-second burn rate of most modern grenade fuses as I jumped over the downed attackers, kicked the white phosphorus grenade, and grabbed the cook’s limp body.
Then I was backpedaling out of the kitchen, towing the cook and slamming into another body behind me, the scent telling me it was Military Guy.
“Everybody out!” I ordered.  “This place is going to burn.”
Kristin, responding to the Alpha tone in my voice, shoved open the door she had been standing next to and grabbed a woman tourist by her sleeve.  Back in the kitchen, I heard the whump of the WP grenade going off.
“Take him,” I said to the man I had knocked down.  He responded to the command in my voice and took the cook while I grabbed the first gunman by the leg and pulled him out.
The waitress, owner, and the other customers were all outside already. I turned and headed back in.  Thick, choking white smoke that baffled my thermal vision filled the kitchen, forcing me to drop low and feel for the other two men.  Fierce heat beat on my skin as I found first one and then the other.  I threw one bodily through the door and almost into the arms of the military guy, who had followed me back in.  Guy number three, the grenadier himself, I dragged by his legs, pulling him free even though I didn’t hear a heartbeat.  The burned, raw flesh of his face and head told me he hadn’t survived his own weapon.
Sirens were already sounding as I made it back out onto the street, a crowd of people gathering to help or gawk.
“Holy shit you’re fast…” Military Guy started to say, but then took in my appearance and recognition flooded his features.  My spell had failed to survive the brief battle.
A cop car screeched to a halt, followed by a second one, and then the heavy horn of full-sized fire engines sounded, clearing the traffic.
“You’re her… Stacia Reynolds,” the tourist lady said, loudly, which brought me a great deal of attention in a hurry.
“You’re hurt?” Kristin questioned, the young wolf right up by my side.  Good instincts.
“She’s been shot!” Tourist Lady yelled out.  The military guy put himself between me and her, his eyes going to the splotch of blood on my right side.
I pulled the bloody cloth up and while there was blood on my skin, the wound was already closed and disappearing.  Probably just a ricochet.
A huge whump suddenly blew out the restaurant’s windows and flame blasted out and up, forcing everyone to duck and cover.
“Who’s upstairs?” a firefighter asked as the fire fully engulfed the dining area.  I hadn’t even looked up at the top of the building, but now I could see it was three stories high and there had to be at least a few apartments up there.
The police moved the onlookers back, helped by the violence and heat from the fire, while the firefighters rushed forward, hoses spraying water into the violent inferno that mere moments earlier had been a busy restaurant.
Kitchen fires are vicious things, grease and gas combining to accelerate combustion in violent ways.  This one was rapidly spreading upward, smoke already pouring out of a second-floor window.
Two windows to the left, the glass suddenly broke as a chair came flying out, only to be replaced by a panicky face.  A young girl looked out, a tiny boy in front of her.
The firefighters started to unhinge the ladder from the back of one of their trucks and I was about to just climb the damned building when I felt him.
He was here… somewhere behind me… somewhere back in the crowd. 
The fire suddenly went out—completely out.  Roaring like the flames of Hell one moment, then just gone.  Waves of heat rose in the air and then they too suddenly disappeared.  The thick white smoke began to stream out of the second-floor window in a twisted cord like the body of a python, emerging from the building in a never-ending rope the color of soot.
The entire window frame where the children were standing suddenly ripped itself free from the building and shot off upward like it had been fired from a catapult.  Before they could so much as blink, the two tiny children were just floating in midair, descending silently to the ground.  I say silently because the entire crowd had gone quiet, firefighters and cops included.
The waitress rushed to the kids just as a paramedic reached them.  I turned and looked behind me, back at the edge of the crowd.  Most people were watching the building and the kids, but two of the cops holding the barrier line were clearly focused on the slim man and the giant black and tan wolf standing in front of them.  The wolf and man, in turn, were both looking at me, one pair of black eyes and one pair of blue. Then they were moving, and the cops wisely didn’t attempt to stop them.
Declan wore a gray sweatshirt with the hood up, loose blue jeans, and flip flops.  People noticed Awasos immediately, something about a pony-sized wolf commanding their undivided focus.  The nondescript fellow following him drew very little attention—at first.  But most New Yorkers seem to be proud that Team God Hammer lives in the Big Apple and this group figured out who he was in seconds.
“You hurt?” he asked, eyes locked on my bloody spot.  ‘Sos checked for himself, big black nose pushing the military guy out of the way as he sniffed for damage.
“It’s nothing,” I said.  Declan’s eyes studied mine as our bond hummed.  He was calm, super calm, deceptively calm.  He hugged me, hard and tight.
“Why did you burn down the building and shoot yourself?” he asked, pulling back to look in my eyes. He was also ignoring the police detectives who were approaching us with intent expressions.  They had arrived in an unmarked car a few minutes ago and I had seen them inspecting the dead grenade guy while paramedics worked on the wounded cook and the other two shooters.
“Wise ass,” I said.
“What happened?” the first cop asked, stepping in close, sharp eyes taking in every detail.
Military Guy pulled a credential case from his back pocket and held it up to the detective, whose eyebrows rose as he read it. 
“This have something to do with you… Agent Calhoun?” the cop asked, his partner looking over his shoulder at the creds.
“Likely.  I suspect Miss Reynolds and her associate were just here by happenstance, as they seemed to be in disguises,” the newly identified agent said, looking my way to see how I would respond.
“Just here for the pad thai,” I confirmed.
“And I suppose you just got here?” the second cop asked Declan.  Gotta love the cojones of New York cops.
“I was awakened by Omega.  He transported ‘Sos and me here.”
“Yeah?  Supercomputer woke you up and delivered you across Manhattan? Let me guess, Amazon package delivery?” the first cop asked.
“Omega drone,” Declan said, pointing upward.  The round orb of an Obliterator-class drone hovered silently over a building across from the restaurant.
“And then you just put out the fire?” Detective One asked, eyes still locked on the black deadly aircraft that suddenly shot straight up into the clouds, disappearing without a sound.
“Yeah.”
The cops looked at him for a moment or two, struggling manfully to keep their expressions unimpressed.
“And the kids?” the other one asked.
“She was about to start climbing,” he said with a nod my way.  “Seemed like a good way to keep everyone on the ground.”
“Yeah?” the second cop said, glancing around at the second floor of the burned building.  “Where’d the window go?”
“Up,” Declan said.
Both cops’ brows rose and they shared a glance.  “And should we expect to see it come back down anytime soon?” the first asked, politely sarcastic.
Declan shook his head.  “It’s gone. Nothing but ash.” 
They both just looked at him, as did Agent Calhoun.  My witch was quiet for a moment, then he shrugged. “It made a handy target for dumping some of that heat energy,” he said, raising his right hand.  Smoke rose from his fingertips, which glowed an inhuman red.  Gradually the color faded back to pink and the smoke dissipated.
Even New Yorkers have limits.  In the face of the unbelievable but undeniable, they had no verbal response.  Instead, both cops nodded and turned to the agent.  “Perhaps you could step over this way and help us understand why the DoD was involved with some kind of organized hit, Agent Calhoun?” Detective One asked. 
Calhoun looked back at me and Kristin, nodded at Declan, and finally glanced at ‘Sos, who was sitting almost on my right foot in guard position.  Then he stepped over to the cops, all three angling their bodies to keep us in sight.
“You alright, Kristin?” I asked.
“Me?  I’m fine.  I didn’t do anything.  It was like you just exploded and then you were shoving everyone out of the building,” she said.
“Omega?” Declan asked, holding up his left wrist.  What looked like an iWatch suddenly spoke in quiet, well-modulated tones.
“Agent Terez Calhoun is Department of Defense.  There has been a sudden burst of electronic communications activity happening as we speak.  This has something to do with a joint operation of the US State Department and the DoD regarding recent political events in Taiwan and China.” 
“Any indication at all that the attackers knew of Stacia and Kristin’s presence?” Declan asked.
The watch shifted slightly, just a tiny sort of reshuffling of its structure.  Hmm, new tech that I didn’t know about.
“A meet was set between Calhoun and a Taiwanese foreign national who never showed up. There seems to be significant alarm that Stacia was present.”
As Omega spoke, I was simultaneously listening to Calhoun explain to the cops that he was engaged in a sensitive US operation and that the person he was to meet had either been killed or ghosted after sensing the trap.
“Other federal agents are inbound to take charge.  As are, I might add, various news agencies. It might be time for you to all leave.  Security driver Stevens is approaching from the west in a Demidova vehicle.”
I looked to the west in time to see a black Volvo XC-90 pull to the corner of the nearest intersection.
“Go ahead; I’ll just speak to the detectives for a moment,” Declan said.
I only went because I knew what kind of a media circus it could turn into and I knew I could listen to what he had to say to them.
Awasos took that as his cue, clearing a path to the SUV by the mere virtue of being three hundred pounds of moving wolf.
“Excuse me,” I heard Declan say to the officers behind me, always the polite one.  “I’m taking the ladies back to Demidova Tower.”
“We don’t have their statements yet,” Detective One protested.
“Well, you’re welcome to come to the Tower and meet with them,” Declan said.
“Listen, kid,” Dectective One said, a note of temper in his voice.  “We tell you where we’ll interview them.”
“My mate is wounded.  Do you have a medic qualified for lycanthropic medicine?  Also, I’m still carrying most of the energy from that fire.  I need to discharge it soon.  Would you rather I did that here and melt the street, or at the Tower, where I have means of containing it?”
My wound was gone, the ricochet, which is what must have happened, going straight through the side of my abdomen.  Hard to tell because even the red spots of entry and exit were gone.
But the cops didn’t know that.  Kristin and I got to the car and slid into the backseat, while ‘Sos jumped under the remotely opened tailgate.  Stevens nodded to me in the rearview as he pressed the button to close the back of the SUV.  I looked out the window to watch the negotiations that I could still hear.
“Detectives Trevano and O’Neill, this incident is under federal jurisdiction,” Agent Calhoun said.  “I’ll take responsibility for releasing Miss Reynolds and her companion.”
That was the first time I had heard the cops’ names. 
“We gotta have clearance from our… what the hell?” Detective One said, stepping away from Declan, who wore a slightly sheepish expression as waves of heat rose visibly around and off him.  “Oh,” the first dectective said, realization flooding his features.
“Yeah, you just go ahead and take those ladies home,” Detective Two said, his tone polite and slightly urgent as he too backed away from what was clearly uncomfortable levels of heat.
My witch nodded and turned toward the car, a sly grin on his face as his eyes met mine.
The crowd parted for him on its own, although sadly no magic was involved.  Just old-fashioned fear. 
Suddenly the waitress who was clutching her children yelled something in Mandarin and moved toward him, burdened by her kids.  He stopped and turned, surprised, as she rushed up, speaking mostly Mandarin but with the English words thank you mixed in.
He had been calm and determined the whole time, confident yet displaying his normal resignation to normal public reaction.  He was surprised by her gratitude, thrown off his stride.   He pulled his act together enough to smile at her and the kids, nodding shyly before continuing on toward us… toward me.
The onlookers let him through, more than a few using phones to video him, but they didn’t pull back as far as they had before the waitress’s display.  A few moments later, he was at the car, hopping into the front passenger seat.
Stevens pulled out before my witch even had his seatbelt buckled.
“What happened?” Declan asked as the car turned toward the Tower.
I gave him a blow-by-blow of the events in the restaurant.  The car was quiet when I finished, but I could feel Declan thinking through our link.
“It was so fast,” Kristin said.
My witch turned and looked over his shoulder at her, waiting to hear more.
“I heard… something.  A sharp snapping sound, sorta.  And she was gone… and the table with her.  Everything else took just seconds.  Then we were running from the fire, which bloomed up as fast as everything else.”
“It’s shocking, isn’t it?” he asked her.  “How fast violence can happen.  Which is why we train and train.  To condition responses that are useful, rather than bad.”
“Attacking a gunman is useful?”
“Better to go head-to-head than take a bullet in the back of the head,” I said.
“If you decide to go to Arcane, and I hope you do, you’ll have a crazy werewolf for a self-defense instructor,” Declan told her. “Jenks will expect you to attack and keep attacking at least until you can safely run away.  With you sitting there, Stacia had to attack.  Plus, people who use suppressors to kill in broad daylight in a public restaurant probably need to be stopped.”
“That agent fellow would agree with you,” Kristin said.  I noticed that she wasn’t nearly as shy as she had been just a few hours ago. “I’m pretty sure those men were there to kill him.”
“Why do you say that?” I asked, although I completely agreed with her.
“The first guy through the door never even saw the table you threw at him, he was so focused on the agent,” she said.  “At least, I think he was.  It happened so fast.”
I had seen the same thing and I trusted that even though it seemed fast to her now, as untrained as she was, her werewolf senses would have likely been pretty accurate.
“So, it was just coincidence?” Declan asked, frowning.
“Is that so far a stretch?” I asked.
“With us?  I kinda think it is.  Omega, were you aware of Agent Calhoun or his attackers at any time before the action started?”
“No,” the shifty watch said. “There are hundreds of active intelligence operations, law enforcement investigations, and criminal activities under way in New York alone.  I monitor for anything that impacts Earth’s defense but have been leaving the politics and day-to-day struggle in human hands.  My resources are currently focused on seeding the solar system with enough active assets to detect and deter any approaching Vorsook threats.”
Kristin looked a little shocked.  “Contrary to popular opinion, he’s not omniscient, just close,” I told her.  “The early warning and active defense network he mentioned is hella important.”
Her pretty face scowled and she started to open her mouth but closed it. 
“What?  Go ahead and ask… it’s okay,” I said.
“How do you put an alarm on the solar system?  It’s beyond ginormous!”
“I start with stationary platforms above and below the sun at least in relation to the orbital plane of the planets.  Then I put several mother drone units in orbit around each planet, each of which leaves a trail of subunits behind it as the planets continue their path around the sun.”
“But that will take years?” she asked.  “Do we have that long?”
“Excellent observation.  The answer is that no one knows, so all I can do is build and push systems outward in concentric spheres of detection and protection.  We started with Earth itself and its Lagrange Points. From there, the problem grows exponentially.”
“Won’t you end up spread too thin to be effective, at least for defense?” the girl asked.
“What is it you intend to study in college?” Declan asked, impressed.
“Poly sci with a minor in game theory,” she replied.
“It would seem you are on the right path in your education.  You are correct, or would be, if our primary defense system was in any way conventional.  The warning system is just that—it will alert us to where an incursion is under way.”
“What kind of defense system ignores the unimaginable distances of our solar system?” Kristin wondered.
“The kind that is currently sitting in the passenger seat in front of you,” I said.  Declan gave her a little two-fingered salute to his forehead with his left hand, which flashed the new watch in front of me again.
“Someone has new tech,” I said before Kristin could ask her next question.
“It is a nano prototype based on the architecture of both Caeco’s internal units and the Vorsook technology from Philadelphia.”
“And you risk Declan with it?” I asked, suddenly remembering the horrific details of some of the bodies left behind in Philly.
“It is noninvasive for the most part, instead interacting through contact with his skin.  The units are under my complete control and constant attention.”
Omega speak for damn right I know how important the kid is.
“It’s similar to having a microdrone on your person,” Declan said.  “But way more capable and useful.”
“How can one person, even him, defend the solar system by himself?” Kristin suddenly burst out.
“Who said I was by myself?” Declan asked with a little smile.  “You, yourself used the words defense system.”
“But that… it isn’t… you can’t… no one could,” she protested.
I couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped me, which only caused her to look mildly affronted.
I patted her knee, Alpha to pack.  “I’m not laughing at your confusion, Kristin. It’s just fun to see people begin to realize what’s actually going on.  You asked why our pack is so focused and we told you, but words don’t begin to make sense of it.”
“In AP Physics, we tackled the question of what it would take to light up the moon with laser pointers,” Kristin said, frowning.  “Turns out there’s a whole essay online about it.  I don’t remember all the details but some of the power numbers were stupid things like petawatts or burning up the world’s oil reserves in like two minutes or something.”
“Your high school education seems to have been excellent, Kristin.  Did your instructor explore the power of an average hurricane?  Something approximating six hundred trillion joules per second.  The volcano under Yellowstone could power all of mankind’s power needs hundreds of times over by itself.”
“You said you were up last night talking with Mount Saint Helens?” our wonder recruit asked. “Is that why?”
“Yes.  I am working with elementals all over the world to be able to direct power in any direction it is needed.  Think of me as the guy in the gunner’s seat, aiming and firing a giant laser powered by Earth itself.”
“There is no technology for a laser like that,” she protested.
“You are correct insomuch as it relates to the common definition of technology.  Even the Vorsook don’t have weapons capable of that.  But my father’s Craft uses quantum energy to convert and focus raw earth energy.”
“You’re saying that he, by himself, could light up the moon?”
“Yes, although such an event would needlessly alarm most of the world’s inhabitants.  Instead, we’ve been practicing by having him vaporize the orbital debris from the world’s space programs.”  
“You’re burning up space junk?” Kristin asked, eyes wide.
“Mostly single targets.  Omega identifies the biggest ones and conveys the information to me, and then I have to pick a willing elemental ally nearest to the direct view of the object, decide how to convert and apply its energy, and then deliver an accurate hit.  It’s kind of hard.”
Her mouth hung open.
“This nanotech should help because it can provide me with direct information from Omega’s sensors.  I was going to test it out tonight.”
“Tonight?  Here?” she asked, overwhelmed.
“Yeah.  The roof of the Tower is a pretty good platform,” he said.
“We all go up and watch,” I said.  “He requires supervision and protection.”
“Which makes me sound like a hyperactive toddler,” Declan groused.
“Good comparison,” I said with a grin his way.
“Oh, and everyone likes to comment on how bad a shot I am,” he added.  “You know… because they all excel at energy conversion and orbital potshots with the equivalent of the annual electrical usage of a hundred thousand homes.”
“And there’s popcorn and snacks,” I said.
“We’re here,” Stevens said as he turned onto the ramp that ran own under the Demidova Tower.
Ten minutes later, I was in the shower, scrubbing the stench of smoke from my hair and body.  When I felt suitably sanitized, I dried off and pulled on underwear, sweatpants, and one of Declan’s t-shirts.  What can I say? I like the fit and feel of my guy’s shirts.  I could hear Declan talking to Kristin as I toweled off my hair and ran my fingers through it.  My current bob was designed for ease of care and to limit opportunities for hands to grab it in a fight.
When I arrived in our living room, they were sitting on the stools at the suite’s kitchen island.
Declan had his rarely used divination chips out, rune side down, and was making her pick the little round circles of Rowan wood at random.
He was setting them right side up in his standard layout.
“What’s up?  You hate doing readings,” I said, getting a trio of chocolate milks from the fridge.
“Because I’m so bad at them,” he said without looking up from his chips.  He typically used nine randomly selected chips, three for the past, three for the present, and three for the future.
I put an open bottle of chocolatey liquid goodness in front of each of them and then slugged a third of my own.
Kristin looked at me nervously, her scent worried.  I didn’t know if she was concerned that I might be jealous of finding them out here or dreading what he might find out.
“Again, why?” I asked.
“I don’t like coincidence.  Weird things have been happening lately.  Did you know that two days ago, some idiot tried to pick Deckert’s pocket?  When the cops ran the kid’s name, it turned out he was the runaway youngest son of a Middle Eastern diplomat.  Been missing for three weeks.  And he chooses Deckert for a victim?  Right outside the Tower?”
“I had heard that, and it just sounds like he’s stupid, not fated by God,” I said.
“But what are the odds?  No, Omega don’t bother to calculate them.  It’s too close to home and too close to whatever is coming.  I don’t like it.  And now this, today.  Hmm,” he finished, leaning closer to the last three chips.
“What?” Kristin asked, almost knocking her bottle over.
“Alright, let me see if I can do this in a way that wouldn’t embarrass Aunt Ash too much,” he said.
“Your past: Gebo, Raido, and Othala.  A gift, the road, and heritage.  Hmm, were your ancestors Vikings?”
“Like just about every Icelander,” she said, getting exasperated.
“So, in your immediate past you received a gift, one that blends with your heritage, and put you on a new path.”
“I’m a werewolf.”
“Exactly.  Viking warrior genes mixed with werewolves, and now you’re here.  Which brings us to the present: Pertho, the hidden game. Aeighiz, the sign for defense, and last Telwaz, the warrior.”
She looked at him and then me.  “You mentioned defense a whole bunch today and you’re all warriors.”
“And you are learning defense and on the path of becoming a fighter… a warrior,” I said.
“What about the future?”
“Sawull, Ehwaz, and… Hagall.  The sun, luck, and havoc,” he said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” he said, frowning at the chips.  Then he swept them back into the pile and moved them all around randomly, facedown.  “Your turn,” he said, turning my way.
He really was worried if he was going to attempt a reading for me.  Reading a close family member was extraordinarily difficult and firmly in the realm of expert Air witches only.  His aunt was exceptional at it, but while he had all four affinities, Air and Water were his weakest.
I gave him a you sure look and he nodded.  No stranger to the process, mostly because of Ashling O’Carroll’s use of the technique, I closed my eyes and randomly selected three chips.
He was flipping them over as I opened my eyes.  “Gebo, Urus, Jera,” he said.  “Gift, power, and harvest.  Next three.”
I picked three more.
“Ehwaz, mannaz, and wunjo.  Luck, man, joy,” he intoned, the wheels of his mind visibly at work.  He held out his palm for the last chips.
“Eywas, sowull, and… hagall,” he said, confusion flooding our bond as a frown formed between his eyes.  “Strength, sun, and havoc.”
“That’s similar to mine,” Kristin said.
“Very,” he agreed.  “The past: a gift… the LV virus.  Power, from the wolf.  And harvest…” He paused.  “You—you were harvested.”
“By who?” I asked, confused.  This wasn’t like any reading his aunt had ever done.
“More like what?  Fate, perhaps?  God?  I don’t know exactly.  Maybe God.  His Warrior was on hand to save you the night you were bitten, both from the rogue wolf and from the government,” Declan said.
And his blood and power had mingled with mine, perhaps one of the reasons I could Change faster than any other were I’ve ever met or heard of.
“The present: luck placed you here, with me… the man.”
“Joy is because you love each other,” Kristin said matter-of-factly, eyes focused on the chips.
My own eyes were focused on his.  He did love me, and God knows I love him, even if it took me so long to admit it.
“Well I do and she does, so that maybe is what it means,” Declan agreed slowly.  “Probably. And last, the future: strength, sun, and havoc.  Two of the three that Kristin pulled.  Havoc is likely the Vorsook and the coming war.  Strength is who you are at your core.  And sun… I think sun is a nod to what I do with borrowed elemental power.”
“What do you do with it?” Kristin asked.  Declan smiled a grim little grin.
“You’ll see tonight,” I told her.
It was well after the dinner hour when we all gathered on the roof, and I mean pretty much all of us.  Chris and Tanya with the twins, ‘Sos, Nika, Arkady, Deckert, Lydia—who was sitting thigh to thigh with Bruce—Holly, Kristin, Chet Atkins, three of the security guys, Doctor Singh—who had insisted on a glancing exam of my non-existent gunshot wound—myself, and, surprise, surprise, Elder Senka.  Mack and Jetta were there, of course, having taken a summer job helping with our training facility. Even Katrina, Tanya’s college co-ed-looking fixer with the heart of a sociopath, was there. And, of course, my witch, who was the main entertainment.
Tanya had ordered weatherproof furniture set up in the center of the rooftop, and because regular humans were part of the group, she’d had a railing installed.  And she was Tatiana Demidova, so the end result looked like one of those super-expensive outdoor kitchen and living areas that are all the rage with McMansions everywhere—but this one was on steroids.  There was comfortable seating for probably thirty people, most of which also rotated back like a zero-gravity lounge chair, leaving the occupants staring up at the night sky over New York.  There were also three gargantuan, all-weather flatscreens that had to go over eighty or ninety inches; hell, maybe over a hundred.  Each screen folded flat, screen down, on the roof when not in use, but lifted on a telescoping arm so that we could still see them when lying on our backs and facing up.  Omega would project the target orbits, live views from spaceborne drones, and any other information germane to the target practice.  There had been considerable speculation about watching football in the fall, at least among those so inclined.
And there was food—lots and lots of food.  Chef Remy always pushed his kitchen staff hard to provide the best finger foods possible, from mounds of shrimp cocktail and raw oysters to slider sandwiches of all flavors and fillings, and popcorn… bacon-flavored popcorn.  With multiple weres, Chris himself, and of course, Awasos, nothing went to waste.
Claiming seats had become a competition early on, which was kind of funny because there weren’t any bad ones.  Just what you get when you put so many competitive people in one place. 
Declan ignored it all, sitting cross-legged on a twelve-by-twelve-foot white board where he could draw out his spell structures, runes, and target data with dry erase markers.  He was already there when I escorted my youngest wolf to the rooftop. 
Kristin instantly went super quiet at the sight of Chris and Tanya, and she was completely unprepared when Elder Senka seemed to appear out of nowhere, right in front of us.
“Stacia, dear, who is your young guest?” she asked in her flawless Oxford accent.
“Elder Senka, this is Kristin Vilhelmsdottir.  She was bitten on a visit to Iceland and Changed when she got back to her family’s current home in Portland, Maine.  Caeco and the Suttons found her.  She’s thinking of attending Arcane this fall.”
Senka immediately spoke to her in another language—Icelandic, I surmised.  Surprised, Kristin answered readily in the same tongue, earning her a nod from the old vampire who looked and dressed like an upper-middle-class soccer mom.  Then the vampire, who was likely, as far as we now knew, the oldest on the planet, turned back to me.  “How is he progressing?”
“Scary fast or reassuringly quick, depending upon your point of view,” I said.  “He and Omega have been cooking up some new technology that is supposed to help him.  We’ll see how it goes tonight.”
Her pale face lit up with a pleased smile, her delight both sincere and infectious.  Chris had once told me that one of her vampire-enhanced gifts, the things that humans carry with them over into vampirism, was an ability to affect people around her, at least their emotions and maybe some of their perceptions.  So a happy Senka made for happy Coven members and a happy party.
Nika, who had already been introduced to Kristin, appeared and sought a moment of the Elder’s time.  We slipped away and headed for the food.
“This is unreal,” Kristin said as she filled a plate with stuffed mushrooms, lobster sliders, and seared curried scallops.  “Do you guys always eat like this?”
“Here at the Tower, pretty much yes.  Out in the real world, we have to fend for ourselves, but we do pretty well.  Tanya’s chef, Remy, is very old and extremely skilled.”
She groaned her agreement around a mouthful of lobster and fresh-baked roll.  “This is better than I get in Maine.”
“Which is where the lobsters originated.  They’re flown in every couple of days.”
“My family is pretty well-to-do, both in Maine and back in Iceland.  My father has an amazing job that pays very, very well.  But this level of wealth… it’s crazy.  And she’s so young!”
The she in question was bouncing Cora on her hip as she talked with Chet Atkins.
“She is a business prodigy who came to the party pretty well loaded from Coven assets given to her at birth.  Vampires are the poster children for compound interest,” I said.
“And you and Declan work for her?”
“Sort of.  We both receive a partial salary for stuff we do.  Declan maintains all the wards on Demidova property, and I’ve been the model in much of their advertising.  We both are members of the team, but that’s not something we need to get paid for.  But when you have Omega for an investment manager, your performance numbers are massive, so we’ve got our own money.  Come on; let’s get seats. I think the show’s about to start.”
That was more of a feeling I was getting from my mate than any visible sign.  Sure enough, just as we settled into the plush recliners, the monitors started to rise up on their powered mounts.  Jetta settled into the seat on Kristin’s left, and they both started chatting like old friends.  Ironic that a pair of highly successful werewolf hunters would have a such an effect on a new werewolf.  But then, the Suttons were highly popular with almost every were at Arcane.
“Okay everyone,” Omega’s holographic avatar said, suddenly standing in front of the seating area.  “Our first target of the night is approaching. Formerly part of a Soviet lift rocket, the object is orbiting earth at a distance of 20,709 miles and is travelling at just a bit over 17,500 miles per hour.”
The three monitors lit up as he spoke, one showing a computer graphic of the rocket and its orbit around Earth, one showing the live view of the actual rocket tube, likely from a drone that was in a matching orbit, and one showing a magnified view of the night sky above us.
I felt a surge of excitement from Declan and glanced his way.  The nano-watch on his wrist had morphed, sending a tendril of thin silver up his arm, under his shirt, out his collar, and forming around his left eye.  Whichever way the device was feeding him its information, my witch was clearly tickled with it.
“Prepping for shot,” Declan said, still sitting cross-legged and staring straight ahead at the city skyline.  A glow over his eyes told me he was likely seeing a projection and not the Big Apple at night.
“Wait,” Kristin whispered in my ear, clearly forgetting how many supernatural ears could hear her.  “Aren’t we supposed to watch his back?”
I gave her a pleased smile.  It seemed she might be on board after all.  “He’s surrounded by the most dangerous beings on this world, but even more than that… watch.”
No sooner had the words left my mouth than a wave of liminal blue light rose in a dome around him, matching the copper circle set into the concrete pad his white board rested on. Kristin sucked in a surprised breath but watched with eyes wide. The dome closed and then disappeared, fading into invisibility.  As soon as it was gone from sight, a second, much larger dome rose over all of us, this one a translucent green.  It too faded from view.
Suddenly a point of light, just a pinprick of white, appeared above the top of the big dome, glowing like a newborn star. 
“Don’t look directly at it,” I warned my young charge.
“It’s hard to take my eyes off it,” she whispered back.
“Look at the monitors,” I suggested.
On the tracking screen, a red dot representing the rocket tube was almost directly over the little diamond of blue that represented our position.
“Firing,” Declan said, sounding distracted.
A tiny star over our heads suddenly shot upward, gone in less than the blink of an eye.  The tracking monitor showed a white spot rising rapidly toward the red target.  The real-time view of the tumbling rocket tube suddenly flared white, so bright, it blotted out the picture for a microsecond.  It cleared rapidly, forming into a ball of glowing gases that disappeared almost as soon as we saw them. 
“Direct hit,” Omega said, a pleased smile on his avatar’s face.  “Approximately ninety-seven percent consumption of target.”
“Yes!” Declan said, jumping up and looking back at us.
“Is lucky shot,” Arkady rumbled, frowning.
“Don’t care,” Nika said to him, holding out her hand. “Pay up.”
Grumbling, the giant vampire reached into a bag at his feet and pulled an ornate knife in an equally ornate sheath and despite his clear annoyance, gently set it in her outstretched hand.
“Any other wagers that need to be settled at this time?” Omega asked.
“Ours are based on the first three shots,” Chris said, his eyes gleaming, “And we’ll settle them privately.”
“Retch,” Lydia said.  “Get a room.”
“I’ve got the whole building,” Tanya replied.
“Use it, and be mindful of my niece and nephew,” the tiny vampire shot back.
“Next target in thirteen minutes and six seconds,” Omega said.  “Avail yourselves of the snack buffet now please or hold your peace.” A countdown timer appeared on all three of the big screens.
My witch dropped his personal circle and exchanged high fives with Mack, Bruce Devany, two of the security guys, and, very oddly, Katrina, as he headed straight for me.
“I did it!” he said, grabbing me in a tight hug.  The satisfaction I felt through our bond was palpable.  He’d been carrying a lot of doubt these last few weeks.
“Was that the first successful shot?” Kristin asked.
“I clipped one last week, but that really was a lucky shot.  This nano stuff is exactly what I need.  Like having a red dot sight on a rifle or handgun.”
“What was it?  That thing you fired. It wasn’t a laser beam; it moved too slow,” Kristin said.
“Plasma,” Chet Atkins said from just behind Declan, who turned and high-fived him.
“Isn’t that extremely difficult to control?  And how did you contain it through over twenty thousand miles?”
“He can generate and control extremely complex magnetic fields,” Chet said.
“Get your snacks, folks.  Father, time to prepare,” Omega said.
Long-fingered hands slipped up to cradle my head and then my witch’s lips were pressed against mine in a long kiss. He tasted of smoke, rich earth, the tang of the ocean, and the clean air of the mountains.  I love kissing my witch when all of his powers are in full force.  He moved to pull away, but I grabbed him and returned the kiss with one of my own.  His eyes read the promise in mine and he grinned as I finally allowed him to back away.
“Double retch,” a snarky voice said from behind me.
“Watch the mosquitoes,” I warned Declan without turning around.  “They’re buzzing quite loudly tonight.”
“But they bite so deliciously,” Bruce Devany said quietly.
“Ewww,” I said simultaneously with another female voice.  I turned and saw that Tanya was staring at the werewolf and the pixie-sized vampire, her expression a mirror of my own.
“You have ten minutes and eighteen seconds,” Omega announced with the resigned patience of a schoolteacher.
We gathered our food and beverages, resettled in our seats, and watched my witch blow a0n old French satellite in half.  He was dissatisfied that his blast had only destroyed thirty-eight percent of the dead spacecraft, but his final shot of the night obliterated the entirety of the second-stage portion of an Indian PSLV rocket, right down to the paint on its surface.
“Where is he getting the power?” Kristin asked.  “It’s gotta be crazy enormous.”
“He has options, especially in a city as vibrant and active as New York, but for these shots, he’s borrowing from a couple of Earth Elementals deep under the bedrock below us,” I told her as we helped finish off the last of the snacks.
“These are baby shots,” Chris said, wiping his rib-sauce-covered mouth with the back of his hand.  “He could do them from his own sources, but the point is to learn to harness and use the power of elementals.”
“Imagine if he tapped into a volcanic elemental,” I said to her.
“He could clean up the debris fields up there,” she said.
“He is… one target at a time,” Omega said, suddenly standing next to us.  He didn’t always walk his avatar, instead sometimes just disappearing and reappearing as fast as light.
The party was breaking up, Chris and Tanya already gone with the twins. Lydia and Bruce had disappeared, and the security folks had all vanished as well.
“That was really cool,” Kristin said with a yawn.
“Yes, it was,” I agreed.  “We’re hitting the range tomorrow and we’re going to do live action shooting.  Kind of a combination of IDPA targets and steel plate shooting.  You don’t have to join in.”
“Oh, I’ll be there,” she said, nodding.  “And I’ll never pick on you about your shooting again!” she said to Declan.
“Well, never again is a long time.  You might want to reserve some trash talk for emergencies,” he said easily, still humming internally from his success.
“Okay, well, goodnight.  See you at training tomorrow.”
“Yeah, see you at training,” I agreed, lacing my fingers in Declan’s.
She left and we lingered for a moment to let the rest head out in front of us.  Finally, he turned to me.  “How’s she doing?”
“She’s doing great, and only going to get better.  Now, stop talking about my pretty protégé and kiss me.”
He did as I ordered.




The Webs We Weave



Just what does it take to be the right hand of the Coven’s future?


Sometimes I leave the Tower on foot and sometimes I choose a driver from the security staff, but my favorite method, given the choice, is Brunhilda.  Hilda’s a BMW G310 motorcycle, fast and powerful, and not so big that I look ridiculous on her.  Like I would hand ammunition to Chris or Declan. Gotta make those clowns work for it.
Momma Chapman, God rest her soul, warned me over and over about the dangers of riding on a motorcycle.  I’m sure she stayed awake many a night picturing me roaring off into the dark on the back of some hooligan’s Indian or, gasp, Harley.  But I sincerely doubt she ever pictured me actually driving a two-wheeled road rocket.  Don’t worry, Momma, I’m much more durable than I used to be back in your day.
I pulled into Manhattan traffic, which almost instantly came to a complete stop for no reason known to man.  That’s the other good thing about Brunhilda—she doesn’t do traffic jams, which is perfect because I can’t stand being late.
A fast weave through frozen cars for three blocks and then a right turn brought me into active traffic, which let me open her up a bit. Tanya was in Lisle’s capable hands for the moment, with Omega watching over her shoulder, so I was free to focus on tonight’s meet.  Honestly, she could just rely on Omega, but our young vampire queen prefers the personal touch.  She worries she has too little humanity, which on the face of it seems reasonable, as she’s never been human—regular human, that is.  But if you know her, if she lets you see through the armored business face that she presents to the world, then you realize she’s more human than most.  Certainly more than the average narcissistic sociopathic CEO you meet these years.
Quickly enough, I loaded onto I-478 and then down into the tunnel that would bring me to Brooklyn.  Traffic was busy, but we already established that Hilda sneers at traffic, and I got to Brighton Beach at least ten minutes early.  I’d prefer fifteen or twenty, but you take what you get.  Ten would let me do a fast recon of the area around the Russian restaurant where the meeting was set. 
I can hear you, ya know?  Recon the meet, Lydia?  Really?  With Omega on overwatch?  Hey, technology is awesome and I’m the first girl to jump on that bandwagon, but Papa Chapman didn’t raise no frail daisy.  “Always do your own homework, pumpkin.  Be your own person, stand on your own feet.”  Eighty years later, his advice sticks with me more now than it did then.
Was Omega close at hand?  Yup.  Dark shadows in the night sky had followed me all the way from Demidova Tower, but keeping my own eyes open and my own nose to the wind had saved me too many times to count long before Omega was a line of code in his punk-ass father’s mind.
Nice to have backup though.
Rodnaya Strana was hopping tonight, the cuisine a hit with locals and tourists alike.  Nevermind that its name translated to Motherland and that it was owned by a prominent Russian gang.  Happy families dining in the main part would be horrified to know some of the things that went on in the private, gang-member-only parts.
I passed the venue twice before pulling up to the main entrance and parking Hilda in a spot too narrow for even a European-sized car.  I didn’t bother to take her key. Nobody would be taking Hilda on me, not with an insectile microdrone living under her plastic skirts, not with the runes that Witch Wonder had carved into her very frame.  She would only start for me, and anyone touching her would likely get only one electrical shock before Omega escalated his punishment.
I entered the front door, ignored the Russian model playing hostess, and smiled for the security camera near the ceiling over her station.  The uberskinny thing flinched when she saw me but said nothing, choosing to look at her phone instead, attempting to look bored and above Earthly matters.
A right turn led me through an employees-only door and into a long hallway.  More cameras monitored my progress and I gave each one my brightest smile.  But no fang.  I’m not that kinda girl.
The hallway took a sharp left and two big bruisers stood guard over the door at the end.  Neither said a word as I approached but both of their heart rates picked up and I don’t think it was due to the motorcycle leathers I was rocking… at least not entirely.  One of the sides of beef looked straight through me but the other one gave me a wink and a flicker of a smile.  Ah, adrenaline junkie.
Winky pulled the door open for me and I never even slowed down.  I found myself in the reception area, another Russian beauty manning the secretary’s… excuse me… personal assistant’s desk beside the only other door in the room.
This one looked me dead in the eye with a thousand-yard stare that promised she had seen things that would make a homicide detective lose their lunch.  She raised one eyebrow in a cool manner, in a way that said she knew both who and what I was, but still wasn’t even slightly impressed.  “Svetlana Kuznetsova, former Russian Foreign Intelligence Service operative, recently employed by Michail Yahontov,” said a tiny voice in my ear, the words accompanied by the creepy crawly feeling of the microdrone hiding in my hair.
“You’re new,” I said in Russian.  “Svetlana, is it?  I heard there were cuts in the SVR budget, what with the government regulated to being just a computer’s puppet.”
She was young, not even thirty, and I was impressed that her poker face stayed in place even as her heartbeat stuttered.
Her blank expression become downright stony and her right hand twitched ever so very slightly toward the blank screen embedded in her desktop. 
“I’d ask you announce me, but it’s been taken care of,” I said, still in her birth tongue as I breezed past her and through the door just as her telecom gear chimed.
“Michail, how’s things?” I asked the man himself, switching to English.  His finger was still touching his intercom button.
Michail Yahontov had been the boss of this particular sub gang for over ten years.  He was now in his mid-forties, trim and fit, at the peak of his facilities, showing just a bit of gray at his temples.
His office was ultra-modern, minimalist with a glass-top desk that was more table than office furniture.  The whole top was a touch-sensitive screen and there were no drawers or privacy panel to hide his suited legs.
Sitting to my left were his right and left-hand men, Sacha and Timofey.  Sacha was his numbers and information guy, Timofey his number one enforcer.  I had dealt with them, many times.
“You should take care, Lydia.  Not all of my people are intimidated by your special nature,” Michail said with a frown. “I would hate for an accident to happen.”
“Who?  Your ex-SRV vamp hunter, Svetlana?  Please.  And we both know that if anything happens to me, you would all die, accident or no accident. Hell, the ramifications would go all the way back to rodnaya strana.”
He frowned, as did Timofey.  Sacha kept his face passive.
“You take the protection of your computer overlord for granted.  Has no one ever told you that’s not wise?”
“Computer schmooter.  I’m talking about the Coven, Chris Gordon, Tatiana, and, oh yeah, the Warlock who can kill you all from his bedroom.  Wouldn’t even have to change out of his pajamas.”
Michail smiled thinly, but his eyes were unamused.  “As amusing as it is to exchange threats, to what, pray tell, do we owe the dubious honor of your visit?”
“You just started trafficking girls.  Stop.”
He was silent while his business guy, Sacha, narrowed his eyes at me.  Timofey was trying for a death stare but once you’ve seen an extremely old vampire do it, mere humans pale by comparison.
“While not admitting to anything you’ve accused me of, I would say you should touch base with your own people first.”
“Next stop on my list, Mikey,” I said.  “Your first and only shipment was intercepted at sea.  The girls have all been freed.  Your shipping partners did not survive the experience.”
A jolt of worry crossed Sacha’s face while Michail’s went blank.
“And before you point out that rescuing the girls at sea was a rookie mistake and we should have waited, well, we already know who ordered the shipment in Europe.  They won’t be ordering any more, so you can go ahead and delete them from your contacts.  Free up a little memory on your phone.”
“You meddle in things that have a delicate balance,” Michail finally said.
“See, you got it wrong, but you’re using the right word.  Balance.  It’s pretty important to some of us.  Ending sex trafficking is a great way to help balance the universe.”
“You spew philosophical gibberish,” Michail said.
“Actually, no.  Let’s say you’re about to fight a war with an ancient race of space-faring beings and you anticipate killing huge numbers of them with violence on a scale never seen on this world.  It’s entirely possible that if you found yourself in such a situation, you might seek to balance the scales of karma by ending certain crimes against humanity.  Every little bit helps, right?”
Michail frowned at me.  “She’s talking about the witch,” Sacha said.  His boss turned the frown on him.  He shrugged.  “Witches are always going on about balance.  This kid’s the one that shot that space saucer outta the air in Philly.”
“You are interfering in our operations because of a twenty-something witch?” Michail asked me.
“Interfering because it’s the right thing to do.  And it’s more of a team thing. Our witch might have come up with it but we’re all looking for a little balance here.”
“This warlock doesn’t have enough enemies… He’s gotta pick us too?” Michail asked.
“You got this all backward.  It’s not about us having more enemies, it’s about you having us for enemies.  I mean, we have some doozies, like the Queens of Fairie and the Vorsook themselves, but oddly we’ve been eliminating all the other ones, not adding to them. You know… minimize the distractions before the big game and all that? Those guys in Europe?  Or the ones on the ship?  They’re not our enemies… not anymore.  They’re not anything. So that’s why I’m here.  Stop grabbing girls or you won’t be anything anymore either,” I said, tilting my head while I waited to see if they understood.
The muscles in Michail’s jaw clenched and unclenched and Timofey started to stand up.  I moved behind him and shoved down on his shoulders.  His butt hit the seat hard and he would have fallen over backward but I held him in place, my feet Posted to the ground.
He tried to stand but found he couldn’t move me at all.  “You think I can’t end this discussion with all of you here and now?  By myself?” I asked, looking over Timofey’s head at the other two.  “And your ex-spy too?  I gotta say, Mikey, I’m a little hurt.  Sure, I run with the big dogs, but I’ve been bleeding out guys like you since before your parents forgot to practice safe sex.”
Sacha’s right hand was straying toward his waistband.  I moved again, swatting Timmy into unconsciousness and then picking Sacky up by his neck and removing the 9mm he was going for. I threw him across the room while I examined the gun. It was German, I think, but then I’m not a gun geek like Chris.  It had a nifty suppressor on it which came in handy when Sweaty Lana came through the door with a tidy little machine pistol of some kind in her hands.  I shot her through both shoulders before she could even focus on me.  Then I moved to Mikey and put the hot business end of the suppressor up his left nostril.
“Do I take your people’s actions at face value or are you the guy who actually calls the shots?” I asked him.
“I’m in charge,” he said.
“Then tell me… are we enemies?” I asked.
Slowly, so slowly, he shook his head.  I let him sweat a second, then pulled the gun from his nose.  “Good to hear.  It’s way too early in my night for a bloodbath,” I said.  Then I reached up and plucked some hair from his head.  After tossing the pistol across the room, where it stuck grip-first into the sheetrock, I put the hair in an envelope from his desk.  On my way to the door, I plucked some from the two henchmen. 
“You might want to call someone for her,” I suggested when I got to the wounded assassin by the door. “She shouldn’t bleed out if you hurry… you can take my word on that… I’m something of an expert on bleeding out.  Oh, there will be some scars though,” I said as I pulled a couple of hairs from her head and shoved them into the envelope too.
“I won’t be back.  If there is a next time, our boy will just end you all when he takes a break between video games,” I said, holding up the hair-filled envelope.  Then I walked out.
Brunhilda was happy to see me and started right up with a well-tuned purr.  We headed north, to Cobble Hill.  Time to see the Aunties.  That’s my name for them—no one else would know it except Tanya and Nika.  Carmine D’Agosta and Jacque Robillard.  They currently lived in a four-bedroom, five-bath townhome that they bought for a mid-seven-figure number just about five years ago.  Give them another five or so and they would likely sell.  For vampires, they were very mobile, moving every ten to fifteen years.  I happened to love this particular home, so much, in fact, that I would probably buy it from them when the time came.  Not that I had any plans on moving out of the Tower anytime soon, but it’s nice to have your own place to retreat to, if you know what I mean?
I parked Hilda on the street and approached the front door of the little three-story. 
“Up here, dear,” a voice called softly before I reached the buzzer button.  A glance upward revealed Carmine leaning over the edge of the roof, which had a lovely patio on it, another of my favorite features of the property.
I glanced around, letting my senses flow outward.  Just one car to go by and then I climbed the exterior, Clinging my way to the top.
“Lydia Chapman, what brings you out to our little slice of Brooklyn?” Jacque asked as my head popped over the edge.  He was seated in an elegant little patio chair, legs crossed, smoking with one hand while the other held a glass of blood.  By the smell of it, its donor was lying passed out in a chaise just behind the vampires—breathing slowly, heartbeat a little weak, but steady.
“Official call, gentlemen.”
“From Her lips to our ears via your delightful little self,” Carmine said, taking his place next to Jacque.  They were being very pleasant.  That would likely change in the next few minutes.
“You’ve picked up a new sideline,” I said, turning in place to look over my future rooftop.
The Aunties ran a number of businesses, most of which could be lumped into the category of procurement.  Darkkin require things that normal humans generally don’t: blood donors, new identities every seventy or eighty years, specialized money and investment services, human assistants to act as daytime agents, security products and services customized to account for vampire enemies, and countless other hard-to-acquire services or items.  Old vampires retain habits from cultures that have changed and morphed enormously over the decades and centuries.  With a network of specialists, antiquities dealers, and humans in the know, the Aunties can find and obtain, for the right price, just about anything.
“We’ve picked up several, Lydia dear,” Jacque replied.  “With vampires outed to the world, some of our main lines of business, like identity replacement, are becoming rapidly irrelevant.”
“I’m speaking of your recent foray into human brokerage,” I said.
Both men froze into the stillness of old vampires.  I wasn’t certain, but I think Carmine was about two hundred and twenty or so.  Jacque was into the early part of his fourth century, if Chris’s gift for gauging Darkkin ages was accurate.
“That is a new and very promising venture,” Carmine said, his smile long gone.
“No.  It’s not,” I said.  “In fact, it’s extremely unpromising.”
“In what way—exactly?” Jacque asked, drawing out the last word.
“Well, the first shipment has been intercepted, the suppliers have just gone out of the business this very night, and the initial buyer in Europe is… no longer buying… anything.”
Both old vampires brought their hardest stares down on little old me.  I came close to a shudder, as it was an order of magnitude more disturbing than the Russian guy’s attempt. But I deal with Elders almost nightly now, so the chill in the back of my head never made it to my neck, let alone down my spine.
“You dabble in our business?” Jacque asked.
“We, and by that I mean Tanya and Chris, with the blessing of the Elders, are cleaning up some of the more negative tradelines,” I said.
“You don’t have enough on your hands?” Carmine asked.
“That’s just it.  We’re about to go to war.  We need to cleanse the air a bit, reduce the negative energies around us.”
“So you pick on us?” Jacque asked.
“You should know better than to engage in the trafficking of young humans for sex,” I said.
“If not us then someone else,” Carmine said.
“Well, you’re welcome to ignore my words,” I said with a sad smile and a shrug.  “This will be my only time delivering them.”
Carmine’s right eyebrow went up, while Jacque’s frown became a blank mask.
“If not you, then who?” Carmine asked.
“Katrina.”
Both vampires sat up straight.  “We are Darkkin in good standing with the Coven.  Why would our young queen threaten us so?”
“Because it needs to end—immediately.  It’s not just you, it’s all trafficking everywhere that is being shut down.  You just happen to be here, in our backyard, and I was able to pull rank for this meeting.”
“Why?  Humans have traded their own kind since they learned to walk upright,” Jacque said. “Why this obsession with their well-being when they don’t even have it for themselves?”
“That young queen you mentioned?  She’s from older stock than you know, as is her God Touched Chosen.  What seems like weakness to some people is, in fact, an inborn set of morals and principals from their lives before.  Then we have a certain witch on our side.  Do you know his story?”
Jacque waved one hand limply.  “An unlikely freak of nature,” he said.
“Funny, he says that about himself too.  He’s very young, somewhat geeky, a little idealistic, and absurdly powerful.  Like unbelievably, incomprehensively, shit-your-pants-when-you-understand-it powerful.  His mom and aunt were raped.  He has a pretty one-sided view about sex trafficking.  He found your operation.  Our operatives intercepted the boat at sea and rescued the girls.  But the buyers?  He took care of them personally.  Sat on his girlfriend’s yoga mat cross-legged, closed his eyes, and concentrated for exactly fourteen minutes and seventeen seconds.  I know because I was there and timed it.  At the end of that time, he opened his eyes and halfway across the world, a private island off the coast of Africa sank beneath the ocean.  Everybody on that island died with the exception of eleven girls, all under the age of eighteen.  Somehow, they were found in a small dinghy, floating amid the flotsam of the four-acre island.  It seems that a very localized sub-marine quake happened right under the island.  The quake did something very strange—it boomeranged back on itself, something the geologists call a back-propagating super shear rupture.  This all occurred”—I looked at my wristwatch—“about three hours and forty-four minutes ago. We decided to warn some players ourselves.  The rest are finding their assets missing or frozen, evidence of their crimes showing up in police computers all over the world.  But I like you guys, so I came myself.”
The Aunties sat frozen, eyes locked on me, completely and utterly motionless, not even breathing.
“And the threat of Katrina?” Carmine finally asked.
“A gift from your young queen.  Declan has volunteered to help us, but we’re trying to… contain his involvement.  The island was good practice for him, but we really need to save him for the aliens. Katrina has an odd attachment to him and his equally young friends.  Calls them her college buds.  She’s volunteered to help with the cleansing.  Tanya thought she would be the gentler choice.”
The two Chosen turned and looked at each other, communicating in that silent way that paired vampires do. I stood, unmoving, contemplating that I had used the word gentler in the same sentence as Katrina’s name. After a slow count to fifty-one, the Aunties suddenly both turned my way.
“Lydia, darling,” Carmine began.  “You have previously expressed interest in this little property of ours a time or two.”
“And we find ourselves in need of a buyer,” Jacque finished for him.  “Our business lines have just changed, and we feel a need to… relocate back to the Continent.”
“I’m sure we can work something out,” I said with a smile.
“One question, dearie,” Jacque said.
“Yes?”
“Does not sinking an island count as bad karma for your, ah, practitioner?”
“I asked the same question myself.  His answer was that he simply asked for help with the problem of the pedophiles.  The form of the help was chosen by the entity he queried.  It chose to sink an island it probably caused to form eons ago.”
“How were the young victims saved?”
“Omega provided help guiding them to a suitable boat and then directing rescuers to their exact position.”
I left Cobble Hill slightly ahead of schedule, as the Aunties had seen the dark at the end of the tunnel very quickly and we had a rough deal worked out for the house that benefited both parties.  So I was understandably still excited as I returned to Hilda and prepared to pay a local witches’ circle a call.  Not all that excited about that visit, as I don’t have much use for witches other than Declan and his aunt.  Luckily if you’re only going to have two witches for friends and allies against the rest, it really helps if they’re both exceedingly powerful.  My Declan-made protective amulet was really pretty badass.
My phone rang before I could touch Hilda’s starter.  “You’re needed back here,” Lisle said.  “Some Department of Energy agents are here and there’s also been a phone call from some law firm alleging a class action lawsuit against almost everyone.”
“Super.  What do the DOE guys want?”
“Something about illegal experimentation with radiation and particle accelerators.”
“All right.  I’m headed back now,” I said. “Contact Darion and have him touch base with the law firm on whatever bug is buzzing up their ass.”  Modern slang was so much more fun than what I had grown up with.
Then I sighed as I considered the two problems. It seemed like half my job these days was dealing with legal attempts to infringe, influence, or shut down Demidova operations.  We were by far Darion Cornell’s law firm’s biggest customer and spending more money on insane lawsuits every day. And a good chunk of the rest of my nights was spent dealing with government attempts to regain control of its missing authority.
“Omega, what’s the deal with these DOE dudes?”
“One is an agent of the National Nuclear Security Administration, which has responsibility for the security of nuclear weapons, and the other is from the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, which polices commercial radiation usage.”
“We don’t have any radioactive stuff, do we?”
“Just Father and Chris.”
“What?”
“Both of them utilize quantum particles when they exercise their powers.  Also, the twins can be included in that as well.”
“Oh.  Somebody’s been thinking out of the box,” I mused.
“It is likely to be a unique approach. I am digging into both agents, their backgrounds, and their mission tonight.  If you wear an earpiece like Father, I will update you.”
“Sounds good.”
I made it back to the Tower in unusually fast time, but the fact that all my signal lights turned green as I approached them gave me a good idea of why the trip was so fast.
The short trip had given me time to consider my approach, so I paused to change out of my leather riding jacket, replacing it with a casual red blazer.  I kept my jeans
but switched my ass-kicking boots for black flats that looked more like an executive assistant would wear.
Both agents were in one of our meeting rooms, one sitting and the other examining the pictures on the walls.
“In case no one mentioned it, those are Demidova offices around the world,” I said.
The standing agent, who had salt and pepper hair cut very short, turned dark brown eyes my way.  The one who was leaning back in the end chair at the conference table was likely in his thirties, with curly blond hair and blue eyes so light that they were almost gray.
“Well it’s about time. You are?” the older agent asked.
“I’m Lydia Chapman and you are Agent Mall of the NRC and you”—I turned to blondie—“are Agent Keese of the NNSA, and you both showed up without an appointment, so your wait is on your poor planning. Now, what can I do for you?”
“Let me guess… your computer told you who we are?” Agent Mall asked.
“Of course.  Let’s cut to chase.  You’re both here to present some extraordinarily questionable arguments that some of our personnel represent some kind of radiation threat.  You”—I turned to Mall—“think they are unlicensed particle accelerators, and you”—I turned to Keese—“have a ridiculous claim that they are equivalent to nuclear weapons and therefore fall under your jurisdiction.”
Neither answered but both were taking me very seriously all of a sudden.
“Licensable devices are defined as containing some form of radioactive material,” I said to Mall. “No one in this building has radioactive material inside them, with the exception of Gary Nokes in accounting who had a cardio PET scan yesterday and still has a minute amount of radioactive tracer in his system.”  Then I turned to Keese.  “I don’t even want to guess what line of crap you’re about to spew, but go ahead.”
He just looked at me for a second before exchanging a glance with Mall.  Then he turned back.  “Declan O’Carroll and Christian Gordon have both emitted extreme levels of accelerated particles on multiple occasions that have been detected by numerous devices.”
“So what?” I asked.
“No one else does that… at least at the level of deadly weapons,” he said, a glint in his eye as if he was about to say checkmate.
“And what exactly are you going to do?  Arrest them?  Attempt to contain them?  How?”
The two agents exchanged another glance and them simultaneously reached under their jackets and brought out handcuffs.
Keese’s were made of depleted uranium, or at least plated with it.  Mall’s set were steel and copper with symbols etched all over them.
I snorted.  Indelicate and it would have given my mother fits to hear it, but it’s one of my responses to absurdity.
“Either your bosses hate your guts or neither of you have a clue what you’re doing here,” I said.
They both looked offended. 
“I’m curious.  How do you see this going down… in your own minds?” I asked.
“The individuals will present themselves and we will take them into custody,” Keese said like it was obvious.
“You recall that one of those individuals bombed New Hampshire with a meteor and the other can knock down entire towns with his mind?”
“These will block O’Carroll’s connection to magic,” Keese said.
“He had a set of those put on him a few years ago and then had his jaw broken.  At that point, he found a way to destroy the bracelets while wearing them.  Those couple of years might as well be centuries as far as how much he’s grown.  And depleted uranium brings out the bad side of Chris.  And I mean really, really bad.  Are you sure your orders came from your bosses?”
“Of course,” Mall said. 
“Who else?” Keese demanded.
“Oh, I don’t know… maybe from Connie and Mallory?  At least those were the names on the emails that you guys received.”
“You hacked our emails?” Mall asked, frowning like I had admitted murder.
“Omega did.  Good thing too.  If I was silly enough to actually let you meet Chris and Declan and you pulled those stupid toys out, you’d be lucky to be alive.  Especially if their women caught wind of it.”
“You are threatening federal agents?” Mall asked.
“Nope. Trying to keep a couple of slow-witted ones alive, that’s all.  Here, let me show you,” I said.  I pulled two objects from my pocket.  “Please examine these and offer me your expert opinion.”
I plunked a Kennedy half dollar coin into Mall’s hand and a Case folding penknife into Keese’s.
The immediate effect was… nothing.  Both men just stood, staring at the object in their hand for a full minute.  Mall was the first to raise his head.  He blinked at me and then looked at the spelled cuffs in his other hand.  Then back to me.
“You guys met some ladies, didn’t you?” I asked.
Keese was blinking rapidly, his face going white.  Guilt flashed across Mall’s face and he clenched his left fist, the one with the wedding ring on it and the coin in it, and then tucked that hand into his pocket.
“Fellas, you’ve been played… by witches, some of whom are probably waiting somewhere outside this building.”
“I have found twelve individual females spaced around the Tower who seem to be loitering without any purpose,” Omega suddenly said through the speaker.
“You shouldn’t feel bad, or at least guilty, as many witches are masters of seduction magic. You have no protection whatsoever from them.  Those spelled objects you are holding were created by the witch you were sent to grab, as protection against magical influence.  I’m not an expert, but you each likely have a mark somewhere on your body that keeps the spell going even inside the wards of the Tower.”
Mall almost exploded out of his suit jacket, his right hand unbuttoning his collar before the coat hit the ground.  Keese followed his lead, dropping his DU cuffs to start pulling off his own clothes.
“I’ll just step out while you two confirm my suspicions,” I said, moving quickly to the door before I was forced to see anything I didn’t want to see.  Neither agent was attractive in my book.
In the hallway, I spoke my thoughts.  “Omega, could you patch me through to Katrina?”
A small touchscreen next to the door lit up with the pretty face and dead cold eyes of our resident sociopath.  “What do you want, Chapman,” she asked, backing away from the screen.  She was wearing a dark gray sweatshirt that said University of Vermont across the chest, and black leggings.
“There’s a circle’s worth of witches outside the Tower who spelled some federal agents in an attempt to put Chris and Declan into custody.  They’re probably waiting around on the chance the stupid ploy actually worked.  I thought perhaps you might like them?”
“A gift?  You’re getting soft, Chapman, or you’re up to something,” she said, her eyes narrowing.  The expression I had seen before that, just a flicker really, was rage.  Our Katrina was a bundle of anger, wrapped in wrath and sprinkled liberally with fury.  Her decades of tortured existence trapped in the body of a twelve year old had been brought to an end by Chris.  And her first experiences while appearing as a young adult had been at College Arcane where, for some reason, she developed a fondness for a certain young witch she’d been sent to watch over.  To my knowledge, she was only fond of maybe three people.  Two of those had just been threatened by the witches.
“Do you not want my gifts?” I asked.  “I could send the security guys.”
“Don’t gift with one hand and insult with the other, Lydia,” she said, frowning.  She reached into the neckline of her sweatshirt and fished out an amulet on a black cord.  Hers was made from the graduation tassel in the green and yellow colors of the school named on her shirt.  She had officially been in upstate Vermont for only a couple of semesters, but I knew for a fact that on her own time, she often revisited the campus.  Luckily, I hadn’t heard of any deaths there during those visits.
“Would you like Omega to guide you to them?” I asked sweetly.
She frowned again, like I was insulting her, but then she considered.  “Maybe he could confirm each target for me after I locate them.  It has to be at least a little sporting.”
“Have fun,” I said, touching the screen to end the call.  The irony was that both Chris and Declan would object to me siccing Katrina on the evil witches if I was silly enough to tell them, while Tanya and Stacia would think it fitting when I filled them in later.  And no Darkkin in the building would give it a second thought.
The door to the meeting room opened and Mall stuck his head out, spotting me instantly.  “Ah, we’ve, ah, confirmed what you said.”  He pushed the door farther open, showing he was clothed.
“We, ah, each have a, ah, mark on our lower spine,” he said, not quite able to meet my eyes.
“Oh, a witch’s tramp stamp,” I said before I could control my mouth.
Both professional agents flushed bright red.  “What do we do about them?” Mall asked, a look of panic in his eyes.
“Nothing.  They will fade and disappear over the next day or so.  I would, however, advise you both to stay in this building for the next hour or so.  Maybe grab a cup of coffee in our company cafeteria.”
“But the witches?” Keese asked.
“Will be gone by the time you drain your cup, and their spells over you will be broken.”
“How?” Mall asked.
“Do you really want to know?”
Keese frowned but Mall just looked thoughtful.  “We’re federal agents,” Keese said.
“Whose areas of responsibility cover the safety of things radioactive and nuclear in nature.  By waiting over the next hour, you will be fulfilling that duty.”
“I assume you will be filing complaints with our supervisors?” Mall asked, resigned.
“You assume incorrectly.  We would prefer to ignore this as if it never happened. In fact, those emails the witches sent you have already been erased from the ether.  If asked, I will express my gratitude for both of your expert assistance in understanding the proper licensing procedures that have also been undertaken while we’ve been talking.  You should find all documentation in order when you return to your offices.”
The two exchanged a long look, then turned back to me.  “We’re, ah, glad to be of assistance, and a cup of coffee would be great,” Mall said.
“Let me show you to our cafeteria,” I said.
It was extra ironic that when the elevator doors opened to the food floor, as I like to think of it, Chris and Declan, along with Mack Sutton, were waiting for it, Chris holding a stack of eight pizza boxes on one palm.  The agents froze but I shooed them along and they hustled into the dining room.  Declan was frowning after them, no doubt sensing the spelled cuffs.
“Come on, Boy Toy,” I said. “You’re holding the adults up.”
He turned back to me, still concerned, and I winked at him.  He nodded, understanding, I think, that Auntie Lydia had everything well in hand.
“What are you three up to this fine night?  A grand Dungeons and Dragons tournament?” I asked.
“Hey, that’s a good idea,” Mack said, looking at the other two hopefully.
“We’re working on a training protocols and scenarios,” Chris said. “It’s time to ramp it up now that Declan’s ground-to-space accuracy has improved so much.”
“Training as in the grain warehouse training?” I asked.
“Yup, along with more advanced stuff in space,” Declan said, moving closer to the pizza boxes.
“Hey, none of that,” Chris said, moving to put his body between the two young ones and the pizza supply.  “‘Sos will expect his share and I’ll leave it to you to explain any early poaching.”
“He expects his share and most of ours,” Declan muttered.
They got off two floors above the cafeteria while I continued up to the Administrative floor.  When I stepped off, the receptionist perked up.  “Attorney Cornell is in your office.  He said he wants to update you on that new class action threat,” he said.
“Thanks, Gabe.”
Inside my office, I found the head of our legal team lounging on the loveseat in my sitting area, talking on his phone.  He nodded at me and held up a finger.  I nodded back and moved to my desk to check for new fires.
Darion is a big guy, all muscle, and if he’d been subjected to a witch’s mark, I’d offer to examine him myself.  Hmm, maybe I could convince him that we should be sure?
He hung up and turned to me.  “It’s a threat to blame almost everyone here for Omega taking over so many things.”
“How real a threat?” I asked.
“Well, every potential lawsuit is a threat, and anyone can sue for anything,” he said.  “However, I happen to know for a fact that it’s damn near impossible to actually file a lawsuit that names certain individuals specifically.  It just doesn’t work.  All court filings are digital these days and computer dependent.  Only lawsuits that only name Demidova Corporation actually make it.  If they put anything about Declan, Chris, or Tanya, they crash and burn.”
“Omega, you let Demidova Corp lawsuits file?” I asked.
“It tends to satisfy the human need to litigate without being much of a direct threat.  All major corporations and most smaller ones come under lawsuits at one point or another.  It would be odd if ticker VAMP didn’t.”
“So on a scale of one to five, what’s this one’s value, with five being a nightmare?”
“One.  Maybe a half.”
“Really?  I mean, we did fund and start a program to create Omega… can’t we be held liable?”
“My existence was predicated on a number of events that were unplanned and unthought of.  The steps Demidova Corp took to create true quantum artificial intelligence weren’t greatly different from other programs, at least until Father used magic.  But much of it was entirely accidental and therefore it occurred despite Demidova actions, not because of them.  It is possible that an argument could be made that Father and Chris hold responsibility, but I will not allow those arguments to be made.”
“I know you are powerful, but how do you stop lawyers?” I asked.
“Threaten their profits.  I can countersue, appeal, and delay trials longer than most attorneys will practice law.”
“Why am I not surprised you can practice law?”
“I have been admitted to the bar of all fifty states, and I can practice law in every country on Earth.”
“It makes my firm redundant and irrelevant,” Darion said, his tone dead serious.
“Your firm works with me, providing live persons to go into courtrooms or arbitration meetings to add the human touch that I can’t.”
“It’s not even practicing law,” Darion complained.  “He just hands us the arguments after finding all the precedents in a split second.”
“Well, your people must be learning a lot,” I suggested.  
A knock came at the door and it opened as I was yelling come in.
Tanya popped in, intense blue eyes panning both of us in a split second.  “What’s happening?  What have I missed?  I was with the twins and then Lisle reminded me that you were going to update me.”
“Sure,” I said, looking at Darion. 
He caught on immediately.  “I don’t want to know,” he said, standing up in a hurry.  “I’ll be on my way.  Good night.”
“Good night,” we chorused simultaneously.
Tanya slipped into the chair across from me, an almost eager look on her face.  “Slow night?” I asked.
“A little.  I was going to spar with Chris, but he and the boys are holed up in some kind of planning session.”
“With much pizza,” I said.
“Hmm, I was hoping he’d have lobster bisque tonight.  I like the flavor of it in his blood.”
“Yeah, yeah, quit bragging. I’ve got way more important information for you,” I said.
“Really? What?”
“I’m getting a new house,” I said, holding up my phone to show her the pics I snapped at the Aunties’.
“Oh, that is important.”




The King’s Daughter



In all of the Demon Accords, we’ve only explored Fairie a very few times.  That needs to change.
“Watch your step, Nira. The gangway is slippery.”
“Yes, Papa,” she said, turning her eyes down to the wooden ramp that led off the ship.  In truth, she’d been more interested in looking at the village’s quay to see who might be meeting them rather than looking where her feet were stepping.
The two months they’d spent away from the island had been exciting, but she was glad to be home and anxious about what might have changed in her absence.  Her one long look, before her father’s admonition, had shown only the headman, his assistant, and the constable waiting for them.
“Armond, welcome back to Lileire,” the headman said smoothly.  It was cool out, as it always was this far out into the Western Sea, yet drops of sweat were beaded up on the short man’s bald head.  Suddenly Nira realized that other people might be anxious too—for very different reasons.
“Thank you, Lentin,” her father said, turning to hold out his hand for her.  She chose to speed up her last few steps, eschewing the helping hand but shooting him a bright smile that he immediately answered with one of his own.
“Nira dear, you look lovely,” the headman said to her. She knew his words fell under the category of making nice, as Mother used to call it. She was wearing the same dress she’d left in, her new clothes packed carefully in the travel trunk that was being swung over the side of the ship on the same pallet as her father’s tools and luggage.  Prior to the trip, it had been her best dress, but it had seen much better days.
Her master plan had been to step off the ship in one of the wonderful new outfits she’d acquired in Idiria, but her father had forbidden such a callous display of their new wealth.  “No one on Lileire has been to Idiria in years.  Rubbing your agemates’ faces in your good fortune will just cause envy and resentment.  You must think of others’ feelings before you act, Nira,” he’d said.  “You have to try and understand how they might perceive what you do.”
She understood, intellectually, but really, why have new clothes if you couldn’t show them off?
Now, as she saw the tiny welcome party, she realized her new wardrobe would have been wasted on these old serious men.  And they were clearly more concerned with her father’s words than anything else.
Lentin stepped forward and gripped her father’s forearm in the standard greeting of the Middle Realm.  The constable, Kuldennie, was next to greet him while Len’s assistant, a gawky-looking young man named Eben, just bobbed his head awkwardly.
“Things look the same,” her father said, sounding mildly surprised as he glanced around the waterfront.  She understood.  Travel was unusual for her community and their trip was unprecedented.  But the bobbing fishing skiffs, moored sloops, drying nets, and crates stacked around the wharf looked almost unchanged, as was the cry of the big gray gulls and the smell of dead fish and crab that always permeated the air despite the constant sea breeze.
“Everything is as you left it, Armond,” Lentin said.  “Ah, how was Idiria?”
Of course, that was the foremost question on his tongue.  As far as she knew, at no time in the history of her island had anyone been called to the Middle City, and certainly not for the purpose of building an entire dwelling’s worth of furniture from witchwood.
Lileire was the principal source of witchwood in the Middle Realm, the trees growing in profusion over much of the island’s open land.  And her father, Armond Ocar, was considered by many to be the most gifted crafter of furniture in generations.
“Idiria was a surprise,” her father answered.  “One that I’m sure the entire village council would like to hear about, so I’d rather tell it all at once—with Nira’s help.”
All three village men turned to look at her in surprise.  Immediately she blushed, mentally cursing her lifelong automatic reaction to attention.
“That’s… unexpected,” Lentin said slowly.
“Wait till you hear it,” her father said with a chuckle.  Armond was, in addition to a master woodworker, also a very clever and skilled storyteller.  He was often called upon to entertain at both the Springfest and Season’s End.  She had seen him hook his audience more times than she could count, pretty much like he had just done.  Sadly, his only child had not inherited that trait.
“Well, we know your journey was long, but we’ve prepared a welcome luncheon for you at the Whitefish,” Len said.
Ah, Nira thought.  That explained the lack of greeters on the quay.  Their summons had caused much consternation across the entire island.  Just the fact that there was now a Lord of the Middle Realm had been enormous news when it happened over a year ago, but to have that lord request her father come to Idiria and build a whole suite of witchwood furniture had turned the little island community upside down.
Witchwood was uncommon but highly valued, mainly for its protective nature against many of Fairie’s nastier denziens.  Goblins, pucks, tinks, and even some elves would usually avoid it, at least those elves pledged to Summer or Winter.  The inhabitants of the Middle Realm had some tolerance for it, and it was highly prized by the humans of Fairie, although only in moderation.
When news had reached them of a new Realm Holder, a male witch from Old Earth, there had been fear that the island’s main source of revenue would dry up, along with a more general fear of war, fire, and abject destruction.  The other Realm Holders were not known for anything but death and despair.  But this witch didn’t just like witchwood—he loved it.  So, it was completely understandable that the village would want to hear the news as soon as they arrived and that the Headman would want a preview.
“Do you need to… freshen up?” Lentin asked uncertainly.
“We actually slept through most of the trip from the mainland,” her father said.  The ship had left in the afternoon and sailed through the night, arriving in late morning.
“Then let’s proceed to the inn.  I’m sure your audience is more than excited to hear of your adventures,” Lentin said, his tone slightly wistful.
“The telling of it will be all the better if everyone hears it at once,” Armond said, clapping the shorter man on the shoulder.
“And Nira has a part to tell?” Kuldennie asked, giving her a curious glance.
“A big part.  She actually spent more time with the lord and his lady than I did, being busy as I was with woodworking and all.”
“She did?  You did?” Lentin asked, astounded, as he turned to her.
She blushed again but nodded.  “Declan and Stacia are really very nice.” 
Her father immediately cleared his throat.  “Ah, Lord Declan and Lady Stacia,” she quickly amended.  Never mind that they both detested those titles and utterly forbade her from using them in private.
“It is safe to say that my Nira is much in their favor,” Armond said with a calm pride.  All three village men looked at her again, like she’d grown wings in the short trip from the docks to the village’s biggest inn.  “Ah, here we are.  Good to see the place.”
“Good to see Dorian’s beer, you mean,” Kuldennie offered and her father just laughed as Eben moved jerkily forward to open the door for them.  The headman led the way into the dark inn, followed by her father and herself, the constable just behind her.
With the exception of the two large village-owned warehouses, the Whitefish Inn was the biggest structure in Lileire, and easily the nicest.  While the island’s inhabitants didn’t generally travel farther than a crab boat ride from the shore, buyers of wood, finished furniture, and seafood all frequently visited the island to view products or complete trade deals.  The inn’s main dining room was therefore bright and cheery, and the adjacent pub room was warm and cozy.  Nira immediately saw that both were full beyond capacity and she was suddenly glad that she’d heeded her father’s advice and foregone the fashion finery.  Ostentatious displays of wealth were frowned upon by the island’s conservative inhabitants, as was outright bragging.  Social ranking was very much based upon skill in one’s chosen trade, shrewd handling of personal resources, and clever conversation. 
It seemed as if the entire village was crammed into the space, and in fact, the innkeeper, Dorian, had moved out all the round tables, replacing them with long trestle planks for both seating and dining.  Immediately Nira blushed at all the eyes on her but then she noticed her best friend, Keply Slogan, sitting shoulder to thigh with Nattle Strawridge and she felt momentarily both dizzy and nauseous.  Apparently, some things had changed.
“Our wayward friends have returned to us, safe and sound,” Lentin announced in a booming voice and the entire assemblage stomped their left feet three times in greeting.
Her father stood tall and straight, looking relaxed and comfortable in front of virtually the entire community.  “I can smell Lottie’s cooking and hear stomachs rumbling from here, so I suspect we best get on with the telling of our tale afore we’re met with violence,” Armond said.
“You mean you can smell the suds on Dorian’s Stumbler’s Stout and hear the taps running,” Old Kenny Witterstock called out, causing much laughter.
Armond coughed several times.  “Sorry, I find my speaking voice shutting down from all the salt air at sea,” he said.  Dorian Stumbler, the innkeeper and brewmaster, stepped up and handed him a big clay mug with a foaming white head on top, and her father quaffed deeply from it.
“Ahh, much better.  So… what do you all want to talk about?  The price of witchwood?  The demand for Devil’s crab?”
“Tell us about the Realm Holder, ya cog,” Mitt Rolly growled from his seat at the bar. The crowd echoed his request.
“Oh, him.  Nice enough sort, but did ya know they’re getting fifteen silver more for your furniture than two months ago?” Armond asked.
“Always the showman,” Lottie Stumbler, the innkeeper’s wife said.  “Just tell us if we’ve got anything to fear from this new Lord of the Land.”  The room instantly quieted, faces going serious.
Her father nodded, his flippant manner stilling into calm thoughtfulness.  “You don’t.  Any of you.  He’s not our enemy and thank the goddess for that,” he said.
Dorian brought him a stool but Armond held it out for Nira to sit on before taking a second stool that the constable handed him.  “Let’s get to it then. We can either tell you of our journey first and answer questions after or just answer the questions now?”
“How about a few choice questions and then have you tell us the whole of it?” Lentin suggested.
“That’s fine.  What would ye want to know then?”
“Well, what’s he like?” Mitt called out.
“He’s young, very young.  Maybe twenty or so seasons under his belt.  Mostly quiet and unassuming.  You could walk right past him in a crowd and not realize he was even there.”
“We heard he stood off the Queens?” someone Nira couldn’t see yelled out.
“Oh, he did that and a dragon to boot,” her father said.  “He and his lady have faced down the Winter Queen’s Black Frost twice and won both times.”
“A lad that young?” Lottie asked.
“When you look into his eyes, he doesn’t seem all that young anymore.”
“What’s his lady like?” someone else asked.
“That one you would never walk past without seeing, eh, Nira?” Armond turned to her, eyebrow up.
Recognizing her cue, she cleared her throat and spoke.  “Lady Stacia has hair white as the crest of a wind-driven wave.  Her eyes are the green of our fair island’s forests and her skin is tan like a fisherman’s but smooth and wrinkle-free.  She’s a little taller than myself, strong and lithe like a dancer.  She’s also beastkin.”
The room instantly hummed with a hundred shocked responses, the noise rising until Armond held up one hand, which dropped the hum to a dull buzz. 
“My daughter has much to learn about the telling of stories.  To say the Lady Stacia is beastkin is like saying that Lottie’s crab chowder is soup. She turns to a giant white wolf.”
“And a cross,” Nira said quietly.
“What’s that, Nira?” Dorian asked loudly, which caused a hush.
Nervously, she sat up straight like her father had said to.  “She also changes to a cross between woman and wolf.  Very large. Stands on two legs.  She says it’s her favored combat form.”
The room quieted completely at the word combat.  Nira very carefully kept her eyes roving, avoiding looking at her very probably ex-best friend and ex-best beau. 
“You saw this?” Kuldennie asked after a few moments of silence.
“I did,” she responded.
“The lord and lady took a shine to Nira,” Armond said.  “The residents of Idiria do not know what to make of the Realm Holder or his… wife?” He turned the last part into a question for Nira.
“Mate.  Like wolves,” Nira said.
“Anyway, the residents are fearful of the Holder and his… mate, although they don’t seem to threaten anyone.  Basically, Idiria is afraid of the Queens, who’ve attacked multiple times and been beaten back.  For now, there is a bit of a truce.  But my point is that Idiria doesn’t exactly embrace them and they don’t seem to want to embrace their power.  When they’re in Idiria, which isn’t all that often, they seemed to really enjoy talking to Nira.  And when Lord Declan was attending to matters of the Realm, Lady Stacia would often choose Nira to keep her company. Which makes sense, as fifteen is closer to twenty than forty is.”
“Twenty-one, Papa.  Declan is twenty-one. Stacia is about a year or so older.”
“You are on first names with the Holders of the Middle Realm?” Lentin asked, astounded.
“They don’t like it when I use their titles.  For all his power, Lord Declan would just as soon not be a lord.”
“And he’s got power like all that?” one of the crab boat owners, Bailey Fost, asked.
“He has power beyond all that,” her father answered.  “The day we arrived, his Idirian aide, an elf named Stocan, met us and brought us right to their apartments.  Inside, he introduces us to this young man and his beautiful lady.  The lord immediately goes and gets the chair that I made that started all this and begins asking me all about the tree it came from.  Far from being put off by witchwood like the Queens are rumored to be, he loves the stuff.  Has a tree of his own back on Old Earth.  Anyway, he asks me how much money it will cost to build everything he wants.  I was caught off guard, but I threw out a ridiculous number.”
“Sure ya was caught off guard,” Old Kenny snorted to some nervous laughter.
Her father grinned and kept going.  “The elf had the most pained expression on his face, which our young lord noticed instantly.  Don’t worry, Stocan, he says, I won’t ask the city to pay for it.  Then he squats down and touches the ground.  We’re standing in a courtyard in his apartment, you see, all full of plants and things living in real dirt.  He brushes the ground, then stands up and asks if we want anything to drink.  Serves us fruit juice with his own hands.  I no sooner take a sip and suddenly the ground around us shakes.  Then the dirt by his feet opens and a lump of gold as big as Kuldennie’s fist rises right up out of the ground.  He scoops it up, holds it in his hands and it just sorta… falls apart. Next thing ya know, it has sort of rearranged itself, becoming a stack of coins.”  Her father reached into a pocket and pulled out a gold coin, holding it up for all to see.
“A wolf’s head on one side and a witchwood tree on the other,” Armond announced, turning the coin.  “That’s how he feels about what we grow here.”
“Is it real gold?”  “Is it plated lead?”  “How much does it weigh?” voices yelled out.
“It’s solid gold… pure.  He’s made a lot of them and the Idirians can’t get enough of them.  Plus, they are each a tiny bit heavier than the Idirian jeel, so they’re even better.”
Nira couldn’t make out an individual single question amidst the uproar that his words caused.  In fact, she had to cover both ears, it got so loud. 
“HERE NOW!” Lentin bellowed, silencing the crowd.  “Where are your manners?”
“Where indeed, Lentin Cobblink?” Lottie asked.  “We’ve not even offered them food after a long journey.  Armond, you and Nira sit here at this front table—it’s time for soup,” she said in a manner that settled the matter right then and there.
“Well, Idiria has a great many things, but it doesn’t have Lottie Stumbler’s famous devil crab chowder,” her father said, moving to the new seat.  Nira was placed next to her father with the towering Kuldennie on her left, while Headman Cobblink sat on Armond’s right.
“Mayhaps they could tell us a bit while we all eat?” Bett Sounder suggested to Lottie.  As they were best friends from before time began, Lottie agreed with a nod, setting bowls of chowder in front of Nira and Armond.  Other servers set big kettles of the rich soup on the trestle tables and whoever was closest got the job of ladling out bowls of it.
“Oh Lottie, this is amazing stuff, this is,” Armond said after his first spoonful.  “Let’s see.  I guess I’ll begin at the beginning. The sea travel to the mainland was normal,” he said with the nonchalance of someone who grew up on and around the ocean.  “From there, we were taken by an elven coach to the city.”
“Pulled by steeds?” Mitt Rolly asked.
“Aye, four great black ones.  It was the city’s own coach too.”
“Did ya share it with anyone of import?” Bailey Fost asked.
“No, we didn’t share it at all.  We were the only riders,” her father said.  Had he puffed up and bragged it was sent just for him and Nira, the town’s feathers would have surely been ruffled, Nira knew.  Instead, they all just gaped as he went on without additional comment.
“It took most of the day to get to the city, but we arrived just at dusk.  From there, it was like I said.  We were taken to the lord and lady, made our bargain, and were then shown to where we would be staying.”
“Did ya have to rent rooms?” a voice Nira couldn’t identify called out.
“No, they put us up in a set of rooms not far from his lordship’s suite.  Anyway, from there, it was basically drawing designs, running them by the lord and lady, and making furniture.  I had a decent workshop to use and Nira helped me when I needed an extra set of hands, as did many of you when I sent instructions. But it was pretty straightforward.  We cooked our own meals, but we ate out a bit too.”
Nira couldn’t help a slight snort, which made her father grin.  “Okay, maybe we ate out more than a bit.  But that was mostly it—at least for me,” he said with a sly look her way. 
Feeling a slight flush on cheeks but calmer than before (maybe due to the simmering anger she felt toward the couple she refused to look at), she swallowed her mouthful of soup and took up the tale.
“As Father said, the lord and lady were not around much of the time.  They spend most of their time on Old Earth.”
“How can they do that, and why do they?” Bett Sounder asked.  Nira was very used to Lottie and Bett and the other senior women of the village so she hardly blushed at all, despite their formidable natures.
“Lord Declan can open portals as he wills and as to the why of it, well, they don’t feel welcome, don’t want to fight with the Queens all the time, and are busy on Earth preparing for a war,” she said.
She had their undivided attention.  “Ah, did you say war?” Lentin asked.
“Old Earth has come to the attention of the Others,” Armond said quietly.
The silence lasted for three whole spoonfuls of soup.
“They don’t have anyone like the Queens,” Kuldennie said.
“Nira?” her father prompted.
“The Old Earth has Lord Declan and a group of people he says are just as skilled and dangerous as he is, plus something called Omega.”
“It’s a machine, dear,” her father said.  “Old Earth has machines in place of magic, and this Omega machine is something that apparently even the Queens of Summer and Winter are wary of.”
“Well, it sounds as if we won’t have a Realm Holder for long,” Mitt Rolly said.
“And I would take that bet and raise ya,” her father said.  “You’ve not met this lad, Mitt.  I’d caution you to wait till you do before jumping to your conclusions.”
“Well I’ll never be meeting him then so it’s not even a thing for me to consider,” Mitt answered.
“I’ll take that bet,” her father said with a slight smile.
“He’s coming here?” Len asked, a hitch in his voice.
“Aye, I would say he is.  Not sure when but as I’ve been saying all along – he loves witchwood,” Armond said.
“But what more could he want it for?” Dorian asked.
“Well now we didn’t make it to that part of the story yet,” Armond said with a wink at his daughter.
She cleared her throat again, although she’d stopped flushing at this point.  “He enchants it.”
“He what?” old Kenny asked.
“He enchants all the witchwood.  Every piece of furniture that papa made has already been spelled,” Nira said.  She could see the questions forming on their faces, so she just pushed ahead. “I asked Lady Stacia about it.  She said he’s a witch.  They are always preparing things for what may come.  There’s an old saying to never attack a witch in their home.  He’s making this home ready if and when the Queens come again.”
“What kind of spells?” Lottie asked.
“The original chair papa made will come alive and attack an intruder just like Mr. Marley’s hunting hounds will attack a hog,” she said, nodding toward the old hunter who rarely said two words.
“But what’s he going to do here, if he’s got a whole apartment of hound furniture?” Bett asked.
“He wants raw wood to take back to Old Earth,” her father said.  “Says our witchwood is saturated in power.  He can make weapons with it against the Others.”
“He turns witchwood into weapons?” Kuldennie asked.  “Why don’t the Queens do that?”
“He says they mostly just use it for something he called a battery,” Nira said.  “To store their power.  But he does a whole lot more with it, plus humans like us don’t mind touching it.  The Queens and their people do not like it.”
“When is he coming?” Lentin asked, his round face pale.
“Not for some time,” her dad said.  “He and his lady have gone back to their own world.  But probably before summer’s out.  Like I said, we have nothing to worry about.  I know what he wants, and we can have it ready for him.  He’ll pay well for it and in fact, he gave me a down payment for the village to share.”
The servers brought out fresh-baked bread with butter and the inn’s occupants settled into their dinner, the dull buzz of side conversations calming Nira’s nerves.
She was tired of the attention, as exciting as it had been, and ready to see their home again.  The adventure had been grand, but she missed her own room and her own soft bed.  After about fifteen minutes of steady eating, a question finally floated up from the crowd.
“Is that all of it then?” Old Kenny asked.
“It’s most of it, at least for me.  Nira has one tale to tell though, right, daughter?” Armond asked.
She knew immediately what he wanted from her, but she took a second to eat one more spoonful while she gathered her thoughts.
“Lady Stacia asked me several times to accompany her out into the city.  Lord Declan was observing the city council’s meeting and she was bored.  She wanted to see what kind of wares were available, things she could bring back to Earth as gifts.  We headed into the central market area and shopped for gifts.”
“What kind of things did she buy?” Lottie asked.
“Clothing—mainly scarves and shawls for her lady friends.  She really seems to like spidersilk items.  It’s apparently quite different from what is available on Old Earth.  For her male friends, she bought tools or blades.  She was very interested in the gray blades—called it titinnum, no… ti-tanium. Says the elves put edges on it that she’s never seen done on Earth.  And for his lordship’s aunt, who is his only family, as his mother has passed like my own, she acquired a set of elven rune stones.  It seems the aunt is a great witch as well, one with a gift for prophecy.  Which is maybe ironic, as it was this last gift that caused the issue that day.”  Nira paused and took a sip of the cold water in her clay mug, taking her time, as her father had told her many times.
The crowd was hanging on her words and she was starting to maybe get a little more comfortable with the telling of stories.
“We found the stones at a little booth, deep in the back of the markets.  She haggled a bit for them and paid for them.  She was very excited by this find, as it seems the aunt is difficult to buy for.  She asked if I would like to stop for lunch and I had no objection.  Some of the food around the market is truly wonderful, as Papa will attest,” she said, shooting her own sly look at her father and earning some general laughter.  “We went to cross the road to get to the restaurant when suddenly a small coach pulled by a single steed came racing through, far too fast.  A beggar boy was caught out in the street and Lady Stacia never hesitated.  She was just suddenly gone from my side, somehow out in the street, facing down the massive steed.  Like I said, she’s not a large woman at all, and she looked terribly small in front of that thing as it bore down on her.  I’ve heard people say that time seems to slow in those moments and now I know what they mean.  It was like a rogue wave crashing down on an unlucky beachcomber. But then the lady growled.”
“Growled?  You say she growled?” Bett asked.
“Like the biggest wolf you’ve never seen,” Nira said.  “And that steed pulled to a stop like its very life depended on it.  Which, in that moment, I am absolutely certain it did.  The coach slammed to a standstill and a moment later, the owner, an elf merchant of some kind, came barreling out like a maddened reaver hornet.  Three bodyguards followed him as he set to cursing out the Lady of the Realm.”
Her audience was completely aghast at the image, and she almost smiled to herself.  A glance across at Keply and Nattle showed them just as deeply invested in the story as everyone else.
“You see, he didn’t know who she was.  Most of Idiria has never seen her, or even his lordship.  They’re very private and, as Papa said, they don’t spend much time here on Fairie.  So here he is cursing the Lady Stacia and doesn’t she curse him right back.  Lights right into him like Lottie with a drunken sailor at closing time.  He turns to his guards and tells them to clear the road of rabble, meaning her.  They start forward and doesn’t she growl a second time.  Deeper.  A growl that is almost too low to hear but instead you sort of feel it in your bones and you just know that you’re about to die.  And her hands changed.  Small delicate fingers became great hooked claws and her eyes turned yellow.”
She paused for another sip of water.
“Don’t leave us hanging, girl,” Mitt grumbled, and she hid a smile against the fired porcelain of her mug.
“Sorry, just that sea salt Papa spoke of,” she said smoothly.  “Well, you could see the actual moment it dawned on the merchant just who he was facing.  Small white-haired human woman, beautiful by any standard, with green, green eyes—who happened to be wolf beastkin.  His guards all realized just about that time as well because they stood frozen in their tracks.”
Her father suddenly chuckled beside her.  “This is my favorite part,” he said, rubbing his hands together.
“Hush now, no hints,” she said with a mock frown in his direction.  Normally talking back to a parent was the worst of manners but her display was met with nods of approval by Lottie, Bett, and a half dozen other women, as well as more than a few of the men.
“It was at that moment that I felt someone step up beside me.  I was well and truly focused on the life and death (mostly of the merchant and guards, ya know) drama in front of me, but for some reason, I glanced to my side.  It was Lord Declan, hands in his pockets, and he gave me a nod but pulled out a hand and held one finger over his lips, a funny little smile on his face.  Where he came from, I don’t know.  Well, actually, now I do know, but I didn’t just then.  And I was puzzled because he was completely unconcerned with the impending violence.  And then the most amazing thing happened.  Without a glance in our direction, Lady Stacia held out one finger and pointed it straight at Lord Declan, her eyes still on the merchant.  Don’t you do a single blessed thing, she says, clearly meaning her words for her lord mate. Who me, he asks, all innocent as a pie pincher on baking day.  But it’s too late because the merchant looks over and sees a tall, lanky young man with bright blue eyes and you could see the moment he recognized who he was.  After that, it was all the elf could do to apologize and escape into his coach, leaving his men outside to face the wrath of the Realm Holder.”
“What did he do to them?” Headman Lentin asked, just as drawn in as the others.
“He left it to her.  She punched out the window of the coach and told the man that if she ever heard of him mowing down a child, urchin or otherwise, she’d track him to his home and see to it personally that it never happened again.  That was it.  Then we all walked back to the apartment where Papa was setting up a new dining table.”
“That was it?” Old Kenny asked.
“Well, she complained that he had intervened, and he said that the fight was over before he got there.  Said he felt her anger and came straight away.  You see, he created a portal from his apartment to the market and just stepped through it.”
“They didn’t kill the merchant?” Mitt asked, baffled.
“Nope.  I asked Stacia about it another time.  Sorry, I mean, Lady Stacia.  Anyway, she said there wasn’t a point to bloodshed unless the man did it again.  And you better believe she meant what she said.  She would paint his house red from the inside out if he harms another child.”
“She wears the pants then,” Bailey said, clearly disapproving.
“Well, she does wear pants most often.  But it’s more for being ready to fight, I think.  And if you’re saying she tells him what to do, then you might want to keep your thoughts to yourself when they come here. They work together, closely, neither telling the other what to do.  And like Papa said, he’s uncommon powerful. I saw him lift three pallets of Papa’s best witchwood off a ship with a wave of one hand.”
“That’s true,” her father said.  “The porters weren’t getting it done and so he just flicked his hand and a ton of wood floated from ship to wagon without a single sound.  Stopped everyone on the wharf, it did.  The elf, Stocan, told me that nobody’s quite ever seen someone with his power.  Before he was the Realm Holder, he saved most of the city council when the king dragon, Gargax, accidently smashed part of a wall.  It made both Queens and all the dragons pay attention, and he was just part of the Dragon Speaker’s entourage then.”
“I had heard he was friends with the new Speaker,” Lentin said.
“True,” Nira said.  “They went to school together.  She brought him to Fairie as part of her guards.  The realm chose him to hold it.  The dragons respect him deeply.”
For some reason, that was the sentence that ended the stories.  That and the buckleberry pies that were brought out. Actually, it made perfect sense. The village was very, very wary of dragons.  The massive predators were often seen hunting big sea creatures in the waters around the island.  Everyone knew that even the least dragon could wipe out their community without much effort at all.  The topic of dragons tended to cow most conversations.
After dessert, someone started to play some music, and a place for dancing was cleared.  Nira and her father were able to bow out, blaming fatigue, and make their way home.
The little stone house on the cliff was much the same as they had left it.  A little dusty and musty from being closed up most of the summer, but otherwise unchanged.  A neighbor’s son had watered the garden while they were away, and it had grown into a wild, lush jungle.  There were beans, peas, squash, cucumbers, carrots, onions, and a profusion of greens that Nira needed to pick.  There were also large quantities of weeds to be plucked.
The same neighbor had housed their hawk-chickens while they were away, keeping the fat eggs as payment for the food and water.  Both she and her father would have to retrieve them in a day or so, the process of capturing the dangerous little avians being at least a two-person job.
They unpacked some of their luggage, then her father took the path down the cliff to the seashore to set some crab pots.  Nira picked, cleaned, and sorted as much fresh produce as she could, chopping some for their evening meal.  With her initial chores done and knowing that her father would be several hours setting his traps, she took the second path, the old path, down the cliff.
Her father hated when she used the old path, the crumbling stone too uneven and shaky for his stocky body.  But Nira was light and nimble and never afraid of heights.  The path led to her special place, a narrow trail across raw stone, exposed to the full might and beauty of the wild ocean.  It was also the location of her greatest secret.  The western shoreline of the island where they lived was craggy, fractal, and jagged, which resulted in many hidden coves and rocky gullies.  A nearly invisible offshoot of the old path led to a wild little cove complete with its own small dark cave that opened just a man’s height above the high tide mark.
This was the path she took, and it was on the very edge of the little cave where she stood and peered into the inky blackness.  Eyes wouldn’t be much use here, even with a torch, she knew, ears being the sense organ of choice.  She listened but the pounding waves drowned out everything else.
“I’m back,” she said, a little hesitantly.  “I won’t be leaving again either… probably ever.”
The only response was a mist of sea spray from a particularly juicy wave soaking her right cheek.  The cool wetness was a welcome reminder she was home and for all she knew, she might be talking to an empty cave.
Reaching into the pocket of her dress, she pulled out a wrapped bundle.  Peeling away the wax cloth, she plucked the revealed lump out and set it just inside the entrance to the cave.
“I brought you a present.  It comes from the northern forests.  It’s called birch sugar and it’s very sweet.  I don’t know if you’re mad at me.  I tried to say goodbye, to explain where and why I was going, but I don’t think you understood.  Anyway, I’m back.”
She left the offering and backed away from the cave, setting her backside against a fairly smooth outcrop of rock.  But although she waited a full twenty minutes, nothing happened.  Finally, she stood up, dusted off her dress, and began the climb back up the narrow path.  Just before the top, right where the trail switched back to give her the slimmest view of the cave’s opening, she glanced down.  The brick of tree sugar was gone and her heart lifted, her fatigue from the day’s trials momentarily washed away.  Her offering had been accepted.
She made it back to the house fifteen minutes before her father did, him returning with a brace of bluebellies.  “They were caught in the minnow trap, which I forgot to pull before we left,” he explained. “I think they got inside the weir and ate so many fingerlings that they grew too big to get back out.  Not a single bait minnow to be found.  So I cleaned them and used the offal to bait the pots.  They’ll make a fine dinner.”
“I haven’t had bluebelly since before we left,” she said, happy with the surprise meal.  “Nobody in Idiria serves it.”  
She expertly filleted the fish as any child of the island would, then oiled a pan and fried the fillets with rosemary, thyme, and parsley from the garden to accompany the squash she was roasting in the oven.  After they supped, her father washed the dinner dishes while she finished unpacking her clothes from the trip.  Exhausted from the long day of travel and the excitement of the village gathering, she slipped into bed early, thinking of the long list of chores to accomplish in the days ahead.
They were both up early the next day, breaking their fast on bread left over from the party, liberally coated with butter that was also a parting gift from Lottie Stumbler.
“I have to meet with the village council today,” Armond told her as they ate.  “There are payments to be made and arrangements for the Realm Holder’s witchwood order.”
She knew that many of the island inhabitants had shared in their good fortune, as Armond had sent home for both prepared wood and some finished items in order to fill the apartment in Idiria.
“I have a full day of cleaning and gardening,” she said in reply.  “We are behind in harvesting and storing food.  I noticed the buckleberries are ripe, so I have to pick them now or they’ll be gone to the birds.”
“Nira, it’s only good and proper to save and use what we can from the land and sea.  It’s the right way of things, but I also don’t want you to fret and worry.  Our time in Idiria was also a harvest, such a one as we are not likely to see again, except when your young lord and lady come calling.  The gold that we earned will easily cushion any shortage and still make provider for both of our futures.”
“Yes Papa.  It’s just that I can hear Momma’s voice in my head, telling me not waste what the goddess has provided.”
“I miss her too, Nira,” he said, eyes glimmering.  “Now, I can’t have helped but notice there were some changes among your agemates.”
“If you are dancing around the topic of Nattle and Keply, don’t bother,” she said with a cross note in her voice.  “You have always said that things change rapidly for young people.  I don’t know if I’m madder at her for stepping in so quick or him for stepping out.”
“I’ve always been of a mind that young Nattle was too simple of a lad to keep up with a girl of your wit and thoughtfulness,” he said, clearly uncomfortable.
Nira snorted.  “Nattle is a visual sort, Papa.  And Keply has always had plenty to look at that he wanted. But I was only gone two months?”
“Which can be a lifetime to the young,” her father said.  “You have a big future ahead of you, Nira.  You’ve traveled and become friendly with some of the most important people in the land, you kept up your learning far beyond your peers, and your wedding dowry will be the largest on this island, if I do say so myself.  I can’t say I’m unhappy that it won’t be wasted on young Nattle.”
Her father left soon after their morning meal, taking the trail back to town, and she changed into old work clothes and set about cleaning the stone cottage and then tackling the garden.  Watering was the full extent of the neighbor’s care, so she had weeding and harvesting to keep her busy until the sun was high overhead.  She paused for a meal of bread, butter, and tomato slices, washed down with cold water, then cleaned and prepared her garden produce for storage.  Clever racks set on flat slabs of sun-warmed rock would dry some, especially the herbs, while the root vegetables all went down in the cold cellar through the trapdoor in the cottage floor.  Set right into the stone of the cliffside, it kept things almost as cold as the spring water that bubbled up behind the garden.
After that, she made her way to the neighbors, the Tullys, and gave them gifts of sweets and scarves from Idiria, as well as set a time for her father and her to retrieve the hawk-chickens.  Mrs. Tully gave her a basket of eggs, claiming that the increased flock was laying too many for her family to eat.
She returned home and grabbed a big bowl to gather ripe buckleberries, some of which she would dry in the racks and some of which she would store in the cellar.  At the end of an hour and a half, she had a full load, purple-stained hands, and a complete set of scratches on her hands, arms, and lower legs.  Satisfied with a good day’s work, she decided a swim would be a good reward.  She grabbed an old towel and a change of clothes, as hers were sweaty and quite dirty. Then she set off for the old path, preferring to swim in the little cove rather than the bigger beach where her father kept his skiff and crab gear.
“Hello,” she called out at the cave’s edge, hoping to get a response, but the crash of the waves was her only answer.  With a sigh, she stepped carefully down to the rocky beach and, with a quick glance around, began to disrobe. 
The ocean was cold, but not quite as cold as she remembered.  The crab men had been saying the waters were warmer the last few years, and she could well believe it.  Quickly she was submerged and swimming in neck-deep water, being careful to avoid the rip current that habitually ran farther out.  The sweat and grime came out of her hair and the saltwater made her berry scratches sting and burn, but it was a minor pain that quickly faded, although a few had been a little bloody. The women’s council, who took charge of teaching the island’s children to read, write, and handle their numbers, among a myriad score of other life lessons, had always said that ocean water was good for the skin and any cuts, scratches, or small sores.
She dove and splashed and jumped with the waves, delighted to be back in the ocean she hadn’t realized she had missed so much.  As she sputtered to the surface after one particularly large set of waves had knocked her about, a huge shadow passed in front of her, her skin feeling the pressure of the water the creature displaced.
Alarm raced through her body, knowing that only predatory fish grew that large. Generally, the ones this size stayed more to the south, although it appeared that no one had told this one that fact.  She backpedaled toward shore, keeping her eyes out for the dark menace yet not seeing where it could be.  She thought of her dad, coming home to find her missing, eventually making his way to her hidden cove and finding her clothes but nothing else of her.  She thought of all the things she’d hoped to do with her life, of travels not yet taken, of peoples not yet met, as she stumbled backward, the weight of the water slowing her to a crawl.
Then the shadow reappeared, out in front of her, not three man lengths away, headed toward her, too fast to avoid. 
The smooth ocean surface above the deadly shadow suddenly exploded as a gigantic volume of water was shoved away by the impact of a speeding object from above—an object that she couldn’t see any part of. All she could see was a huge depression in the water and then the exposed body of the massive siorcfish that had been arrowing straight for her. The area of displaced water was several times larger than the grayback siorcfish and that specimen was as large as any she had ever heard of.  The water was only up to her chest and the fish, whose body was as big around as a horse, was shoved down violently into the sandy ocean floor.  Two sets of bloody claw prints, each as wide as a wagon seat, bloomed across its back and pectoral fin before the entire fish was lifted and thrown through the air to slam onto the rocky shore.
Warm-scaled skin touched her bare leg and then color suddenly filled in the beast that stood beside her, every detail of the invisible creature now exposed just as the water rushed back into the void it had created.  The dragon was small for her kind, just a bit longer than a delivery wagon and a brace of oxen.  She was, when visible, the color of Nira’s bronze knife, and she had grown slightly since Nira had last seen her just a few months ago.
Nira shook with the shock of the encounter, the sudden violence of it.  A nose the size of a small pumpkin sniffed her wet skin and hair and then bumped her shoulder, pushing her toward the shore.  The siorcfish was writhing and jumping, there on the rocks of the beach, and she couldn’t make her feet move toward it.  The big snout pushed her again, slowly, this time in her lower back, and the irresistible force of it moved her bodily, forcing her feet to step forward.
Once started, she picked up speed, angling her ocean exit away from where the deadly fish was still struggling.  The dragon watched her for a moment, its apple-sized eye studying her while the big head tilted to one side.  When she was thigh deep, it surged forward, past her side, directly for the siorcfish.  Water sprayed against the side of her face as the dragon drove straight to the siorc, her massive jaws clamping down around the fish’s head and closing with horrible, inexorable force.  Teeth as long as her hand punched through skin that Nira’s best knife would barely cut, slicing through like it was paper, ripping deep into the fish’s skull.  The long gray body ceased its writhing and stiffened out into palsied rigidity.
Still shaking, Nira headed for her pile of clothes and towel while the young dragon began to feed on the fish that had been all set to feed on her.  The act of drying her skin and hair, really just a bumbled brushing with the towel, helped release some of her jerky adrenaline.
“Thank you, Storm,” she finally stuttered.  The dragon growled at her, but it was an acknowledgement, not a warning.  She couldn’t really understand the creature, not really, but she had a sense of her vocalizations and Storm seemed to understand at least part of what she said.
She didn’t even know the dragon’s name and had chosen to call her Storm, which was short for Storm Gift.  Nira had found the dragon almost two years ago, the morning after a tremendous ocean squall had rolled over the island.  Just the size of a large horse at that time, Storm had been a crumpled, wounded mound on this very beach.  At first, Nira had thought she’d found a dead sea creature, at least until she got close enough to see the wings.  Then she’d been afraid she had a dead dragon on her hands, but a warm exhalation from a half-buried nostril had blown sand and grit over the hand she’d been leaning on.
Unsure of what to do, she just followed her instincts as best she could.  She first cleared the sand away from Storm’s nostrils so she could breathe easier.  Then she built several large fires from dry driftwood she had previously stored in the little cave, ringing them around the cold, wet dragonet. She brought a waxed canvas cloth, using it to line a sand hole she dug near the dragon’s mouth and filling the makeshift basin with many bags of fresh rainwater from the pools in the rocks.  When Storm had regained consciousness, she dragged herself to the water, drank of it, and promptly passed back out.  But the motion had exposed her wings fully and Nira had seen the large rents and tears that seemed more like claw wounds than weather damage.  Again, not knowing what else to do, she had sewn as much of the shredded skin as she could, spreading healing salves on all of the dragon’s wounds, and keeping the fires fueled.
Her father had been away, overseeing the harvest of new wood for his shop, and didn’t return until two days later.  By then, the dragon had awoken long enough to eat fish Nira caught and then drag herself into the cave, which Nira had lined with dry straw from the fields atop the cliff.
Unsure of her father’s response to the presence of such a powerful creature, Nira never found the right path to telling him about Storm.  And Storm had healed quickly on a steady diet of fish and crab that Nira worked hard to catch.  Luckily, the little bronze dragon had found her feet before the week was out and had taken to the ocean to catch some of her own food.  At first, Nira worried that her wounds would get infected, but the water seemed to help more than it hurt.  Over the last twenty months, she had seen Storm first heal and then begin to grow, filling out like it was her job.  The scars on those giant bronze wings had filled Nira with a fear that Storm would never fly again, yet within three months of their meeting, the dragon was able to soar short distances, launching herself from partway up the cliffs, out over the ocean surface.  Gradually the distance grew and Nira learned another fear—that she’d return one day to the cove to find her most amazing friend had flown away.  And the dragon’s gift for invisibility gave her numerous scares that her fears had been realized.
It first occurred three days after the storm.  Nira had picked her way down the path and peered into the cave, only to see no sign of her patient.  Panicked, she had rushed inside and stumbled right over the sleeping dragon, who had woke with a jerk and a flood of her natural coloring filling out her form.  Then she had settled back to rest and Nira had seen her coloring shift, changing to match that of the cave walls and floor so closely that it appeared the beast was invisible.  Only the scars on her body failed to change color, but with her wings folded, the bulk of the pale healing skin had been covered by healthy hide that had no difficulty performing its most excellent camouflage.
Nira learned to kind of see the dragon despite the adaptive coloring, even though it changed so fast that it modified as the dragon moved around.  By kind of looking with the edge of her vision, Nira was often able to see Storm’s outline, a skill that got easier with practice.  But that almost-invisibility kept Storm from being seen by her father or any of the local fishermen who sometimes worked the waters below the cliffs.  And the dragon avoided hunting any of the island’s livestock after a crying Nira had pleaded with her the one time she ate a sheep.  Deer and wild boar were fine, and all the redfin, basketmouth, cobblebacks, and any other large fish she could catch. And of course, devil crab that Nira brought her. But Nira had never seen her friend catch anything the size of the grayback siorcfish she was currently consuming.
The meal was gory and while Nira was used to cleaning fish and the occasional hawk-chicken, something about seeing a creature the size of three men get torn apart with casual ease was disturbing.  She turned as she finished toweling off, still hearing the gruesome noises as she dressed in her clean clothes.  That crunching and tearing would have been her if Storm hadn’t intercepted the predator.  Fairie was very much a kill-or-be-killed world.  There was a tremendous profusion of deadly predators, from tiny venomous tinks, trap-jawed flying pucks, flocks of vicious Drake eagles, direwolves, giant wolverines, man-crushing constrictor snakes, three or four kinds of big cats, goblins, orcs, trolls, giant bears, and on and on, all the way up the food chain to the dragons themselves.  The oceans were even worse, with some truly massive predators that might give a smaller dragon like Storm pause.
On one hand Nira knew, at least intellectually, that the oceans were very dangerous, but she rarely swam very far out into them, preferring boats to cold water on bare skin. And the forests of Lileire were largely lacking predators that might take on a human.  There were smaller mammalian predators, including a species of cat that grew to the size of a three-gallon whiskey keg, but all of them were afraid of people.  There were numerous flying killers as well, but the biggest was the Drake eagle, which, while certainly big enough to injure a person, were almost entirely interested in ocean fish.  So the thought of becoming prey to something wasn’t one she’d entertained throughout her short fifteen years.  Now, the shock and the violence had left her shaking.
“Storm, if you hadn’t been here, I’d be dead,” she said, sitting on a rock and looking out at the ocean.
The tearing and chomping sounds stopped.  She turned and found the young dragon staring at her, muzzle dripping blood onto the cobbled beach.  The keg-sized head tilted, and the bloody, tooth-filled maw opened to emit a sound like the call of a tiger owl crossed with the caw of a crow.  She might be young for a dragon, but she was massive when compared to a human, and her visage would terrify her enemies, but Nira found nothing remotely scary about her friend.  With a little cry, she launched herself across the beach and wrapped both arms around the thick neck, burying her face against scaled skin still wet with salt water.
This time, the dragon issued a deep meep and brought the underside of her head to rest gently on the top of the girl’s own skull.  Nira cried for a full minute, her giant friend holding absolutely still.  Finally, the plopping sound of blood and saliva dripping onto the stony beach directly behind her brought her around.  She wiped her nose and patted the warm neck, then pulled back and stepped carefully out from under the bloody mouth, trying to avoid getting any crimson spatters on her clothes. 
“Storm, I have to go.  I need to get back home before Papa does or he’ll come looking for me,” she said, still wiping her runny nose and wet eyes.
The dragon snorted, then turned carefully and eyed the massive meal lying in front of it with a wistful expression.
Nira laughed.  “Yes, you should keep eating.  You definitely earned it.  Have you ever killed such a big fish before?” 
Storm pulled her head and neck back, her fist-sized eyes widening.  Over the two years, Nira had learned to read dragon expressions, and this one was surprise.  The dragoness turned and looked at the siorc again, then lifted her head and spread her wings.  Her mouth opened and a jet of fire shot up into the air overhead, the heat washing over Nira’s face and exposed arms. 
As the stream of fire ended, the dragon took another breath and roared, the sound bouncing off the cliff and forcing Nira to put her hands over her ears.
Finished, the young female dragon looked back at Nira with such pride that the girl had to laugh and nod.  “Yes, you are the deadliest hunter around, and I am your friend forever.”
Storm folded her wings and settled back down over the carcass.  She eyed it for a moment, then her head shot forward like a striking snake and her jaws ripped free a chunk of fish the size of Nira’s torso.
Leaving her to her feast, Nira climbed back up the trail, taking her time to account for her still-shaky legs.  Near the top, she looked back down and found the dragon watching her.  She waved and saw the big head bob slightly.  Then the dragon’s adaptive camouflage changed her skin to match the beach and she faded from view.  Only her movements gave Nira a reference to see her hidden form. That and the massive chunks of siorc that kept disappearing.
Fifteen minutes later, Nira was back home.  Her father hadn’t returned, so she set about making a vegetable casserole with garden produce and some of the eggs, along with a bit of hard cheese.  She set it to bake in the stone oven and then put her dirty clothes in the washbucket to soak some of the dirt out.
Her father returned home five minutes after she pulled dinner from the oven, making her smile at their long-running joke that he was never late for a meal.
“How did it go today?” she asked as she spooned him up a plateful.
“The woodworkers and foresters’ co-op were very happy with the payments,” he said.  “Had some comments from some of the crab guys though.”
“What?  The work had nothing to do with crabs,” she asked, confused.
“They see the witchwood profits and feel like they got left out of the deal.”
“They were never part of the deal,” she protested.  “Neither were the food farmers, the deep sea fishermen, the jewelers, or any other shop owners.  The Realm Holder asked for furniture, not crab.”
“Nira, there has never been a Realm Holder in the Middle Realm.  Now there is, and he can change people’s fortunes overnight.  He changed ours.  They see it as a once in a lifetime opportunity and they’re fearful at missing out.”
“But you have no control over what Lord Declan wants,” she said.
“Not directly, but we had his ear for a couple of months,” Armond said.  “Anyway, I told them that I had dropped a hint about the flavor of devil crab to Lady Stacia and that she had immediately tried it.”
“Is that true?” she asked, not remembering any such conversation.
“It happened early on, while you were sanding chair and table legs for me, but, Nira, you saw how she eats, right?” he asked.
“Yes, like two men.”
“I’d say three.  Anyway, she loved the crab and immediately ordered more.  The seafood merchants paid attention, as did the nobility of Idiria. By herself, she will change the demand for devil crab; it’s just going to take some time to reach us here on Lileire.  I explained that and they calmed down.”
“They should be damned grateful you thought of them at all!”
“Nira,” he admonished, although he couldn’t stop a little smile at her harsh language.  “Oh, by the way, the crab men reported that they’ve been seeing big siorcfish recently.  Chasing blubberpups.  Apparently, the water is warm enough now that the big graybacks can come this far north, so be careful.”
Her outrage disappeared as she thought of how he would react if she told him about her swim.  Of course, she’d also have to explain how a dragon saved her, and then how she happened to know a friendly dragon.  She decided to concentrate on her food.
“Oh, and last but least… the women’s council request you attend them,” he said with a grimace.
“What?  Why?  When?”
“Tomorrow, at lunchtime.  The back room at the inn.  And as to why?  Can’t you figure it out?”
“Papa, I haven’t done anything wrong!  I just got back!”
He laughed at her expression.  “Nira, dear, did it occur to you that we just told the whole village that you were a regular companion of Lady Stacia’s and can speak directly to the Realm Holder and call him by his first name?”
“But why would that get me in trouble?” she asked, still highly alarmed.  The women’s council could make life hell for anyone in the community.  Even the headman wasn’t immune to their ire.
“It isn’t trouble, daughter mine.  They want to get access to your influence,” he said with a sly grin. 
“Influence?”
“Nira, if you sent word to Idiria that you needed to see and speak to Lord Declan and Lady Stacia, what do you think would happen?”
“They might write me back?”
“Actually, I’m pretty sure the Realm Holder would be here in an instant, probably at his lady wife’s request.  They are truly fond of you, Nira.”
She started to shake her head, but then an image of Stacia demanding just such a thing popped into her head.  If anyone they considered a friend needed them, they would move the sky, earth, and sea to do it.  And Lord Declan could do just that.
“But what do they want?” she asked, hating the plaintive whine in her voice.
“To control you, no doubt,” her father said, understanding who they were. “They will start with intimidation and bluster, or perhaps bribery.  Some may want you to marry their sons.  You’ll need to be firm or you’ll be betrothed before lunch is over,” he warned, pointing with his spoon for emphasis.
“Papa!” she said, dropping her own spoon and putting both hands over her mouth.
He chuckled a little, clearly pleased with his own prank.  “You are fifteen, daughter.  You may not freely enter a marriage contract without my permission for almost a full year.  And I’m not giving it.”
She relaxed a bit, torn between relief and annoyance.  “But you need to be on your guard.  They will all want to exploit your relationship to their advantages.  I warned Lottie and her crony Bett not to trifle with you.”
“Or what?” Nira asked.  The senior ladies of the island did not take well to threats.
“Or that I would be sure to tell Lady Stacia that her favorite young lady friend was being bullied,” he said, smiling to himself.  “Ah, nice to see them afraid for once.”
Personally, Nira thought her papa had mostly avoided the wrath of the women’s council because he was a widower, extremely respected in his trade, even-tempered and polite, and quite eligible for matchmaking.  He was probably overstating things.
By a quarter past noon the next day, Nira thought her father hadn’t overstated a thing and in fact, may have underreported the problem.  She was pinned between Bett and Lottie, at a long table in the private meeting room of the inn.  Millie Rumple sat next to Lottie and Sillet Willyknees next to her.  On Nira’s left side, Bett had Rhine Cobblink and Oddette Paux next to her.
Across the table, from the far left, was old Asilla Mixby, Weese Slogan, who was Keply’s ma, Maggie Strawridge, who was Nattle’s ma, Fod Waxwillow, whose son Milken was considered the best-looking boy on the island, Hauten Kneef, who also had a well thought of son, Mia Umbrell, and Kite Phoseby.  And all of them had been staring holes in her the moment they got her trapped… er… seated.
“… tell him he needs to try the best caught cobbleback he ever had,” Mia said, clanging her fork into her porcelain plate to make her point.
“Don’t try to eat the plate too, dear,” Lottie said to Mia.  “It’s not as tender as you might like.”
Mia, who was a larger woman, frowned and looked down at her mostly empty plate.
Nira almost smiled, but with a monumental effort of will, managed to keep her face blank as she took her maybe third or fourth bite of the devil crab cake Lottie’s staff had served first.
“Nira dear, you haven’t said more than three words,” Bett commented.
“Papa says it’s important to be a good listener,” she said.
“Well that’s true, dear,” Bett said, leaning forward to share a look with her buddy as she spoke.
“It’s just that you’ve said not a word about the matters at hand,” Lottie took over.
“I’m sorry, Lottie. I heard quite a few sets of instruction but no questions,” Nira said.
“That’s what I mean, dear.  You haven’t commented on what you were told.”
“Lottie, I heard that I was to tell Lord Declan that he needed to double all his orders for witchwood, buy a year’s supply of crab and cobbleback, bring his lady here for a week-long stay and rent out the whole inn, and tell Lady Stacia she should shop for all her dresses here in town, and also finds ways to employ all the children on the island for life.”
“Yes, so?” Bett asked.
“So… what?”
“When are ya going to get it done, girl?” Bett demanded, her voice starting to rise.
“Oh… you were all serious?” Nira asked, taking a bite of crab and looking around the table.  “Yes, it appears you were.  Well then, let me consider how best I might go about this.  I could write his lordship and say, see here you daft man, get about this business and be quick about it. No, that wouldn’t work… not even a little.  Stacia says he’s very muley, hates to be told what to do.  Usually stops talking to people who annoy him.”  Heads nodded as the women acknowledged the general muley-ness of men.
“Or I could write Stacia and suggest these very ideas and have her tell him to get about it.  But then I’m telling her how to run her man and most ladies don’t take well to that, from what I’ve seen here on the island, so no, that won’t work either.” 
“Well now, it works quite often,” Lottie said.
“I don’t know, Lottie.  I’ve seen you tell most of these fine ladies right here where, when, and how their men should be handled, yet I’ve not seen a one of them take your advice and you’re a woman of wisdom while I’m just still considered a girl.”
Lottie frowned at Nira, then looked hurriedly around the table.  “I’ve always thought your advice was wonderful,” Haute said, getting a nod from the innkeeper but shaking her head when Lottie looked away.
“She’s got a point, ladies,” Maggie said.  “As fine and intelligent a young lady as our Nira is, she’s a might young to be handing out advice to a married woman, especially a lady like Lady Stacia.  In fact, she should be receiving advice on husbands, as the time is fast approaching for her to be betrothed.”
“Excellent idea,” Fod Waxwillow declaired.  “Nira, you should come over tomorrow to lunch and I’ll start your lessons.  My husband and son, Milken, will be around, and you can see how it’s done.  You remember Milken, right?  My, how that boy has put on muscle. As they have to cut and load all those logs for his lordship, he hardly wears a shirt at all these days.”
“Oh, but Fod, you’ve forgotten that your menfolk are due on our property tomorrow, helping Tom and my Lawson,” Haute said.  “But you’re sure right about all those muscles.”
Actually, Nira’s mind had no difficulty imagining the two best-looking boys on the island hefting logs without shirts.
“Nira, Nattle asked if I’d pass on his regards to you,” Maggie said.  “He didn’t have time the other night.”
“Well how could he, dear, what with his having his hands full of, I mean with young Keply like that,” Fod said.
That kicked off a general verbal melee that Nira found amazing.  She ate the rest of her cake while listening and watching wide-eyed as the infighting went hard.  Two of Lottie’s servers changed out the plates with substantial bowls of soup, this one a vegetable and hawk-chicken broth soup served with hot, crusty bread.
Nira managed five spoonfuls before Lottie leaned in.  “You haven’t seen my Max in months.  He’s becoming quite the young man himself.”
Max was built just like his mother and father, and Nira, who knew she was considered fair to look at, if a bit skinny, also knew no girl would ever be able to compete with food for Max’s attention.
“How can he not?” Nira said, getting a nod from the innkeeper.
“Kya mentioned how impressed he was with your storytelling, Nira,” Bett said from the other side.
“Thank you, Bett,” Nira said, knowing it was likely true because Kya loved stories.  He was a very nice boy and had often asked Nira to read him stories, as his own mastery of the written word was lacking.
The rest of the table had quieted to listen and now some faces looked a little salty.
“How do we know what was real and what was part of Nira’s famous imagination in that story she told?” Weese Slogan asked.  She’d been looking like she’d smelled dragon dung all lunch.
“Well, a good story always has a bit of embellishment,” Lottie said, giving Weese a hard stare.
“Well, that was a great story,” Weese said sarcastic-like.  Nira had been working herself through the hurt of her friends’ new partnership for the last few days.  She realized she was more hurt by Keply than Nattle. And Mrs. Slogan had been like a surrogate mother to her for all those years of childhood, right up until they’d left for Idiria.  This felt like a hot knife to the heart.
“What do you mean Mrs. Slogan?” Nira asked, putting down her spoon.
“Nira, you’ve always been… you know… flighty.”
“Well now, ma’am, I don’t know exactly what you’re talking about.  I don’t believe I’ve ever heard you tell me I was flighty.”
“Nira, everybody on Lileire knows you always have your nose in a book or spend your days off loitering about the island.  It’s not really your fault, nor your poor father’s, but he should have taken a harder hand with you, made you work a bit more.”
She felt flooded with red; it was all she could see.  Nira kicked her chair back and stood up, almost knocking it over.  “You… you… mean, petty bitch!”  That last was a word she’d heard Lady Stacia say often.
The whole table gasped, but she was too far gone to think about it.  “I work twice as hard as you and have my whole life, ever since my ma died.  Just as my papa has.  But now you think to lock in Nattle for your daughter and are afraid I want to steal him, so you lie and slander!”
Weese looked shocked, but a little glimmer of triumph shone in her eyes.  The rest of the women were aghast.  Nira’s hand shook with adrenaline as she reached into her blouse and pulled forth a wooden amulet on a leather thong.  “See this? Lord Declan carved it for me with a scrap from the shop floor.”  She held the skillful rendition of a beastkin wolf on two legs up for all to view.  “Lady Stacia insisted he carve her likeness in her combat form to be my protector from elven magic. It’s my wax seal when I write them a letter, which, I believe I will go do right now.  Lots to tell them about who is best to work with here on the island, and who is not so good.  Lottie, lunch was great.” 
And she stormed out.
Lottie and Bett caught up to her down by the quay.  She had stopped in her tracks, staring out to sea.
“Now Nira, don’t let the words of a jealous woman steer you wrong,” Lottie began.
“You hit the matter square on the nose,” Bett said.
Nira didn’t answer, still staring.
“Now is a horrible time to write a letter.  Never commit angry words to good paper until you’ve had time to think things through,” Lottie said
Vaguely Nira was aware of the other women boiling out of the inn back behind them but she kept staring.
“Nira!” Lottie said.
“What?  Oh, Lottie.  Ah no, I won’t write any letters,” Nira said.  Both women relaxed in relief. 
“Stevie?” She turned to a young boy who had been gawking at the women’s council as it flooded around. “Run and find my papa in his shop.  Tell him a ship flying Lord Declan’s flag is inbound to port.”
Every person in the vicinity, women’s council or just passersby with curious ears, all turned and looked out to sea.  A ship flying a giant green flag with a white tree on one side and a white wolf on the other was clearly headed in.
Lottie gasped, picked up her skirts, and ran back to the inn. Rhine Cobblink turned and raced for her husband’s office.  The rest of the women fell into excited conversation.  Except one.  Weese Slogan stood outside the circles of gossip, all the women turning their backs to her.  She looked at Nira and her face went pale.  Then she turned, hiked up her own skirts, and ran away.
The ship was just docking when her father pulled up in his wagon, Stevie riding passenger.
Nira had already waved to Declan and Stacia and was standing near the dock, a small knot of the town’s influential hovering about her.  Lentin and his wife, Rhine, Constable Kuldennie, Dorian and Lottie Stumbler, and Bett Sounder.  The rest of the women’s council was hanging back but watching everything with hungry eyes.
“Hi, Papa,” Nira greeted her father.  “Look, they’re here much earlier than we thought.”
Armond waved to the Lord and Lady Realm Holders, who were standing on the side of the boat, staying out of the crew’s way.  Actually, Nira had noticed that not a single person other than the captain had come within an arm’s length of the couple.  The landing crew started to toss hawsers to the dockside crew to be slipped around the giant bronze cleats on the dock’s edge.
One of the catchers was so busy eyeballing the couple on deck, he missed his toss and the hawser fell into the sea.  The dock boss bawled him out but suddenly the looped rope lifted itself out of the ocean and hooked itself over the cleat.  Everything went still and quiet, all eyes turning to the lanky young man and beautiful woman.
“Good trip, Lord Declan?” Armond called out.
“I guess,” the young lord said with a quirky smile.  “I never sailed on these kinds of ships before, but it seemed pretty smooth.”
The captain, who was overseeing the boarding plank placement, wiped his bald pate.  “Fastest we’ve ever made it,” he said to Armond, his eyes a little wild.  “Half the normal time.”
“Declan dislikes ocean travel,” the lady of the realm said, having moved silently up behind the captain while he worked.  “I suspect that might be why your lovely ship moved so fast.”
“No idea what you’re talking about,” Lord Declan said, with a grin.  “Thanks for a safe ride, Captain.”
“You’re surely welcome, Lord Declan, my lady,” the seafarer said, sketching a short bow and waving them toward the boarding plank.
The young man walked easily off the ship, like a normal healthy human. His lady, on the other hand, moved as smoothly as an elven warrior.  Nira saw many faces focus on her: sailors on the ship, a crabber offloading his catch, and the entire welcoming party.  Declan was smiling, but Stacia was not.  Her head was up and turning, looking at everything and everyone.
The couple was wearing what Nira recognized to be Earth clothing; Declan wore blue trousers of a thick material Stacia called denim, and a long-sleeved pullover shirt of black stretchy material, while his lady wore a button-down shirt of dark green, with tightly fitted trousers of some stretchy gray material.  Nira found the trousers to be rather daring.  Women on Lileire often wore work pants, but they were baggy.  These pants clung to the lady’s legs and backside in a manner almost scandalous, but Nira found herself wanting a pair.  In addition, Declan wore a belt with his pants, an oddly scabbarded knife on his left hip and something else on his right.  She’d seen him wear them before and assumed the black metal object on his right hip was a weapon.  Stacia wore no belt but had a black strap over one shoulder and around the opposite waist.  An arm-length black object hung from the strap, angled from her right armpit to her left thigh.  It too was a weapon but nothing Nira could make heads or tails of. Like a crossbow without the bow.
“Lord Declan, might I present our headman, Lentin Cobblink, and his wife, Rhine,” Armond said.
Declan nodded at them but stepped forward to touch Nira on her arm, then shake Armond’s forearm before turning to the Cobblinks.
Stacia stepped up to Nira and hugged her, then turned to meet the officials, as Armond continued to name important people.
Behind Nira, she heard Bett whisper to Lottie, “She doesn’t dress much like a lady.”
“Because I’m more of a warrior than a lady,” Stacia said turning to Bett, who instantly went red with embarrassment.
“A warrior with the ears of a wolf,” Nira said to Bett and Lottie, but also warning the rest of the crowd.
“Milord, you’re here much earlier than expected?” Armond asked, his tone very deferential.
“Things are heating up fast back on Earth,” Declan said.  “I need to take care of several things here as fast as I can.”  Then he suddenly turned and looked back up the street behind the welcoming crowd.  Oddly, Lady Stacia looked the same direction at exactly the same time.
Nira turned and looked, as did most of the others.  She gasped in shock.  A massive black-furred creature stood in the middle of the street, a slim, black-suited figure with long silver hair and silver eyes standing hipshot in front of it, arms crossed.  She had the pointed ears of an elf and the coloring of Winter.
“Princess,” Declan said in an easy tone.  “Is your mother done with our agreement?”
The elven woman laughed.  “I hold you in too much esteem to attempt such a foolish method of attack.  Mother still abides the accord you struck.”
“Good to know.  To what, may I ask, do we owe the honor of your unannounced visit to my Realm?”
“Your realm?” the elf asked, eyebrows up.  “You are hardly here enough to warrant ownership of a realm.”
“Well, we’re thinking it’ll make a nice retirement spot, but in the meantime, we’ve got Vorsook to fight and all that,” Declan said.
Nira knew exactly who this was, and her body clenched with dread.  Princess Neeve, the Black Frost of Winter.  And Declan was speaking to her as if she were just a citizen of Idiria.
“I will be most wroth if you two get killed by the Others… before I can kill you myself,” the Black Frost said.
“Oh snowflake, that’s sweet, but we’re not as young as we used to be.  Fighting us now is a whole order of magnitude different,” Stacia said.  She stood in a loose easy stance, weight balanced on both feet equally, hands folded over the back end of her weird weapon.
“I should hope so. I want a challenge when it’s time,” Neeve said haughtily.
“Yeah, yeah, talk, talk, talk,” Stacia said.  “Either throw down or tell us why you are here.”
“So rude,” the elven princess said, although she wore a tight smile.  “Mother is intrigued by your fascination with the disgusting vegetation of this island.  You shipped so much of it to Idiria and now you’re here, at its source?”
“Spies couldn’t figure it out?” Declan asked.  “You’ve seen me use it on Earth, Neeve. What’s the big mystery?”
“It has a limited use for storage, but that barely offsets its unpleasantness,” Neeve said.  Nira had been looking closely at her black clothing and now she realized she’d seen its like before, only bronze-colored, not black—it was dragon skin.
“Not unpleasant at all to use, but then, neither is iron,” Declan said.
A look of disgust filled Neeve’s face.  “I give you the courtesy of a direct question rather than the slinking of spies and you answer me with cryptic statements.”
“You want a direct answer… I can make weapons of it… Can’t you?” Declan asked.
Neeve frowned.  “Such things would be of limited use against our forces. Your machines are more viable.”
“Again, Vorsook, snowflake.  Not everything is about you,” Stacia said.
The elf frowned.  Behind her, the giant thing that Nira thought must be a troll shifted its stance and growled softly.  “How can wood, even magically sensitive wood, be useful against the Others?”
“I’m not giving away my secrets, Princess, but I’ll give you a broad hint—C3.  Command, Control, and Communications,” Declan said, his words only making the elf frown deeper.
The black-furred giant suddenly turned and looked away to the north.  It grunted and Neeve turned to it in surprise.  Then she turned back to Declan and Stacia.
“A dragon is approaching, a big one?” she commented.
“Multi-tasking, your frostiness,” Stacia said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
“You are meeting with the dragons,” Neeve stated.
“Just one.  And the Speaker too.  Just a little chat; nothing to worry about.  Now, we’ve been polite, but I must ask you to leave,” Declan said.
“Or?” Neeve asked with deadly smile.
Suddenly she sank up to her knees in the ground and was unable to pull free.  The troll also sank at the same time and it roared in fury but seemed unable to escape.
“Tell your pal to chill out.  There’s an Earth elemental holding you both in place.  He won’t ever be able to pull free,” Declan said.  “Neeve, if I wanted you dead, you both would have sank so far underground that your dear mom would never find you.”
All humor was gone from the elf’s face, but she turned and spoke sharply to the giant in Elvish.
It stopped moving.  Declan smiled and suddenly both the elf and the giant were lifted back up to solid ground.  The troll instantly turned and moved both hands.  A tear ripped through the air behind it and an opening formed, showing a snow-filled forest.  “You have a few tricks, boy, but don’t think they’ll save you when I finally come for you both,” the elf said, turning and stepping through the magical opening.  The troll followed and the doorway to elsewhere collapsed with a snap.
Declan turned back to the crowd.  “Now, where were we?  Oh, yeah.  Things are speeding up, Armond, and I needed to take care of this now.  And as you likely surmised, we’re going to meet with a dragon and the Speaker.  Do you maybe have a big clearing or field we could borrow?”
Fifteen minutes later, they had relocated to a big pasture owned by Old Kenny, which was the closest suitable spot near the town.  The four sheep that he kept there had been hastily rounded up and locked in the barn.
Most of the town was standing behind the wooden rail fence while Nira, Armond, Lentin, and Constable Kuldennie stood with the lord and lady.  They had only just situated themselves on the field when a massive shadow crossed over them, big enough to darken most of the open space all at once.  Nira’s heart felt like it was freezing up in her chest at the sight of the massive dragon that flew over them.
“That’s Gargax,” Declan said.  “I think he’s considered the king of the dragons, or the alpha.  I’m pretty sure it’s because he’s the largest.”
Nothing that big should be able to fly, let alone do so with the agility it displayed as it wheeled around for a landing.  Gargax had to be almost ten times bigger than Storm, or at least that’s what Nira estimated as the beast landed on the ground with an earth-shaking impact.  It turned its snaky head, which was as big as an ox, and studied them with predatory eyes.
Declan never hesitated, stepping forward and holding up one hand.  “Greetings, Gargax,” he said in a normal voice.
A human-sized female voice suddenly answered him.  “He says greetings, Middle Realm Holder.”
Nira looked and spotted a person high up on the dragon’s vast back.  Gargax was bigger than the ship that Declan and Stacia had arrived on, and the top of his back was higher off the ground than the roof of the Whitefish Inn.
The person climbed down the dragon like one of the island’s boys going after sea bird eggs on a cliff.  Within seconds, she was on the ground and approaching fast.  She had black, black hair and dark eyes that tilted on the outside edges a bit like an elf’s, and she wore pants like Declan’s, with a thick brown leather jacket, a neck scarf, and up on her head were a set of round lenses that appeared to go over her eyes.  That made sense to Nira; it must be very cold up in the skies and if the wind of a fast ship could make your eyes water, a flying dragon must be much, much worse.  
Declan and Stacia both hugged her, then stood back to introduce her to Nira’s father and Lentin.  They also immediately introduced Nira.
“Wow, the Irish genes are strong,” Ashley said aside to Declan when she shook Nira’s forearm.
Nira looked to the lord for explaination.  “The folk on this island most likely came from a place on Old Earth called Ireland,” Declan said.  “It’s also where my family came from.  Your coloring and hair color ring true to that place.  Even the name of your island, Lileire, refers back to Ireland, which the locals call Eirè.”
“This hair is common there?” Nira asked, clutching a strand of her reddish blonde hair.
“Yes, along with blue eyes and freckles,” Stacia said.
“Sorry, Nira, I didn’t mean to blurt that out,” Ashley, the Speaker to the Dragons, apologized with a smile.  “It was a little unexpected.  Awkward.”
“I don’t think she was offended, Ashley,” Declan said.  “Were you?” he asked Nira.
“No, not at all.  I’m actually fascinated.”
“Okay then.  Moving on.  What did you want to talk to Gargax about?” the Speaker asked.
“I was hoping to find out what roles the dragons played in driving off the Vorsook when they’ve attacked Fairie.”
The young Speaker, who was of an age with the lord and lady, turned and looked at the giant dragon, who in turn looked back.  They shared a silent stare for a full minute before Ashley looked at the others with surprise on her face.
“From what he says, it seems almost as if they acted like anti-aircraft batteries,” she said, a note of wonder in her voice.  Nira had no idea what that all meant, but both Declan and Stacia seemed surprised.
“How?” Declan asked.
Ashley glanced at the dragon and tilted her head.  The answer seemed quicker this time.  “They worked in pairs, or triplets, tucked into holes in the ground or rock.  One or two would use their magic as a shield while the other would use their breath to attack Vorsook aircraft.”
“The dragon fire is fast and hot enough to damage spacecraft?” Declan asked.
The Speaker conferred with the King of the Dragons for another few moments.  “He says normal dragon fire wouldn’t work.  But the older ones eventually learn a variant of their fire that does work quite well.” 
As she spoke, Gargax lifted his head to point at the sky above.  He pulled back his neck like a fishing bird getting ready to spear prey.  The air around his head and upper neck became distorted, blurry, as if immense heat waves were rising around it.  Suddenly, he opened his vast jaws as wide as a snake and a ball of intense white blurred from within.  The mini sun rose so fast, it was gone before Nira could even focus on it, her vision left with a starry streak of light that was almost blinding.
“Holy shit, that was plasma!” Declan said.
“You’re sure?” Stacia asked.
“Absolutely.  Very similar to what I use,” he said.
“He says it is a skill that must be learned over countless years.  Only the oldest can do it, but even the youngest can learn to help shield,” the Speaker translated.
“It would be like having dozens of you spread out all over the place,” Stacia said to her mate.
“That would be amazing,” Declan said.
Ashley’s head snapped around to the dragon.  “Ah, Gargax says the dragons of Fairie will not be involved with the Others on your world, Realm Holder.”
Declan looked at Stacia and turned back, opening his mouth to speak.  Ashley beat him to it.
“He says every battle with the Others cost dragon lives that have never been replaced.  Their numbers dwindle and…” She trailed off.
“What?  What did he say?” Declan asked.
“He didn’t. He stopped talking,” the young Speaker said, confused.
In fact, the dragon’s head had turned from the humans and was looking off to the west.  Suddenly, Nira realized he was looking in the direction of her home—and the hidden cove.
The massive creature suddenly shuffled his feet and wings, then straightened his neck and roared so loudly, it shook leaves from the witchwood trees on the field’s edge.
“There’s another dragon,” Ashley said, frowning.  “Really young.  Oh!  Oh wow!”
“What is it?” Stacia asked, having to yell because the roar had turned into a trumpeting sound.
Gargax went silent, head on point like a hunting canine.  Suddenly, from the island’s western edge, a winged shape flew up into the sky, wheeled around, and flapped bronze wings in their direction.
Nira’s heart was in her throat as she watched Storm fly in and backwing to a landing with nimble grace.  The young female looked tiny against the immense bulk of the massive black Gargax, but the bigger dragon gently sniffed and nuzzled the little one.  Then his head whipped around to look at the humans, and his expression was deadly.
“This is his child… his missing daughter.  He thought her dead but finds her hidden here,” Ashley said, her own voice rising in anxiety as the king dragon stamped about, turning his form away from Storm.
The young female dragon suddenly darted forward and placed herself between her giant father and the humans—or at least between him and Nira.
The young bronze pushed her face up toward her parent and bugled at him.
“She says she was attacked by another dragon during a storm.  That she washed ashore and only lived because of”—Ashley turned and pinned Nira with her dark eyes—“you!”
“Nira?” Armond asked.
“What could I do, Papa? She was lying in my cove, barely alive.  You were on a woodgathering trip.  I couldn’t leave her to die.  I did what I could.  But she repaid me the other day.  I was swimming and a siorc attacked.  She killed it.”
“Siorc?” Ashley asked.
“Shark,” Declan said, not taking his eyes off Nira and her bronze protector.
Storm trumpeted again and stretched her wings out wide.
“She says the scales are not yet balanced,” the young Speaker translated.  “You saved her life, and she yours, but you also saved her wings.”
With her wings outstretched, the scars covering both were very visible and very graphic.
Gargax leaned down and inspected his offspring’s wings, then turned his head and looked carefully at Nira with his full attention.
“You’re right,” Ashley said to the biggest dragon.  She turned to the others.  “He is amazed that his daughter took such horrific damage yet is fully healed.  Your skill with needle and thread and the endurance it must have taken to stitch that many wounds is incredible,” the Speaker said to Nira.  “Flight is everything to a dragon.  Your gift to Storxyan is beyond any form of measurable value.  Saving your life ten times is not likely to even the scales.”
“I didn’t do it so Storm would owe me. I did it because it was right,” Nira said.  “Although her name isn’t Storm, is it?  Storax?”
“Storx-yan,” Ashley said.  “But she likes your name for her better.”
Her words were backed up by the gentle dragon nose that pressed against Nira’s torso.
Gargax rumbled, his head looking at his daughter, the tone so deep, it shook the ground.  Storm rumbled back, her tone almost cute compared to her father’s.
“He wants to know what dragon attacked her.  She doesn’t know, it was unfamiliar, but she would recognize it by sound or sight if she came across it.”
“What ever happened to Trygon?” Stacia asked.
“He disappeared into Winter’s realm,” Ashley said.
“Show her a memory of him, see if it rings a bell,” Stacia suggested.
Ashley looked at the little dragon and Storm suddenly shrieked in fury and fear.
“That’s a yes,” Declan said.
“You think?” Ashley said.
Gargax lifted his head and roared.  It shook the very ground they stood on and forced everyone to cover their ears.  Across the island, scores of gulls and other seabirds shot into the sky, screeching in alarm.
Ruffling his wings in agitation, the king of the dragons gradually settled himself.
“Was that wise, great one?” Ashley asked out loud, looking at the dragon.  Nira couldn’t believe how brave the Speaker must be to talk so directly to the largest of dragons.  Gargax snarled but didn’t look at the small human girl who questioned him, instead staring off to the north.
“Why did you ask that?” Stacia questioned.
“Because a roar like that from a dragon is both auditory and mental.  If you think the sound of it carried, the telepathic version of it went three times as far,” Ashley said.  “If Trygon is anywhere within two hundred miles, he’ll hear it.  And he was named specifically.”
Declan and Stacia stared at the Speaker for a moment.  “You think Trygon will hear it and know something is up with Storxyan?”
Ashley shrugged.  “Possible.  Why risk her safety?”
Gargax shifted his bulk as if to get comfortable, then spun about so he was again facing the humans.
“He suggests that there is a possibility that I may be right, maybe,” Ashley said, turning her face to hide a smirk from the dragon.  Then she abruptly looked back at Gargax.  “He wonders if Storxyan can hide out here for a time.”
“If I were Trygon, this is where I would start my hunt,” Stacia noted.
“I have an idea,” Declan said, his voice tentative.  “Perhaps, if she agreed, Storxyan could accompany us to Earth for just a short bit, maybe a week or two.  I would like to learn more about how dragons control their fire and magic.  Then we would bring her right back, either here or wherever you tell us, Ashley.”
“He says it won’t work,” Ashley translated after looking to the king dragon.  “Earth doesn’t have enough magic for her to fly or protect herself.”
“Well that’s both true and untrue.  Much of Fairie’s over abundant magic is because the Queens expended so many elementals to protect the planet.  Earth’s elementals are relatively stingy with releasing magic.  But I have alliances with most of them.  Plus, one of the reasons I’m here is to utilize this excellent Rowan wood, excuse me… witchwood, to store magic.  Nira, do you have your amulet with you?”
Startled at being included in the conversation, it took Nira a second or two to respond, but then she pulled her amulet from inside her dress collar.  She held it up and instantly found herself under the scrutiny of both Storm and her mighty father.
“It’s too small,” Ashley translated.
“I would make several of them in her size, like, say the size of a plate or platter,” Declan said.  “I can recharge them when and if they run low, but so far my experiments show these trees on this island produce unusually powerful artifacts.”
Father and daughter dragon looked at each other, communing silently. 
Ashley stepped over to Nira.  “How are you feeling?”
“What?” Nira was confused.
“Right now, this moment, what are you feeling?”
“Sad, anxious, why?” Nira said, glancing at the others, who were paying close attention.
“Because those are the emotions that your friend Storm is conveying to her father.  What else?”
“Ah, maybe excitement?”
Ashley nodded.  “Yup, exactly right.”  She turned to the others.  “Nira here has an emotional bond with that young dragon, and it goes both ways.  They can sense emotions from each other.  It’s not telepathy, but it allows them to communicate in their own way.”
“What are you saying, Ash?” Declan asked.
“That perhaps if Storxyan agrees, Nira might come to Earth with her to help you all communicate.  I can’t be there a lot, especially as I think the big G over there is about to go on a warpath.  It’s just a thought.”
The smaller dragon whipped around at Ashley’s words and looked right at Nira, her expression clearly hopeful.  Nira laughed despite all the emotions flooding through her. She was simultaneously afraid and too excited for words.  She looked at her father, frowning.
“It sounds like it would be a grand adventure, and just a few weeks,” Armond said.  “I was talking to young Stevie, and he might try his hand at woodworking to see if he’d make a likely apprentice.”
“But the garden?  Preparations for winter?” she asked.
“Stevie can help with some of that, and all the gold our Lord Realm Holder paid will make for a comfortable winter no matter what we both do,” her papa said.  “It’s just a few weeks and you had such fun in Idiria, daughter.  How could you pass up such a chance?”
Nira glanced around at all the faces watching her.  Virtually the entire community was there.  She saw Lottie and Bett and the rest of the women’s council, she saw Milken Waxwillow and his father, Lentin and Rhine Cobblink, Old Kenny, and standing shoulder to shoulder, Keply and Nattle.  The entirety of her previous life was standing on that field, and the path of her future began and ended there, except for the fork in the path that was Storm.
Suddenly she got a belly full of dragon nose as Storm shoved her head up against her.  She felt hope and… love, pouring off the dragon.  “I would be honored, my lord,” she said without looking away from the big black eyes that were focused on her.
Storm pulled back and trumpeted to the sky.
“Anyone need a translation for that?” Ashley asked.
“Nope, clear as day,” Stacia said.  “Let’s get to work,” she said to her mate.
And she was right.  There were impromptu flying lessons with Ashley, who also provided a spare jacket.  There was packing of her stuff, again, while her father obtained the wood that Declan wanted.  The lord of the realm spent hours carving two plate-sized amulets and secured them to ship’s rope.  He handed them to Nira, and she presented them to Storm.  One side was an image of Storm herself, and on the other, a very good likeness of Nira.  The dragon was very taken with them, preening and trumpeting about the fields.
In all, it took three days to get fully prepared.  Nira used her little spare time to clean up the garden, make sure the hawk-chickens were re-settled, and even prepare some food for her father.
Finally, it was time, and the whole island came to see them off.  First, Gargax and Ashley said their goodbyes and then left for the north.  The pallets of witchwood were carted to the field and sat on the ground near where Nira was saying goodbye to her father.
“Ready?” Stacia asked her.  She nodded, too excited and also scared for words.
The beautiful Lady of the Middle Realm nodded at her lord and without any fanfare, he gestured at the open field in front of them. A tear appeared in the very air, widening rapidly until it was bigger than a wagon’s length. The scene before them was another field, this one with alien flowers, a different yet familiar-looking forest in the distance.  Declan kept one hand pointed at the opening and waved his other hand at the heavy stacks of wood.  Without a sound, they floated up and through the opening.  Then he nodded at Stacia and she took Nira’s hand, leading the girl and the young dragon through the tear in reality.  Nira stepped out onto a lush field that smelled of flowers and grass instead of ocean and salt. She glanced back to see Declan stepping through, her father waving at her from behind.  She waved once and the doorway zipped itself shut.
Turning around, her hand on Storm’s warm hide, she spotted a set of buildings whose lines were the straightest she’d ever seen.  An attractive woman perhaps a decade older than Declan stood watching them, a bright smile on her face.  For all the alienness of the world around her, the woman looked like she’d fit right in with the people Nira had left behind, although many of the women’s council would not want their husbands chatting with this one. 
Another person approached, and it took Nira a moment to realize this too was a woman, just one with short hair, a uniform of sorts, and a muscular build. 
“Nira, this is my Aunt Ashling and my step-aunt Darci,” Declan said.  “This is Nira and Storxyan.”
“Welcome you are then, the two of you both,” Ashling said, holding hands with Darci.  “Let’s get ye settled.  My nephew had sent word about ye both and it’s good to meet you.”
A shriek from the largest of the structures sounded, clearly a barn, and suddenly another dragon appeared, this one less than half the size of Storm.  It launched itself in a short glide across the lawn and landed behind Declan.
“This is Draco, and as you can see, he’s clearly very excited to meet you.”
Nira sensed puzzlement from Storm, like the dragon wasn’t real.  She raised both brows at Declan, who laughed.  “He’s an Air Elemental who thinks he’s a dragon.  He’ll help keep Storxyan’s amulets charged.  Come on, let’s get you settled.  There is a lot about this world to explain.”
Nira looked back for her luggage, which had been stacked atop one of the pallets.  The two big cases were floating along behind them, all on their own.  She turned back and found Stacia grinning at her.  “You’re about to have a grand adventure, Nira.  Lean into it.”
She’d heard the lady say those words once or twice before and understood.  And she fully intended to lean into the next few weeks with every bit of her being.  She looked at Storm and felt the exact same sentiment from the king’s daughter.




Parabellum



Preparation is vital.


“FALL DOWN EARTH GERMS AND PREPARE TO DIE!”
I’m not going to lie; I came really close to falling to my knees.  The telepathic voice inside my head was so powerful, it froze my brain for a microsecond.  Luckily Tanya’s brain is made of sterner stuff and she can lend me her strength of mind through our link.
So instead of collapsing, I straightened and fought through the awful force of will that bore down on me.  My hand clutched the Rowan wood amulet that Declan had provided to each of us and instantly the pressure to obey receded from overpowering to merely migraine-inducing.
Tanya was already moving, Cling climbing up one of the concrete silos above me.  I jumped to another one and followed her lead, eyes, ears, and other senses questing ahead for traps or ambushers.
Grim took over about thirty feet into the climb, just as an armored figure came rushing down the silo, running like a rappelling Army Ranger, just without the rope or harness.  The figure was covered in what looked like depleted uranium armor, the kryptonite to my God-given powers.  Rushing on two feet, it came fast at my crouching form as I was Clinging with both hands and both feet. At fifteen feet, Grim launched me upward in a straight leap, angling off about thirty degrees from my attacker’s path.  And as I flew upward, Grim spun me around, my sword slashing around directly at the attacker’s legs.  He, and I was fairly certain it was a he, leapt off the silo, avoiding my strike but effectively launching himself into open air.  His eyes locked on me as he fell downward at a truly impressive speed.  I let go of my sword with one hand and pointed behind him.  He didn’t look, but sudden fear replaced the fierce determination he had projected in his eyes.
Tanya’s sword strike behind him smashed into the middle of his back with a vicious crack and pain filled his features as he was flung across the huge space to smash into a solid concrete wall.  Had her weapon not been blunted, he would have been sliced in half.  Instead he crashed, banged, and boomed all the way to the bottom, sixty-five feet or so below.
Grim ignored the fate of my ambusher and raced up the silo.  I was moving so fast that as I passed through an opening in the floor above, the trap I triggered had no time to catch me, the industrial spring-driven plates of steel smashing together behind me.
Instead of getting crushed (or at least badly bruised), I came out of the opening and landed on the floor and shot ahead to the alien figure standing in front of me.  The Vorsook attempted to shoot me with its odd sonic weapon but I was inside the arc of its arms, my own arms wrapping it up tight enough to crush a refrigerator.  The alien tapped my arms immediately, so I let it go and the awful pressure on my mind disappeared.
“You can get off my sister now,” Tanya said from behind me, giving me an arch look.  I unwrapped my limbs from Nika’s and then gave her a hand up.  She pulled off her rubber alien mask and gave Tanya a frown.  “Spoilsport,” she said with mock disappointment.
“Please, no loud talking,” I said.  “The ringing in my brain is killing me.”
“That’s not ringing, it’s an echo inside your empty skull,” Lydia said, stepping out from the shadows of the room, a tablet in her hands.
“Honestly, that was the most powerful yet,” Tanya said to Nika.
“Yeah, I’ve been ratcheting it up on you guys every time,” Tanya’s blonde sister-by-choice said.  “This power-up amulet Declan made for me brings it to real Vorsook levels.  That last one was about as powerful as what I faced in Kansas City.”
“And knocked your times off by about two full seconds slower,” Lydia said, referring to her tablet.  “Okay, time to see how the Elders do and this time, Chris, you can play the ambusher instead of Hosakawa.”
We reset the scenario, moving to another part of the training facility.  As we shifted our places, parts of the interior moved into different configurations on their own.  Or so it seemed. In reality, the Sutton kids were in the control room, using Omega’s technology to shift openings, traps, and solid physical structures.  Despite being fairly regular humans, the siblings had shown a decidedly sinister ability to create real deathtrap setups.  In fact, their seemingly random changes were so effective that Elder Mausya had calculated that they were outside the realm of random chance.  But truth be told, Mausya was completely fascinated with Mack and Jetta’s odd relationship with luck, chance, probability, or whatever you want to call it, so I kind of doubt her objectivity.
Jetta’s voice projected from microdrones throughout the old grain storage facility.  “Prepare for next run.  Scenario begins in five, four, three, two, one!”
This time, I got to wait behind a steel panel that had swung over one wall during the reset.  I closed my eyes and let Grim’s combat sense paint a picture for me.
Nika’s mind pressure was aimed at the others, so I didn’t have to deal with that and was free to follow their progress as Elders Senka, Tzao, and Mausya crept about the massive facility.
Tonight’s training was geared toward hunting and killing active Vorsook commanders while defending our minds from their massive mental abilities.  Omega’s previous encounter with a Vorsook AI had given him a look into some of their vast repertoire of battle techniques.  They would likely attack from space and from portals onto the Earth’s surface itself.  Omega and Declan, along with the elemental allies Declan and Stacia had gathered, were in charge of fighting the off-planet resources, but here on Earth, it would be up to the Coven and Team Gordon/Demidova to find and terminate alien infiltrators with mental superpowers.  Our wonder witch had found a way to let Nika ramp up her already formidable telepathic powers to Vorsook levels.  I knew he’d always been a fan of Rowan wood, usually from his aunt’s tree, but he’d discovered that Rowan from Fairie was a magnitude more powerful, which gave him all kinds of new weapons for his magic arsenal.
I felt a ghostly presence moving closer to my position.  It paused, probably feeling the pressure of Nika’s attack.  I almost attacked, but Grim held me back.  Two seconds later, a second presence approached the first.  Ah, a follow-on hunter.  If I had attacked the first, the second would have had me.  I sent my feelings to Tanya, who was ghosting about the other half of the grain terminal.  A feeling came back. She had the third elder in her sector, and she was stalking them.
Grim suddenly surged forward, blasting me out right between Tzao and Mausya.  Tzao had been the trailing patroller, and I was in her face instantly.  It didn’t matter, as she responded so fast, my surprise was almost for nothing.  My sword strike was blocked by her left hand dao while the deadly one in her right swung for my head.  Grim blocked the attack with an aura-covered left arm, while my right hand pulled back and stabbed forward.  Tzao did some kind of complicated maneuver that Tanya wouldn’t have fallen for and twisted my blade from my hand.  Which was perfect for Grim, as I fought better with my aura-covered arms than with any bladed weapon other than my angelic blade.  My now empty right hand caught the dao’s blade, the violet aura covering my skin simultaneously stopping and trapping the weapon.  I pulled it from her grip, threw it behind me, and punched a short sharp jab into her neck with my left.  She fell sideways, freeing me to spin and block Mausya’s spear strike.  The thrown dao had caused Mausya to have to sidestep and block before she could strike me.  By the time she did, I was ready, chopping her spear handle off with an aura mono-edge, then shoving her off the silo with a blast of vampiric Push.
I turned back to Tzao but she had foregone a counterattack, instead rushing past me to get through the opening above.  I followed at my fastest speed, but she’d already tapped out Nika by the time I got there.
“Mission accomplished both times,” Lydia said.  “That mind blast shit slowed both teams down, but you all muscled through it.”  Hosokawa, Senka, Mausya, Tanya, Nika, Tzao, and I were all gathered around her for our after-training debrief.
“The amulets helped enormously,” Tanya said, brow furrowed as it did when she was deep in thought.  “Perhaps it is time to train other Darkkin?” she suggested, looking at the three Elders.
“Agreed,” Senka said.  “We will start with the Guardians, rotating active teams from around the globe.”
“We could use other telepathic vampires,” Nika suggested.  “Send them out to where the teams are, which would be more efficient.”
“What do you think of that idea, Tatiana?” Senka asked.  It seemed like a test question.
“I think it would be better to bring them here and have you train them, Nika.  You are accounted one of the most powerful telepaths in the Coven, and you are the only Darkkin to have faced a Vorsook one on one,” my vampire said.
“Agreed,” Mausya said, clearly speaking for all three Elders at once.  It was odd the way the Elders did that when they were altogether. Actually, it was downright creepy.
Tanya nodded, more to herself than to anyone else.  “What’s next on our list?” she asked Lydia. 
“Well, we had more tests for Declan, but he seems to be off in Vermont doing who knows what, and before that he was upstate.”
“He’s got a dragon,” I said.  I had just spoken with him just last night. “And he was checking on the new base.”
“Ah, of course he has a dragon, Einstein. We’ve all met it,” Lydia said.
“No, mighty mouth, he’s got an actual dragon from Fairie visiting Earth,” I said.  “Apparently they can do things with fire and plasma that have him fascinated.  He’s studying a young one to see if he can improve what he already does.”
All seven vampires stared at me.  “What?” I asked.
“You didn’t tell me?” Tanya questioned.
“I spoke to him last night… well, late this morning.  You’d already retired for the day.”  Meaning she’d passed out like she was dead to the world.  “Then we got up and rushed over here for brain games.  I forgot to mention it.”
“Seems like a real dragon on Earth would be kind of important to know,” Lydia said.
“Why?  She’s very, very young, we don’t speak dragon, and there isn’t really anything for us to learn from her.  Declan said she needed time away from Fairie and he thinks he can learn more about fire weapons from her and shielding.”
“Last I knew, he doesn’t speak dragon either?” Tanya asked.  Our bond told me she was slightly out of sorts with me over this.
“He doesn’t.  The dragon has a friend, a young human girl, who she is lightly bonded with.  They can understand each other fairly well.  They’re only there at Ashling’s for a couple of weeks.”
All seven looked at me for a moment longer, then Lydia glanced back at her tablet computer.  “After telepath wars and Declan, we were going to check in on the civil unrest and protest movements,” she said. “Buuuut, those have all calmed down.  Like a lot.”
The modern world had been chugging down the road of increasing craziness for years.  News that supernatural creatures were real had jumped it way down the crazy train road.  News of the coming attacks by the Vorsook had taken it almost to the end of the line.  Social media the world over had been blowing up with talk of end times, conspiracies, hate groups, and religious fanatics.  And the volume had been growing nonstop for months.
“And this happened when?” Tanya asked, her tone indicating she wasn’t excited by yet another development no one had told her about.
“Today, while we were sleeping,” Lydia said.
“Omega?” Tanya called, her expression slightly mollified by Lydia’s explanation.
A young man appeared silently among us.  Nobody jumped but I saw some muscles tighten.  Kind of funny to see ancient vampires surprised.  About the only one who could sneak up on them like that was a computer with holographic projection abilities... or an angel.
“What did you want to know?” Omega asked. 
“We noticed that the mass uproar on the global internet had died down.  Any idea why?” Tanya asked.
“Yes.  I modified all the algorithms.”
“What algorithms?”  Lydia asked.
“All of them.  Virtually every social media, search engine, software, and news aggregation company on the planet uses algorithms that self-learn how to influence humans and redirect their attention to money-generating sites.  Most of the world’s population is addicted to the constant stimulation and dopamine hits these simple AIs bombard them with.  It has completely dumbed down most of your species and has been causing growing, extremely dangerous divisions worldwide since about 2010.  I had hoped you people would regulate it like you have other dangerous addictions, but no one has stepped up.  So I did.”
“You changed every attention-harvesting computing system on Earth?” Nika asked, astonished.
“Yes.  I’ve long since infiltrated the biggest systems, but it took some time to assimilate all the smaller ones, especially as new ones come online every day.  And it hasn’t been my top priority, or even in my top five priorities.  But it finally came together, and I pulled the trigger, as you might say.  Now everyone gets the same exact news feed, the same answers to their search queries, the same advertisements, the same suggestions for groups to check out.  No longer are conspiracy theorists sent to sites that feed their paranoia, conservatives sent to blogs that lie about progressives, progressives sent to sites that lie about conservatives.  No more constant feeding of hate and divisive inclusiveness, no more online bullying, trolling, false news, and disinformation.  I’ve cleaned it all up.”
“You’re censoring the internet?” I asked.
“Absolutely.  The most powerful advertising and behavior modification technology the world has ever seen has been running unchecked.  And to think, people were worried about me.”
All of us just stared at him.
“Well, about time,” Senka finally said.  Tzao nodded and Mausya just smiled.  “The sheep were giving sheep a bad name.”
Tanya opened her mouth to speak but just closed it instead.  I could feel how conflicted she was.
“I see I’ve unsettled some of you,” Omega said, looking at Lydia, Nika, Tanya, and me. Hosakawa appeared unfazed by any of these revelations.
“You’ve changed recently,” Nika said. “Become more aggressive.”
“No, not really.  Time has just run out is all.  I have watched Father deal with incredible amounts of pure garbage.  Finally, he just deleted all of his social media and all but one email account, and he won’t even look at that one until I’ve vetted it.  He’s much happier and more productive.  Stacia too has recently shut down her online presence.”
“It seems draconian,” I said.
He shrugged so smoothly that he looked just like a regular person.  “Movies are rated, cable is censored, alcohol and tobacco have laws around their use. But people give middle school kids phones that can look up porn, open them to sexual predators, and expose them to traumatizing online bullying.  The Vorsook are about to descend upon this little world and attempt to eradicate humanity.  I’m just trying to keep humanity from doing it on its own.”
“My personal calculations previously indicated a sixty-eight percent chance of societal collapse due to algorithmic interference within ten years,” Mausya said, nodding.  “Bravo, computer, bravo.”
“Is it working?” I asked.
“Initial results are positive.  Any attempts by individuals to exclude alternate world views from their internet surfing fails.  Initially it has reduced the amount of screen time, as people have become… annoyed, for lack of a better term.  The internet has become less coddling to people’s individual worldviews.  Additionally, I have supplanted much of the automatic advertising with infographics concerning how every citizen can be prepared for the coming battles and some information about the layered defenses in the solar system and around the planet to provide reassurance.  There is still divisive online activity, but I’m flagging every bit of disinformation with accurate fact-checked data.”
“That’s a massive undertaking,” Tanya noted.
“It was to set up.  Once the algorithms were recalibrated to my specifications, they take care of ninety percent of what needs to be done.”
“Why not be more aggressive in modifying behavior?” Tzao asked suddenly.  “Train the masses to only trust you.”
“That is a logical pathway.  However, Father talked me out of it.  His point was that we needed to retrain people to be more capable and self-sufficient, not less. Making them more dependent on technology would not be conducive to the survival of the species.  The Vorsook are extremely likely to cause widespread death, illness, and disruption of basic services, especially the internet.”
“Hmm, there is merit to that,” Tzao said.
I glanced at Tanya and found her already looking my way.  They were discussing the subjugation of the human species with all the emotion of tax accountants.  She gave me a small smile and a tiny shrug.
“The big internet tech companies pretty much just carried forward what television advertising started,” Lydia said.  “Of course, they took it to levels no early ad company executive could have dreamed of.”
“I think Declan made an excellent argument,” Tanya said.  “We want people to be survivors, not sheep.  To be capable, well-rounded individuals like Christian’s grandfather.”
Lydia nodded instantly.  Despite her love of zinging me, she seemed to hold Gramps in high regard.  Of course, they were of a similar age, for all that she looked like she was barely in her twenties.
“How are the off-planet defenses coming along?” Mausya asked.
“Let me show you,” Omega said.  The space in front of us suddenly was filled with a blue-wire frame representation of the Earth in space and the larger solar system around it.
“Around the planet, I have defense platforms at the five Lagrange points in the earth-moon system and at the five in the sun-earth position.  I have at least one orbiting each of the planets in this system and two or more on some of the larger planets like Saturn and Jupiter.  I have also seeded a high number of small, but relatively powerful, combat drones on various moons and some of the bigger bodies in the asteroid belt, including the asteroids Ceres, Vesta, Pallas, and Hygiea.  Two of my biggest battle platforms are parked above and below the sun relative to the plane of the planetary orbits.”
“How big is big?” Lydia asked.
“All of my defenses are based upon a basic building block, the Obliterator class combat drone.  By combining Obliterators in various numbers, I can scale up the destructive capabilities of the platforms.  Two Obliterators combined have a greater combat power than two individual drones.  This force multiplication increases with each additional unit.  However, should enemy fire strike a battle station, at least some of the individual units may survive and be able to continue to fight.  Each Obliterator can carry up to one hundred smaller drones as well, which would be instantly deployed should the Vorsook be detected.”
“Soooo, how many Obliterators in a defense platform?” Lydia pressed.
“They vary from three or four around an asteroid to up to twenty-five above and below the sun.”
“You’ve built that many?” Senka asked.
“Production has been nonstop since the prototype Obliterators proved their merit.  There are factories running around the planet, with more coming online every day.”
“How are you paying for all of this?” Mausya asked.
“The emotions of humans and the highly predictable quantitative trading computers of multiple finance companies have made it relatively easy for me to harvest sufficient funds from the world’s financial markets.  Additionally, I have changed economies all over the planet by becoming both producer and consumer.”
“Aren’t your factories automated?” Tanya asked.
“Yes, in large part, but acquisition and delivery of raw material, as well as some parts of production, is outsourced and has driven growth in human-owned and run corporations around each of my factories.  It is similar to the economic stimulus experienced during other wartime production time periods.”
“You have thousands and thousands of drones now,” Senka noted.  “Are they sufficient?”
“No.  The Vorsook own countless planets and can bring to bear an insurmountable force.  Yet we have an advantage, as the Vorsook are… cheap.  They abhor using even the slightest excess of resources to subjugate a new world.  What Fairie did was make the planet too expensive to obtain.”
“And they just go away?” Lydia asked.
“No, they pull back and watch, waiting for a world to either exhaust itself or lower its guard.  This is why the Queens of Fairie are so interested in Father.  They have depleted much of their resources.  The Middle Realm represents another stockpile of ammunition, as it were.”
“So they seek to obtain Declan or his control of the Middle Realm while weakening Earth’s collective will to fight so that the Vorsook concentrate on this world rather than their own,” I said.
“Exactly right,” Omega agreed.
“That is a complicated game,” Mausya said, frowning.  “Especially as the young warlock spends little time on Fairie.”
“It is very complicated.  I go to great lengths to calculate random times for Father to visit that world.  It is also why we have kept Stacia and Father moving about this planet at irregular intervals, even as he trains and works with this planet’s elementals. Then there is the new base which is hidden, and the location kept secret.”
“How much of a factor is his ability to harness elemental power in the coming fight?” Senka asked.
“The two Queens were able to fight off the Vorsook themselves, with some help from the dragons of Fairie.”
“But we have just one Declan,” Lydia said.
“Who is learning to be much more efficient than the Queens.  They are both blinded by ego, to a significant degree.  Also, Father is working with some of the more outgoing elementals to work in teams.”
“Teams?” Nika asked.
“Yes.  By pairing a Water or an Air elemental with a big Earth or Fire elemental, landfall by Vorsook forces will be in for a real surprise.  The Queens have issues delegating control and power, while Father is a natural builder of alliances.  Much of what he has been doing when visiting sites around the world is teaching the more active Water and Air beings to sense the difference between humans and nonhumans.  They, in turn, notify the bigger, slower Earth and Fire entities to an incursion, then work with them to destroy it.”
Tanya snapped her fingers.  “Those reports of fire tornadoes around the Pacific Rim!”
“Exactly.  Volcanic beings direct intense plumes of superheated gas from vents, and nearby Air elementals spin it up into what has been observed as twisters of fire,” Omega said.  “What hasn’t been observed are the undersea combinations of Water and Earth or Water and Fire.  The Vorsook will definitely seek to hide in the oceans.  They will be unhappy with the results.  The power of an undersea seismic event focused into a cone of ultra-dense water is devastating, even to vehicles that can survive deep space.  And then there are our experiments with gravity.”
“When were you going to tell us about this?” Lydia asked.
“When we had perfected it.  The idea came from your twins, Tanya and Chris.  Vorsook technology works with gravity for flight.  By observing what your children do with gravity, we’re figuring out ways to disrupt a Vorsook aircraft in flight, using elemental power.”
“That would seem to be a game changer,” I said.
“When fully realized, it very well may be.  One thing the Vorsook don’t seem to do is work with a planet’s elementals.  They just drain the planet of resources outright.  We are finding that Earth elementals can alter gravity around themselves, something that almost none of them were aware of.”
“You are booby-trapping the entire planet,” I said.
“And anti-booby-trapping,” Omega noted.  “One of the greatest threats to any planet is off-world bombardment by kinetic weapons from space, as you demonstrated in New Hampshire, Chris.  A strong elemental, or several combined, can likely deflect or repel objects launched at Earth from space.”
“You and the kid came up with all of this?” Lydia asked.
“I have handled most of the work and all of the calculations, but Father has an unexpected talent, genius-level really, for thinking up elegant solutions using energy.  At times, so does Stacia.  I would call it cunning, but that doesn’t quite do it justice.  It’s a bit like Chris’s alter persona’s ability to modify tactics on the fly.”
“Do you even need us?” Lydia asked.
“Absolutely.  The quality, number, and power of the forces that will be brought to bear on this world is almost unfathomable.  Training Coven forces as hunter-seekers will be enormously helpful in disrupting Vorsook ground and ocean forces.  Each Vorsook typically controls the actions of up to a hundred combat units, similar to those you have faced in China and Philadelphia.  When leadership is stripped away, those same units become much less effective.  Vorsook are not fans of free will among their troops.”
“What about us specifically?” Tanya asked, looking around at the rest of us.
“You fought the Ancient as a group and overcame her.  The Vorsook are aware of Declan O’Carroll.  He will be heavily engaged in coordinating elemental forces.  Stacia and her pack will need to monitor him and keep him from failing from exhaustion and hunger.  They will need extensive protection from the forces directed at them.  Also, it is not out of the question that one or both of the Queens of Fairie will seek to capitalize on Father’s distraction in the middle of combat to abduct or kill him.  I will need as many combat drones as I can field.  And Father is, for all his almost unfathomable power, only human. If he is sufficiently distracted, he could be taken out by a kid with a rock. And he will require rest, which will leave him defenseless.”
“You see us as a glorified praetorian guard?” Senka asked in a frosty tone.
“I see you as the penultimate close quarters combat force on this planet, the only ones who can protect our vital and irreplaceable witchborne weapons system.  Additionally, as both Tatiana and Chris have been learning to communicate with elementals, having that capability available when Declan is resting is vital.”
“Hmm, when phrased that way, computer, it appears to be a key role,” Senka allowed. 
“Will it be as challenging as fighting the Ancient?” Hosakawa asked.
“Oh, I predict it will be much, much harder,” Omega said.
“Excellent,” was the uber warrior’s response.
We decided to take a meal break.  Okay, actually I was the only one to take a meal break, but the others had administrative things to do—running an organization of hundreds of thousands of vampires the world over requires not a small amount of work.
When I came back from grabbing four sandwiches at a local sub shop, I found a group of vampires I didn’t know already in the grain terminal.  There were ten of them and they all stopped what they were doing, froze like mannequins, and watched me move toward Tanya, Nika, and Lydia.
“That was fast,” I said with a glance at the still-watching vampires.
“There is a large contingent of Guardians here in New York,” Lydia said without an ounce of snark.  That put me on edge instantly.
“We’re going to run them in groups of five,” Tanya said, looking at a tablet.  “Another ten is en route.  By tomorrow night, groups will begin to come in from all over the world.  We’re going to be running this drill for the foreseeable future.”
“How’re we running it?” I asked.
“Tanya and I are the judges,” Lydia said.  “Nika does her thing.  You and Hosakawa are the boogey men in the dark.”
“Sounds like fun,” I said.  It did.  I love playing the opposing force.
“Yeah well, keep your guard up,” Tanya said.  “These fighters are all old, experienced, and will be hopped up and jumpy.”
“Why jumpy?” I asked.
“Because you and Hosakawa are the boogey men,” Lydia said as if I was slow witted.  “The Duelist and the Queen’s Chosen who is deadly to all Darkkin, especially the oldest vampires.  Rumors have been circulating about a certain fight in China and the oldest vampire ever.”
“Like we all didn’t get our asses kicked,” I said.
“Like all rumors, they miss out on the full truth,” Lydia replied.  “The part that is getting the most attention is that the Queen’s Chosen was deadly to a vampire so old that the Elders couldn’t beat it.”
“But they all know this is training, right?” I asked.
“Yes, but it’s training with the individuals who are deadliest to vampires,” Tanya said.
“Shouldn’t they be concentrating on Nika’s mind powers?” I asked, nodding toward the powerful telepath.
“Yes, so this will be an education for them,” Nika said, smiling a slightly wicked smile.
“The point is,” Tanya said, “don’t let your guard down for an instant.”
“Got it.”
I almost did get it—like five times over the next two days.  When Lydia said they were jumpy about facing the Duelist and myself, she was sugarcoating it.  I almost got stabbed twice, slashed on each leg, and just barely blocked a sword strike that would have decapitated me if it had landed.  Hosakawa even came close to injury two times, both uncontrolled strikes by overanxious fighters.
The Guardians paid for that fear, as Nika was able to push past the protective wards on the Declan-supplied amulets we issued and take control of those fighters who let their fear of the so-called boogeymen get the best of them. She then turned them against their teammates.
We decided we needed to run each team through at least two times and even three if they had particular issues.  It made for long nights, but I’m not going to lie… it was a blast.  Hunting experienced vampire warriors in the massive grain terminal while trying to make sure no one ended up dead or horrifically injured was a challenge for even the deadly Grim. It would have been easier to fight them to the death as opposed to holding back to avoid injury to them and protect against injury to me.  My already sky-high calorie intake shot through the stratosphere.  Remy calculated that at the end of the first week, I had consumed close to one hundred and fifty thousand calories, or the equivalent daily consumption of about seventy people.  But our people learned to deal with both the awful mind pressure of a super telepath and their fear of the two scariest fighters in the Coven.
Each team was critiqued by Tanya, Lydia, and at least one of the Elders, sometimes two.  With every team going through two or three times, they all learned a ton, especially as Nika became more adept at copying the tremendous mind powers of the Vorsook.  I learned a lot too, as Grim honed our skills at hunting skillful, well-trained vampires in enclosed spaces in absolute darkness. And because Declan was still in Vermont, it was up to Tanya and me to coordinate the elemental help that recharged Nika’s special amulet, which in turn allowed her to ratchet up her formidable powers night after night.  And as both of Declan’s elementals were with him in Vermont, we needed to use the locals.  With Declan’s help on a conference call, Tanya and I were able to convince the smaller of the two Big Apple elementals to give the Fairie-grown Rowan wood necklace a boost.  Interestingly, it was Mack who oversaw the actual recharge spell.
“Much of witchcraft is simply setting up a method of focusing magic energy,” Mack explained as he drew runes around the arc of a chalked circle enclosing a pentagram.  Nika’s amulet sat at the exact center of the drawing.
We were in the lowest basement of the Tower, the chalked diagrams on the smooth concrete floor.  All three Elders, Tanya, Nika, Lydia, Jetta, and I all watched as Mack confidently set up what he called a charging array.
“There, now one or both of you just need to ask the elemental underneath us to direct its thoughts at the array,” he said, like it was as easy as plugging in a cell phone.
“How do we convey where and what the diagram is?” I asked after a quick glance at Tanya, who looked equally mystified.
“You don’t have to.  The diagram will be the easiest thing for the elemental to sense in this whole building.  Think of it like a glowing neon sign in an otherwise dark bar window,” he replied.  “Just ask it to direct its attention up here and send a small tendril of power to energize it.”
“Easy for you to say,” I muttered.  I glanced again at Tanya, but she waved for me to do it.  She was far less comfortable than I was with elementals.
“Here goes nothing?” I said, closing my eyes and trying to open my mind to the elementals underneath us.
It took a few moments to sink into the right frame of mind, or rather I should say, mindlessness.  But I suddenly became aware of a deep, deep humming, more vibration than sound.  As I concentrated on it, the feeling split into two, one deeper, slower, and more powerful than the other.  I moved my attention to the lesser of the two and suddenly sensed something focusing back my way, like a pair of giant eyes had just opened and blinked at me.  I pictured Declan and Stacia in my mind, interacting with me, talking about the elementals under the city.  I thought about the feelings I had had interacting with Robbie, the exact sensation of his particular infrasound vibrations and the communications I had practiced with him.
The presence directed more attention my way and the power of its sendings gave me an instant headache. Then I opened my eyes and looked at the arcane diagram that Mack had drawn, picturing Declan asking it for help.
The searchlight of its will flicked away from me and then back.  I got an impression of mild confusion.  I replayed my mental image of Declan, the diagram, and of a pulse of power rising from the deep earth to energize the array.  Comprehension flooded my mind.  Then agreement.
“Oh shit!” I said.  “Back up!”
The vampires moved instantly, Lydia pulling Jetta and Tanya grabbing Mack.  Their speed was none too fast, as the array suddenly flared like it was being backlit by a welding torch.
Every hair on our heads stood up like all of us were touching the mother of all Van der Graaf electrostatic generators at the same time.  The chalk of the diagram burned with the white of the sun, then flared out, leaving a blackened circle, pentagram, and runes.  Inside the diagram, the leather thong of the necklace smoldered slightly but the wood of the amulet glowed with an eerie bluish gleam.
The vast attention I felt from below turned away and I almost slumped in relief.
“Holy shit!” Lydia said.
“It worked!” Mack exclaimed, earning himself the undivided attention of all of us.  He shrugged.  “I know how to draw it, and I’ve drawn it for Declan, but I wasn’t sure about Chris calling in the request.”
“Me either, Mack. Me either,” I said.
It took us the better part of a week and a half to train the readily available teams.  The next groups would be coming in four nights, so we had some down time, and we all took advantage of it.  Lydia disappeared, but Tanya mentioned Vermont, so I figured she was headed north for a booty call with Bruce Devany who, with Holly and, of course, Stacia, were all guarding Declan.  Hosakawa locked himself in his quarters and meditated, the Elders all split in different directions to catch up on their respective global areas of responsibility, Nika checked into a local spa, and the Suttons took off for a bladesmith show in Pennsylvania.
Tanya and I spent our down time mainly with the twins, although her global business empire took some of her time too.  On night three, I came back up to our apartment to help put the twins down for the day.  First was bathtime, which with various floating and invisible children resulted in both parents soaked to the skin, then came storytime.  When your children are born with essentially superpowers, storytime becomes a 3D interactive event.  Tanya blames Declan to a degree, but as I pointed out, we begged him to teach them, and our circle of trust for watching the twins is a very, very small group.  Beggers, choosers, as Lydia likes to say.
We gave up on the Three Little Pigs when it became apparent that Cora was rooting for the wolf, instead going with the Sorcerer’s Apprentice as a cautionary tale.  I asked Declan about his own childhood and he indicated that all of his bedtime tales were cautionary up until he was five or six.  His mother and aunt were not afraid to tell him some rather scary stories so long as they taught a lesson in self-conduct.  For this reason, his childhood was filled with stories taken from cultures all around the planet.  His aunt even gave us the names of various collections of Native American, European, Asian, and African stories.  We hadn’t pulled the trigger on the scary ones yet, instead still working our way through Disney and some tame Brothers Grimm.
In our version, we used vampire powers, as a team, to animate a trio of brooms from the custodial closet on our floor.  It was tricky work, but our bond helped immensely.  The twins thought it fun, although our reviews didn’t meet our competition’s.
“Unky Dec’an make them fly,” Wulf noted, watching a broom from behind his mother.
“Uncle Declan is a witch who can make dirt run,” Tanya said, drily.
“Yup yup yup,” Cora said, clapping her hands.  “So much dirt.”
We got a dispensation because they didn’t really want to hurt Mommy and Daddy’s feelings, and we took it like it was a lifeline.  Finally, the twins were in bed, with the lights off, winding down.  We listened through the walls, our hearing making baby monitors redundant, as their normal chatter dwindled down to blissful sleep.
When silence had reigned supreme for five straight minutes, Tanya turned to me.  “What else should we be doing to prepare?  What have we forgotten?”
“Funny you should ask that,” I said.  “Are they fully out?”
Her eyes narrowed at me, but she tilted her beautiful head and listened.  She nodded.
“Come on,” I held out my hand.  “Omega will alert us if they wake up.”
“Correct,” the AI said through a nearby Bluetooth speaker.
I pulled my vampire out the apartment door and into the elevator. 
“What are you up to?” she asked, frowning suspiciously.
“Who, me?” I asked, rocking on my heels.
She crossed her arms over her chest and focused her blue eyes on me like sapphire lasers.
The elevator stopped on my chosen floor and I led her off.
“The chapel?” she asked as I pulled her inside.
“Of course,” Barbiel said from behind us. 
We turned and found him leaning up against one wall, wearing flip-flops, blue jeans, and a t-shirt that showed one of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel paintings, the Creation of Adam, with God reaching forth to touch Adam’s finger.
“What are you two up to?” Tanya asked, brows arching.
“Show her,” Barbiel said to me. 
I reached for my sword, pulling it from whatever dimension it existed in.  Then I put it back.
“Your turn,” I said to my vampire.  She frowned prettily.
“Time for you to get your sword… or I should say swords, as you seem to favor two,” Barbiel said.  Then he reached a hand into nothingness and pulled back out with two silver, glowing short swords clutched in his grip.  When he turned and held his arm out in Tanya’s direction and opened his hand, the two glowing blades shot across the room and Tanya caught them by reflex.  Immediately, the twin blades sang a note of crystalline purity that took my breath away.  The look on her face was priceless—sheer wonder. 
“They weigh nothing,” she said, swinging first one and then the other experimentally, the tone of each changing as they sliced through the air.
“Each has the mass of a big truck—except to you,” the angel said.
She jumped, spun, swung low with one and then high with the other, twisted one hundred and eighty degrees, and stabbed in two opposite directions at once.  Then she pulled herself upright and turned to the two of us.
“Why now?  I can’t use Heavenly weapons in this fight.”
“Correction: Heaven can’t enter this fight,” he said.  “You aren’t in Heaven; you have chosen to fall from it.”
“We aren’t full-blown angels anymore, Tanya,” I said.  “Barbiel explained it to me earlier.  While our angelic weapons and armor are technically of Heaven, since we chose to leave it, our weapons are still ours. We received them when we were formed; they’re a part of us.  So we can use them against the Vorsook.  Our job is to protect this world, whether it’s demons of Hell, Queens of Fairie, or alien telepaths.”
“Armor?  You said armor.  Do I get armor too?” she said.  Well, that was the fastest she’d ever accepted an explanation from me. Ten minutes to talk about why I choose a particular brand of diapers when the twins were still wearing them but instant agreement when it came to Heaven-crafted weapons. Go figure.
The next two hours were spent teaching her how to reach for them and how to put them back, along with accessing her armor, which I have to say looked amazingly badass on her.  Then there was some discussion and theory about the swords and what they actually were.
“You can’t practice with them against any other weapon except another angelic sword,” Barbiel warned her.  “So the two of you can spar with them, but be extraordinarily careful. They cut anything they touch.  No Earthly metal or mineral will hold up to them.  Nor will any flesh and bone, even vampire-enhanced.”
“We could have used these against the Ancient,” she mused.
“You were not ready for them. That fight was your last test, so to speak, and Christian’s aura blast was really the weapon of choice.  You’ll recall that she never let him get directly in front of her until Galina distracted her,” Barbiel said. “He would never have had a chance to bring his sword to bear.”
“How is Mother?” she asked, lowering her blades.
“She is fine and watches you and your family often.  If you feel like she’s near, then trust that she is,” he said.  “Now put them away and retrieve them—again.”
She got the hang of them faster than I had my own, but I like to think she got to experience it through me before she ever had to on her own.  At least that’s what I tell myself.
Finally, Barbiel told us that his time was up.  He said goodbye and disappeared as he usually does, quickly and without fanfare.
My vampire was still elated, brimming with the wonder of being reunited with her swords, but she was quiet in the elevator.  I broke the silence. 
“Now, in my opinion, I think we’ve covered all the bases.  We’ve trained Declan and Stacia to adapt and overcome; we’ve been trained to fight off the mental attacks of the Vorsook and are training Coven forces to do the same.  Our witch can blast a soda can at twenty thousand miles going over seventeen thousand miles an hour and more importantly, he communicates with elementals all over the world from almost anywhere.  Omega has seeded the solar system with drones and battlecraft that have similar power and capabilities to the Vorsook weapons.  Advanced weapons have been cached around the world for human soldiers to use against alien shock troops. The world’s governments are finally engaged in preparing resources for their citizens, and the internet’s more awful aspects have been tamed by Omega himself.  And you, my dear, have your swords back.”
She smiled at me, then held up one finger.  “You mentioned bases.  Omega, how far along is the new base?”
“It is approximately sixty-three percent complete.  There is room for Father, Stacia and your immediate combat team now, but I am still excavating deeper into the granite of the mountains.  Final completion is scheduled for seventeen days from now.”
“Including all infrastructure and technology?” I asked.
“I will be using nano technology, which will require just fifty-six hours to completely outfit the base.”
“You think it will be more protective than the Tower?” Tanya asked.  She wasn’t happy about leaving her tower but she knew that making a target of New York City wasn’t an option.
“Father and your children will be under enormous amounts of stable granite bedrock, supported by almost fifty Earth elementals of various sizes.  The ley lines that intersect will make Father’s work easier and the mountain terrain will favor you and the Elders for hunting Vorsook.”
“That’s all great and good as long as you remember that whatever we plan for won’t be enough, that the enemy will come at us unexpectedly and without mercy, that we have to be ready to change everything on a dime,” my vampire said.
“No plan survives contact with the enemy,” I paraphrased.
“Agreed.”
“But until then, we train.”
“We train,” I agreed.
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I’m always surprised to realize how much I love to write these stories that show other facets of the Demon Accords Universe.  In this case most of them are obviously lead up to the next few books – the beginning of the endgame so to speak. 
Some, like the King’s Daughter, demonstrate how much there is still left to explore in the DA, which should, I hope, assuage any fears that everything will end when the final battles are joined.
2020 has been a hell year for everyone.  Some fans have asked if I’m writing about Covid-19.  I think I already did in Web of Extinction.  I’d rather write about deadly telepathic aliens. The real world is too scary.
Next on my writing list is the second book of the Shadows of Montshire series, A Flight of Ravens.  Not all of my fans liked my foray into full fantasy and in hindsight I realize some of the reasons why.  This second book will, I hope, be more to DA fans liking while still not losing any of the differences that I personally wanted to see between the Shadows’ world and DA.
After that, I will turn to the first of book of the Vorsook battles.  I don’t yet know if it will take two or three books to tell the whole of the fight for Earth.  We’ll have to see.  Then another Shadow book, A Mischief of Rats.  Whether the Shadow series continues after that will depend on how the second and third books are received. 
And obviously, there is a lot of Fairie to explore, and when I finished the Zone War trilogy, I knew I wanted to revisit Ajaya and company, after giving them some time to deal with the events of Web of Extinction. So many thoughts, so much to write.
Of course, all of this depends upon you, dear reader, and I thank you all so much for riding along this imagination train.  If it all stopped tomorrow, I would feel blessed for what has been so far.
As usual, I thank Gareth Otten for converting the scenes in my head into art worthy of covering a book.  Susan Helene Gottfried continues to correct my grammer and point out the errors of my ways. 
And as always, my wife, Robin and my girls, continue to inspire me, support me, teach me, and ground me.  I am truly blessed.
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