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    Disclaimer & Trigger Warning 
 
    Hi everyone! Welcome to the depths of my mind. Whoa, it’s dark in here! 
 
    This book is a gothic, modern fantasy romance/adventure novel, and contains explicit cisgendered Lesbian (F/F) relationships, consensual BDSM content, extreme violence, and discussions about rape.  
 
    Since everyone’s experiences, roads to recovery and reactions to trauma are unique, I want to respect you, my readers, by giving you the option to skip potentially distressing scenes.  
 
    In the footsteps of the 90’s and early 2000’s chatroom 69 rule (yeah I’m that old), I give you the following: 
 
    
    	 ← If you see this at the beginning of a paragraph, skip until you see it again. Here, there be lesbian sex or BDSM sexy time! 
 
   
 
    
    	 ← If you see this, I’ve put some very descriptive violence here. Just look for this symbol again to skip it.   
 
   
 
    My wifey has been victim of such an event - normally if you start to read something that looks like it’s going to trigger, or you just don’t want to read that (fair enough!) you skip ahead. BUT - it’s not always clear when that part’s finished. Sometimes you try to read a bit to see if you’re past it and BOOM - traumatic trigger event. Let me try to spare you that.  
 
    You’re going to miss a lot of plot if you do that though, to be honest. Sorry guys. But I refuse to edit those bits out, as they build character, move the story along, and are essential to the story that I want to tell.  
 
    Note: I’m a feedback fed author - I love me some comments! Tell me what you think, tell others what you think, and if you have anything negative to say, try to frame it as constructive criticism, not just ‘you suck, douchebag’. No need to feed the trolls. No seriously, stop. ¬_¬ 
 
    Then I can improve!  
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    Introduction 
 
    Welcome to 2016. It’s been four centuries since the fifty years of horror brought about by the Great Magic War, and humans are finally learning to live with their Fey world brothers and sisters. It’s been a hard won peace, which took the lives of many hundreds of thousands before it came. The human world, now called Terra, and the Fey world now called Gaia, have been trying to come to terms with this ever since. 
 
    The Human United Nations (HUN) have been working diligently with the Interdimensional Magical Society (IMS) to keep it that way. So far, so good. Immigrated Fey now have seats in counsel, live and work in harmony with humans, all the while staying strong in their own culture and backgrounds without fear of retaliation.   
 
    Some regions of course came out better than others. The European region for example got lucky, and had to deal mostly with benign Deities over the last few centuries. They required nothing more than prayers at their temples and the occasional tribute on holidays. The European region has of course been aligned to the Crystal Court for centuries.  
 
    The Crystal Court is made up of various light aligned Fey, including beings such as the Aoi Si and the Tuatha Dé Danann in Europe, The Tennin in Japan, The Menehune in North America, and almost every imaginable race mingling together under one common bond. The preservation of life, law and order. This doesn’t mean they are all good in the traditional sense, they just tend to have a more rigid view in regards to the preservation of life. It helps that most of them are primarily herbivores or omnivores, of course. 
 
    Other regions were not so lucky, such as in South America where the Court of Blood has ruled for generations. The court of Blood is the counter side to the Crystal Court. It caters to those creatures who aren’t accepted in their sister court, and require blood and meat for sustenance. They tend to be very chaotic and destructive. In this way they bring balance to the Fey world.  
 
    The Court of Blood consists of Fey beings such as Orcs in Europe, Tengu in Japan, and the Scrac in South America, to name a few. You know, you're generally shadier sorts who see the rules as more flexible, guidelines really, and enjoy a nice brawl on occasion. That’s not to say they’re evil, they just have very different morals, and a different perspective on life. 
 
    For the last two centuries on the Island of Cozumel their primary Deity, Ix Chel the Mayan Moon Goddess, has been aligned with the Court of blood. She requires pilgrims to visit her temples and bring offerings which can vary from simple fruit to human life depending on her mood. She’s been known to cause terrifying storms that cause massive destruction when displeased. Though it is to be said that when she is in a good mood she tends to help the fertility in her charges and increase crops, so it could be worse, I suppose.  
 
    That’s generally the problem with Gods who have a dual nature, they can be so good to have around, but their mood can change like flipping a coin and suddenly you get to deal with pure rage and destruction.  
 
    But those are separate agreements, and each region has at least one with it’s own major deity. In return, these deities are keeping the gates between worlds down to just six locations worldwide. Obviously as leadership in the human world and the Fey world changes, new agreements are forged, so it’s an ever changing climate. Though the main pillars of the peace treaty have never changed; 
 
    
    	 No Divine magical beings are allowed to enter the human realm 
 
    	 Immigrants must undergo an immigration process to ensure they will adhere to local law 
 
    	 Flora & Fauna must undergo a 6 month quarantine procedure to ensure it will not cause harm or any biological disasters (this one was added after a few Terran/Gaian fauna hybrids devastated entire regions in both worlds.) 
 
    	 Any and all magical items coming from the otherworld must be inspected and approved by the IMS before being allowed into the human world 
 
    	 Any and all sources of human technology from the human world must be inspected and approved by both Courts before being allowed into the Fey world 
 
   
 
    Obey the rules, and passage between Gaia and Terra has become about as common as traveling from one country to another, where your main problem is financing the move. Bureaucracy at it’s finest. 
 
    At the present time you can find a gate located on each continent. Stonehenge in the United Kingdom for the European continent, Shambhala in Tibet for the Asian continent, the Island of Cozumel for the South American continent, The Siwa Oasis in Egypt for the African continent, The Cahokia Mounds in Missouri for the North American continent, and finally Uluru in the Northern Territory for the Australian continent. This makes one gate for each inhabited continent.  
 
    Without the agreement of the fey leadership, the six Gates would not exist and humans would be overrun by a war not of their making. Surprise, surprise, I know. Humans seem to love a good war, but this one they are trying so very hard to stay out of, honest. 
 
    Of course, it’s not a perfect solution, and not even the Gods & Goddesses know exactly how many illegal immigrants stayed behind after the borders were established. The humans have been hunting down and evicting any un-registered Fey from Terra in a steady, unrelenting pace. At the same time, both of the Fey courts have been hunting down and evicting any illegal unregistered humans from Gaia with equal dedication.  
 
    After all this time, both sides are still wary of the old evils, never quite secure in their safety, especially since the Fey have very long memories, and what was done during the war was unspeakable in it’s horrors. No matter how many threats each side evicts for the peace treaty, the truth of the matter is, that neither side may ever know the real number of slumbering dangers that are left in their territories.  
 
    And that deep rooted terror of the unknown, is very satisfying indeed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 01: A pleasant day off 
 
      
 
    I love Saturdays. Saturdays are the best days of the week, in my opinion. Everything fun happens on a Saturday, and best of all, I am off the grid. No calls, no life or death situations. Nothing, except my own company, however which way I choose for the next two days. 
 
    And today I decided to enjoy my day off going through the relics of days past in the Natural History museum. I love being surrounded by history, it’s like being in the company of an old friend. In particular, going through the history of my magical kindred on this world. Today would be especially exciting as “The dark Fey” exhibit I’d been waiting for, had finally come to my city last week. I’d waited an extra week to avoid opening day crowds and now I’d finally be able to have a look at these artefacts in peace, and take a measure of the old magic’s that were once there. Maybe I can even find some of my own culture’s history. How exciting! 
 
    I swung past my favourite little cafe on the way, and bought myself a hot cup of coffee and a nice croissant to munch on as I walked through the city. 
 
    The museum was about two blocks away from my favourite little cafe, so it was a nice little stroll of a morning. Trees lined the streets, as is the norm with this part of the city. There were a large number of naturalists living here, both Fey and human. So many people called those trees home now. They hummed with the activity of any other apartment building, and you could hear their conversations all around you as chiming and chittering, which I found quite relaxing. The sounds of the urban jungle. 
 
    Arrana is a mixture of medieval and modern architecture, mixed with the Fey’s inclination to combine nature with art. Many places in the city blended nature and architecture together to form a truly amazing landscape. Trees had been magically grown both around and into the buildings, easily reaching up to five stories above the man-made structures.  
 
    They formed a natural sky high grove, with reinforced man-made walkways or sometimes simple wooden bridges and ropes. Other times magic was used to cause branches to interweave into stable walkways between trees. Each tree sported numerous living spaces within the thick trunks, and strong boughs, making room for all manner of creatures who chose to live closer to nature. Thanks to some newly developed magic, it was even possible for humans to live inside these trees now as well. 
 
    The hum of many a winged Fey going about their morning routine in the air mixed with the chime of Pixie voices, and the murmur of mankind going about it’s business, was a pleasant backdrop to my morning walk. 
 
    I turned the last corner to the left, and received a cheerful ‘good morning, Zelena,’ from one of the local shop owners, who was just opening up for business. “Morning Harry.” I smiled and waved as I walked past, feeling my spirits lift as one of the most beautiful buildings in my most humble opinion, loomed in front of me, the Natural History museum.  
 
    This building was one of my absolute favourite places in the city. It was very old, historic, and held so many treasures which I could immerse myself in. It was also one of the only buildings left standing from the War, well at least most of it was still standing. It was repurposed and rebuilt as a museum where both Fey and Human history would be displayed.  
 
    Adding many additions to the structure to accommodate its new purpose, it was one of the first buildings to be completely restored to commemorate our peace together. A beautiful grey stone castle, complete with towers, gargoyles and gorgeous stained glass windows, right in the inner city, which grew up around it.  
 
    Depositing my rubbish in one of the street bins, I brushed the crumbs from my hands and took the steps two at a time towards the open front door. Smiling I strolled in and took a deep breath of history; that musky scent of old treasures, strong stone, ancient wood, and to me, the intoxicating allure of mysteries to surround myself in. I knew my way around here so well I could have been blindfolded and never gotten lost.  
 
    I decided to start the day with a little appetizer, before I hit the main event. To really get myself in the spirit of things. As such I visited my favourite gallery first, ‘The Comparative History of Light Fey’ which was always good for a chuckle. 
 
    I enjoyed touching the artefacts with my magic, bringing the essence that was me to metaphorically caress the old pieces and explore the deep grooves. I loved looking at the artefacts discovered from hundreds of years ago. Even though they often depicted very racist and biased opinions about magical beings, they always made me grin.  
 
    Some of the ancient stories were truly ridiculous and I loved to chuckle at how humanity thought our people lived. Well not my people, specifically, but Fey in general. Like toadstool houses for Gnomes, for god's sake! Really, humanity? Really? Top points for imagination, but not much there for reality or observation. 
 
    I spent a bit of my time here, chuckling over what the archaeologists found, and comparing that to what I knew to be true of the different races. Some of them were my clients and others my friends, so it was fun for me to imagine them in those silly outfits with those ridiculous ideas for houses, being constantly cheery or grumpy.  
 
    I took my time through this gallery, picturing the ridiculous scenes from human folklore, and enjoying myself for a good fifteen minutes, before moving on to the main event at a leisurely pace. I deliberately prolonged my anticipation for the new exhibit. Well to be honest, I’d been waiting in anticipation for months, really. 
 
    Ever since the concept was released to the public, and they started collecting the artefacts from different sites, I’d been burning with curiosity about them. Some have been collected from many different museum’s already on display, but the majority of this exhibit was acquired from private magical collections, some of those private collections being donated generously from within the Fey world. Most of these pieces had never been on display like this before. 
 
    They had collected artefacts and historical writings from creature’s mankind had categorized as ‘evil’, as they had been on the side of the Court of blood during the war. Most of those racist views were revisited in this modern day and age, and a lot had even been abolished. Hell, the girl I bought my coffee from was a Naga in her true form, yet according to this part of history she is a vile monster, not a demure barista.  
 
    Sadly some prejudices remained, which is why I, like most darker Fey, tended to stay in our human shape while in public. This exhibit was hopefully another small step towards acceptance of darker Fey. Though honestly at this moment I couldn’t care less, the potential for magical history here was irresistible to me. Which brings me to why I am here. Research, as well as some personal enjoyment of seeing all this history finally in the open. 
 
    This was after all, the largest collection of Dark Fey artefacts known to humankind, on display for the very first time ever together, in as much glorious originality as humans could piece together. I had goose bumps just thinking about it. 
 
    I enjoyed myself thoroughly going through the first chamber seeing mostly artefacts relating to Naga’s and Gorgon’s, as well as one or two pieces of Minotaur history. It wasn’t until I entered the second chamber on my route that I got a very emotional surprise. On the one hand I was excited at this new artefact, but on the other hand, I was troubled that the curators had actually found some of my kind's history. It was only one page but I recognized the writings immediately even at a quick glance from where I entered the room. As soon as I spotted it, I moved straight towards it for a better look.  
 
    Not much of our way of life was had been discovered, no pieces of art by my kind, no broken pottery, nothing, at least, nothing for any archaeologists or tomb raiders to find. No, my own kind are quite secretive, and we didn’t tend to leave much evidence of our existence, or many survivors to tell tales of them. All our history was kept in personal vaults, hidden from human eyes. 
 
    With good reason too, we were viciously hunted for centuries even after the war, and if knowledge of our continued existence became discovered...well. One can only hope that history wouldn’t repeat itself. The fact that they had actually discovered some writing gave me goose bumps all over. I had never seen any new artefacts from my kind, except for those in my family vault. 
 
    The plaque at the base said who’d discovered it and who translated it, and held just the last few lines of the translation, happily omitting the rest;  
 
    “...and I doth runneth my blade true into it’s underskin, the monstrous shrieking, piercing cries of agony chilling my limbs, sending horror sliding into my soul as I twisted my blade thrice more to be sure of it’s death, shuddering as I watched it’s gleaming fangs hover just beyond my face, it’s venom dripping menacingly from it’s hideous mouth.” 
 
    I scoffed at the human's choice, for displaying that part of the translation. That was the best they got from an entire page? This would be why the old prejudices are still true. Thankfully, this is written in one of the dialects I’m fluent in. Now then, let’s see what the full text reads. 
 
    “I hath tracked the beast down to it’s lair deep in the dark wood. It hath been grievously wounded as I forced it away from the village, the trail of blood left behind by the hideous beast made it easy to track down.  
 
    It was a sickly thing, most skin over bones, reminiscent of those dreaded plague carriers, though even monsters struck with that debilitating disease could still spawn young, bringing more horrors to terrorize the innocents of this world. It was my sacred duty to ensure it’snest was barren, and all it’s kind would be purged from this world, back into the abyss from whence they came.  
 
    Venturing into it’s lair, I discovered many animal carcasses, though thankfully no human bones were found. Through my travels deep into the belly of it’slair, I discovered it’s den, and in it the beast hath spawned more demons from the depths.  
 
    There were ten more hideous devil spawn lurking in the den, all horrifying and plague ridden filth. I wielded my mighty sword, which hath been imbued with divine justice, to cut through them like butter. The first few fell quickly, before they hath even noticed my presence, then the other spawn tried to run and hide, to no avail.  
 
    I found them, and I dispatched holy justice on them, sending them back to the pit from whence they came. While giving chase to the last of the hellspawn, it led me to it’smother, the original monstrosity in the flesh, vile blood oozing from the wound I’d earlier inflicted.  
 
    I fired a bolt from my blessed crossbow, it’sarrows tipped in divine righteousness, and it doth pierced through the flesh of it’s chest, pinning the beast against the walls of it’s den, as I moved quickly to deliver the final blow. It tried to claw at mine body but I was blessed by the power of my brotherhood and it could not overcome me.  
 
    With a mighty cry, I charged at the beast and I doth runneth my blade true into it’s under skin, the monstrous shrieking, piercing cries of agony chilling my limbs, sending horror sliding into my soul as I twisted my blade thrice more to be sure of it’s death, shuddering as I watched it’s gleaming fangs hover just beyond my face, it’s venom dripping menacingly from it’s hideous mouth.” 
 
    Charming. And they call us the monsters. Such a waste, such needless death. I took a moment of silence for my fallen kin, in respect and sadness that this animal butchered a sickly and dying mother, and all her children. Ours seemed to always be a violent way to go. There was nothing comforting about our collective demise.  
 
    Our lives seemed to always be ended for us, by would be ‘heroes’. The fact that we are mostly carnivorous seemed to be the main basis for humans deciding that we were evil.  Opportunistic, yes, but not truly evil. That’s typical human stereotyping for you.  
 
    The bastards! They probably didn’t even stop to consider that maybe, she just needed to eat to survive, you know, like another type of opportunistically carnivorous creature I could name; ‘humans’, before hunting her down and viciously killing her. This poor woman was probably starved, definitely infected with some sort of disease, and only going on instinct, but it is also human instinct to hunt first, and ask questions never. It was quite sobering, and saddening. 
 
    “Pretty gruesome, hey? Makes you wonder what else is out there.” 
 
    I blinked, snapping out of my thoughts. To my left, was a tall, blonde and beautiful woman. She was not quite as tall as me, but close enough that I didn’t have to dip my head much to meet her eyes. I’d put her at around five foot seven probably, just shy of my five feet eight. She was smiling at me, and I could feel this aura around her, which I instantly identified as Light Fey.  
 
    The magic she emitted around her was almost tangible, and it sent warm tingling sensations down my spine. For a moment, I couldn’t think of anything to say, I was torn between annoyance, and curiosity. 
 
    Her intense, beautiful green eyes were watching me, seeming to return my own inquisitive emotion, which to be honest, made me feel like I was being examined from head to toe. I don’t particularly like being examined. 
 
    “And you are...?” was my dry reply. She’d interrupted my moment of silence for a possible ancestor, and I did begrudge her that. Aside from that, the damn woman hadn’t even had the decency to introduce herself first, and that annoyed me right now. 
 
    “Ouch. She bites. Good thing you don’t have fangs!” Came the cheerful retort. I frowned at her in growing annoyance. She looked way too smug, one hand on her hip, leaning with her other hand against the guardrail. 
 
    “Hmm. Who’s to say I don’t?” I asked, grinning and deliberately showing off my pearly whites, while crossing my arms under my chest. She just smiled at me, her gold flecked green eyes sparkling with mischief. Were those freckles across her nose? Why was I noticing her freckles? No, ignore that Zelena, you have no idea who this woman is, or where she’s been.  
 
    The woman ran a hand through her golden mane, and fluffed it in what looked like a habit so natural I don’t think she even realized she was doing it. Before letting out a grinning sigh, she rocked on the balls of her feet slightly before speaking again. 
 
    “Too true, those do look quite sharp don’t they?” She jested. She’d put me in a foul mood by interrupting me, and now that she was also mocking me, that was quite enough. “Go away, and annoy someone else, or you’ll find out.” I snapped at her. 
 
    She held up her hands in a surrender gesture. “Ok, I deserved that one.” She scrunched up her nose in this cute wrinkle-smile at me, which only drew my attention back to the tawny coloured freckles across her nose and round cheeks. She had a softer, rounded face, like those who are native to colder climates. “But hear me out, please.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “What do you want?” I was trying my best to control my temper so, for the moment I would play nice. 
 
    “I’ve sort of been keeping an eye on this exhibit, ever since it opened in Jolie-Paris about a month ago. I’ve been watching everyone who comes to pay a visit to this section, and keeping an eye on what they pay attention to.” 
 
    That’s some odd reasoning. It raised my curiosity a bit, so I inclined my head to indicate I was willing to listen a bit longer. 
 
    “Since this exhibit got into the city of Arrana last week, I’ve been coming here every day in the hopes that I’d find someone here who would come and pay significant attention to one particular artefact here.” She tapped on the glass of the page. “This one. And after only seven days, here you are. Were you aware that you stood here, staring intently in silence for over twenty minutes?” 
 
    Actually, no I hadn’t, but I wasn’t going to show her my surprise. I guess I really had been lost in my thoughts.  
 
    “Most seem to either only give it a passing glance, or ignore that page from the lost Chronicles of Asmir completely.” She said. The woman had a point, now that I thought about it, and I inclined my head slightly to acknowledge that this could be quite true enough.  
 
    That seemed to encourage her, as she quickly picked up her momentum once more, and continued with her previous excitement and enthusiasm. “Which is really fascinating, since this piece is by far the most unusual and more interesting part of the Dark Fey collection. None of the historians can agree on it’s subject source. It’s the proverbial Dark Fey wild card. Almost every other piece has a complete proven and verified history and has been put to bed, so to speak, except for this one. Even the language it’s written in is so old and archaic only a handful of scholars can even read it. With just the one page they can’t even decipher enough to understand what creature the subject matter is about. So all they really have to fall back on are myths and folktales, which are often very contradictory.”  
 
    Her gaze intensified as she watched me, bright green eyes going to a deep emerald, a sharper intelligence showing through the chirpy facade, and I got a glimpse of what truly lies within. I was fascinated.  
 
    “But you...you looked like you were reading the actual page, not just the translated plaque. You were drawn to this piece. I watched you, you know. As I said, I’ve been keeping an eye on everyone who came through this gallery so far, and it seemed to me, like you were drawn to this piece like a moth to a flame. You were reading the whole text, your facial features showing your distaste and sadness through most of it. Which was truly fascinating, as the original translator took days to piece it all together, while you read the whole thing at a glance. Almost like you understood the language it was written in...” 
 
    I suddenly felt cautious, and I narrowed my eyes at this smiling woman, the small change in the way she was looking at me did not go unnoticed, and I sensed there was something more to this then what she was telling me. That didn’t mean I was going to let it show, so I kept my face as cold as I could. 
 
    “Why is this piece so special to you?” she continued, tilting her head slightly to the side, like a bird eyeing off a juicy worm. 
 
    I shrugged. “What’s it to you?” I retorted. I was being studied again, dangit. That’s it, I’ve had enough of this interrogation. “I came here hoping to see rare artefacts. Which is not a particularly out of place thing to do here. We’re in a museum, that’s kinda the point, to look at the exhibits. It’s not significant to anyone, or it shouldn’t be since it’s just a piece of old paper.” I sighed, and turned to leave, but she reached out to grab my hand in an effort to keep me from leaving. I spun around, ready to give this woman a piece of my mind, but she spoke first. 
 
    “Wait! Please hear me out! I’ve been looking for someone with just such an interest in this piece for over a month. No one has had such a reaction since the exhibit started its tour. And then I come across you. Someone who’s not only interested, but has the skill to read it. I can’t ignore this coincidence, maybe it’s fate or destiny. Whichever it is, I’m here to work on a case, and I believe you can help me. So what do you say, hear me out? I can make it worth your while.” 
 
    I didn’t want to. In fact, I wanted to give this woman a piece of my mind, if for nothing else then for the fact that she dared to lay a hand on me. But...there was a part of me that was just too curious about the whole situation to just let it slide without an answer. Why on earth did she need me? What kind of case could involve a piece of my history? Who the hell was she? Worth my while, huh... 
 
    I brushed her hand away and took a step back, narrowing my eyes at her. “Tell me who you are, first. Before I agree to anything, I think I deserve to know your name and where you come from. It is considered polite after all, to at least introduce yourself before making any arrangements or accusations.”  
 
    She smiled at me, and that inner sharpness to her eyes faded into the background, her more friendly presence returning in it’s place. "Of course, I got so excited I forgot my manners.”  
 
    I glared at her, not impressed. “My name is Lady Cyrene Frenayah. I am visiting here from Elvan R’Ultha. I’ve only been in this world a bit over a month so far, working on an acquisition deal.”  
 
    Well now, that’s better. Bit of a dramatic introduction, but at least now I know who she is. Cyrene...How typically Fey. Beautiful, and mystical. It was actually a lovely name, just like the woman. The name was close to Celeste, which meant godlike, and she did radiate that sun warmed magic like no-one’s business. 
 
    I studied her for another moment or two, before responding. “Well now that’s better. My name is Zelena Minasorcha, I run my family’s apothecary shop at the base of Arrana’s Shield, on the outskirts of this city.”  
 
    Arrana’s Shield was an accident of the Great Magic War, created by a blast which should have demolished the entire area, but instead it missed by just enough to create a massive crater next to the city. As a resulting freak accident, the shock wave of earth froze into a massive curved cliff side on one half, and at the base of this cliff, Arrana was built.  
 
    She watched me with such an intelligent, piercing gaze that I felt like she could see straight into my soul. I suppressed a shiver. It was kind of creepy, but strangely beautiful. I instinctively didn’t like someone seeing so deep into me, but I had to admit to myself, that she felt like the warmth of a bright summer day filling my body, which oddly enough was not entirely unpleasant. She had this warm aura around her, filled with her own particular type of magic.  
 
    Be damned if I could pinpoint what it was though. Naturally, with myself being of a darker inclined nature, I didn’t like too much sunlight, but she felt warm, and nice...I felt like I could trust her.  
 
    Wait...what? 
 
    I blinked slowly at her, and really focused. Normally, that kind of emotional response to her magic would be considered persuasive glamor, and I hated having it used on me in such a way. I immediately probed with my own magic, to see if she was deliberately trying to divert my attention.  
 
    “Oi, that’s very rude you know. I could have told you I’m not using any persuasion glamor, so stop it!” Cyrene was rubbing her arms and glaring at me, as if I’d gripped her too tightly. I stopped immediately, surprised to find that she was actually telling the truth. There was no persuasion glamour meant to influence my thinking, she was exactly as she appeared to be. Well, ‘appeared’ may be a poor choice of words here. Still...this is interesting… 
 
    “Forgive me, but I had to be sure. Never mind, I’m sure we can move past that Cyrene.” I dismissed her reaction offhandedly. She narrowed her eyes at me, but didn’t leave, despite my attitude. Even more interesting, I’ve known plenty of others with the title of Lady who wouldn’t have stayed long enough to slap me for that. Yet here she still is. Not impressed with me, yeah, but stubborn enough not to budge. 
 
    Seems like she was telling the truth about needing me then. I admit, I was so curious about the whole thing really, that I was tempted to stay and help her out. It’s just a single page after all, it can’t be that serious. Besides that, I’d never encountered this kind of magic before, so I wondered what type of Fey could give me this kind of reaction? I had to know! That decided me, really. A brand new toy puzzle to solve, fascinating. 
 
    I’m not ashamed to admit that I use whatever I can to my own advantage. So I’m going to try and get to know this woman better, so I can find out why her magic felt so delicious to me, instead of repulsive, which is what I would have expected to feel. I gave her a wry grin. “You speak modern English quite well, for a tourist, Lady Frenayah. There’s no hint of the flowery language of the newly immigrated Fey on you.” 
 
    She got over her annoyance quickly with the compliment, and gave me a big grin in return for that. She went from being beautiful, to being adorable in that moment. Those big green eyes just seemed so innocent, even the colour lightened, turning a bright leaf green. After what I’d seen, I thought it had to be a lie, but it still felt genuine enough that I felt my cynicism slipping. She has such an interesting duality of personalities, so serious one moment and bubbly the next, I admit, I found it intriguing. 
 
    “Thanks! I’ve been working very hard to blend in. I’ve wanted to visit Terra for years now, so I learned everything I could to prepare. Which helped a lot to get me this assignment. Even my wardrobe was picked with just that in mind. I was going for the casual harmless tourist look.” She smiled doing a slight pirouette and motioning to her clothes. 
 
    She wore a much worn faded blue shirt under the paint splattered jeans overalls. A brown pre-loved backpack was slung over her left shoulder, and I noticed there were multiple stickers all over it. I wondered if any of them were personally put there by her. I noticed she had a copy of a map of the city rolled up in the backpack, a couple of inches of it poking through the copper zipper. Even her shoes looked like they came straight out of a second hand shop.  
 
    Her hair was wild and free, with nothing to tame the mane of blonde hair that haloed her face, whereas I’d pulled my hair into a high tail, with a partition wrapped around the hair tie, concealing it nicely, as was my preferred style. Next to me, she looked very out of place. I was wearing a burgundy coloured long sleeved blouse with a dark matching vest, and soft black pants which billowed like a skirt around my legs. Combined with my tasteful silver jewellery and fashionable heels, we were quite at odds with each other.   
 
    “Hmm...While it’s definitely very human, I do hope you have other clothes then just this...” I motioned my hand at her outfit “...disguise of yours?” She had the grace to look a bit embarrassed at that. “Not really, just my workout gear and another work outfit.” I was appalled.  
 
    “I take it you’ve not had much time to shop around here in Arrana then. Am I correct?” She nodded at me, and fluffed her hair again. I was right, it was an old habit for her. “Not really, though it’s more than plenty for the work I do. I am on the job after all. Not just a little holiday.” 
 
    “Alright, fair enough I suppose. Well since you obviously need my help that means that for the rest of the morning, your time is mine. I have no intention of leaving yet, so you will of course, appreciate my company, which I will graciously offer you. I haven’t seen my fill of this marvellous exhibit yet for today. So I will be continuing my tour, and look at all the artefacts I came here to see. We can take a break at the cafe downstairs around noon. By then I should be peckish enough, and you can tell me all about what brought you here and why you need my help.” 
 
    For a moment there, it looked like she was so shocked by my attitude, that she was momentarily speechless. I raised an eyebrow at her, suppressing my own grin.  This was going to be fun. 
 
    She blushed but I could tell she was happy, as her previous chirpiness was back in full bloom. It was pleasantly surprising to me just how easily she just accepted that I was now in control, and just went with the flow. Then she actually bounced on her heels a bit. Aww. “Ready and waiting, Zelena! Lead on.” She stepped up to me, mischief and excitement in her eyes, her energy buzzing off her in small heat waves. 
 
    I gave her a small smile, and turned to head over to where I left off in the Dark Fey exhibit.  
 
    Today I have a new toy to play with. 
 
    “Alright, let's go.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 02: An interesting Proposition 
 
    It was a pleasant morning, and I found I actually enjoyed having Cyrene follow behind me, while I continued my casual walk around the museum. 
 
    I loved how they had incorporated the more magical of weapons into the decor of this exhibit. Hanging one above each archway into a different gallery, they had some really impressive, nasty looking ones too. At one point in history, most of them had been imbued with old, dark magic’s. Of course, they had been checked by high level Wizards prior to being put on display for any residue and deemed dormant. So it was safe, but it still gave one delicious shivers as you passed underneath these pieces.  
 
    My favourite so far was posted over the archway between Pre-Christian history, and the Northern Marauders sections. Above the archway was a nasty looking mix between a harpoon and a scimitar, decorated with feathers, bird skulls, sporting crimson splashes which I knew were not just decorations, various magical seals, and a very wicked serrated long blade.  
 
    The plaque on the wall informed viewers that it’s origins were from one of the coastal Troll tribes along The Geirangerfjord, back in 500 BC. The crimson smears were most definitely blood, and I appreciated the fact that the curator had left that part of history and not cleansed it off for the exhibit. I took in a deep breath, and exhaled slowly, enjoying the low level magical fields these items gave off.  
 
    Magic has the same universal laws as energy, you can’t destroy it, but you can disperse it or change it into something else. As such I was still able to taste the barest hint of the original magic’s that they had been imbued with. 
 
    This was one of the main reasons I came here professionally as well, to feel the magic’s. If someone had the training it could be done. It wasn’t easy, and aside from the training you also needed an eye and aptitude for it to be done properly. If one had this ability, a person could see how the original magic’s had been weaved into the objects to give them their power, and deconstruct each strand until they can replicate the spell.  
 
    Many of the wizards in training fail this ancient skill, making those who possess it highly sought after in the magical community. 
 
    Equally useful in my line of work, was seeing how the wizards had sealed those magic’s and countered them. On some of the more powerful weapons like this blade, you could actually see the dampening fields the added sigils gave off, and how charms positioned in certain points caused the dark magic to actually fuel the dampening field.  
 
    It was really quite interesting and ingenious how these spells worked. As a darker Fey, I’m not allowed into the inner circles of mages, but seeing the magic used and dissecting it in my mind is the next best thing to learn their crafts, and add new skills to my own. 
 
    Such a shame though, I wasn’t showing these artefacts to Cyrene for the first time. She seemed to be mostly content just to watch me, at least at first she was. I suppose, this was all old news to her, and since it was my reaction to the page from the lost Chronicles of Asmir that grabbed her attention anyway, it was only logical that she’d be watching me for any more such reactions.  
 
    I knew she was, so I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction. Naturally, to this effect, I examined everything intently, because I could, and I enjoyed messing with her. Aside from learning some new magic it had the wonderful effect of irking her more and more. 
 
    She’d been dutifully following behind me only by a couple of steps everywhere I went, and the impatient sighing started after about the fifth exhibit chamber I’d decided to stop in. I was grinning massively on the inside. At first she had been testing my magical knowledge with questions about each piece I stopped at, which had been entertaining and ego stroking for a while. But after a while it stopped being enjoyable and became irritating, so I’d stopped answering her constant questioning. This then forced her to show her impatience in another way.  
 
    I’d lost count of how many artefacts I’d been solemnly staring at before her patience finally broke in front of an old chest made from driftwood, which according to the plaque had held some kind of nasty Goblin within it’s depths many years ago. I think we were roughly two and a half hours into my ‘casual stroll’.  
 
    “Oh come on! You can’t seriously be that interested in this piece of junk! It’s a box! Goblins are so common they are boring. Everyone knows about them, you can’t tell me that this really captures your attention.” 
 
    It took some effort to keep my features calm as I turned around to face her, and replied mildly, “How can you not? The craftsmanship is exquisite, don’t you think? And the seals placed on it, such skill and attention to detail.” Of course, the detail was nowhere near as nice as I was selling it to be, but I just can’t resist sometimes, and she was so easy to provoke.  
 
    Her mouth opened and closed at me, and her hands kept curling into fists, and she made this strangled sound. I think she was changing her mind about what to say so fast, that her vocal chords just couldn’t keep up. 
 
    Eventually she growled at me and stormed over to one of the benches which were available at intervals throughout the building. Something barely intelligible along the lines of ‘bloody historian intellectuals’ may have been muttered. I had to suppress a giggle at her outburst. She dropped down onto one the benches in agitation, fidgeting, crossing first one leg, then the other, and glowering at me when I smiled and waved daintily back at her.  
 
    She crossed her arms as something to do, but it was clear she was fighting the impulse to do something possibly violent to me. It was adorable.  
 
    Not like I was keeping her here, she was doing all this to herself. Since she was still here, that was proof enough to me that she clearly needed me. She was a curiosity, and she was definitely amusing to me. I couldn’t deny that I enjoyed yanking her chain. It was up to her to make it worth my while, as she had promised. So far, she’s been quite an amusing addition to my morning.  
 
    I grinned at the thought. It was almost like she was a misbehaving pet, following me around the museum. It was like I’d ended up with a stray puppy, who wanted to follow me home, but was getting nippy because it wasn’t happening the way she wanted. Awww.  
 
    I strolled through one more gallery before I checked my watch and noticed it was lunchtime. I think I’d kept my pet waiting long enough. I went to check out one more artefact, before I made a show of looking around for her, and heard a low tone growl coming from her direction. I grinned, and then turned back towards her. I figured I’d throw the puppy a bone. 
 
    “Ah, there you are Cyrene. Come along then, it’s lunchtime, and I am famished. You must be hungry too, of course.” I smiled brightly at her, as if I hadn’t just deliberately dragged her all over the museum just for fun. She gave me a cutting look, and refused to answer, but her tummy chose right then to start growling too. She blushed, but she was still angry so she kept her mouth shut, and stormed off ahead of me.  
 
    I chuckled, and let her get a good couple of paces ahead, before I started following her. At least she knew were the food court was, though I already knew where I wanted to eat. She started tapping a foot at the archway into the inner courtyard. She had crossed her arms again, and was giving me a seriously annoyed glare. I continued to smile, and walked right up to her, and then right past her towards my favourite restaurant in the food court. She was forced to take a step backwards as I did so to avoid bumping into me, and then trot after me to catch up, still in an indignant huff. So much for being a Lady.   
 
    It was turning out to be a very amusing Saturday.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The inner courtyard was a beautiful place right in the middle of the castle, and sported a wide area of roughly two acres of space filled with stalls along the perimeter and beautifully manicured grass. The space was bordered by undercover stone walkways which were broken up by delicate, intricate stone archways and windows which started at around hip height, and reached the roof in pointed arches.  
 
    I took her down to my usual haunt which was at the rear of the courtyard. We kept to the beautiful covered stone walkways to avoid the children and families playing and picnicking on the grass. Many tented little shops had set up stalls around the edges, with one or two small shops being properly added into the structures at some of those old archways. These were the more permanent shops and included a few coffee shops, souvenir shops and of course the restaurant I was interested in.  
 
    Down the back at the far right was the lovely little French style restaurant. It was built off the walkway with alfresco seating on the grass, which was partitioned off by quaint raised flower beds. It boasted two counters, one inside and one cut out of the wall to the right of the door, allowing you to order without having to cue inside. I preferred sitting outside while the weather permitted it. I smiled at the man behind the counter and ordered for us both. 
 
    A herbal tea for Cyrene, after I got a mumbled reply, and a coffee for myself. I also ordered us two slices of poppy and orange cake as a desert, as I grabbed the lunch menus and a table number. She didn’t get a choice on the cake. This was my haunt, and she really needed to try it.  
 
    We took our beverages, and sat down at one of the open air tables out in the sunshine to review the lunch menu. “So, what do you want to try for lunch, Cyrene?” I asked. I ate here regularly, so I already knew what I wanted. “Dinner's on me, today. Pick something you haven’t tried before.” That seemed to mollify her somewhat, as she blinked in surprise at me, and I was rewarded with a dainty blush over her cheeks, and a huge grin. “Really?” she asked.  
 
    “Really. Go ahead.” I waved a hand at the menu, and she casually flicked her hair out of the way as she picked it up, temper momentarily forgotten as she read through the list of available and delicious foods. “I’m not really sure where to start. I don’t usually get to eat out much,” she admitted. “Just burgers from the local seven eleven.” 
 
    Burgers? From a seven eleven? I shuddered, just a bit. Yeah, ok I have high standards. Or, you know, just any standards. The poor thing must be malnourished! Gods alone knew what went into those things. 
 
    “Why would you do that to yourself? That can’t be very nutritious!” I couldn’t hide the appalled tone to my voice, much to my irritation. She just sighed. “Because it’s take away, so it’s quick and easy. And I really must make better progress on my work than I currently have, so I don’t have time to cook.”  
 
    “Then it is not only my pleasure, but my civic duty that you eat as much as you like right now.” I guess she caught the implication, because she let a cute little ‘humph’ out, before scrunching her nose up as she did. I found it endearing, and made a mental note to try doing that again, just to see her make that face. 
 
    “When you put it like that, how can I resist?” She sneered at me, and eyed the menu. A waiter came by shortly afterwards, and I ordered for both of us. For myself I ordered a garlic mushroom steak, and for Cyrene a kale and sweet potato salad with roasted pine nuts, some strawberry and lime sorbet, some Italian garlic bread, a serve of vegetable quiche, and a serve of onion rings, as she’d requested.  
 
    I kept my face carefully blank while I did this, surprised that such a little thing could eat so much. I guess, when you’ve only had a small selection to pick from, I couldn’t blame her for wanting to try a few things. I handed over the menus with a polite thank you, before turning back to Cyrene.  
 
    She grinned at me and shrugged. “Thanks for buying, I’m starved! I hope you don’t mind, they all sounded delicious. I’ve never had kale before, is it nice?” 
 
    “Actually, I think it’s quite awful, but it’s probably good for you, and who knows, you might like it.” She actually poked her tongue out at me for that one. I was so surprised, I forgot my manners and just laughed at her antics. Soon enough, she joined in. 
 
    It was relaxing, and I found I quite enjoyed her company. She was refreshingly honest. Her mannerisms were new to me, and I enjoyed watching the emotions flit across her face. It seemed she wore her heart on her sleeve. At the moment though, I was enjoying the effect. I eased back in the chair, and decided now would be a good time to ask her some questions. After all, I just bought her a huge lunch.  
 
    “So, let's talk about why you’re here, and what you need me for.” 
 
    She shrugged, and played with her cup. “I’m on a case, a rather important one. So, until that’s done, I can’t leave here, and I need some help with it.” 
 
    “And what exactly are you investigating, that you need my help for? You said you’d make it worth my while. That’s a bold offer, you know.” She was silent for a bit and seemed to be thinking, so I took in the scenery while I calmly waited for a response. It was my day off, I had all the time in the world today. 
 
    I looked out over the alfresco area, there were a number of blue flowers in bloom in the small courtyard garden, ranging from roses to posies. It was a lovely kaleidoscope of blues and greens. I was enjoying the noon time air, the feel of the warm breeze playing along my skin, carrying the promising scent of autumn on the wind. I could smell a mixture of flowers, the smell of the leather and wood furniture, and there was the tantalizing scent of good food coming from the kitchen.  
 
    “What do you know about those pages?” She asked me after a lengthy pause.  
 
    “Well. Not a whole lot, actually. Pretty much what I just read in the museum would be the sum total of my knowledge on the matter. Why?” I replied. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d have seen others like it. There’s more to that page then you know. It was originally collected as part of three pages, but two of them were stolen before the Scholar could decipher the text. It’s my task to find them, and bring all three back to my employer. Preferably without human authorities being aware of the reason for my visit here.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at her, surprised. “Interesting, but that doesn’t explain why you need me.” I said.  
 
    “I was hoping someone with your obvious knowledge and interest might know something more about them. Possibly even be able to broker a deal for me with whomever has them.” She sighed. 
 
    “Sadly, I don’t have the other pages to sell you, but for the right price of course, I may be able to point you in the right direction. Or was there something else you had in mind?” 
 
    “I’d definitely appreciate it if you could assist me in finding a broker to possibly deal with the thieves. However, since you do seem to be fluent in the language these pages were written in, I could offer you a more involved role in this case. If you're interested?” She was hitting a lot of my weak points here, and I wondered if it was deliberate or just lucky. “I might be interested, but let’s save the serious talk for after lunch.” 
 
    On that note, I could see the waiter returning with our meals, and I admit, it gave me great delight to watch Cyrene’s happy expression as she tucked in. I got a cute ‘thank you’ before she picked up her fork, and bit into the first one with relish. After the first plate, she slowed down, and picked up our conversation where we left off. 
 
    “I need your assistance as I can’t exactly go to the local government and ask for help, I can’t even go to the university to scope out my own translator. Part of my job is not only to acquire all three pages, but also to have them fully translated for my employer.”  
 
    Interesting. “And who exactly is this employer of yours?” I asked casually. She shifted in her seat a bit. “I’d rather not say.” 
 
    “Well then this is over before it’s begun. I don’t work for shadows. If you want my help, I need to know exactly who I’m working for so I know whether I even want to be involved.” She gulped and sighed deeply. She looked scared that I really would just walk away from this, so after only a small hesitation she answered me. “Alright.” She leaned in closer. “I work for the Crystal Court, and they are very interested in retrieving these pages.” 
 
    I let a slow smile creep across my face. “Very interesting. So am I correct in assuming that they don’t belong to the Crystal Court, originally?” I got an annoyed nod from Cyrene. “You don’t know anything about me though, for all you know, I could be human, after all.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes at me. “Please. Anyone with half a brain can see that you’re Fey. You have a very unique magical aura. I may not recognize your race, but I do know that you are definitely not human.” That pleased me, knowing that I had her guessing. Of course, that wasn’t hard since I’m the only one of my kind on this continent, but it meant that she’d never encountered one of my species in the Fey world either.  
 
    “You showed such focus on that page, back at the exhibit, surely you must have a reason for being so invested in it?” She pried, trying to get me to drop more information then I was ready to. I waved a hand dismissively.  
 
    “You’re right, I am invested in it. I’m invested in most of the collection, actually. It’s my business to be so.” I deftly pulled out one of my business cards from my vest pocket and handed it to her.  
 
    “As I mentioned before, I run a shop that deals in, among other things, magical artefacts. As well as the removal of curses and application of charms.” Well legally, anyway. “It’s very much in my own best interests to know as much as I can about as many items as I can, as well as magical history in general. That is one of the ways that I continue to be the best magical dealer in the city.”  
 
    I smiled and leaned back in my chair, tossing my sleek black hair over one shoulder as I readjusted. I gave a very ladylike shrug, and continued. “I have however, on occasion...and for the right price, been known to do a bit more ‘hand’s on’ work if it’s required. I’m sure the Crystal Court will be most generous. Though you may need to give me more information first.” 
 
    She nodded at me, while playing with my business card, tapping the edge against the table, more as something to do while she thought, then deliberately. An offhand gesture, which showed me her emotional state quite easily. It was something I could file away for later, if I ever needed to get out of what I was admittedly, becoming more interested to get into.  
 
    “When you say more hands on, am I right to assume you might be willing to partner with me on this?” she asked me. I nodded my head. She seemed to think about this for a moment, taking another sip of her tea before replying. “So, since you can translate the language, how soon will you be able to translate the one on display for me? It might be good to have you in the field, but I’m not sure how well you’d fare. No offense, but you don’t look like a fighter. How good are you in the field?” 
 
    “Whoa, hold on! Before we continue, let’s talk about how you will be reimbursing me for my troubles first.” I interjected. 
 
    “Well, I’m authorized to give you one thousand euro’s for each page you translate, and an extra five hundred for each substantial piece of information you uncover.” She watched me for a reaction, a nervous flicker suddenly appearing on her face.  
 
    I thought about it. It wasn’t too bad I suppose, and it did give me an excuse to be around her, and figure out what type of light Fey she was. However if I’m going to be working for the Crystal Court who knows what might happen. Let’s see how far I can push her. 
 
    “I don’t like how undefined this is regarding ‘substantial pieces’. Substantial by whose perspective? And as juicy as money can be, it’s not really what I’m interested in, with this case. Come now Cyrene, you can do better than that.” I folded my hands under my chin as I leaned forward, watching her intently.  
 
    She humphed. “Fine. Two thousand a page.” I noticed she offered no clarification on the substantial pieces.  
 
    “Tsk tsk. Honestly, if I was only out for money, I would be insulted by how little you’re offering. In my line of work, that’s pennies.” I picked a piece of non-existent lint from my blouse sleeve, keeping up an air of nonchalance.  
 
    “How about this? Since you self admittedly haven’t gotten very far on your own in what, five weeks now? How about I get half your commission, you reimburse me for any and all expenses I may incur, and once we have all three pages, you allow me to study them to my satisfaction while I translate them. Before you hand them over to the Court.” 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up in surprise, but she quickly regained her self-control. Ha, self-control. I had to hide my smile at that. I saw her thinking it over, searching for how this could be a bad thing. If only she knew… 
 
    But she didn’t, so she agreed. “Done.” I smiled a very toothy grin that was the easiest deal brokering ever. I don’t think the poor thing’s ever even seen the inside of a negotiation chamber, let alone participated in one. Using a small part of my magic, I made a small sigil on my palm and we shook on it.  
 
    I took special delight in feeling her shiver, but I couldn’t tell if it was from my touch, my grin or the fact that she’d just entered into a binding magical contract with me. My skin tingled from her touch, as well, and it felt like I’d made more than one connection with her just now. I had this lingering feeling like my hand was dipped in warm honey, but instead of being disgusted, I felt drawn in.  
 
    Which just made me more curious about her.  
 
    “If you could translate the one on display here for me that would be a good start. We can worry about the flip side later. The page here is currently last on my retrieval list, as the longer the others remain stolen, the higher the chance that the Court will lose them forever. Which means locating my informant. He has valuable information regarding the whereabouts of these two pages. Unfortunately he’s gone missing, and I need to find him before someone else does.” 
 
    “I see. Well, I can transcribe the side on display this afternoon, so that takes care of that. Now, what can you tell me about your informant?” I asked. 
 
    “Wonderful! Well, my informant’s a Goblin by the name of R’ylothec. He was part of the group of employees hired by the curator to help with the packing and transporting of the exhibit, as it travels through Europe. Since he was one of the last people to see the pages together, we think he can give us crucial information as to who stole the pages. Supposedly he spends a lot of time in a pub by the name of “The Dragons Fancy” down in the Undercity. When he’s in Arrana. He also tends to try and do some not so legal business by the alias of Mr. Sheen. That’s all I have, I’m afraid. Unfortunately I haven’t even been able to find any ways into the Undercity either.” 
 
    “Well, that’s really not much to go on, is it?” I stated. She shrugged at me and took a sip of her tea, made a face, and then put it back down daintily. Yeah, cold herbal tea is nasty. 
 
    “Well, Mr. Sheen sounds a bit under what my clientele would actually know about. They generally don’t care much about their paid labour. However, I do know about the Dragon’s Fancy. How much do you actually know of the Undercity, Cyrene?” I watched her carefully as I spoke, and she tucked a strand of hair behind her delicately pointed ear, then shrugged. 
 
    “I know that underneath Arrana is another subterranean city, which has only a few entry points scattered throughout the city. It’s governed by a monarchy, and neither human nor Fey law apply. I know that it’s well known for territorial scuffles, and the light Fey generally don’t go down there, nor do most seem to know how to get down there.” 
 
    I nodded. “Not bad. The Undercity is mostly where the Fey who can’t, or won’t, take human shape go. They don’t want to blend into human society but they also don’t want to return to Gaia, for reasons of their own.” I took a sip of my drink before continuing. 
 
    “The kingdom under the city was negotiated after the war, when treaties were being made. At the time, it was in everyone’s best interest to simply let it run it’s course. Now it’s it’s own city with it’s own royalty, it’s own guards and it’s own laws. Since most of those law’s tend to favour the strong, weapons are very much encouraged as a developed culture, and light Fey are very much discouraged from visiting.” 
 
    “The whole attitude the Undercity Court has, tends to be a good motivator for that. Any light Fey would have to be very, very careful down there on their own. Most denizens think of light Fey in two categories; meat or slaves. So make sure you understand this before you do anything that will endanger your life.”  
 
    I watched for a reaction as I said this, and I saw her shudder slightly, but her shoulders squared nonetheless, and she met my gaze with her own level one. Well, full points for bravery, but I still had my doubts she’d be able to get out of there alive. Since she didn’t seem deterred yet, I consented to continue with my explanation. 
 
    “As such, the entrances are few and far between, and all of them are magically guarded so no-one can just stumble in. If you go down there, you know the risks and accept them. Which is very important since the Arrana PD. will not come to your aid down there.”  
 
    I gave her a very pointed look. This is normally the point where most Light Fey would baulk and turn away, putting this in the too hard basket. But she just continued to meet my gaze with determination, which honestly had me both surprised and reassessing her once more. After a brief pause, I continued.  
 
    “Now the area where the Dragon’s Fancy lies is a bit of a melting pot of the darker Fey. It’s in a courtyard where the black market can be found. That section is mostly Orcs, Ogres, Trolls and Goblins. So thankfully it’s among the safer sections you could possibly go. If it was in the undead section, I’d be telling you to pack up and go home.”  
 
    “You have a section for the Undead?” She asked, surprised. "Of course, Arrana is the oldest mixed city in Europe, so naturally we made space for them too.” She seemed impressed by this, if a bit nervous. I could swear though that she looked excited by the idea of how many darker Fey there were in this city. It made me wonder if the danger was what attracted her to this job in the first place.  
 
    “Now, you’ll need someone to accompany you to the Dragon’s Fancy. I’m happy to go with, since they know me down there, but it will have to wait until Friday. I have things to attend to, and a business to run after all.” I started, pulling out my phone and flicking to my calendar to enter in this excursion to my day planner. 
 
    “I could go on my own, if you tell me where the entrance is! I’m not some damsel in distress you know.” Cyrene protested, frowning at me over her empty plates. I let out a very unladylike snort, and she narrowed her eyes at me.  
 
    She did not look equipped to enter the Goblin sectors. She looked like lunch, for too many of the creatures who made the underground their home. Especially if she tried persuasion glamour on the Goblins. It might work on them, but not on the Trolls. There were some you could fool, but more often than not it didn’t work, so it was best just to assume they were all immune.  
 
    “I’m sure you aren't,” I purred at her, idly playing with the last morsels of my meal. “But you will no doubt understand that if a light Fey such as yourself goes in on her own, you will most definitely have to fight your way in and out. Unless you could disguise yourself much, much better than you have here at the museum, you will be singled out and taken. Even if you did manage to fight your way in without being kidnapped, the chances of someone talking to you are ridiculously small, and the likelihood of survival either way is equally small.” 
 
    She flared a bit in anger, but after a moment she saw the logic of my words, and deflated slightly. Poor thing, she really did need to work on controlling her reactions more, she was like an open book to me. I sighed.  
 
    “However, if you come in with me, you're much more likely to avoid a fight and get the information you need. I grew up in the Below, and my family has a branch down there as well. Occasionally I do some work down there, when my staff can’t handle it, so I’m no stranger. I can ask questions without causing suspicion. But, more importantly, I know who to ask.” 
 
    I smiled at her, willing her to accept this and just come along with me. She was going to hate what I’d have to do to get her there, but if this is where she had to go then that’s where I would take her. She’d fight me less on that though if I got her to agree beforehand. Light Fey tend to stick to their word, so if she agreed on the escort now, she’d give in to me about the how, later. Well, eventually anyway.  
 
    Cyrene thought about it for a bit, no doubt weighing up my familiarity and her obvious disadvantages, of which there were many, against the importance of this informant.  Finally, she nodded and squared her shoulders, meeting my gaze with her own confident stare. I felt a bit of respect for her just then, she was handling a situation which was obviously out of her comfort zone, quite well.  
 
    “Yeah, ok you’re right. That’s probably for the best, and I’ll be glad for the company. But is there no way we can speed it up a bit? I am on a tight timeframe here.” She gave an apologetic duck to the head and fiddled with her cup once more. 
 
    “Why the rush, Lady Cyrene? If it’s waited five weeks already, I’m sure a few extra days won’t make that much of a difference.” I enquired curiously.  
 
    “Just Cyrene will do.” She smiled at me as she spoke. “Well, my Terran visa states I’m here to follow the exhibit, which means I either follow it to the next city, when it leaves in three weeks, or I go home. Either way the job I’m on will be a failure, if I don’t have anything by then. Which is something that would be looked on quite critically by my superiors.” 
 
    Ah, now it was making sense, so I didn’t have much time either to figure out this effect she had on me, or my feelings about it. It seems that we were both on a very tight schedule then. I felt frustrated that I couldn’t explore this at my leisure.  
 
    “Sadly I can’t rush this. I’ll need to get some items crafted if I’m to take you down there without a fight. Even with five days to work with, it’ll still be a rush job for my supplier. So Friday really is the best I can do.” I gave her a sympathetic look. 
 
    “Ah, I see. I understand now, thank you.” She sighed a bit crestfallen, before picking herself up again in the next moment. It was fascinating to me that she could change so suddenly from happy to sad, from deep to shallow in a moment. It made it hard to pin her down, which was a challenge that I was going to enjoy cracking. 
 
    Now that her most pressing issue was addressed, she took more notice of the card I’d given to her. It had the name of my shop, La Lividum written on the front in calligraphy, and my name was written beneath, with my contact details. On the back, it had my business logo stamped onto it in black and white.  
 
    “La Lividum...what’s does that mean?” She asked me. I raised an eyebrow at her.  She seemed to pull the snarky side of me out more than normal, but at least that was an emotion I was used to. I embraced it, happily.  
 
    “I’m sure you can figure it out. When you do, you can tell me what it means.” She gave me a look that clearly thought of this as a challenge, and looked about to make a retort, when she was interrupted by the waiter. He removed the empty plates, and placed a small fresh pot of tea on the table. After another minute he brought out the cake with fresh cream. It looked delicious.  
 
    She smiled, and I could feel her happiness buzzing in the air, like the beat of hummingbird wings. It was a tad unsettling to be exposed to so much happiness and bright emotions, when my own are rarely so.  
 
    I watched her try it, and enjoyed seeing the delight on her face as she happily nibbled at the sweet. We ate a few bites in silence, enjoying the scent of flowers and our refreshments. After a bit, once the cake had disappeared and she was just relaxing with a fresh cuppa, I made a decision right then and there. I would keep an eye out for this Fey woman, make it my business to spent more time with her and find out how she ticked, why I was affected in her presence, and what it meant.  
 
    It seemed to me that she was also a tad reckless, so I’d need to make sure she didn’t do anything foolish before Friday, especially over something as silly as a few old pages. Though it was curious why, out of all the items here, they stole those? And why is the Court after them? I’ll have to keep an eye on this and find out just what makes these so important. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 03: Animal spotting 
 
      
 
    Sunday morning I’d made my way to the park on a hunch. Normally I do all my exercising at home in my private gym, but I had a new plaything now didn’t I? It was still very early in the morning, and most of the health nuts around the museum were only just starting to flock to this park for their morning routine. I’d donned some exercise clothes and was planning on joining in today. You know, for research.  
 
    Cyrene had looked like one of them, so I was hoping she was going to show up along with the throng. She did not disappoint either, I was on my third lap around the lake when I saw her gently jogging up to the park. She looked surprised to see me. “Morning Zelena,” she huffed, as she caught up to me and kept pace beside me at a nice jog.  
 
    “I didn’t know you jogged, I haven’t seen you here before.” 
 
    I noticed that her eyes were going up and down my body, lingering a bit longer than I would have expected if she was just taking in my outfit. “I usually work out in my own gym, but you know, some days it’s nice to go out and get an eye full.” I gave her a cheeky grin as my eyes gave her a once over in return, deliberately baiting her to let her know that I caught her checking me out. 
 
    Her cheeks took on a delicate rose colour, which had nothing to do with the run she’d only just started. “Well let’s see if you can keep up!” She said, quickly bolting away with a laugh. I followed just a few steps behind her, not bothering to overtake her just yet. She was a very strong runner, but I could probably best her if I wanted to. I wasn’t even sweating yet.  
 
    We ran around the lake twice following the path, taking in the scenery as I jogged casually. All of the scenery. She’d tied her hair up in a high tail, and her long blonde waves were bouncing around in a lovely manner. Her skin tight pants were showing off every muscle in her very shapely behind and legs. Cyrene hadn’t noticed yet, as she seemed happy and quite oblivious, as she chirped back at me over her shoulder.  
 
    “What’s wrong, can’t keep up?” 
 
    She does have a bit of a ‘poke-the-bear’ thing doesn’t she? I gave her a lazy smile.  
 
    “Oh I’m keeping up fine, I just prefer the view from back here.” Her head swivelled back, to see just what I meant. I could see the moment she caught on where my eyes were focusing. There was suddenly a hint of blush as she sped up, sticking her tongue out at me. Oooh, now she was hitting my competitive streak. Trying to keep something from me? Can’t have that now. I pushed harder to catch up and run right next to her. We were passing all the other joggers in our little race now, and I’d lost count of how many circuits we were doing.  
 
    “Quite some legs on you little one, careful or people might think you have some Centaur in you.” I teased at her, giving her a toothy grin as I pulled up next to her with ease. It didn’t go down as well as I expected, and she glared at me hotly before speeding up even more, not even bothering to respond.  
 
    Ok, I think we can scratch Centaur of the possibilities list. She was starting to make me push, and I was beginning to warm up now from the run. I was impressed. When I caught up I decided to try again. “Ok maybe centaur was a bit much, I was trying to compliment you on your running skills. I thought they had to do with your true nature, my apologies.” 
 
    She finally slowed down and stopped with me at the small clearing of grass next to one of the scattered gazebos. We were just shy from the base of one of the tall oak trees that grew in this park, and the morning sunlight wasn’t quite strong enough to cast many shadows from it. 
 
    “T..that’s... w-why... y-you’re... not... t-tired.” She was exhausted, and her fishing was worse than mine had been. That made me grin again. 
 
    “No, I’m not tired because I usually run roughly the length of this park at a higher pace than this.” She gave me this horrified grumpy face as she rested her hands above her knees and tried to catch her breath. That extra info floored her though. In response, she fell down dramatically. Yep, scratch all runners of the list. I couldn’t help but chuckle as she over dramatized. 
 
    “Lords and ladies,” she huffed from her prone position on the grass. “You’d give... the old drill sergeant... at the court... a run for his money... and he... is a centaur.” she huffed again. “That’s insane.” 
 
    “Oh, you were trained at the court?” Now this was interesting.  
 
    “Yeah… I was trained there….in my last job. Before…..I got this….opportunity.” Oh she was very exhausted, the poor thing. I guess I should feel guilty for baiting and pushing her so, but no such luck. 
 
    “Well don’t feel too bad, I just like to keep in shape. Sad thing though, that a shop keep is in better shape then you court soldiers.” I laughed and teased her. She was not amused, and I got a one finger salute from the ground in return. I just laughed harder. 
 
    “You’re bloody crazy,...... you know that, right?” she said to me. She dropped her arm tiredly on the grass with a flop, her other hand resting on her belly as she caught her breath back.  
 
    “Oh undoubtedly! But you have to admit, I wear it well.” That had both of us laughing.  
 
    After a bit I calmed down. “I’m glad I ran into you. What do you have planned for today?” Cyrene propped herself up on her elbows to look at me now.  
 
    “Glad I could amuse you.” She said crankily, but the edges of her mouth were hinting a bit too much at a smile as she sat up cross legged on the grass. “Hadn’t really planned anything, just keep watch at the museum really, making sure we don’t lose the last page, that’s mostly what I do.” 
 
    Oh god, I have a sinking suspicion. “Let me guess, this is your first mission, and you used to be a guard?” 
 
    She turned beet red. “How’d you know?” She crinkled her brow in curiosity and I huffed at her, trying not to laugh at her again. 
 
    “Oh I don’t know, how about the serious guarding, you saying you’d not made much progress on your mission yet, and oh yeah, the sticking to guarding.” She huffed out a smile, while plucking at the grass with her long fingers.  
 
    “That obvious then?”  
 
    I smiled and sat myself down next to her, grinning, petting her shoulder sympathetically.  
 
    “Afraid so dear. Now, you found me to help you out, and you’re not going to get any more progress on this until we go down to the Undercity on Friday. Since you told me you’d wanted to come over to this world for years, I’m going to assume it wasn’t a great wish of yours to spend your time guarding a museum.”  
 
    This got a good laugh out of her. “So how about you enjoy it a bit? Since I’m actually enjoying your company,” she rolled her eyes and scoffed at me, but she was still smiling, “let me take you out to the city zoo today. It’d be a nice change of pace for you, and I haven’t been there in ages. You’d be doing me a favour by keeping me company.” I smiled at her, willing her with my eyes to agree. 
 
    “Besides, it is daytime and I can’t believe that anyone would be stupid enough to try and steal that page in broad daylight. Far too many people around, not to mention the full force of security guards they have on site.” I tilted my head slightly, watching her, trying to catch her eyes, since she’d turned her head away for a moment. 
 
    “You’re right on that point. I should enjoy my time here more, but I can’t afford it. I’m running low on funds as it is.” She gave me an apologetic look, and slumped just a bit. Great, her employers were bleeding cheapskates. Well, I’d fix that. 
 
    “Not a problem, then it’s my treat.” I beamed at her and patted her thigh briskly, before standing up and brushing the grass off my yoga pants. “How about, you meet me in front of the museum in, let say ..” I checked my watch. “Three hours, and I’ll take you on a nice day out to the zoo.” 
 
    She smiled such a pretty smile at me. I surprised myself when I realized I’d do a lot to keep her smile on me.  
 
    “Yes ma’am.” She replied, saluting cutely. Her previous chirpiness back again. Oooh I like the sound of that, I like that a lot. I let out a grin and offered her a hand to get up. She took it, and her grip was strong, warm and calloused. She was definitely used to hard work. I enjoyed the feel of her hand in mine as I pulled her up.  
 
    It seemed the closer I was to her, the more I felt that warm tingle of her aura, and when I held her hand it became stronger. Was it just my imagination, or had my reaction to her today been stronger then when I first met her?  
 
    She said her goodbye, and took off back in the direction she came from, positively radiating that warm aura. Ponytail swinging from side to side, as I watched her jog away. After she’d disappeared from view, I made my own way home as well, shrugging off the feeling. A nice hot shower is just what the doctor ordered, besides, I’d need to change into something more suitable for the zoo. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three hours later I was slightly shocked and dismayed to see Cyrene had not been joking about her outfit selection. Or should I say, limitations. She was wearing the same clothes as when I met her in the museum. 
 
    “I see you weren’t joking about only having three sets of clothes.” I looked a bit horrified at her.  
 
    She blushed and nervously fingered the pockets of her overalls. “This is my first assignment, so I haven’t been able to buy many local clothes yet. I didn’t think my wardrobe from home would be very beneficial in this job.” She was obviously embarrassed and trying to justify her attire.  
 
    “Well no matter, let’s go and enjoy ourselves. The zoo is just a small hike east of here.” She seemed to brighten quickly at that, and was all too happy to change the subject. We walked the couple of blocks past the naturalist’s zone, for all the Fey and humans who wanted a less walled in lifestyle, before coming to the actual Zoo itself.  
 
    Zoo is a very loose term for the gigantic enclosure which was almost as big as Arrana itself. More like, allocated space dedicated to the free roaming lifestyle of animals. The word zoo was a remnant from the past, when humans still ran these animal enclosures. A time when they held animals in small cages, where they were sickly and depressed.  
 
    Now, zoos are more focused on the well-being of the animals then on the attraction quality, and bottom line. The Arrana zoo was actually one of the largest on the European continent, hosting a wide variety of species. It had amassed quite a mixture of native, international, and even a large selection of Gaian animals. 
 
    As I paid the entrance fee, I had to hold Cyrene by the back of her overalls to prevent her from going in without me. She made a small squawk of a sound when she felt the tug, and glared at me, tugging her clothing out of my hands. I just smiled and said a polite ‘thank you’ to the teller and then swanned past Cyrene, motioning for her to keep up.  
 
    “I’m not a child.” She grumped at me, giving me the stink eye. 
 
    “In Arrana, we have to pay to go places.” I said to her, in a mock serious tone, and I was rewarded with another one finger salute. I was getting the impression that it was her favourite human sign language. 
 
    We got a few paces away from the teller when Cyrene leaned into me and asked as nonchalantly as she could, “why is it that we have to pay to see the animals here? On Gaia, it’s free.” 
 
    “That’s because the fee goes directly back into the enclosures and helps pay for the food, medicine and care of everything you see here. Resources here are not as freely given as back in your world.” I replied.  
 
    “Ah. Ok then, that makes sense.” She nodded. 
 
    The entrance area of the park had free roaming animals on the grounds, none of which were harmful unless provoked of course. Most were considered quite demure, timid prey animals or general livestock. The majority of these animals had been raised here, so they were very friendly to the people walking around and were not bothered at all by the random hugs and poking of small children.  
 
    Cyrene looked like she was in a wonderland, her eyes were wide and she was looking around as if she’d take it all in at once, if she could. As she walked towards the pond stationed in the middle of the open area, a flock of peacocks wandered past her, all six waddling as fast as their legs could carry them to a small child of around eight who had a bag of oats out.  
 
    He was scattering it around him like confetti, and giggling madly as the birds overran him in excitement. His mother was holding his other hand and cooing, and I watched as Cyrene grinned ear to ear at the sight. 
 
    “What are they?” she asked, watching them in fascination. I sauntered over to her and folded my arms under my chest, smiling. “They’re called peacocks, and they are quite tame birds, most of the time. They’re an imported bird from the Asian and African continents.” She switched her attention to me.  
 
    “Most of the time?”  
 
    I nodded. “Well, all animals have a defensive instinct, obviously. Those beaks can be quite sharp if they feel threatened in any way, which is why the signs say young children need to be accompanied by adults. I can assure you, being chased by peacocks is not something you want to experience.” 
 
    I crinkled my nose in distaste, and Cyrene tried to keep a straight face. “Oh, there’s a story there, and you’re going to have to tell me about that!” Her eyes twinkled with mischief.  
 
    “Ohhh no, no I don’t.” I looked to the adjoining section. There was a cluster of tropical trees and overhanging bushes planted around the edge. “Oh look over there, monkeys!”  
 
    Cyrene raised an eyebrow at me, and I gave her my best ‘honest’ face, and shrugged. She rolled her eyes at me and sighed, but I saw her smile as she turned to catch a glimpse of the monkeys up the tree. I knew she was humouring me, but it was still fun to see her react like that to me.  
 
    We spent a bit of time in the open areas, and Cyrene gawked at all the animals roaming around, stopping to pet almost everything she could. After a little bit I finally caved, and bought her a bag of her own to feed the animals. It was very amusing watching her try and tempt a duck with it. The duck never got close enough, but she did her best. It probably saw her attach herself to one of the roaming Shetland ponies earlier, and knew what would happen. Smart duck. 
 
    We eventually made our way to one of the huge fenced enclosures, and Cyrene was staring at the sign post with curiosity burning through her. “What are these?” She asked me. 
 
    “These are the enclosures for the more dangerous animals. They can roam free here in separate areas where they can hunt prey, which has been imported or bred here specifically for them. They are mostly breeding wild, but there is some population control by the rangers.” 
 
    She nodded at me, absorbing my words. “Why are they in an enclosure at all? If they are dangerous, why are they even here?” she asked me. “Well, for education, and for preservation, mainly. A lot of the Terran animals were facing extinction before animal rights fell into Fey hands. In the old days these animals would be in a circus, or worse hunted for their skin or just plain sport, leaving the meat to rot. But this world has come a long way since then. The Fey now assist in animal rights and monitor places like this. The animals live alongside the guardians who they feel closest kinship to here. It’s been quite a successful undertaking, bringing multiple species back from the brink of extinction.” 
 
    “What do you mean, closest kinship?” She asked me. “I mean, if we had horses here, then someone who is either a Centaur or close kin with one would be charged with their care. A Fey whose animal affiliation is the same, or at least in the same subspecies as the animals they care for is called either a Ranger, or a Guardian here. They know best how to deal with the husbandry of the animals, and can vouch for their happiness. It also helps if you can talk to them.” I explained, and she was absorbing everything I said.  
 
    “Humans have proven that though they have good intentions, their follow through falls short. And since they don’t understand the animal tongue, they have to do a lot of guesswork and make far too many assumptions.” I finished. 
 
    “Ahh, ok, that makes sense I suppose.” She nodded. 
 
    “Places like these are much more ethical nowadays.” I looked at her pointedly. “Now, do you want to go inside?” She was at the tram door before I could blink, bouncing on her heels in excitement. Huh, stupid question, I suppose. 
 
    “No need to rush, it doesn’t leave for another four minutes.” I yelled after her. She looked back slightly confused. “How do you know that?” she queried as I walked towards her. 
 
    I pointed to the timer near the front of the tram. “See that? It’s counting down. It’s a timer to when the next automated tram tour is leaving. Underneath it, in the little colour coded boxes, you can also find the time tables for all four trams. It helps if you can plan it all out, with a zoo this size.”  
 
    “Oh. Wait four? There’s more of these?” her face was all bright sunshine at the thought. It made me giggle a bit and indulge her curiosity.  
 
    “Yes, there’s four. This is the section for Terran native predators, there’s another for the Gaia native predators, and another separation again, for bird’s species. Aside from that, there’s also the insect and arachnid houses as well as a few variations in this park. The zoo is mostly sectioned into areas so you can plan several days’ worth of visits, taking in shows and planning what animals you want to visit on certain days.” I pointed back in the direction we’d just come from. 
 
    “We just went through the entryway which is kind of a petting zoo, with the ponies, gentle fowl and some livestock animals we saw. The monkey you saw was at the edge of the jungle section, which has a tree top walkway so you can see it all much better. This zoo is quite big, way too much to go through in one day.”  
 
    Her eyes were glittering in excitement. Yes! That was the reaction I’d expected at the museum, I’m so glad I got it here at least. Hmm..odd that I felt that way, wanting to make her smile again, that’s not normally something I care about. Yet another oddity I suppose, so I shrugged it off and decided to go with it. After all, it wasn’t a bad feeling. Whatever was causing the warm feeling was probably responsible for this one too, so until I figured it out I would try to just go with it. I smiled at her and pointed to the stand with all the maps.  
 
    “If you want we can grab a map and see which sections we want to go through today.” She was nodding furiously before suddenly skipping ahead and grabbing timetables and a map. “Let’s sit in here Zelena, this car is empty.” She yelled me over, grinning from ear to ear. Such a cute little excitable Fey. I found myself quite enjoying today. 
 
    While we waited for the tram to count down, Cyrene was pouring over the map, studying the lines with intensity. She couldn’t quite sit still. I noticed her foot was tapping away in the kind of movement which suggests habit. I watched a frown come across her face for a moment, so after some small consideration, I nudged her shoulder gently with my own.  
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    When she didn’t react badly to my being so familiar, I found myself relaxing just a little more. “Why isn’t there an aquatic section on here?” she asked, slightly disappointed.  
 
    “Well, while Arrana is built around a river, it’s not exactly the best area to house aquatic creatures. I think the closest aquarium where you could see aquatic wildlife is on the North Sea border, west of here.”  
 
    She looked slightly disappointed by that. Maybe I should think more about her having a possible aquatic link. But, why would anyone send an aquatic Fey here? I wouldn’t have pegged our river as comfortable enough to stay at. Definitely an odd conundrum to think on. 
 
    She cheered up quickly enough when the tram got on its way though. It was quite an extensive tour, stopping at various points to give information through the speakers on the animals in each section, while giving us some time to locate them within their “almost” natural habitat. 
 
    We got incredibly lucky near the end as we saw a Jambavan mingling with the residents of the bear habitat, sharing some food out amongst a bear family. The park ranger was in his true form, to walk amongst the animals and not frighten them.  
 
    He was a large bear with black patterned fur that looked almost like white tattoos were covering his whole body. His chest was well muscled and his long thick arms bled into large paws. If he hadn’t been wearing his ranger clothes and walking along like a man, he could probably have easily passed as a large black bear. 
 
    He was handing out food and checking on the young cubs. None of the adult bears were bothered in the slightest. I took the opportunity to lean in close to Cyrene, placing a hand on her knee, and nodding to the sight of the bears. She looked up at me first and smiled, before turning to see what I was trying to draw her attention to. 
 
    The Jambavan looked up as our tram came to a stop not too far away from them, and he gave us a cheery wave, before ambling over to speak to us, shifting partly so he could talk properly. He introduced himself as Graham, and in response to Cyrene’s enthusiastic gushing, gave us a more detailed explanation on his role as a Ranger.  
 
    He explained to Cyrene how as a Kindred spirit, he could walk safely among the bears and interact peacefully with them, much more so than if someone else who was not Kindred could. He told Cyrene about the importance of his job of checking the young repeatedly without disturbing the parents, which prevented hostilities not just towards the park Rangers, but visitors as well, and in some cases even their own young.  
 
    Cyrene had listened with great care and was a bouncing ball of excitement by the time we’d finished the tour of the Terran native predators. The tram trip ended on the other side of the enclosure, close to a sunken food court, which was next to the Birds of Prey show ground area. It was currently between shows, so rather empty for now.  
 
    We decided to have a bite to eat in the food court, and see what else we had time for today. While enjoying some sandwiches at a little bench, we planned out the rest of our afternoon. After looking at the map, we decided we only really had time to see two additional areas, before we’d have to call it a day. With the tours taking two hours easily each, time did tend to fly by very quickly. 
 
    “Come on, let’s show you the treetop walk, through the tropical section, and finish the day in the “Gaia native Predators” tour!” I said, putting the last bit of rubbish from our lunch into a bin before coming around to her side of the table. I didn’t have to say that twice. With a grin, she ducked past me cheekily, and strutted off in the direction of the tree top walkway.  
 
    She held the first door of the enclosure open for me, waiting not so patiently for me to hurry up and get into the buffer area, before she opened the door to the massive tropical habitat. 
 
    “So, why are these kept together?” She asked me as we started up the gentle incline of the wooden path, which wove around enormous trees many hundreds of years old, in lazy twists and turns. Some were magically encouraged to grow, to make up for what must have been destroyed in the war, and the resulting mixture of trees was beautiful and enchanting.  
 
    “These animals live quite happily together. They are not predators or prey to each other, so they can and do coexist quite well.” I answered her, as I enjoyed the slowly elevated view of the deep green foliage. The smell of rain forest was energizing, so fresh and alive.  
 
    Just as I said that, a beautiful lyre bird flew over our heads in a kaleidoscope of blues, blacks, reds, and green, with a gold fascinator feather crowning his tiny head. He perched on a branch about a yard or so away from us, and started to sing and dance. Cyrene was fascinated, and we had to stop for a few minutes while she admired and cooed at the little thing.  
 
    I leaned on the side rail, content to watch Cyrene. Her reactions were so endearing. The fact that I was causing her such happiness today gave me a very warm feeling, so I allowed myself to bask in it. I was enjoying the view of this tall Fey woman leaning against the rail in an effort to convince the bird to come on over. It never did come down, but she still seemed pleased as we moved on. 
 
    We kept going along the elevated path, the angle so subtle that we barely felt it, though we were getting more and more surrounded by foliage and perching birds of all species. After a bit, we hit one of the main attractions here, besides the animals.  
 
    A massive reinforced glass bridge revealed itself from amongst the foliage, which made it appear as if we were walking on air through the trees. The design was a beautiful example of Elven architecture. Lots of vines, leaves and engravings were present over all the surfaces, and the glass railing was rippled like raindrops on a lake, leaving an even more disorientating effect on travellers. It was hundreds of feet high, arching well over the tree line to give a gorgeous view of the whole area, even other parts of the zoo, if you looked from the right vantage points. 
 
    As we walked up to the first platform, Cyrene froze. I don’t even think she was aware of it at first. When I turned back to look at her she glanced up at me, embarrassed, and ran a hand through her hair again, fluffing it out and exhaling deeply. 
 
    “You’re not telling me that you’re afraid of heights, are you?” I teased gently. She glared at me. “I just haven’t been up this high in a long time.” She explained, defensively. Huh, so it turns out that Cyrene does not like heights. Who’d have thought it? 
 
    “It’s ok, I got you. Don’t worry, I am much stronger then I look.” I teased, grinning at her, and she went pink again. I could see indecision warring with trust in her face, and I was relieved when I saw the moment she made her decision. She nodded once and smiled shyly back at me. “I got this.” She told me, as she squared her shoulders a look of stubborn determination came across her face.   
 
    “That’s right, you got this. You can totally walk across this bridge with me.” She giggled at that, and nudged me with her shoulder. She deliberately looked out at the view, meeting her situation head on and I felt myself respecting her more for it. 
 
    We started to inch across together, mainly going slow for her sake, but the family behind us was not very patient. Or should I say, their kid wasn’t. A spoiled little boy shoved past her and ran out ahead, stopping a short distance from us to laugh and tease Cyrene, before running ahead.  
 
    I was furious, and was about to move towards him, when she held me back. Her cheeks burned with indignation, as she straightened up stiffening her spine. She’d been challenged, and she was not going to back down from it, not even one from a little boy. Eh, either way, I was proud of her and at the same time, her inner strength. To just push on was very endearing to me.  
 
    She half ran the last few steps to safety at the way section, and I had to speed up to catch up to her. Before I fully crossed the bridge the parents caught up with me, and were very apologetic. As if that makes up for rude behaviour. In a city as dark as Arrana, personal responsibility is looked very highly upon, so I reminded them of theirs as I verbally tore into them.  
 
    They must have been tourists, or they’d know that rudeness like that in this city, is not tolerated by most races. I would have preferred teaching the kid a lesson, but I suppose the parents will have to do. For some reason I was more concerned with Cyrene and her reaction. Considering I like to take the opportunities as they come to give voice to my nastier side, I was uncomfortable right now. Damnit. 
 
    Naturally, I took it out on the parents. “... next time he challenges an adult, they might take him up on it, and beat him into the hospital. I don’t know how it is where you’re from but here, they’d be fully within their rights to do so. So teach the little thing some manners and decorum before he learns the hard way.” I warned them coldly, before continuing across the bridge. I glanced in their direction as I moved and saw both parents give him a stern, if not worried, talking to.  
 
    When I reached Cyrene she was watching me, with a weird look on her face. “So, do you often chastise complete strangers, or was this a special occasion?” She teased.  
 
    I waved a hand dismissively. “Like I’ve told you before, Arrana can be a dangerous place, where many of its people are dark Fey. Do you think if that kid had done what he did to you, to a Troll or an Orc that he would have walked away? They might not have straight out killed him like in the Undercity, but I’m pretty sure a medic would have been required.” 
 
    She blinked at me, and hesitated. “No, I guess not. I hadn’t thought of it like that.” she finally said, a bit more subdued. “Would you have, if I hadn’t been here?” she asked suddenly. 
 
    I shrugged, but didn’t avoid her gaze. “Probably. It is the way things are done here, my dear. Anyway. Doesn’t matter. So, heights huh?” I asked her, as casually as I could, changing the topic of conversation. I guess after that incident, I could cross off any air affiliation though. Cyrene my dear, you are curiouser and curiouser. I was enjoying playing detective, and figuring out this woman. 
 
    After giving me a lingering look which I couldn’t decipher, she decided to drop it. “I fell off a griffin once, guess I haven’t fully gotten over it.” My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Really?” When she just shrugged and didn’t say anything else, I prodded. “Care to share…?” She gave me a look, but eventually decided it was alright to tell me. She huffed out a breath before she spoke again. “Fine. But it’s not that special.” 
 
    “I still want to hear it.” I replied. She gave me a look that was slightly exasperated, but pleased that I wanted to know regardless. Her eyes had changed to a lovely shade of deep leaf green, like the evergreen trees found in the mountains, and I found myself pulled into her gaze.  
 
    “It was during my training period as a guard at the Crystal Court. We had an aptitude test, to see where our skills lay. One of them was airborne combat on griffins, and I fell out of the saddle. It was just an accident, but I haven’t been up that high since, so it was just jarring to find myself that high again. That’s all, nothing serious. Afterwards I was moved into one of the regular ground duty units, so no need for a griffin mount.” 
 
    I squeezed her shoulders affectionately, and was pleased when she didn’t pull away. “If the height bothers you, we are at a way section. We can go back down to the ground here and finish the walk there, or if you want to brave it we can keep going.” I smiled reassuringly, to let her know either choice would be fine by me.  
 
    She shrugged but didn’t pull away from me, so I considered this a start, at least. “Would you mind if we finished this walk on solid ground?” She asked, trying to be nonchalant about it but I could feel now how stiff her spine was.  
 
    “Not at all, whatever you feel comfortable with.” I stepped away from her and moved to a small waist high stone pedestal which was off to one side. It was dark in colour like most of the natural stone in this area, and had two gemstones embedded in it. One was red, the other was blue. 
 
    “Just step over here, place your hand on the red gem and it’ll teleport you down.” She looked relieved as she followed me to the pedestal. “So, what’s the blue for then?” She asked me. 
 
    “The blue is for Code Blue emergencies. When someone is hurt, it summons a medic and alerts the hospital.”  
 
    “Ah. Very handy!” She nodded once. “So, I just touch it?” She asked me, not quite sure about it.  
 
    “Sure. Here, I’ll go first.” 
 
    I demonstrated by touching the red gem and was instantly transported to the ground level. After a few seconds Cyrene appeared and we were able to continue our trip on solid ground. 
 
    It was still quite an enjoyable walk through the undergrowth. Cyrene got to see several species of monkeys in the tree’s as well as sloths, and binturong, which was just one of the saved species moving along here in the ‘wild’.  There was also a wide variety of insects and animals living peacefully in this enclosure. 
 
    She tried so hard cooing at the first monkey’s we saw to convince them to come down, only to get some unmentionables thrown at her. She wasn’t as enthused with them after that, in fact she made sure to stay out of throwing range. It was incredibly amusing. 
 
    She was absolutely enamoured when we saw a quetzal in it’s full glory flying past, I think she was a bit sad we hadn’t stayed longer on the bridge then, as the sight of it flying above the treetops would have been even more astounding as it flew off. We had a nice leisurely walk to enjoy the animals, but as all things come to an end, so did this, and we came to the exit. 
 
    She was a bit disappointed that it was ending, but then I reminded her of the next tour we’d soon be on. I was rewarded with a smile, and she hurried over to the exit of the enclosure, holding the door open for me once again. I chuckled, and followed her through both of the doors and out of the enclosure. 
 
    The last area we’d decided to tour had been the Gaia native predators section. The same thing happened here as with the first tour we took this morning. Cyrene beat me to the tram, picking out a nice unoccupied car for just the two of us. She was still very excited to see all the animals up close and safer then she would out in the wilds of Gaia, her home, but her demeanour changed during the ride through the Midnight Furie’s area.  
 
    I picked up the information flier for this area and looked them up. According to this, Furie’s are a magical beast with a body similar to that of a panther, but they are midnight blue with fiery red fins across their backs from nape to tail creating a twin tux effect from their tailbone outwards, with venomous claws and glowing eyes. They breathe fire in combat, and are considered extremely intelligent and dangerous. Their colours are in fact very similar to that of the Terran fighting fish. They can be found near rivers or around mountain bases. 
 
    I didn’t think any of that would be cause for this change of heart, I thought she’d be excited to see something so beautiful, wild and magical. “What’s up?” I asked, nudging her again gently.  Cyrene just waved me off, a small smile at her lips. “Oh, nothing really, seeing the Furie’s reminds me of one of my friends back home, that’s all.”  
 
    “Was this friend red and blue too?” I teased, and she gave me this annoyed but happy look. “Ha ha, very funny. Veirah is actually purple and blue, thank you.” I stared at her while my mind caught up to what my ears just heard. “Wait, are you being serious?” She rolled her eyes at me. 
 
    “Oh come on, you have to give me more details than that.” She huffed at me, and I could swear there was a small laugh in that. 
 
    “She’s a friend of mine, well she is now. We have a special bond.” She sighed, smiling. 
 
    “Oh come on, details! You can’t just casually toss out an ‘oh by the way, I have a tamed Furie as a friend’, and not elaborate.” She smiled at me. 
 
    “Oh alright, but it’s a long one.” 
 
    “I have time.” I replied, settling into the bench and watching her expectantly.  
 
    “Fine. We were in a scuffle a few years back. Apparently I’d gotten too close to her den, so she attacked me. She came at me from the craggy rocks above me, close to the mountain base, intent on defending her territory. I dodged her initial attack, but I was only armed with my hunting knife, and as you know, Furies are poisonous, so I was at a disadvantage. I took to the trees, gaining some height within their branches, hoping they would cover me. But Veirah was cunning, keeping pace with me from the boulders. I had to jump for my life from tree to tree, as she started lobbing fireballs at me.  
 
    When I hit the ground, I circled around closer to where I first saw her, and she stopped throwing her flames at me. I figured there was something important there, possibly her den. There was a growl of frustration, followed by the falling of rocks under paw as she got closer to my location, still using the rocks as her vantage point.  
 
    Every time I tried to gain the high ground, she was there, countering me viciously. She was quick, but my reflexes were quicker. I was able to block her every blow with my knife, and even got a few hits in myself. I got lucky a few times when she struck, though my clothes didn’t fare as well. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t shake her or gain the advantage. I couldn’t outrun eight hundred pounds of angry cat either.  
 
    I have no idea how long we were fighting, luckily for me when I started to feel the fatigue set in, she was slowing down as well. She jumped up on an overhanging slab above me, and I could hear her growling. She was no shy beast, and probably wanted to intimidate me as she got tired, not that the knowledge did me much good. I could barely stay upright. So I decided to take a risk, and hope her intelligence won over her animal nature.  
 
    I threw my dagger into the ground, embedding it in the earth as close as possible to the rock. I heard her growl intensify, but I didn’t waiver. Instead, I stood my ground pretending to be fitter than I was, and roared back at her. She flew off the rock face, her twin purple tails vibrant against the twilight sky, landing right in front of me.  
 
    I honestly thought I was done for, but she just stared at me. Occasionally swatting at me then jumping away to see what I’d do. Then it just seemed like she made a decision and stopped, staring me right in the eyes. I don’t know how long that went on for, but during that intense moment, something happened.  
 
    I felt a kinship with this fierce creature, who had dived into battle with me so relentlessly. She was bleeding, but they were minor wounds from when I’d rebuffed her advance. She came in close, and she allowed me to lay a hand on her neck, so I took the opportunity to heal her with my limited healing magic, and felt our connection grow.  
 
    When I returned the next day, she was there, watching me. For two weeks, we met every day, in silence communing in spirit, and then one day she led me to her den, and I got to see her cubs. It was an awe inspiring moment, and I felt humbled by it, honoured. She never did let me retrieve that knife though. 
 
    We’ve had a special bond, ever since. One we’ve been growing with repeated visits. Once her cubs were old enough to roam on their own, Veirah decided to den closer to my home, and has been living with me in Gaia since. She even came along on some of my travels after that, and can be very handy in a fight.” 
 
    I continued to stare at her. She was smiling at the thought, until she saw my face. “What?” she huffed out dismayed.  
 
    “How did you not die from the venom?” I blurted out, unable to stand not knowing. It took a bit of effort to consolidate this warrior's tale, with this happy, bouncy woman who was afraid of heights. I’d spent most of the day so far escorting her and I just couldn’t see it.  
 
    The tram started to move again, but I only barely registered it, my attention focused wholly on Cyrene. She gave me a look that clearly showed that the answer should have been obvious. “She wasn’t able to lay a claw on me, of course.”  
 
    I took a moment to process that. I was very impressed. I had to look at her again, and I tried to check out her arms for muscle mass just with my eyes, which must have looked like a double take to her. She just calmly waited for me to collect my thoughts, and stuck her nose into the map while I did so. 
 
    She was definitely a toned woman, I knew she worked out, and had a very physical job, but damn! It spoke volumes that she could go toe to toe with a wild Furie and not only live, but come out without any claw wounds.  
 
    The rest of this tram trip went by rather pleasantly, Cyrene was less excited by this one but more interested in how they all merged together, and how the rangers kept each set of animals from killing each other. It was a very long tram trip, so that was sort of an answer in itself. Such a large area meant they could all have territory and not merge by accident. It was all fascinating to her, but I admit, I was still reeling in the back of my mind.  
 
    When we got back to the main entryway of the zoo, it was getting close to closing time. We took a quick trip through the souvenir kiosk and I picked out a beautiful feathered hair clip in blues and greens for Cyrene. All ethically moulted, not plucked, of course.  
 
    “It’s beautiful!” She cooed, touching the feathers gently, mesmerized by their iridescent shimmering. “Here, let me put that on for you.” I replied. She smiled at me and nodded, so I gently threaded my fingers through that gorgeously thick, butter blonde mane of hers, and gloried in how silky it felt, before I arranged it in a sideways clip and pinned the piece in place. Her smile was all the reward I needed. “A nice memento of today.” 
 
    I took the tag to the counter and paid for it, and we started to take the walk back to the museum. It had been an awesome day, and I found I was sad to see it end, but I’d made a lot of happy memories, for her and I, so it was well spent.  
 
    We separated in front of the museum to go do our own things. She’d go back to guarding the museum and I’d go to my own home making lists to figure out what she was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 04: Back to Work 
 
      
 
    Monday dragged on, and I found myself watching the clock from boredom. All I could think of was Cyrene. I wanted to figure her out, find out why she affected me so. I was starting to obsess. Me! I’ve never obsessed about another person before in my life. This was very much new territory for me, and sadly, I’d also realized I’d completely neglected to get her contact details. She could contact me, but I couldn’t contact her. Something I’d definitely have to rectify at my earliest opportunity. 
 
    I’d taken the time to contact Ms. Frenai, my broker in the morning to get her on the case as quickly as possible, putting out her feelers to see what she could dig up for me. She would contact me if anything turned up regarding those pages. 
 
    I’d also put in the order at the jewellers for a few items to help keep Cyrene safe for Friday evening. I was meticulous in getting everything ready for our little trip to the Undercity. Ever the efficient person that I am though, it all went so quickly that I found it barely distracted me for more than a few minutes.  
 
    My familiar had tried to distract me for a bit too, but it seemed my subconscious was quite determined in keeping my attention on my new little obsession. Alistair was making faces at me from the other side of a rack of test tubes, and other oddly shaped bottles on my working bench behind the counter. 
 
    The shaped glass had a warping effect on his form, exaggerating his bright blue eyes. He waggled his front legs in the air, and I grinned as I watched them appear to grow another six inches through the glass. It did the trick, making me laugh for a little bit.  
 
    Alistair is my blue tarantula, and he’s big enough that I need both hands to hold him safely, when he’s not riding shotgun on my shoulder. Alistair’s been with me almost my whole life, so he knows me better than I do. His life has been magically affected by mine as well. He would live as long as I would, if nothing happened to us that is. 
 
    I pulled out a glass jar from under the counter with some treats, and teased him with a couple before feeding them to him. The happy munching noises were adorable. He was more than a mere spider, and he shared many traits with me due to our connection. He usually acted more like a Fey who was trapped in a spider form. While intelligent and cunning enough to rival most Fey, he was always in touch with his inner animal instincts. Thus, he could be incredibly useful, and when needed he was my little spy, seeing as how we could talk mind to mind.  
 
    Alistair often balanced my emotions, and rarely left my side while at home. He was an excellent shadow, not counting the fact that his bond with me allowed him to share some of my magic too. He could use it to make himself invisible to all but myself, which was invaluable to me. I gave him a couple more of his treats before I put the jar away. 
 
    I decided I’d try and find out where Cyrene lived this evening and maybe entice her on a bit of a date in the city. So the only thing I could think of to do to take my mind off of her, was immersing myself in a good book until closing time. 
 
    It took a long, long time to get close to closing time. This wasn’t too horrible, as it meant I could enjoy my book in peace and quiet, but I’d have rather read it in comfort as well if I wasn’t getting any money in anyway. It was almost five pm when the shop’s doorbell, and I use the term lightly, alerted me to the last customer of the day. Well, it had better be the last customer. Typical, they start coming in when I want to start closing up. 
 
    I put the book down on the desk and moved over to the counter, just as Alistair scuttled out of the way and climbed up the wall towards one of the supporting beams, for a better vantage point. The man who entered my shop was nervous, I could tell by the sheen of sweat on his forehead and the way his hands didn’t seem to know what to do with themselves. Whoever he was, he was uncomfortable being in my store. 
 
    Maybe it was the shrunken head that doubled as a doorbell? I’ve been told by some clients that it’s really hideous, but I think it’s charming. Or maybe he didn’t like the fact that it shrieked out “customer” to alert me when he walked in the door.  
 
    Anyway, if it was good enough for Great Grandma, it is good enough for me. Then again maybe he just wasn’t used to magic shops like mine, where the shelves held everything from herbs to bottled limbs and magic charms. 
 
    When he didn’t seem to move much further in besides shuffling his feet and awkward glances at the shelving, I decided to pipe up. 
 
    “Good evening, sir. How can I help you?” I said, in my nicest customer service voice. Not the bright one, just the nice one. He looked up at me, startled almost. I pretended I hadn’t noticed. Of course, I notice everything in my shop, I make it my business to notice everything. Part of my genes, or maybe just the paranoia and my own little OCD.  
 
    The man moved cautiously, as if thinking hard about what he would say next. He quickly manoeuvred away from the shrunken head, when he noticed it’s eyes were following him. Once that creepy obstacle was cleared, the man moved slowly, taking his time eying off the items for sale to either side.  
 
    “I’m looking for a woman by the name of Zelena.” He said, being very deliberate with his words. “I’ve been told that if I want the best, I have to ask for her.” 
 
    “And who told you that?”  I asked, politely. Always good to check references.   
 
    “A good, and wealthy friend of mine, who has also been a good customer to this establishment. You might remember him, he goes by the name Bruce. He bought the ‘helping hands’ here, last month. It was a good month for him, I’m sure you saw it in the papers.”  
 
    I had, it had been front page news. In this business, no one outright admits anything, but he was coming close. So I was interested, and I’ve always liked a compliment, I admit. “You’ve found me. So, what is it you require?” I graciously tilted my head in acknowledgment.  
 
    He cleared his throat, and looked around. Ok, his nerves were starting to get onto mine, so I decided to be nice and help him relax. “It’s perfectly safe here sir, there are no bug spells I can assure you.” Well, none but my own, but details, details. “And there are no other customers, so it’s just you and me.” 
 
    He seemed to think about it, and after a moment, I could tell he’d decided to believe me. 
 
    “I need something that none of the others can provide for me. It requires certain abilities normally not acknowledged in polite society.” He looked at me, pleading with his eyes to be understood. Of course, he meant what he wanted was illegal, and he knew enough to know that what I did was on the darker side. I had to hide my eye roll. Ah, I had a virgin on my hands. Great... 
 
    I watched him for a moment. I didn’t see a need to speak right now, so I just waited. It wasn’t my job to walk him through making purchases like this. If he wanted someone to hold his hand, he should have just brought Bruce along with him. 
 
    “I can pay you anything you ask, if, you agree to take my business.” Ah, here we go, a bit blunter than what I’m used to, but at least it’s progress. Well, let’s see if he can put his money where his mouth is. I’ve never been accused of being cheap. Far from it, what I did was so specialized that you paid handsomely, for just a sniff of what I can make. I knew my worth, and he was being very stupid.  
 
    “What do you need so badly, that you’ll pay anything for?” I watched him intently, studying his face for reactions. He leaned in conspiratorially over the counter towards me, looking over his shoulder before whispering to me. 
 
    “I need obsession. I need to have complete sexual control over someone. I want her to need to do anything I want her to do. To be unable to resist me.” He licked his lips. Clearly, this is something he felt quite strongly about. His hands had clenched into fists, so tightly his knuckles were white, while he got this funny shine to his dark eyes.  
 
    To be honest, he was kind of creepy, not because he looked scary, but because the vibe he was giving off gave me a shudder. It was wrong, and it felt like being rubbed the wrong way. I couldn’t help but be inclined to dislike the man. Of course, what he was asking for was magical rape, and that didn’t win him any points either. 
 
    “Even if I could give you this, and I’m not saying I will, that’s highly illegal magic you’re asking for. I’d need to be properly compensated. You understand the risks involved in handling such magic?” 
 
    He nodded at me, and waved a hand dismissively. “Yeah, yeah, that’s not a problem at all.” So, he either had more experience with underhanded dealings than I first thought, or he was a complete moron. Interesting.  
 
    Now, I’m not exactly a law abiding citizen myself, and in fact I pretty much do as I please. However, I think he just had friends in high places, to cover his mistakes. He was far too blunt and obvious, which was always a dangerous combination to work with. 
 
    “Alright then, I have a couple of options for you. I would of course, suggest an obsession potion. These tend to be more exact and fool proof then your general charms and what not. Now, this comes in three different strengths. There’s the potion for non-magical beings, which will cost you five thousand euro’s now, a small donation of hair or nail clippings from both you and your victim, and a thimble of your blood as the final ingredient. This will take a week to complete once you give me the necessary ingredients.” 
 
    As I spoke, I pulled a small but empty clear glass bottle with a cork in it out from under the counter, to illustrate my point. 
 
    “Now, if your victim is magical, it will cost you fifty thousand, as it requires certain ingredients only obtainable in the Fey world. This will also require a pint of your blood, and a thimble of your victims. This potion takes some time, so you’ll have three weeks to get your payments sorted out.” I pulled out an old silver German beer stein while I spoke and placed it on the counter with a slight thud, maintaining eye contact. He paled considerably. 
 
    “The third option is the most expensive, and covers both categories. It will work, regardless of who or what drinks it. This will take 8 weeks preparation time, and requires rare ingredients from the Fey world, in addition to the pint of blood from both yourself and your victim. You’ll have time to collect the sample though, while you bring in your deposit of five hundred thousand euro’s.”  
 
    I watched him suck air like a fish, and it was quite satisfying. I hid my emotions behind my professional mask, but it was delicious to see him shake in his boots. Ahh, Newbies.  
 
    “Now if you are unable to acquire blood or samples of any kind from your intended victim, this can be substituted but will of course cost you extra. Your blood however, is a non-negotiable requirement.” 
 
    “These prices are of course, only the deposit. They are a mere ten percent of the price upon completion. All potions will work indefinitely, but they are not unbreakable. If your victim ever becomes exposed to true love, in any form, the effects will be negated.” 
 
    I paused, just to let that bit of info sink in a bit before continuing. “Do you know if your target is magical?” I asked him. 
 
    I watched the colour rush to fill his cheeks as I saw the outrage burst forward. I prepared myself to receive some sort of explosive reaction, but he seemed to be working real hard on controlling himself.   
 
    I waited while he got himself under control. I wasn’t kidding about being expensive, but since I can do what others can’t, I really have no competition. People can and do pay that price, so I was confident. If he didn’t like it, where else or who else, could he turn to? Let’s see just how badly he wanted this. 
 
    He snorted. “I. Don’t. Do. Bloods.” he relaxed slightly. “No, she is definitely normal. So the basic potion will suffice.” Oh wow, he used the term ‘normal’ to refer to humans only. So it’s not the price that went down the wrong hole, he’s simply a good old fashioned racist!  
 
    Bloods was a common slang word for beings with magic in their veins, and despite his flippant retort, we made up at least fifty percent of the population. Depending on who said it and how, it is usually considered foul language in most places. Here and now, I definitely consider it foul language.  
 
    Just because one didn’t look obviously magical, didn’t mean squat of course. Obviously, he had no magical aptitude himself if he couldn’t even tell he was talking to a Fey right this minute.  I disliked him more now. 
 
    “Fine. Then get me a hair from her head, and give me some of yours now. You have a week before I can make this, as it has to be done under the full moon. Bring it to me then, and I’ll make your obsession potion for a non-magical being. If you don’t make an appointment by next Monday though, I believe the next full moon is... let me see.” I quickly flipped the page on my calendar. “Ah here we go, October twenty seventh. That would be your next opportunity. I warn you though, it is not as potent as the one for magical beings. Are you still sure you don’t want the more powerful potion?” 
 
    He choked a bit, before squeaking out “Most definitely.” I smiled at him. It gave me pleasure to bother him, which was a sign that I didn’t want him to be a repeat customer. Besides, he was being cheap, and that’s bad for business. Let him have his potion - the sooner he leaves my store, the better. 
 
    I came around the front of my counter, and stepped in close to him, one hand extended as if I planned on shaking to seal the deal. When he leaned in to do exactly that, I grabbed a hold of his hand, yanked him close, and before he could do more than protest, plucked a good couple of strands of his hair out with my free hand. 
 
    I released him the moment I had what I needed, and I couldn’t help the wide grin on my cheeks. I did enjoy hurting people, especially racist assholes like this one, so I couldn’t help but feel some satisfaction at what I’d done. 
 
    Good thing I was in my human form, or I may just have frightened him to death with a grin that big on my natural face. People like him were prey to me, and on some instinctual level, even if they couldn’t see it, they all felt it. I enjoyed the inexplicable shiver people got around me, and I admit, I deliberately provoked the basic instinct within people sometimes, just to get that happy sensation that seeing them disturbed gave me. 
 
    “Ok, I can collect the blood from you when you deliver your victim's hair. So then it’s just the five thousand deposit, and the remaining forty-five thousand on completion.” I said while bagging the hair for the potion. 
 
    He spluttered at me, and I noticed his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. Oh yeah, I’d pissed him off. “This is outrageous! I’ll have you up on assault charges!” he almost yelled at me. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him, radiating coldness. I let him see how little him and his threats meant to me. “This is business. I warned you before there are risks involved and prices to pay. You should be thanking me, for making it quick and relatively painless to get your contribution.” I kept my tone brisk and professional. “Consider all you know of what I do here. Consider what you just asked of me. Do you honestly think you can intimidate me with something as mundane as the police?” 
 
    His eyes sparkled with anger, but I could also see reluctance there. He knew his threats were empty, the rumours going around were dark enough to dissuade him from using any kind of force against me, and he knew I knew it. 
 
    “However, if you think you can find someone else who can make something as strong as this for you, then please, be my guest. There’s the door.” I smiled as I waved my hand graciously in the direction of the shop entrance.  
 
    “Oh wait, you can’t, can you? You already tried everyone else, didn’t you?” I watched him calmly, containing my anger at his idiocy.  
 
    He knew when he’d lost. I could see it in his eyes, he knew that if he turned this down, he would lose his one and only chance at obtaining whoever it was he was trying so hard to catch. She must mean a lot to him. Of course, if she really meant something to him, he wouldn’t use this potion. I don’t understand why he didn’t just go about it the normal way, however, business is business. 
 
    I watched him get closer to the counter again, but this time as far away from me as possible, while he dug out his wallet. Angrily, he slapped down a handful of thousand euro notes in front of me, counting them out as if each and every one had personally insulted him. 
 
    “This will work, won’t it?” He asked, a hint of uncertainty starting to show in his voice. Maybe there was more to this, then some lech wanting to act out his twisted fantasy. If it was just a sex thing, I wouldn’t have expected to hear that as he spoke. Food for thought, definitely. 
 
    Once I counted out the five thousand, I nodded at him and tried to be pleasant. "Of course. So long as she’s not magical. This will work just fine. She won’t be able to resist you, and it will begin within minutes.” 
 
    I put the money away in the till, and wrote down the purchase in my ledger. Once done I moved on to putting the bottles and stein back under the counter. Picking up an order form from under the till, I wrote down the order details and added them to the bag of hair. I then slotted it away behind the counter in a secure compartment.  
 
    “Give me a call later in the week, when you’ve acquired the hair, and we can set up an appointment to finalize the potion.” I gave him my business card, clearly dismissing him. “Pleasure doing business, Arnold. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    He’d just snatched the card off me, and had already turned his back in the process of leaving, when he heard his name. He froze. Speaking slowly to me, still with his back turned, as if he was afraid of what he would see, he stuttered, “H...how did you know my name?” 
 
    I shrugged and grinned, but of course he couldn’t see that. “Your name tag is still attached.” I said in a pleasant voice, enjoying his fear. 
 
    Wow, that was fast. I don’t think I’d ever seen such an embarrassed run out of my store! I allowed myself a chuckle, as I continued to potter about behind the counter. Well, as strange as he was, he was not an unusual customer, and now that he’d gone, I could close up shop, finish my reference check, and spend the rest of my Monday evening on my new little obsession. 
 
    I asked Alistair to close up the shop for me, to speed things along while I gave good old Bruce a quick phone call. Like I said before, I’m a paranoid kind of person. Always best to get that over and done with A.S.A.P.  
 
    If Bruce vouches for him, then everything’s fine and I can keep going. If he doesn’t and Arnold lied to me, than I make a little phone call to the police, reporting him for attempting to buy dark magic. Nice and neat, just the way I like it.  
 
    He answered on the third ring, and I greeted him with my usual charm. “Bruce, it’s good to speak with you again. Enjoying the ‘helping hands’?” I purred over the phone. No need for an introduction, really. 
 
    “Zelena, what a lovely surprise. To what do I owe the pleasure?” I rolled my eyes. “I hope you had a good reason for sending a simpleton over to my shop today.” I said, not in the mood to beat around the bush. Bruce took his cue from me, and his voice was all business, the charm lost as easily as water off a duck’s back.  
 
    “He’s on an assignment for me, just give him what he needs and that’s all there is to it. I’ll make sure you're paid in full.” he replied calmly. 
 
    “I’m not on your pay check, Bruce, so don’t deign to give me commands like I’m some kind of lackey. Though if that’s the best you have, then you need to seriously recruit some fresh blood.” His laughter rolled down the line.  
 
    “Ah, but that’s why he came to you. You’re the best at what you do, and you know it. One day, Zelena, I will collect you too.” 
 
    “Not in this lifetime Brucie.” I replied, sweetly.  
 
    His laughter rang in my head for a while after I hung up. I let out a sigh, and stretched. Enough of this, I thought. Time to enjoy some ‘me’ time. With that, I finished my close and headed out towards the museum.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 05: Moonlight Stroll 
 
      
 
    A warm happy glow washed over me as I got to the museum just on closing time, and it left me feeling both confused and elated. I wasn’t sure what was causing this feeling, and it was still foreign for me to feel so...well, good, but there I was, feeling it again. I let out a small frustrated huff of air, and walked purposely towards the doors, just in time to see Cyrene walking out.  
 
    That burst of fuzzy glowing emotion warmed me even more once I saw her, which tested a pet theory I had about it. It seemed my happy glow was directly related to her. How or why, I still wasn’t sure about, and I was at war with myself about if I should just bask in the positive emotion, or fight it as if it was some disguise to lull me into a false sense of security. 
 
    Apparently, my subconscious had already taken the driver’s seat while my conscious self was duly conflicted. I found myself calling out to her as I waited, basking in the view.  
 
    “Hello Cyrene.” I was leaning against the streetlight, hands in my coat pockets as I watched her at the top of the stairs. 
 
    She looked up and around her, confused for a moment until she spotted me. Once she did, I was rewarded with a half-smile, as she came down the steps towards me. “Zelena, what are you doing here?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Enjoying the night air, I suppose.” 
 
    “You know, that’s twice in a row now, that you’ve run into me. If you’re not careful I might start to think that you're stalking me.” She gave me a little laugh and a curious look, not sure if she herself was even joking or not. 
 
    “Stalking is such an ugly word for showing an obsessive interest.” I casually waved it off with a smile, before we both had a giggle. Once the giggle died down, she gave me a look and then adjusted her backpack which was slung over one shoulder. 
 
    “Seriously though, what’s up?”  
 
    “I realized I didn’t have your contact details. So I thought I’d see if I could catch you here to get them. And while I’m out here with you, maybe I can tempt you into telling me a bit about Gaia over dinner, perhaps?” Cyrene looked pleased, and then surprised.  
 
    “Gaia? Why do you want to know about that? Surely you’ve seen it yourself.” 
 
    I shifted slightly, and stood up straight, and then shrugged. “Actually no, I was born and raised right here in Arrana. I’ve never actually been to Gaia before, so I have no idea what it’s like. But I thought since I’m showing you this side of the mirror, maybe you could enlighten me on the other side?” I gave her a confident grin, which received a small chuckle from her. 
 
    "Of course, I’d be delighted to.” She said smiling. “Should I consider the dinner option as my incentive?” She laughed. 
 
    “Well as a connoisseur of fine dining, I think it’s my duty to show my new business partner around. Treating you to the best places my home town has to offer. Besides ensuring we both get some good meals in, is just good business sense, don’t you think? You can’t march on an empty stomach, now can you?” 
 
    She gave a chuckle as she waved a hand in front of her. “Oh well in that case, lead the way, o grand local one.” I raised an eyebrow at her, but grinned. Oooh that cheeky minx! I’d have to get her back for that. 
 
    I took her to a nice, small Italian place a block or so from the museum. “See Cyrene, there’s some decent places you can eat close to the museum as well. You don’t have to stick with the seven eleven.” I teased her, as we were seated inside the inviting restaurant.  
 
    She blushed that cute rose pink stain again, and it brought out the freckles on her rounded, gorgeous face as she grumbled out, “It’s not like I have a choice, you know! I have a limited budget, and if I ate like you do every day, I’d be out of spending money before the week is done.” My eyebrows rose in surprise at that, so I leaned in closer over the table in interest. 
 
    “You’re joking right? Don’t you have your own savings, if not a stipend from your employers?” I inquired. 
 
    “No. I’m not. I do have savings, but it’s all in Fey gold back on Gaia. I was told I wouldn’t be here long enough to need it, so I left it behind. This mission was only supposed to last a month at most, so we got given a month’s worth of expenses paid out before going out.” She sighed and looked embarrassed, hiding her hands under the table. I could tell she was wringing them, because the muscles in her arms were moving. 
 
    “Luckily, I was very frugal with it or I’d be tapped out already. They won’t give any more money until the job is completed. Too much risk of it being traced back to them, and I can’t go home to access my bank account until this job is over. So I have to stretch the budget. A two euro burger for a meal goes a lot further for me, than a thirty euro meal.” 
 
    The poor thing, she was in a tight spot here. I felt that warm glow rear up again inside me, but this time it triggered something else. A need to protect her and take care of her. It was so strong that I reached over and held out my hand to her, silently demanding her own.  
 
    She hesitated for a moment, but then decided to accept my comfort by slipping her hand in mine. I squeezed gently, rubbing my thumb over her knuckles and gave her a small smile of encouragement. 
 
    “Well, that makes sense now. I can understand that puts you in a tight position here. So, let me put your mind at ease. Since your employers will be reimbursing me for all my expenses anyway, we’ll just chalk these little outings up as ‘work meetings’. We have to have at least one progress report every day, don’t you think?”  
 
    I smiled at her, it was the perfect excuse to take her out every day, while also getting to know more about her, before she has to go. Besides it also gave me some control too. I can make sure she gets at least one decent, healthy meal a day. It was one way I could look out for her, and protect her. So long as she let me.  
 
    With that realization I felt the needs inside me relax a bit, sated for the moment. Interesting, how my own emotions and body are reacting to her like this, without any magical persuasions. 
 
    She seemed a bit shocked and unsure at that, searching my eyes for a moment. I don’t think she was quite sure if she should trust me, or not. But I met her gaze steadily so she could see my sincerity for herself. After a little sputter she finally squeaked out an “OK”, and gave me an unsure and hesitant smile, which grew stronger when I returned it, and gave her hand one more squeeze.  
 
    A small part of doubt rose up in me, that perhaps she was nervous, because she didn’t really want to see me every day. I think that’s the first time in a long time I’ve actually been worried about something like that. Odd. 
 
    Thankfully I’m mostly a rational person. The nervousness is more than likely to do with the deceit. She is light Fey after all, and technically this is ‘fibbing’ to the Crystal court. Well, easy enough to test that theory out, and put her more at ease at the same time. 
 
    “Alright then, this is our first business meeting. Any progress to report Cyrene?” I smiled playfully at her. This seemed to help a little, and coaxed a small smile out of her.  
 
    “No ma’am.” Oooh there’s that tingle again.  
 
    “None from me either, so let’s eat.” We both grinned at each other. 
 
    “What would you like to try, Cyrene?” I asked, regretfully letting go of her hand so I could instead draw her attention to the menu. I already knew she had a good appetite, so I was curious to see what she would choose this time. She picked up her menu quickly and held it in front of her face. I wasn’t sure if she was deliberately hiding her face or not, but it was cute nonetheless.  
 
    I waited a few minutes after making my selection before prodding her again. “Cyrene? Have you decided yet?” 
 
    “Umm…” was the only response I got as she lowered the menu just enough to glance over at me, and give me an ‘aw-shucks’ look. She quickly ducked behind the menu once more, hiding behind it. I had to smother the sudden urge to grab her and crush her against me out of sheer adorableness. It took more effort than I like to admit. Instead, I decided to try and experiment. 
 
    “If you’re having trouble deciding, why don’t I order for the both of us?” I saw the relief in her eyes, and she smiled as she laid the menu down neatly. “I’d like that, actually. There’s so many choices and they all sound so delicious! But I have no idea what any of them are.” 
 
    I nodded. This was going much better than I’d planned, so it was hard to keep that sceptical part of me around for long. The more I was exposed to her, the less I wanted to fight my feelings, and just embrace them.  
 
    “Alright then. Do you have any allergies, or foods you don’t like?” I asked.  She shook her head. “Nothing that I know of so far. If I come across something when you order, I’ll let you know for next time.”  
 
    Oh, there would be a next time? I felt a bit of my ego inflate. I grinned at her with confidence. She blushed again, giving me a shy smile. 
 
    I ordered two plates of a nice ravioli dish they had here, selecting a red wine to go with it. The simple act of taking the choice from her seemed to relax her slightly, and put her more at ease. Since I was enjoying the control it gave me, I already knew I’d want to indulge this feeling in the future again. 
 
    I kept one menu at our table, and while we enjoyed the food, I ran her through what each dish was, trying to explain the flavours for each item. It was one thing to take control because she enjoyed it, it was another to force it through ignorance. I wanted her to be able to give me feedback and understand the choices I made and why I made them. 
 
    By the time we’d finished dinner she had at least a basic understanding of Italian cuisine. There were no traces left of her earlier nervousness. It set my mind at ease as well, to see her brighten back up to her happy chirpy self. 
 
    After I paid, we walked slowly towards the river front. Since Light Fey in general tend to enjoy the presence of nature more, I decided to take her through a small park as we walked. We walked slowly through the park zigzagging through the trees and bushes, until I brought her past a man-made grotto that held a sandstone waterfall with LED lights underneath that rotated different colours, turning the running water and pool into a multi-coloured kaleidoscope of beauty.  
 
    “So, does Gaia have anything as beautiful as this?” I asked her after a bit. She giggled at me and kicked at a pine cone as we walked together. “Mm-hm, and sights that are more beautiful and wild then this tame little fountain.” She boasted, smiling at me through a fall of that gorgeous blonde hair.  
 
    “Oh really? I reckon we can give you a run for your money here.” I teased.  
 
    “Pfft, puh-lease. Where’s the magic here? It’s all science and technology!” She rolled her eyes at me, but she had a big grin on her face.  
 
    “Ok, yes, this place is quite beautiful, I’ll grant you. But it’s nothing like Gaia though. That would be like comparing a tomato to a dougnah.” I gave her a puzzled look, so she elaborated. “A type of root vegetable that grows in the sea.” Ah. Of course it is.  
 
    “So you live near the sea then?” I asked. She shook her head. “Nope.” She grinned at me. “I don’t have to live there to eat the food. Trade is just as widely done in Gaia as here.” Dangit. I thought I’d had a clue then for a moment. I tried fishing again.  
 
    “I suppose it would be boring for you having grown up there. Is that why you were looking to travel and visit this world?” I asked her, picking one of the flowers and turning it in my hands, idly. I’d stopped to rest my back against one of the trees, watching her at the small waterfall as she played with the water.  
 
    “Well a bit, but there’s also you know, ‘coming of age’ and all that. I’ve got to follow tradition and travel to find my place.” She responded.  
 
    “So I’ve been travelling a lot in Gaia and I’ve seen quite a bit of it, but I never connected anywhere.” She shrugged and flicked the water from her fingers before she turned to look at me.  
 
    “Eventually, my parents suggested I try this world. But that’s expensive, so I had to do a lot of saving. You can’t get the kind of travel allowance I needed by just doing basic grunt work, so I had to work hard to rise in the ranks and get different opportunities. I was hoping a few more jobs like this one would give me more of a vision of where in this world I might belong, if anywhere, and the funds to come on my own.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve been looking for a while now.” I started, picking the petals off a flower methodically. She shrugged again, as if it was of moot point. “That’s life. Hell, one of my older sisters has been searching for over two hundred years and still hasn’t found hers yet. Partly why my parents actually do support my wandering to the human world. Finding where you belong doesn’t just pop up out of nowhere saying, ‘this is where you belong, Cyrene!’ You gotta find it for yourself. I’m sure the humans here have something similar in their culture, right?” 
 
    She had a point. “You have sisters?” I asked, more curious about that then discussing human cultures. “And she’s been looking for that long?” She nodded at me. “Oh yeah, Merina hasn’t been able to belong properly anywhere. It’s sad, when one can’t find their place. Sometimes, I think it’s because they haven’t reached their correct point in time. I like to think that maybe she was born too early. My parents think she was born too late.”  
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that. I mean, what can you say? It sounds awful. Luckily, I didn’t have to say anything because Cyrene continued. “So, according to our traditions, she’s still a child, and my parents are still responsible for her. She still has to listen to them too.” 
 
    “Pardon?” I blinked. Over two hundred years old...and still a ward of her parents? Good gods!  
 
    She grinned at me. “Yeah, I love my parents, but being around them when Merina is there...well...let's just say no one wants to be there for that storm.” 
 
    No kidding. I can barely imagine it. 
 
    “Does give me plenty of incentive to roam around as much as possible. So I did just that while on holidays from my duties. I’ve been to the great mountains of Kazrag, where the mountain lakes look like mirrors in the peaceful glen, and down to the islands nations in south Saruna. Which is currently, mostly the Court of Blood’s territory. So it gave me quite the challenge honing my skills. But the fresh fruit to pick there was divine, and the warm shores on the coast were like paradise.” 
 
    She told me a lot about the places she’s seen and the distant area’s she’d travelled to, and I did note a few pointers in our conversation. She seemed very much drawn to places with at least a hint of trouble, where she’d most likely get a fight. And secondly, she seemed to prefer coastlines. Another pointer to look into the aquatic option. 
 
    “... So while the tundra of upper Manon was very nice to explore, I still didn’t quite hit that feeling of connection. It was after that little expedition that my parents suggested trying Terra out. So I started researching and looking at positions that would allow me to travel here.” 
 
    “And now that you’re here, are you feeling anything tingle yet, or did you forget your dowsing stick?” She pushed me lightly in the shoulder with an annoyed grin on her face.  
 
    “It’s not like that, but since you're interested. Yes actually, there is a bit more of a pull here. I haven’t found it completely yet, but I sense something here that calls to me.” She gave me a very adoring look while she was thinking, a shy smile on her lips. “Something is different here, that makes me feel a connection that’s stronger than any of the lands I’ve visited in Gaia. I can feel the warmth of it calling me.” 
 
    I felt a shiver down my spine, making me feel slightly dizzy. Was she hinting, that she might be feeling something for me? 
 
    Our eyes met, her sea green ones to my honey coloured human eyes, and the air around us suddenly became humid. She was blushing again, but didn’t look away from me, and I felt myself being drawn to her. As if I couldn’t have looked away right then, even if I’d wanted to. 
 
    Our moment was interrupted as the church bells struck midnight. She blinked and broke the connection. “Oh my is it that late?” Cyrene flushed. “Gods, I’ve really been talking your ear off, haven’t I?” She looked a bit embarrassed.  
 
    I felt a small pang of disappointment, but I brushed it off as best as I could. I gave her a warm smile and said, “not at all, I’ve had a wonderful evening so far, and I’ve thoroughly enjoyed listening to you explaining the Fey world. It was what I wanted, after all.” I smiled at her reassuringly. 
 
    “Well it has been a wonderful night, but unfortunately, I do think it’s time to go home. I should try and get some sleep.” She gave me a regretful look and her gaze lingered on me for a moment longer, before she turned away. We started to walk back in the direction we’d come from. I didn’t want to, but she probably had a point. 
 
    We both walked together back towards her own place, Cyrene in the lead this time. I’d not seen it before, so I was really quite curious. Would she be the homey type of person, and decorate the place? Or would she be more minimalistic, never really settling in? 
 
    It was a pleasant walk, and it turned out that she didn’t live too far away from the museum. She was renting a small town house, in a row of townhouses which all looked exactly the same. Hers had a small pot of catnip by the door which looked well-tended to. 
 
    “You have a cat?” I asked as we walked up her small pathway to the front door. She smiled and said, “No, that’s to make it look like I do. Makes it look more lived-in rather than a temporary room for rent. If the cat’s there, and the cat is at the plant, people will assume someone is looking after the animal, and that I planted those just for it. Plenty of stray cats here to make that a plausible cover even while I’m out. So I leave the curtains open and the lights on, put out a milk saucer before leaving, and suddenly there’s a caring owner who might or might not be at home.” 
 
    “Smart thinking.” And it was, I was pleased she took her personal safety so seriously. I wanted to come inside and take a look around, and see for myself what kind of a place she kept, but I knew that she probably wouldn’t appreciate me elbowing my way in right now. So I settled for the awkward silence as I did my best to stamp that down. Can’t do that. Not yet, anyway. Maybe later.  
 
    The thought helped mollify that part of me, for now. I decided the best course of action was to leave quickly, before I had any other urges which would put a damper on what was happening between us. I found myself enjoying it, and I didn’t want to see a pre-emptive smothering of this until I’d seen what ‘this’ was in the first place.  
 
    “Well, I’ll leave you to get some sleep then.”  
 
    Oh, smooth. That’s the best I can do? I was mentally kicking myself for that line, but you can’t take things back once they’re out there. She nodded at me, her key in the door already as I turned to leave her there. I didn’t look back, I just kept walking, silently fuming at my verbal stumble. I’m normally much better than this, what the hell?  
 
    Well, nothing I can do about that now except go home, and put my mind to tomorrow. Which is exactly what I did. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 06: Trouble at the Movies 
 
      
 
    Tuesday was a typical day for me. I’d had a number of customers which was always good for the wallet, but no requests as dark as what Arnold had asked for. The darkest it went was a Gnome by the name of Rackdur, buying a hex from me. He wanted to cause his Wizard neighbour’s lawn mower to only go for the flower beds and spit salt into the ground as it churned up the soil. Quite an unusual, and specific piece, but only minor in the scheme of things. 
 
    Apparently, the Gnome was allergic to the magical plants his neighbour was growing, and despite, ahem, negotiating, the Wizard insisted on keeping them, so now it was personal.  
 
    Naturally, buying curses or hexes was illegal and technically no one should suffer from one, but if you knew where to go and had the money, everything was negotiable, if they were careful. 
 
    After paying me the exorbitant amount of fifty thousand euro’s for his hex, the Gnome had given me a malicious grin and waddled off out the door, shoving a few of my other patrons out of the way as he did so, muttering about vengeance.  
 
    Gnomes were known for their hot tempers, so it wasn’t more than a mere annoyance that he did so, and apart from some grumbling, the rest of my clients didn’t seem bothered.  
 
    My store was a bit of a local curiosity, and exhibits such as his were not unknown here. I suppose it was part of the allure for some people.  
 
    I usually kept the peace by taking special orders like his in my work room, which was to the left of the counter. Thieves never worried me, I had my ways of enforcing good behaviour in here. I even helped create some of the rumours about me as a bit of a pastime when I had some downtime. I can be such a creative spirit at heart, when it’s for the right incentive. 
 
    Alistair watched them all from his lofty seat, keeping an eye on anyone who looked slightly dubious for me, and alerting me to anything I needed to know about through our link. Yet another reason I am not worried about theft.  
 
    The rest of my clients asked for things that were mostly simple, such as magically imbued teas, fabrics and charms, and other such personalized items. That is what most of the public knew of my business, to all intents and purposes I was an alternative medicine dealer with a reputation of getting things done, who also dealt in a few curiosities.  
 
    I was also known to be associated with a few hospitals, in order to remove illegal curses from unfortunate victims on occasion. Anything else I did, was on a need to know basis. 
 
    After the work day was over, I realized that I still hadn’t managed to grab Cyrene’s number last night. Dangit, the woman had deftly avoided it in conversation. Well, that just meant if I wanted to see her again, I’d have to revert to stalking once more. I grinned at the thought. 
 
    I made a quick detour to the living part of the building and changed my clothes to something more appropriate for what I had in mind. I slipped into a lovely sleek dress made from black velvet with a deep neckline and bell sleeves that covered most of my hands when at my sides.  
 
    The dress just brushed my ankles, which were covered by cute yet comfortable, black ankle boots. I decided to leave my hair down this time rather than in my regular stylishly high tail, and just brush out my v-shaped bangs. I am very grateful that I never have to worry about hair products, as mine was naturally silky smooth and dead straight. After accenting the look with red jewellery, I grabbed a clutch purse, and I was almost ready to go.  
 
    I’d had some time to think about my behaviour Sunday and yesterday, and I’d come to a conclusion. I wanted Cyrene. I wanted to find out what was going on between us, because there was definitely something there. I wanted her like I’ve never wanted another soul before, and that was both exhilarating and frightening at the same time. 
 
    I grabbed one last accessory, before I left. My silver disked belt with ruby centres, and looped it across my curvaceous hips before taking a final look at myself in the mirror. Yes this should do very nicely to explore those budding feelings, and see if they are reciprocated.  
 
    I’d heard stories of course, that Fey from Gaia were far less ambiguous about relations than anyone in Terra. If there’s any merit to those tales, I’d expect to see some favourable reactions. Satisfied at what I saw, I glided gracefully down the stairs and back into the shop to find Alistair waiting on the counter for me.  
 
    “Stay here and guard the place, Alistair. Mommy’s going out to hunt a tasty little treat.” I said as I gave him one last pet. He chittered affectionately back in response, making himself comfy on the visitors couch by the door. I locked up my shop, and headed over to Cyrene’s place for a ‘surprise’ visit.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Since getting changed had taken a bit of time, I decided to go straight for her house instead of the museum. It didn’t take me long to get there, and when I knocked on the door I heard sounds coming from inside.  
 
    So I’d been right to assume she’d be home by now. After a moment the curtains moved in the window by the door, before I heard the sounds of a number of bolts opening. 
 
    The door swung inward and Cyrene stood in the doorway in a pair of deep cobalt blue jeans, and a casual black shirt on. I was greeted by a very slow up and down look as Cyrene took in my outfit and how it flattered my figure. I smirked at her and raised one delicate eyebrow. She blushed, but the smile she gave me was genuine.  
 
    “Hey there Zelena. You look very dressed up for a work dinner.” She quipped. 
 
    “Well,” I said stepping closer to her so that I was practically right on her doorstep. “You may be right about that. How does going to dinner, and a movie with me sound?” I countered, smirking. Her eyes lit up as soon as I said that. 
 
    “Really? Now?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Well, not right now, you can finish up what you're doing first, but close enough.” 
 
    My gaze went from her eyes, to her lips as I continued to smirk. “Now, are you going to let me in?” I practically purred, and enjoyed the deepening rose to her cheeks. It gave me great pleasure to know that I could cause that reaction in her so often, and so easily.  
 
    She stepped back and stuttered in a slightly breathy tone, “O-of course, come on in Zelena. I don’t have much, but make yourself at home if you can.” I enjoyed pushing her buttons a bit, and I got in nice and easy. 
 
    Cyrene’s ‘home’, for lack of a better word, was quite unremarkable. It was all flat pack furniture, bare essentials only, no colour besides white and stainless steel, no pictures on the walls. Nothing personal.  
 
    It seemed like just a place to eat and sleep, not to be lived in. I was slightly forlorn at this, I had been hoping to see something more about her, a personal item, a picture of a loved one, her favourite mug on the coffee table. But there was nothing.  
 
    There wasn’t even a TV here, and when I poked around in the kitchen I saw only a microwave and a bar fridge. I wrinkled my nose in distaste before moving on to the living room.  
 
    I sighed as she walked past me and headed to what I assumed was the bedroom. Now, that would be interesting to go and have a sneak peek into, but she shut the door on me as I tried to follow.  
 
    Huh. Subtle, much? 
 
    After only a second or two she popped back out holding some combat boots. She’d run a brush through her hair and I could see some gold sets of hoops in her pointed ears which winked in the light. I liked the effect. She was still in her jeans but she’d grabbed a denim jacket as well, which when zipped up looked a tad bit nicer than just the t-shirt which I knew was underneath. Was that lip gloss on her lips? My grin widened slightly.  
 
    “So you're seriously taking me to see a real live movie?”  
 
    I chuckled and couldn't help but smile. “Yes I’m serious. A real live movie. You can pick which one you’d like to see when we get there.”  
 
    “There’s more than one showing tonight?”  
 
    “Yes, of course there are. We can check the times for the one you want to see first and then grab a bite to eat.” I smiled as she put her boots on, lacing them extra tight and then folding down her jeans over them. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. She nodded at me and tugged on her jacket once more before walking with me to her door. She locked up, and then followed me down the tiny pathway and onto the street.  
 
    We walked down towards the cinema, and I couldn’t help teasing her a little bit. “So is this the infamous, third outfit, you own?” She gave me a very sneering look. “Yes, these are my work clothes, if you must know. I had a run in with a foul bird today. So I had my regular clothes in the machine when you knocked.”  
 
    “Oh, so what made you decide to wear this then if you’d just be washing?”  
 
    She looked at me, trying to hide her smile. “Oh I had this feeling, you know. Like some crazy stalker might come by, insisting I turn away from seven eleven dining, and join her in her fancy ways.”  
 
    That cheeky little... I nudged her sharply with my elbow, and she shied away, mock offended. I glared at her, and she just beamed at me. I couldn’t help but laugh, and enjoyed the walk as we approached the cinema. 
 
    The cinema I’d led her to was an old theatre that was restored to it’s glory days of the 1920’s, all gold filigree and red curtains. Cyrene was so excited and wide eyed, I found I needed to gently keep a hand on her arm to stop her from wandering ahead of me in her excitement. It was quite endearing for me, yet another thing I could relax about was that she let me guide her and take the lead. She seemed happy to follow me, which was very gratifying.  
 
    We walked past a few movie posters of ‘now showing’ films, and they were doing a repeat of The Little Mermaid. As soon as she saw it she bounced a little on her heels and squeaked. “There’s a movie about a Mermaid!” She turned to me excitedly. “Can we see it?” 
 
    I hesitated. “Well...it is a children’s movie…” 
 
    “Aw, come on! If it’s a kid’s movie then there’s no harm in me seeing it, right?” She pleaded. Damn those gorgeous big green eyes of hers. 

“Alright then, I’ll grab the tickets.” I had to bite my tongue to stop from adding ‘but you need to behave now or I’ll take you home’. The movie didn’t start for another forty-five minutes so we had time to grab a sandwich each at one of the shops near the cinema, before going in. 
 
    In hindsight, showing her that movie may have been my biggest mistake with Cyrene though. Good gods! She showed quite the vocabulary for foul language during the screening, and insisted on pointing out every possible mistake made, sometimes with genuine rage.  
 
    When the main character got to the part where she gave away her voice for legs, and then threw everything of her heritage away for a man she'd only just seen, that was kind of the last straw for her. We didn’t even get to see the halfway mark before an usher came to fetch us and remove us from the screening.   
 
    As we left the building, I walked her around the block a couple of times. So she could finish her lengthy rant about everything that was wrong with that movie, at top volume.  
 
    When her ranting started to die down a little bit, I walked her back in the direction of her place. We were still debating points on the way. She almost screamed how badly that movie portrayed mermaids in general, while I tried to explain to her that the movie needed to be enjoyed while being mindful of the period it was written in, as well as its target audience.  
 
    By the time we were back at her door, she’d calmed down enough to not be yelling. She took a deep breath in and then let it out slowly, before looking at me with a rather sheepish expression. “Sorry I lost my temper there.” She said. I shrugged. 
 
    “It’s not the worst thing I’ve endured.” I replied, being kind. It was embarrassing, but it was obviously a topic she felt passionate about, and it just meant that I wouldn’t take her to see that movie again. Or anything similar. Lessons learned, and all that. 
 
    “Would you...er...like to come in for a drink?” She offered me, smiling over her shoulder as she unlocked her front door. Of course I did! Not for the drink itself, but for the chance to have more time with her, definitely.  
 
    I inclined my head graciously. “I’d like that.” 
 
    We entered her place and I wandered inside towards the living room, as she locked up behind her. I sat myself down on one of two very basic chairs, in the dining area, surrounding a small glass table.  
 
    “So finally calmed down a bit have you?” I smiled at her. 
 
    “Sorry, I may have gone a bit overboard.” She blushed a bit.  
 
    “Well that wasn’t really the reaction I was hoping for, naturally. I think for future reference, if we watch any movies with aquatic Fey like yourself in them, it’ll be on a TV set and not at the cinemas.” 
 
    She gave a little laugh. “I said I was sorry, besides I don’t have a TV. So let’s just not watch that type of movie again.” 
 
    Hook, line and sinker. I was right, she is an aquatic Fey! Ah ha! Now, what kind? Mermaid, perhaps? 
 
    “You may not have a TV, but I, like most people in the Human world, do. So if you want to watch a better one, you can come over to my place to have a showing. Though I will warn you, that if you get too loud at my place, I will gag you! That was some horrible stuff you were spewing.” 
 
    At least that made her giggle a bit. “Fine, I’ll say it again I. AM. SORRY.” she scrunched up her nose at me. “Sheesh how many times do I have to say it?” I laughed at her obvious discomfort. 
 
    I moved up closer to her. “Oh, just one more time, but maybe add in that you owe me now.” I smiled at her, gazing into her gorgeous eyes, my face close to hers as I leaned over her rather small table to run a finger gently across her jaw line. She felt so soft and inviting. 
 
    She gave me a coy, but happy smile back. “Alright, alright. I’m so so sorry, pweease forgive me. I owe you so much for putting up with me and my horrible temper.” She moved her head ever so cutely as she said it, really stretching out the ‘please’. 
 
    It was adorable overload, I couldn’t stay serious at her, and just cracked up laughing. She soon followed. 
 
    “Oh god that was horribly cute, are you trying to kill me now on top of things?” I laughed at her. 
 
    “Got your mind of it didn’t I?” She smiled. “I didn’t want to ruin a nice evening. Though you do have me curious. There’s other movies out there about mermaids and aquatic Fey?” 
 
    "Of course there are, though to be honest mermaids are usually kinda depicted the same as what we just saw. It’s Hollywood, and sex, gorgeous hotties and controversy seem to sell for them.” 
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t see them, then.” 
 
    “Oh don’t you worry, if I do find you one, I’ll make sure it’s a good one. Preferably created by a Fey so it’s a bit more accurate to reality.” I gave her a smile as she lit back up. 
 
    “There’s Fey movie makers too?” she rang out happily. 
 
    "Of course there are. These days Fey can do any job they want to in Terra. There’s very few limitations left. Centuries of lobbying for equal rights and living together have helped equality a long long ways.” 
 
    I told her a bit about the equal rights movement, but we quickly got back on the movie track. She was all too happy to pick my brain for all the titles featuring aquatic Fey; who made them, what the basic plot was, actors & actresses...It even gave me a small list of movies I might want to invest in, so I could lure her into my home some time. 
 
    She was all smiles for me. “That sounds wonderful. I’d love to see some of those on your TV.” That did pose a bit of a question for me. 
 
    “Speaking of Cyrene, I couldn’t help but notice. Your place is kind of bare bones isn’t it?” She looked as if it was the most normal thing possible. "Of course it is, this is the furniture that came with the place. Much cheaper and less conspicuous to rent a furnished apartment then stay at a hotel room.” 
 
    I smiled, she was showing quite the logical streak in her thinking. I liked it. “Oh I totally agree, I more meant there’s no personal items or anything here. It’s just a bit odd to me, that’s all.” 
 
    “General rule of thumb for missions like these. No personal items, in case you need to abandon your possessions while on mission. Whatever I do have needs to fit into a single backpack so it’s easily moved. Just in case.” She shrugged like it was the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    I shook my head. “I couldn’t imagine living like that, even for a month or two. Guess I’m just too used to having everything at home within easy reach.” 
 
    “You get used to it after a bit. It was hard for me to when I started looking for the place I belong. But after all the traveling I’ve done, it’s just become second nature. All my real treasures are in my room, back at my parents’ house.” 
 
    “Oh right, since you're still looking, you technically still live at your parents place as well. I hadn’t even thought of that.” I smiled at her. “Maybe I should try and take you to all the watering holes around Arrana to see if you can’t connect and move out then.” 
 
    She gave me a good laugh for that. “Oh that sounds excellent, but let’s leave it for another day. I’m getting a bit tired after all that.” 
 
    I smiled as I started to get up to leave "Of course, though you know. Technically you never did get me that drink.” 
 
    She giggled as she playfully pushed my arm. “You’re horrible you know that. Fine I’ll owe you a drink as well on top of things.” 
 
    I was still laughing at her and indulging in my merriness as I made my way home. It had been a very productive evening. More importantly it had been a very enjoyable evening. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 07: Turf Wars 
 
      
 
    On Wednesday morning around ten o’clock, I had to hide my grin as a very disgruntled Wizard came through my door, covered in dirt patches with a piece of his hat missing. Well well, what do we have here? I thought to myself. Lucky for me I’d just finished dealing with another customer, who had sidled around the angry Wizard on his way to the exit.  
 
    “Ms. Minasorcha.” He said graciously, inclining his head towards me, trying to be dignified in his rather woeful attire.  
 
    “Good morning Mr. Pedacki. To what do I owe the pleasure?” I responded. If he wasn’t going to mention that a piece of his hat was missing, then neither was I. Good thing that he was the only other customer in the shop at the moment, I had a feeling that he wasn’t here for the herbal teas this time. 
 
    “I need a hex, the strongest one you have. I need it to teach my nemesis a lesson in magic. Do you know he actually believes he can fight me on what I decide to plant in my own garden. ME!” He puffed himself up at this, all wounded pride, and I suddenly had to try real hard to keep a straight face. Speaking right now, would be a real big mistake, so I let him go for it, as he obviously felt the need to tell me everything. 
 
    “I’m a senior member of the Wizards Guild!” He declared, righteously. His voice was rising slightly, the more indignant he began to feel as he told me his tale of woe.  
 
    “As such, I enjoy the right to practice magic freely. This Gnome doesn’t even belong to the guild, and he thinks he can tell me what I can and can’t do!” I had to bite my cheek at the point to maintain a professional face, remembering my customer yesterday. 
 
    “I’m simply planting some Arolea’s in my own garden. The house I worked for, I paid for, and built from the ground up, and this glorified gopher comes up to my door demanding I remove them because he dislikes them! I tried to be reasonable, I really did.” 
 
    This guy talked with his hands, and I found I had to lean away slightly to make sure I wasn’t accidentally side swiped as he ranted at me. He seemed oblivious to it though, thankfully. 
 
    “I could have reported him for digging around down their unlicensed, you know, but I didn’t. I was even nice enough to let him dig his infernal tunnels under my garden, as long as they didn’t damage my plants of course. What did I care at that point? Dirt is dirt, and if he wants to be underneath it that’s fine with me, I don’t have to look at him then. But you know what he did then? Do you know?” He was almost spitting and it took all my effort to remain calm and say in as plain a voice as possible. “Do tell.” 
 
    “He bought a hex, and he used it on my lawnmower! I was just going outside to cut the grass and now all my beautiful Arolea’s are destroyed! And he’s down there, in his stinky, precious tunnels laughing.”  
 
    I gave him my best sympathetic face. “No, he didn’t!”  
 
    The Wizard sniffed haughtily, then he looked at me pointedly. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that hex now, would you Ms. Minasorcha?” 
 
    “Why Mr. Pedacki, shame on you! You know better than to question me on that. You know as well as I do, that all my customers’ purchases are strictly confidential, so whether he did or not, I wouldn't be able to say either way. Just the same as any business I do with your good self, remains equally confidential, for the same reasons.” I gave him an annoyed stare, and he had the good graces to look down, slightly embarrassed. 
 
    “I do, however, happen to have a nice and easy fix for a hex such as that, if you're interested in it, to go with your own hex? If you buy both, I’ll even price it as a package deal, just for you. Only seventy-five thousand euro’s, assuming you're happy with a non-lethal hex of course.”  
 
    I smiled at him and winked. 
 
    His head came back up grinning in malicious glee. "Of course Ms. Minasorcha! You are very generous. What can you offer me, to destroy his infernal tunnels? Preferably with him in them!” 
 
    My smile turned into a wide grin as I waved a hand at the workroom door, motioning for him to walk in ahead of me as I came around the counter. “Please, after you.” He led the way and came to a stop in front of my wall of black drawers, keeping a respectful distance from my belongings.  
 
    My workroom is deeper than it is wide. We entered the long rectangular room from the top, with the rest of the room deepening from the right hand side to the end of the building. Directly across from the double doors on the other side of the room was a fireplace built into the brick wall. A small coffee table was set up in front of it made from wood and glass, which was framed by two comfy arm chairs. 
 
    To the right of the fireplace was a large metal table in the middle of the room with straps attached, meant to restrain a person. At the back of the room and right up against the wall, was my working bench with various bottles and tools displayed neatly on top.  
 
    Along the wall from the fireplace towards the working desk was a series of built in black drawers, ranging from the size of a filing cabinet drawer at the floor level, and shrinking in size as they rose towards the roof, where the drawers were as small as a matchbox. There was an elegantly carved wooden ladder attached to brass vertical rungs which could be swung from left to right in order to reach all the drawers. Each drawer had a neat white label with calligraphy detailing what was inside.  
 
    “Which would you prefer; one that blocks him permanently from accessing the area in a very aggressive manner,” and here I started to count out the options on my fingers as I spoke, “one that will also improve the soil of your garden against his endeavours while causing deep embarrassment; one that causes him mental hardship if he trespasses; or one that simply undoes all that he does?” I smiled maliciously. 
 
    “I’d like the one that boosts my garden soil please. I can pick up some baby Arolea’s from The Herbarium on my way home then as well.”  
 
    I nodded and ran my fingers over the boxes at eye level, before pulling open one about the size of a jewellery box and reaching inside. I pulled out a shiny blue bottle attached to a leather strap holding the curse, and dangled it in front of him as I explained. 
 
    “Now this here is a particularly nasty miner's curse. It latches onto the soil and if it gets disrupted from underneath, it turns any such tunnels into manure to feed your garden. It doesn’t particularly care if the digger is still in the tunnel while this happens. Since the manure isn’t solid and the mixture stays very loose for a few minutes, it’s plenty of time for the digger to escape outside the curse’s reach.” I watched the Wizard’s eyes gleam, as he focused on the tiny bottle. 
 
    “You use it by dropping a single drop of the liquid in each corner of the perimeter you want affected. Once you have your perimeters outlined, you pour the remaining liquid in the centre of each section and set it aflame. Make sure there is not even a drop left in the bottle, for maximum effect. Some of my previous clients have ensured this by simply breaking the bottle over the fire as well.” I explained, and he nodded at me once, to show he understood. 
 
    “The extra bonus is, that the smell isn’t as easy for the unfortunate miner to escape from. It stays on the body for weeks.” We shared a matching grin. 
 
    “Perfect, I’ll take it! I’ll have the funds transferred to the usual account before the day is out.” He nodded as I moved to the ladder, climbing up to the top, before taking out a small bottle no bigger than a thimble. “And this will counter the hex on your lawn mower.” I said as I made my way back down again. We moved back to the counter, preparing to ring up his purchases and bag the items. 
 
    “Not a problem Mr. Padalecki, as usual you have fifteen days to ensure the funds are transferred. Once used there are no substitutions or refunds, as you’ll remember.” 
 
    “Oh I won’t need it. This is perfect! Thank you Ms. Minasorcha, as usual it’s been a pleasure doing business with you.” He left the shop smiling from ear to ear, and I had no doubt this would start a very lucrative couple weeks for me. If their little war continued I might actually need to restock before I had scheduled. I was in a very happy mood when the phone rang. 
 
    “La Lividum, how can I help you?” I said cheerily into the receiver. 
 
    “Zelena? It’s Cyrene.” came the response. “Cyrene, to what do I owe the pleasure of a phone call today?” 
 
    “Oh you know, I just wanted to know if you still wanted to go out to dinner with me tonight? I wasn’t sure, after how I behaved yesterday.” She said timidly. 
 
    “My dear, there is nothing I’d rather do. In fact, I’m taking you out for a treat tonight. Can you store items in your magical space?” I queried, genuinely curious. 
 
    “I can, but not that much, only one or two items. Why?”  
 
    “Oh nothing, just thinking about options that’s all. I’ll pick you up in about an hour, just wear your little disguise and those black boots, it’ll be fine for what I have planned.” 
 
    “Oh...Kay. If you say so. I can’t wait to see what this surprise is.” she said with a bit more cheer to her voice. 
 
    I hung up and decided to close shop then and there. It had been a lucrative day, even though it was just after lunch. So I could afford to close early today to go have some fun. Benefit of being your own boss, I can pack up and enjoy life whenever I choose to. 
 
    After asking Alistair to lock up shop, I moved through the store towards the door on the right, which opens up into the living partition of the building. This first room was a hallway with a staircase facing the street entrance, that would lead me up and into the small apartment I have above the shop, but I wasn’t interested in that right now.  
 
    Instead, I kept walking into the study room behind the staircase at the bottom. There was a large rug on the floor of the study, expensive, thick, and heavy. Using my magic I lifted it up to reveal the trapdoor hidden beneath it. It opened soundlessly for me, revealing two stone steps made from the black bedrock, before falling away to the thick darkness below.  
 
    I made my way down to my real home under the shop, to get changed into something more suitable for the occasion. While I had stored a few quick and easy outfits in the upstairs rooms to keep up appearances, this outing would take something a bit more specific.  
 
    Once I grabbed everything I needed, I re-emerged from the darkness beneath the trapdoor, and righted everything, so it appeared undisturbed. I dressed quickly in the study, excited about my plans for Cyrene.  
 
    I pulled on some black leather pants, offset by a pure sterling silver studded belt. A crimson V-necked leather halter top, framed my bust quite lovely, and the addition of an onyx charm necklace really pulled attention.  
 
    After adding some jewellery to suit the style, I pulled my hair back into my normal high tail, then grabbed my knee high spike heeled boots to finish the outfit. I threw all my necessities such as make-up, keys and such, into my personal magical space, and made my way to pick up Cyrene. 
 
    I left my shop through the back door, which opened up on the employee parking and a row of brick garages creating an enclosed and private parking area. The row of garage doors each had a number above it, some of those old style numbering in gold. They all looked identical except for one spot, which had gothic outdoor lanterns installed to either side of the door. The one across the door from my shop. Mine. 
 
    I placed my hand on one of the bricks, and it flared with an elegant glyph before fading back into the brick. There was a click, and the roller door began to slowly open, revealing it’s treasure within. As the door rose, it revealed a pristine 1928 Bugatti Royale, in satin black with silver accents.  
 
    I ran my hand over the body of one of my prized possessions as I moved to the driver's seat, before stepping in and putting her into gear. She purred as I glided out of the garage and onto the road, heading towards Cyrene’s apartment. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 08: The Night Reaper 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long at all, but then this wouldn’t be the last stop I’d make today. I pulled up to the side of the road just outside the small front gate to Cyrene’s plain little townhouse, and it didn’t escape my notice that the curtains moved at the front window. She’d seen me, she probably heard me too. My lips twitched in a smile as I sauntered up the driveway, before knocking on her door. 
 
    After a single knock she opened up and her reaction was priceless. She didn’t just do a double take, she ran her gaze over my body multiple times, slower and slower, as she took in each of my curves.  
 
    “Are you done ogling, my dear?” I asked smugly. 
 
    She was a bit taken back, sputtering as she spoke. “I... uhm… I… I wasn’t ogling. You just... uhm, well you...you know. You look very nice.” Oh really? All that for nice? 
 
    “I’d say you can do better than ‘nice’, after all the attention you just gave me.” I smiled at her, pleased with myself. 
 
    She looked very embarrassed. “Well, uhm you look more than nice. Quite stunning in fact.” Oooh, that’s more like it. My grin widened.  
 
    “You look absolutely gorgeous okay? Are you sure my outfit will do for what you’re planning?” 
 
    I gave her a little laugh. "Of course not dear. That’s why our first stop is going to be a clothes shop. Just as long as you have those black boots, that’ll be all you need.” 
 
    She panicked slightly “Clothes? I can’t afford more clothes on a whim Zelena, and you can’t justify that as an expense for me!”  
 
    Silly, silly little Fey. 
 
    “No I can’t, but I don’t have to. I had a very productive day, which has put me in an unusually good mood, and I want to go out and party. So I’ll buy the clothes, because I want you with me. Preferably looking as sexy as you can be.” I gave her a cocky sexy smile as I finished.  
 
    “So, put on your boots, and let’s go, go, go.” I smiled at her, stepping away from the door a bit. 
 
    When she stepped back inside I took the advantage and followed her in, preventing her from leaving me waiting at the front door. I walked in like I owned the place, and decided to lean against the wall and watch her, while she scrambled to go and get her boots. She squirmed under my gaze, and I couldn’t help my grin. 
 
    Once she was done, I lead the way back to the door and opened it wide, waving my hand towards it invitingly, knowing full well the view from her front door framed my beautiful car very nicely. I grinned at her, enjoying her excitement as she gasped, eyes wide and her hands to her cheeks.  
 
    I knew that she’d never been in a car before, having come from the Courts in Gaia. Even though I knew that she wouldn’t know that this was not ‘just a car’, it was still a gratifying reaction and I preened under her excited gaze, which was switching between me and my car with frequency.  
 
    “This is yours?” She squeaked. “We're going driving in a real, human car?” Cyrene bounced slightly on her heels. I chuckled at her reaction as I led the way down the small pathway to my car. “It most definitely is. We have one or two stops to make first on our way to the main event, so hop in.”  
 
    I walked her around to the passenger seat and held the door open for her, more to make sure she didn’t get behind the driver's wheel, than anything else. She was a cheeky little mix, after all. She gave me a very mischievous grin, as if she knew exactly why I’d done that and was enjoying herself.  
 
    I chuckled and swatted at her thigh. She gave this cute squeak of indignation, so I got her once more before I told her, “legs in, come on!” I shut the door on her, as she poked her tongue out at me, causing me to laugh as I slid into the driver's seat. “Oh, you are just too adorable!” I teased. I got a huff for a reply, and she ran her hand through her hair again, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “So where are we going?” she asked me, barely able to sit still. “We’re going shopping on the other side of town, and then we’re going to have a wonderfully fun evening together.” I told her as I slid the Bugatti into gear. I couldn’t help myself, I revved her just a bit, to Cyrene’s excitement and glee, before pulling away from the curb.  
 
    I purposely ignored her probing questions as we drove down the streets to the shops, to keep her in suspense. It was immensely gratifying to have her hanging like this, and her cute attempts to try and pry the secret out of me was such fun.  
 
    “Come on Zelena, please tell me where we are going! I deserve to at least know that.” She wheedled, poking my arm to get me to pay more attention to her. I was grinning inside, but I put on my best poker face as we went along, making it all the more fun when she pouted and huffed out yet another breath of frustration.  
 
    Finally, we pulled up at a very alternative set of shops in a bustling street, where many people could be seen walking along in their full Fey glory. Or in brightly coloured grungy, human alternative clothing. It was an odd mixture of Fey in goth makeup and humans decked out in enough colour and glitter to blend in.  
 
    I parked in the street parking and we got out quickly. I placed a hand on the bonnet, another glyph flared, before fading away. My security against thieves and vandalism. I beckoned Cyrene to follow me, and we walked a bit further down the street, passing a Satyr wearing a very fancy kilt and dyed bright blue hair, cut in that long emo fashion trend for guys.  
 
    I noticed he was also sporting stretched earlobes with curled horns pushed through them. Well, I suppose that would be a popular trend, for a Satyr. He noticed us looking, and he grinned, tipping his head in acknowledgment, but kept on walking by. It wasn’t long before we arrived at a little clothes shop filled with goth, rock and punk clothes. 
 
    “This is it. Now in you get, and let’s find you something suitable.” Cyrene gave me a very surprised yet curious look before stepping inside the store. We were greeted by a chirpy rocker girl who looked to be in her early twenties, and had green streaks in her black hair.  
 
    “Hi, what can I get for you today?” She piped up.  
 
    “Hello there. Cyrene here needs to upgrade her wardrobe. I’m going out tonight, and she is woefully underdressed for the occasion.” I grinned at her. The mischievous glint in the sales woman’s eyes was fuelling my own devilish nature, and we had matching grins. 
 
    She led Cyrene to the back of the store, pulling out items of clothing from the racks as she did so, and then bundled both her and the items up into the changing room. Occasionally she had to go in there and help Cyrene put on a particularly strappy piece properly, but the view I got when she came out was worth it.  
 
    I pulled the sales woman aside and had a chat with her about the extra ones I was going to purchase, while Cyrene was changing and out of earshot. She had no problem setting up an account for me, or to let me come back and collect later. 
 
    It didn’t even take very long to find the right outfit for today’s adventure. After having her try on a couple more outfits, I knew what I was buying her. I even kept it cheap, so I wouldn’t stress her too much.  
 
    We ended up grabbing a band shirt featuring the “The Demons Of The Sea” artwork, which was a Fey rock band made up of a Naga, a Mermaid, and a Kappa. Underneath that she had a plaid skirt on, with lots of chains on it, fishnets and her own black combat boots. I’d say she was ready to come along now. 
 
    I had her ‘Disguise’ placed in a bag when I paid for all the clothes, while giving the saleswoman a wink, and then we left the store. We walked for a bit down the streets, letting Cyrene get a good eyeful of the different merchandise here in the Human world, and where she could see some of the familiar Fey trinkets and small, harmless charms.  
 
    I took her by the arm and dragged her into a side street, which was actually a small food court filled with all types of foreign foods. The smells of the different spices had my mouth watering, and I heard Cyrene’s tummy rumble, as she gave me a sheepish grin.  
 
    “Let’s grab dinner here, shall we?” I didn’t stop to listen to her reply, I just followed my nose until I found the source of that tantalizing, meaty smell. We’d ended up in front of a Turkish food stall, the kind with the meat on a rotating spit, and they make everything fresh from scratch. I looked at Cyrene, she just shrugged and grinned, so I stepped up and ordered for the both of us. 
 
    I noticed she watched how they made our food with interest. After I paid the guy and we’d picked our table to sit down at, she asked me, “So, what kind of food is this?” 
 
    “It’s a Turkish meal called a Kebab. It’s very tasty, you should try it! If you don’t like it, I can get you something else.” I took a bite of my own then, enjoying the tasty goodness. Cyrene hesitated only a moment, before following my cue.  
 
    “Mmm, this is really delicious!”  
 
    “Mm-hmm”, I nodded. We enjoyed our meal in companionable silence for a while, before wiping our hands and clearing our plates in the recyclable bins, then taking a leisurely stroll back to the Bugatti.   
 
    I opened the trunk of the car, so Cyrene could put her bag inside before we drove to our next stop. I drove us further north, past the city limits towards the industrial complex on the outskirts.  
 
    The sun was at our tails, as we drove through the city, setting the sky to a burned orange, the closer it got to sunset. After an hour or so, I slowed the car to a stop in a deserted employee car park of one of the warehouses. It was fully night now, and the stars had come out to wink down at us. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” Cyrene asked me, puzzled. I turned the engine off, and the resulting silence felt heavy as I turned to give her my full attention. I was about to go out on a limb here, and I was a bit nervous, but mostly excited.  
 
    “Cyrene, I want this to be a surprise for you. Can you trust me enough to let me blindfold you, temporarily?” I pulled out a royal purple silk scarf from the side door, and presented it to her for examination. See, just a simple scarf to blindfold, nothing else up my sleeve. 
 
    She seemed surprised, and she was quiet for so long I thought that she was going to reject the idea. It made my stomach feel like lead, and I felt my heart beat faster as I took her silence for a no. She bit her lip in thought, and after what felt like forever, she silently nodded her approval.  
 
    “Alright, I’m game.” She leaned towards me in her seat, closing her eyes and offering up her face to me, trustingly. I smiled happily, before leaning over and gently wrapping the scarf over her eyes. 
 
    Once I was sure she was unable to see I started the car again, but before I put it into drive, I placed a hand on her thigh and gave it a reassuring squeeze. Her hand found mine and she rested it there for a moment, before patting it and then relaxing in the seat. I felt a swell of possessiveness right then and there, and pride mixed with elation at the trust she’d just shown me. I would not let her down. I’d do anything to keep this feeling, to keep her trust with me, and more. 
 
    I drove us the last bit of our journey in silence, and it wasn’t long before we could hear the soft undertones of music. Turning into the multi-storey parking lot for this area, I drove all the way to the top to park, for safety.  
 
    I turned off the engine and then got out, before opening Cyrene’s door and guiding her out of the car. Turning her slightly to the side so I could place my seal on the hood once more, never letting go of her hand as I did so. Once in place I tugged her gently along, reassuring her again that she was safe, before guiding my blind Fey to the elevator for the trip back down. Constantly reassuring her, stroking her arms and staying close to make sure she didn’t trip or stumble. 
 
    I led her out of the building and into the street, holding on to her hand in a firm grip as I kept her close to me, until I had her positioned right in front of the club, for maximum effect.  
 
    “Alright, we’re here. Tonight my dear, we’re rocking it in the dark.” I said with flair, as I removed her blindfold. 
 
    “Oh my lord! What is this place?” her eyes were wide with a combination of fear, excitement and adrenaline. 
 
    We were standing in front of an old style building, probably constructed with the early 1800’s influence. The place was a ground floor and a first floor style building with stairs leading up to big wooden doors. A small walled off garden was to either side behind a low brick wall. Fey and humans of all different types were milling around the entrance to get in.  
 
    “This is The Night Reaper, Arrana’s only club where you can experience a different flavour of music at every floor. It connects to both Arrana on this level, and goes deep enough to brush on the outskirts of the Undercity on the lower ones.” I caught the shiver she tried to hide, and grinned, before laying one hand on her shoulder, while motioning to the crowd with the other. 
 
    “So you have all sorts here coming for a good time. Every floor has a different stage for different entertainments. Movement between them all is free, so you can have as many experiences as you want here. They play pretty much every type of music you can think of.” I smiled at her excited face. 
 
    We walked up to the entrance and I paid admission for both of us, as well as purchasing a handful of blue tickets. The tickets were used inside instead of money to pay for drinks. This helped keep people within a budget, but also averted a lot of violence. If there’s no money in the place except at the front entrance, it’s harder for thieves or trouble makers to work their thing. 
 
    We started the evening dancing to the soft tones of some new age tunes on the ground floor, enjoying ourselves. There was a set of stairs to the very far right of the floor going up, and Cyrene leaned in close to me to ask in a raised voice, “what’s up there?” 
 
    “That’s the restaurant. I can take you there later on, or another time. Depends if we get hungry or not from the dancing.” She nodded at me, her gaze taking in the wild scenery which was a harmonic blend of hippy and Celtic accents. We enjoyed the music at this level for a bit, before taking the stairs on the left down to the first floor of the subterranean levels. At the bottom of the stairs was a big heavy door, which acted as a sound barrier between the levels.  
 
    On each floor there was a bar, and a stage for performances during the night. Each floor had a different dominant theme and flavour, so it was like entering a new club with each level. The place was carved out of the bedrock, and supported with steel beams, concrete ceilings and floors. The walls were all black rock with wall sconces populated by spelled torches. Depending on which floor you were at, they flickered a different colour.  
 
    This first sub level was dedicated to rock music, something which from the look on her face, Cyrene had never actually heard in person. I took her by the hand and led her to the dance floor, pulling her with me. I gave her a very cocky grin, and started to sway next to her, bumping her with my hips to coax her into joining me. 
 
    “Relax, it’s just music. Let go, and dance with me.” The bass beat was vibrating through this level, reverberating in the bones as people danced in wild abandon to the music. I didn’t have to tell her twice, she just grinned right back at me and tried out some moves. 
 
    I rested my forearms on her shoulders and came in close, gyrating briefly against her as I moved to the beat and gave her a sexy grin. She took the hint, and we enjoyed the small bit of dirty dancing in the middle of this overcrowded room. The lights were strobing, and there was fake fog rolling out across the sea of people, coating the floor in a red haze to match this level’s decor.  
 
    Being this close to Cyrene, trying to tempt her with my body, it just made my whole being feel alive with electricity. I practically buzzed with the connection, and I was elated that she was flirting back at me. She was such a sexy Fey, especially in that cute short skirt which showed off her toned, strong legs. No gazelle features here, she was all pure sleek muscle. 
 
    We danced together through the levels, spiralling downwards towards the thin layer between Arrana and the Undercity. I kept control of the drinks, mainly because I had no desire to make Cyrene drunk by accident, and I had no idea how many it would take since she never mentioned if she’d tried human liquor before. She seemed just grateful not to have to wade through the crowd at the bars on the various levels.  
 
    We danced through the rockin age, past the techno dreamers with their neon bright colour themes, and down further into the metal mayhem. I watched as Cyrene enjoyed the new decor that changed as well, the further down we went. It became more and more a steam inspired cavern of deep bedrock and steel piping, with the occasional fabric banner hanging from the roof, and lots of flame torches.  
 
    When we hit the more hard core music levels the crowd got wilder and more rambunctious. We started getting jostled around by enthusiastic dancers, which was kinda fun in it’s own right. Cyrene seemed to be throwing herself into the spirit of things quite enthusiastically, and she was jumping and rocking with the rest of them, a big grin on her face.  
 
    The night was going well. It seemed I was right to limit the mixer drinks that we had here as Cyrene was already tipsy. Best to continue with juice or water now. I didn’t want the poor thing drying up on me.  
 
    In the mostly benign shoving that was coming from the crowd, Cyrene ended up being knocked against a Troll woman, who took the opportunity to pick her up and swing her around. Trolls, being one of the larger Fey kind, tend to make their own space by sheer force of personality.  
 
    They mostly look like humans, but thicker everywhere, and sharper features. They are roughly around seven to eight feet tall, give or take and built like bricks. I don’t think Cyrene was aware of what was happening, that the Troll wasn’t just going with the crowd and that it was more direct attention on her, not until she was suddenly picked up.  
 
    I saw her mouth open in surprise, and something snapped in me. I felt a growl of protectiveness in my throat, and I dove right at the Troll who dared go after my Fey woman. Now, I’m not a short woman, but I felt short compared to the Troll, coming up only to her shoulders, but that didn’t stop me from grabbing her arm and spinning her around, which in itself was no small feat.  
 
    “Hey! She’s mine!” I snarled.  
 
    The Troll lady looked at me and sneered, before pawing at my girl who was struggling in the vice like grip. Once a Troll holds on to something, it’s damn hard to make them let go, and Cyrene unfortunately had her arms pinned to her sides, so she could only struggle. 
 
    I could see the bouncers dropping from their platforms in the corners and making their way over. Violence here was not tolerated, mostly because we were so close to the Undercity so the need for strict enforcement was higher here.   
 
    It wouldn't take them long to get here, but it was still enough time for me to lose the Troll if I didn’t keep her here for the Golems to catch. So, I stalled for time. 
 
    “Can’t get your own date, so you have to steal others? How pathetic, you really are a dumb Troll!” I sneered, deliberately baiting her. She glared at me and stepped forwards, threateningly. “Watch it, meat sack!” she growled out. I took a step back, I wasn’t going to risk getting caught in anything physical. The Golems here didn’t discriminate, violence was violence here, self-defence or not.  
 
    They were almost at us now, so I flipped the Troll a very rude hand gesture, which had the desired effect. She dropped Cyrene in preference of trying to beat my skull in, but was stopped the moment Cyrene’s feet hit the floor again by one of the Golems.  
 
    Between the two of them, they picked up the Troll woman like she weighed nothing, before restraining her within their tight grip and walking her out of the room and towards the employee elevators which lead to both the surface and the Undercity. That would be the last anyone would see of that Troll tonight. 
 
    I put an arm around Cyrene and leaned in against her ear. “Are you ok?” I asked over the thumping music. She nodded at me and shook her shoulders before grinning at me and fluffing a hand through her hair again. “I thought I was in trouble for a minute there! Lucky I’m yours isn’t it?” She gave me a cheeky smile, and I just laughed at her.  
 
    “I’d never let anything happen to you on my watch. Now how bout you shake that ass for me?” I teased, and she gave me a hearty laugh before dragging me back onto the dancefloor.  
 
    Since her buzz wasn’t destroyed, which just confirmed to me that she was an adrenaline junkie really, we stayed for a few more hours, enjoying the music and drinks. We kept on dancing, and it wasn’t until close to sun up that we finally decided to leave the club and drive back to her place. 
 
    It was closer to seven am when we arrived outside of Cyrene’s apartment. I walked her to the door, enjoying the fact that I’d had her company all night.  
 
    She turned back to me before opening the door. “That was wonderful Zelena! I had an absolutely fabulous time out.” She smiled at me, her deep sea green eyes shining, not quite over the buzz of the club. 
 
    I brushed a lock of her gorgeous hair behind her elongated, delicately pointed ear and smiled at her, my fingers playing with the butter blonde strands.  
 
    I couldn’t resist. Maybe it was the drink, or maybe I was just drunk on her warmth. She just looked so inviting that I found myself leaning in closer to her, my hand leaving her hair to trail a finger along her jaw, then under her chin as I tilted her face up to mine. She didn’t resist, instead her gaze fell to my lips as I leaned in and kissed her. 
 
    That tingly feeling flared up again, and it felt to me like I’d been dipped in warm honey. It was amazingly good, and I shivered at the effect she was having on me. It took effort on my part to keep the kiss a chaste one, to not push boundaries and just take what I wanted. This had to be a seduction, or it would ruin everything. 
 
    I pulled away reluctantly, and I could see in her eyes that she felt that pang of separation too. Her cheeks were flushed again, each and every freckle standing out across her cheeks, and her eyes glittered as she took me in, full of heat.  
 
    “I think I’m falling for you, Cyrene Frenayah.” I told her, leaning my forehead against hers, my hands cupping her face. She sighed and closed her eyes, enjoying the contact.  
 
    “That makes two of us then.” She replied, and I felt another wave of that delicious heat in my chest. I’d need to leave now then, if I wanted to continue with my plans for a slow seduction. I dropped my hands and took a step back, a confident smile on my face. 
 
    “You mean that, my Cyrene?” She nodded and swallowed, watching me intently. “Most definitely, why don’t you come inside?” She wobbled slightly to the side, causing her to cling to me tightly for a moment to right herself. She giggled before looking up at me through a fall of her hair. 
 
    I did the only logical thing I could do then, considering. I smiled at her, almost tenderly. “I want you, but I want it to be more than passion. I want you, all of you. So not tonight, not yet. Not when the drink is still in you.” I spoke with sincerity.  
 
    She swallowed, and her blush increased as she watched me, eyes locked onto mine with such intensity, that I felt like I was compelled to her, drowning in that beautiful gaze. If I didn’t leave right now, I couldn’t guarantee what would happen.  
 
    So with a nod and one last lingering gaze, I turned around and left, getting back into the car for the drive home. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 09: Working on a Flat Battery  
 
      
 
    Since I don’t actually sleep, a brief meditation cycle of an hour should be enough. Stretching, I made myself comfortable in the upstairs room on the bed, set my alarm and picked up Alistair from the pillow beside me. I smiled as he scurried up to my shoulder and got comfy against my neck, his soft fuzz tickling my skin. Closing my eyes, I cantered myself, shutting out the outside world. 
 
    It wasn’t as long as I needed, but I had enough to function. I could always zone out in between customers. After setting the coffee machine up I had my shower and got dressed. Grabbing my full mug on my way downstairs, I went about the steps to start opening up my store for the day.  
 
    I peeked out through the door from a safe distance, eyeing off the numerous silhouettes through the glass with a small amount of satisfaction. Looks like today is going to be a busy day for me! I put my smile on as I opened up, and began to let them in.  
 
    There was quite the bustle of activity for the first couple of hours. One of my customers came in wrapped in street glamour, who wanted a spying charm, which I happily sold her, no questions asked. When the doorbell shouted out again just before lunchtime, it added some extra flavour to it’s usual spiel. “Custom- oh, shit! We got a live one here! Better break out the heavy mojo!”  
 
    I immediately glanced towards the door, frowning. There were two men entering my store, one was being helped inside by the other, no longer able to move on his own. “Everyone, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you all to leave now. A matter of some urgency has come up. Come back later this afternoon, or tomorrow!”  
 
    As I ushered everyone to the door, I spoke to my familiar through our link. Alistair, put the ‘Closed for Emergency’ sign up. I felt him scurrying over to do my bidding, and then turned back to the unlucky victim limping in front of me. 
 
    I briskly headed towards them and ushered them into my workroom, closing the door behind us. The man looked like he’d killed a clown, and promptly put his finger in a light socket, before his face started to slowly pull back into the beginning stages of the death grin. Nasty. I grimaced, and rolled up my sleeves, preparing to put my work gloves on.  
 
    “Quickly, on the table! Strap him in, I need to start immediately.” The man holding up the injured person wasted no time in draping his charge over the table, and strapping him down firmly. One look at the victim’s face and I knew I had to do this as quickly as possible. “The death grin has already begun.” I looked at the other man, taking in his worried features. “Relative or acquaintance?” I barked.  
 
    “Death grin?” The man’s lips thinned, a tightness started to appear around his eyes as he glanced back to the man on the table before focusing on me once more. “That’s what I said, don’t make me repeat myself. We have precious little time for that. Now, answer me!”  
 
    “I’m his brother!”  
 
    I nodded sharply as I unfolded the hidden shelves under the table, pulling them up and out, before clicking them into place along the length of the table. They ended up flush with the surface, allowing me to grab my tools exactly as I needed them.  
 
    “Tell me what happened. Don’t leave anything out! The smallest detail could be vital to his survival now.” I pulled out a long, copper syringe, and walked around the table to grab the brother’s arm. “I’ll need some of your blood to cure this as well. Your brother has been cursed, and it’s a nasty one. Your blood gives me something to work back to.”  
 
    Wordlessly, he rolled up his sleeve and offered me an arm, barely flinching as I drew blood from him. “We were having a meeting with some potential business partners this morning, and had paid for catering.” His eyes never left his prone brother.  
 
    “They didn’t touch the pastries that were laid out for them, and my brother could never resist something sweet, so he swiped one on the way out. He can’t help himself, I didn’t see the harm in it! It was shortly after then that he started getting sick. I took him to the hospital, but they just handed me a form and told me to wait in line! I can’t believe they did that! I mean look at him! This isn’t a broken arm or simple fever! The place was already packed with people, and Jace was getting worse by the minute. I figured, screw that, and took him straight here.” 
 
    I was still mixing the ingredients I’d need to counteract the curse as I spoke. “Good thing you did. The death grin is caused by magic, it’s a kind of rictus as a result of specific ingredients mixing in the blood. Eventually, if I don’t stop this of course, his lips will widen so much that the skin will stretch to his ears. It’s an entirely unnatural, and incredibly painful, vicious thing to do to someone. This only happens when someone wants it to happen, so you can guarantee that the person who made this wanted their victim to suffer.” 
 
    I started to mix the brothers blood into the vials, and prepared another syringe. “Fortunately for us, it’s also an excellent timer on how long he has before he dies. As long as it doesn’t reach his ears, we still have time to save him.” The affected brother had just started this grin, I could see all of his gums.   
 
    “Lucky for you I don’t do red tape.” I started to inject a purple coloured potion into his body, starting with his face, and gently massaged the muscles to help spread it quicker. Once that was done, I smeared a cool, mint green lotion over his neck to numb the muscles. Then I inserted a tube down his throat, pushing it down until enough length had gone in that I was confident the end was in Jace’s stomach. 
 
    “We need to get whatever he ate out, as much as possible. You might want to look away, this won’t be pretty.” The brother went shakily to one of the arm chairs in front of the fireplace and sat down heavily, before putting his head in his hands. I didn’t have time to feel pity though, so I just focused on the task at hand of saving Jace’s life. His body had already started to jerk under the restraints, so I knew my potions were beginning to work. 
 
    I think I got all the pieces. The bucket was full of disgusting stuff, some of it black, so I knew those bits were a part of the curse. Nothing else was coming out so I stopped trying, removing the tube, setting it aside for now. 
 
    It was unnerving working on Jace, since he wasn’t passed out. Instead, he was watching my every move with wide, almost crazed eyes. Tears had traced his cheeks, falling to the hair at his temples, probably from the pain. His own body wasn’t under his control anymore, and he was straining under the belts.  
 
    I prepared another syringe, this time pulling into it a blue concoction, and injecting it into his limbs one by one. The effect was almost instant.  
 
    A bright blue light zipped along his skin from where the needle had been, before hitting a certain point, and then evaporating through the skin in a puff of blue air. A blue seal marked the exit, and that told me exactly how far the curse had flowed into each limb. The exit point was different each time, giving me a better idea of what to fight the curse with. 
 
    From one of the trays on the side of the table I pulled out a slender, silver wand engraved with a single sigil at the base. Instead of a point, it had a crystal embedded at the other end, cut to a sharp point to act as an amplifier. As soon as I touched it, the gemstone flared to life, glowing a bright white colour.  
 
    I quickly reached out to touch the tip to each blue seal, making it flare in response before emitting a soft humming noise, and forming a band around each limb.  
 
    “What are you doing?” asked the brother.  
 
    “I’m sealing off the curse, preventing it from spreading.” I answered without thinking. “I’ve found how far it’s reached, now I’m cutting it off, so I can have more time to figure out the right combination to heal it.” 
 
    Satisfied that I’d paused every bit of it, I pulled out another syringe, and took some of Jace’s blood. I winced at the sight of it, for it had started to turn a murky, dark colour. 
 
    “You have a lot of syringes!” The brother remarked. I gave him a cold look over my shoulder as I worked, not even pausing in my actions. “I’m an alchemist. If you think I have a large collection of syringes, you should see my test tube collection!” 
 
    Speaking of… I took the extracted blood and moved briskly to my workstation at the far end of the room, and started grabbing various bottles and powders that I would need to start the process of elimination.  
 
    I marked up a vial for Jace and filled it with his blood. “What’s your name?” I called out over my shoulder.  
 
    “Liam.” was the reply from the man in the chair. 
 
    I labelled another vial ‘Liam’, and filled it with the blood I’d obtained from him earlier. Now I had a comparison to work with, it would just be a matter of time before I isolated the parts of the curse which had entered Jace’s bloodstream. 
 
    Using a dropper, I placed a couple of drops of Liam’s blood through a range of smaller vials, to experiment with. Next to them was a line of my main curse culprits. First the Monkswood, next would be Nightbloom, then Ragefern, Jendefell leaves, Dragon Snapbells, and finally tears of a Banshee. 
 
    If I can make Liam’s blood take the same effect as Jace’s, I can identify which is the main ingredient of the curse, and then use that information to find an antidote.  
 
    The Monkswood turned the blood green, but that wasn’t what I was looking for. Nightbloom had the unnerving effect of drying up the blood in a small whoosh, and a puff of smoke.  
 
    “Definitely not that one.” I remarked, before moving on to the Ragefern. When mixed with Liam’s blood it caused it to separate between the white and red cells. Interesting, but not what I was looking for. I tried again with the next tube and used the Jenderfell leaves. No luck with this one either, as it just caused his blood to solidify.  
 
    Dragon Snapbells was next on my list, so I grabbed some of the powdered leaves and sprinkled some into Liam’s blood, hoping that this would turn the test amount the same murky, dark colour as Jace’s. All that happened was the blood started to move around as if it was alive. Two bubbles rose to the surface, eerily like eyes, before bursting and returning to liquid form once more.  
 
    “Disturbing...but not good enough.” 
 
    Last on my list was the tears of the Banshee. I tossed a pair of ear plugs over to Liam, grabbing my ear muffs at the same time. “Here, put these on. I don’t want you passing out on me as well.” He put them on when he saw me doing the same, and then I turned to the bottle, opening it gingerly, a fresh dropper at the ready. 
 
    There was no sound, but there was a vibration that came from the open jar. More felt, than heard, but the effect was powerful. The essence of the Banshee is always captured in every part of them, even their tears. Very carefully, I extracted a single drop, before moving my arm back to the last test vial.  
 
    Dropping it in, I leaned in close to watch the reaction. The blood boiled almost instantly, then calmed down after a few seconds, before turning black from the middle, outwards. It was close, but the darkness was too complete to be a perfect match. I growled in frustration as I closed the jar of tears before taking my ear muffs off. 
 
    “What can you tell me about your business partners, Liam? Since I’ve ruled out the common curse ingredients, this must have been tailored to them specifically. I need to know so I can try to refine my search.” 
 
    He blinked at me, and then hurriedly removed the earplugs. “Sorry, what?” 
 
    “Your meeting. Who were they? What were they? This curse was made specifically for them, I need details to make an antidote.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, she’s an Ogress named Titanya. She and her co-workers are Surveyors for the local Archaeology Society. She made quite the name for herself. We wanted to strike a business deal with her on the rights to some choice pieces of land.” 
 
    I nodded my head. “That makes sense then. Ogres are known for their magical resistance, so the normal methods wouldn’t work on them. Which means…”  
 
    I stepped over to my wall of drawers, and climbed up the brass ladder, my fingers walking over the drawers as I searched for the right compartment. “Ah ha! Here we go.” I pulled out one of the tiny drawers, about the size of a matchbox and removed it completely from it’s home near the ceiling.  
 
    Stepping back down I very carefully moved the box to my workbench. Inside it, was an assortment of different sized Goliath Core gemstones. They are a smooth, round grey stone with flecks of yellow and black through the surface.  
 
    “Which means what?” Asked Liam, who’d come closer out of strong curiosity. I looked over at him briefly before I picked up a pair of long nosed tweezers. “Which means, that there’s a high likelihood that a Goliath Core was used to curse her.” I picked up one of the smaller stones carefully between the prongs of the tweezers, and dropped it into the last vial of Liam’s blood. 
 
    The reaction was slow at first, but once it started, the blood began to turn a murky, dark colour. It wasn’t quite dark enough though, so I decided to add something else. “Put the ear plugs back in Liam, I’m going to test a theory.”  
 
    He did as he was told, and I put the earmuffs back on as I once again drew a single drop of Banshee tears from the bottle, before capping it tightly. Carefully, I dropped it into the vial with Liam’s blood and the Goliath Core. The colour darkened, and became a match for Jace’s.  
 
    “That's it! Goliath Cores! Ha!” I grinned in triumph. “Whoever made this curse, combined it with one of these gemstones in order to absorb the stone's power through the spell. Think of it like you would of bones used to flavour soup. Except these babies can be reused.”  
 
    I took off the muffs and motioned Liam to do the same. “So, since the major components were Banshee tears and a Goliath Core, if I make up an antidote with a feather of Quetzalcoatl, and some leaves from a Vorpalix flower, it should counteract the curse!” I grinned, pleased with myself. Liam was just looking at me like I was crazy. Obviously, he had no real appreciation for my knowledge or skills.  
 
    I snorted in indignation at his reaction, before pushing him aside to scale my wall of drawers once more.  An hour later, I wiped the sweat off of my brow and leaned away from the table. Jace’s brother looked up at me then, his face pale and his hair ruffled from worry. His suit was crumpled now, but I don’t think he was even aware of it yet. 
 
    “He’ll live.” I told him as I left the table to go back to my bench for a clean cloth and some water, to wipe down Jace with. Liam leapt from his chair and rushed over to see him, reaching out to grab his shoulder and squeeze. I pretended I didn’t notice that his eyes were bright from unshed tears.  
 
    “Hey.” he said, looking down at Jace. “Hey,” came the weak reply. “Guess I shouldn’t have had that last muffin, huh?” Liam huffed out a shaky laugh, and ruffled Jace’s hair. “That will teach you to bite off more than your fair share! Honestly, you scared me half to death!” Jace gave a smile which was more of a grimace. “You got me on that.”  
 
    I cleared my throat then, deciding they’d had enough bonding. It was time to pay me, now. “Jace should be able to walk in a few more minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you Zelena, I am in your debt.” Liam replied. I smiled at him. “I accept. But I will also be needing financial reimbursement.”  
 
    "Of course!” Liam set to untying Jace from the work table, while I headed towards the doors back into my store. Once they were finished, we all left the room and returned to the counter to discuss pricing.  
 
    “Let’s see…” I started to write down on paper as I spoke. “Since the ingredients I used were not easy to acquire...” and here I started to write down the ingredients and their cost to replace, “...and to cover the loss of sales I may have otherwise had today, plus my charge for labour...” I made some more notes on the paper. “I think this is a reasonable price for saving your brother’s life.” 
 
    I slid the paper across the counter to Liam. “You can pay me in instalments, if you need to. Of course, I can give you a discount if you’re able to send over Titanya and her entourage as soon as possible for their own cure. That is, if they’re not dead already.” I smiled brightly at him.   
 
    His lips thinned, but he nodded sharply, once. "Of course.”  
 
    “One last thing. I’ll also be needing some of your blood. Both of you.”  
 
    “Why do you need that?” He asked me, suddenly wary of me now. 
 
    “For future reference. You never know when it might come in handy.” Our gaze locked for a moment, each of us fighting to intimidate the other. When Jace rested a gentle hand on his brother’s shoulder, Liam broke away first. They shared a look, and he sighed, before nodding at me, resigned.  
 
    He handed over the first instalment while I retrieved another two small empty glass vials. They both stepped up to the counter and held out their hands to me, palms upwards. I quickly jabbed them one at a time, and filled the small vials with their blood.  
 
    After stoppering them, I placed them under the counter and smiled. “Pleasure doing business with you both.” They shared a look between themselves, before nodding politely at me and making their way out. Jace was still slightly wobbly, and Liam had to hold the door open for him before they could leave. He was still a colourful mess, but at least he had his health once more. 
 
    Yes, I could have fixed that as well, but they couldn’t afford to give me anything more, so I did only what was necessary. If they wanted cheap, they could have stayed at the hospital, and played the odds.  
 
    I kept the shop closed, and went about mixing up a bigger batch of the cure. You never know, Titanya and her mob might still be alive enough for me to benefit from them. I was lucky. About an hour later, there was rapid knocking on my shop door. 
 
    An Ogress and a couple of trolls were there looking quite ghastly ill. I let them in quickly, and moved them straight to my workroom. No need to bother with the prep I did for Jace, so I prepped four syringes with the cure and got to work inoculating everyone.  
 
    This has been a most profitable day indeed, I’m glad I opened up after all. 
 
    *** 
 
    Around four in the afternoon, I had an old friend of mine from the police force, Detective Baelin enter my store. 
 
    “Afternoon Zelena. D’you have a second to talk to me?” he asked me. 
 
    “Baelin! Welcome! You caught me at a good time, no customers at the moment. So, what can I do for you?” I greeted him, cheerfully. Baelin was my favourite policeman, we practically grew up together down in the Undercity.  
 
    He snorted and grinned at me, twitching one of his large bovine ears as he did so. His soft brown eyes were tired, and worried.  
 
    “Just wanted to ask you a few questions, that’s all. Some rather odd events have been happening, and I thought you might be able to shed some light on things.” Hmm...Something’s bothering him. That’s not a good sign.  
 
    “Well I’ll do my best. What is it you’ve heard?” I came out from behind the counter and leaned a hip on the front, folding my arms under my chest and giving him my full attention. 
 
    “Well firstly, there’s this weird case up in Castle Street involving a Gnome and a Wizard. Neighbours reckon they’ve been at each other's throats for months. But recently they’ve gotten worried they might be using hexes in their little war.” 
 
    I feigned surprise at this. He watched me for a moment, and then continued. “We had a strange report come in on a lawnmower going crazy, and this morning about a foul stench filling the air. The officer who investigated said the mower was clean, too clean for a wizard’s house. We suspect it might have been hexed at some point and then wiped.” He paused here a moment to eyeball me again for a reaction.  
 
    “Reports of a horrible smell coming from the area have been coming in, but after investigation we couldn’t find any indication of foul play. Just that the wizard had finished putting down a rather potent fertilizer.” He cocked an eye at me while I stayed impassive. 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to have sold any hexes or removed any such things recently, would you?” He gave me a rather pointed look. There it was, the money maker question. I’d been waiting for this. 
 
    “Actually, I just finished removing a curse from five people, only a few hours ago. Seems someone had concocted a rather potent mix with Goliath Cores and Banshee tears. You might want to look into that. The target was a local surveyor business run by an Ogress named Titanya.”  
 
    “Well, I did want to ask you about that, but it’s not what I meant. I’ll get to that later.” He huffed, but took out his notepad and wrote it down anyway. “I meant the turf war going on in Castle Street, and you know it.” 
 
    “Now Baelin, you know I can’t discuss possible clients. My business has a certified privacy agreement, so legally I can’t help you on that point, I’m afraid. Unless of course you have a warrant to check my books. You wouldn’t want me to lose my certification now would you?” I gave him a sympathetic look.  
 
    He huffed and gave me another look that clearly showed he suspected I was most definitely involved in the little turf war, but I played innocent. After a moment he shook his large head and chuckled, relenting for now.  
 
    "Of course not. Ah well, I’m sure that one will solve itself as long as they don’t get their hands on lethal hexes.  You know those usually force us to search every single magic shop in the city, with a warrant. Most annoying, and so much paperwork.” He sighed deeply.  
 
    “On the topic of lethal hexes, back to those five people you mentioned. Any idea who could have cursed them?” He asked me.  
 
    “Well, a wizard could, definitely. Since the main ingredients were the Goliath Core and the Banshee tears, we’re not taking some petty hedge witch with a grudge. This is serious stuff we’re talking about. Very few people can obtain them, legally. The other way of course, is through the black market, but either way it’s outrageously expensive. I think the tears are illegal no matter how you get them, unless your certified, like myself. You don’t want to know the hoops I had to jump through to get that credential! But Wizards don’t normally go in for a killing curse, and this was definitely a lethal one. One of the side effects was the death grin.”  
 
    He twitched an ear, reflexively. “Really?”  
 
    I nodded. “Anything else of note?” He prompted. 
 
    “It seems rather odd to me that the hospital turned them away. The death grin should be quite obvious to medical practitioners, and I’d have thought they’d recognize it right away and have rushed them to the emergency ward. So, maybe it’s worth going and asking them a few questions too.” Baelin made some more notes on his notepad. 
 
    “What time did all of this occur?” 
 
    “Around ten this morning, that’s when I got the first victim. I was with that one for about an hour or so, give or take. Not long after they left, I treated the other four.” 
 
    “Who else was affected?” 
 
    Titanya the Ogress, three Trolls, and the sales man. Goes by the name of Jace. Apparently they were interested in striking a business deal. They never did tell me what company they work for.” 
 
    “Huh. Kind of sloppy of you, isn’t it?” He teased. I rolled my eyes at him. “Let’s see you play twenty questions with a dying man on your worktable. I asked what I needed to know at the time.” He just chuckled at me, his deep timbre voice reverberating in the room.  
 
    “So, in other news, have the police gotten any reports of B and E for the museum over the last week?” I asked him.  
 
    “Actually yes, there’ve been three attempts but all of them were interrupted by the guards. Extra security measures have been attended to, in light of the recent events. Why, do you know something that we should know?” He asked me, narrowing his eyes once more. 
 
    What is it with police and not trusting me? Honestly, I’m not sure if I should be offended or pleased about this. “Only that there seems to be a price on one of the items on display, that could make a very tidy fortune on the black market.” If it did manage to get stolen even by someone who was just interested in straight resale, it would make a person set for life. Giving the police a small truth would also offer additional eyes on the prize, so to speak. 
 
    “Huh. Good to know, I suppose. I’ll have a word with Olie about the security measures, then.” He shook his head at me and chuckled. “The day I get a straight answer from you, is the day I end up eating my hat.” I smiled at him, doing my best innocent impersonation. 
 
    “Would I ever lie to you?” 
 
    “Humph.” was the reply. “What I mostly came for is something else anyway. I’ve had a rather bizarre string of disappearances over the last two weeks. All of them are tall, blond, and well-toned. We’ve only found two of them, and they weren’t in a good state.” He sighed again, probably clearing his mind of the mental image.  
 
    “You haven’t heard anything about unusual rituals happening or anything that could give us a lead on this?” 
 
    I was actually stumped on this. I’ve been so distracted with Cyrene, I hadn’t even heard of those yet. Baelin must have seen the surprise on my face, but he didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Sorry no, I haven’t heard anything, but I’ll keep an ear out. I’ve been a bit distracted lately.” I said as a way of explanation for him. Now it was his turn to be surprised.  
 
    “That is quite unusual of you, this might be the first time that I’ve given you news. Are you working on a special project?” he asked me.  
 
    I shrugged. “None of your business.”  
 
    He snorted again and started to laugh in his usual deep baritone. “Ah, so it must be someone special then. Did you find yourself a unicorn?” He said with a wink. I felt myself grinning despite myself, which just made me laugh. I inclined my head. 
 
    “She is quite extraordinary yes. Thanks for the heads up. If I hear anything about this I’ll be sure to let you know.” He was smiling as he turned to leave the store, tail close to his body so he didn’t accidently swipe anything on his way out, and not commenting further. 
 
    Baelin normally had to make himself small in my store. It’s a bit awkward for a Minotaur to move around properly in this space, but it’s always amusing to see him tough it out to speak to me during business hours.  
 
    Once he’d left I decided that maybe I’d been a bit too obsessed with my little Fey. After all, those missing women were almost an exact description of Cyrene, so she could be at risk. I started calling some of my contacts to see what else I’d been missing over the last week. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10: Cyrene’s Bold Move 
 
    At about six the phone rang just as I’d set it down from yet another long winded conversation. “Hello, this is Zelena.” I answered tiredly. 
 
    “Zelena, are you ok?” Came the slightly worried voice of Cyrene. 
 
    “Yes I’m fine, I’m just a bit tired, that’s all. Why? What’s the matter? Did something happen?” I was upright, immediately assuming the worst. 
 
    “No no, everything’s all quiet here. I was just worried, that’s all. It’s six in the evening and you weren’t at my door.” Ah, ok. Phew, that settled me a bit, and it made me smile that my little Fey was missing me. My chest got all warm and fuzzy again from the thought.  
 
    “I’ve just had a busy day, that’s all. A friend asked me to look into something for him, and I lost track of the time.” I explained, to reassure her, touched that she was concerned about me. 
 
    “That’s alright, Zelena, I understand. I’ll just see you tomorrow instead.” She sounded a bit dejected, and I quickly jumped to fix that.  
 
    “Why tomorrow? Don’t you want to see me this evening?” I quipped back. 
 
    "Of course I do, I just thought you’d be busy. So you wouldn’t want to.” She seemed unsure of herself now, which I found agitating. Of course I’d want to see her, she didn’t need to bother with those kinds of thoughts. So, I put her straight about that. 
 
    “Well you thought wrong, little Fey. How about you come over to my place? I’ll cook you up something nice, and we can enjoy the evening relaxing in my home instead.”  
 
    I felt a tingle down the mental link between my familiar and I, just before Alistair spoke up.  
 
    Mistress? Came the confused voice of my faithful blue tarantula. He was sitting on the desk by the phone watching me, concerned. I reached out to gently stroke him reassuringly.  
 
    Shush. I thought back. It’ll be fine. 
 
    “I’d love to come over! Alright I’ll see you soon then.” Cyrene hung up the phone and so did I. I then focused on Alistair, picking him up in both hands to bring him to my eye level.  
 
    “I want you to meet my little obsession, Alistair. And I want her to meet you. Since I’m well drained from the day I’d rather stay home tonight with Cyrene, considering the news Baelin brought.” I spoke out loud. I can speak through the link to him, but I felt he needed to hear me say it, rather than think it. 
 
    I felt him cheering up, but he was still a bit guarded.  
 
    You sure it’s wise mistress? He asked me. 
 
    “Wise, probably not, but if I want her as mine, I’ll need you two to meet sooner or later. Probably best to make it sooner then. You know light Fey. Honesty, truth, and all.” I rolled my eyes for his benefit. He laughed at me. 
 
    ‘Honesty’, huh? Ok. So are we taking her ‘home’, or are you just showing her ‘the house’? Came the quick reply. 
 
    “Don’t be such a smart ass.” I tapped him very gently on his head, and grinned at him. “How bout you go make us some food while I finish up here.” He grumbled at me, so I decided to play a little bit with him.  
 
    I used a small bit of my magic to make him float, and then gave him a gentle push. There was an indignant squeak, before he got his bearings again in mid-air. I laughed and waved at him, and he tried his best to ‘swim’ upstairs. He looked more like a blue jellyfish bobbing up and down, flexing his furry legs as he tried to get to the stairs.  
 
    Weeee…! Came at me through the link. He was enjoying himself, so I was forgiven. He talked tough, but I knew he enjoyed games with me. Alistair left up the stairs while I finished my round of phone calls. 
 
    Soon after a knock came at the door. I went through the dividing door between my shop and the living part of the building and walked towards the front door at the base of the stairs. I stuck my head out and waved at her.  
 
    “Over here Cyrene.” I said. “Once I close for the day, the shop door stays closed.” She grinned at me and stepped over to greet me. “Hey Zelena! You know, if you hadn’t shown me, I wouldn’t have thought that these were connected. Even the colouring is different, from the outside.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I don’t like to advertise.” I shrugged, and stepped aside to allow her into the hallway. She took in her surroundings for a moment, before speaking again. 
 
    “Wow, this is not what I expected from you.” Came the abrupt reply. 
 
    “Oh really?” I looked at her quizzically as I locked the front door. “What were you expecting?” I said in a dry tone.  
 
    “Yeah, I was expecting something like a small villa or a castle, not a tiny little townhouse.” she laughed. 
 
    “Oh, so sorry to disappoint.” I raised an eyebrow at her as I chuckled. “This house has been in my family since we settled here. I’ve never seen a reason to move away from home, the occasional technological upgrade is more than sufficient for my needs.”  
 
    She smiled at me ever so sweetly. “It’s lovely Zelena, it’s a very elegant townhouse, and the colours suit you. It’s just unexpected, that’s all, considering your fashion taste. I didn’t mean to offend, I was just surprised. I like it.” The entry room with the staircase was painted a warm plum red with cream accents, and the staircase was a polished redwood with soft carpet running down the centre. The only furniture in this room was a coat rack to the left of the door, and a single potted Japanese lily plant in the corner.  
 
    “Wait till you see the upstairs.” I said motioning her up the small flight. 
 
    She went up ahead of me, but when she got to the top she suddenly exclaimed, “Ah this must be your Lividum, then.” in a cheery voice. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I asked, coming up behind her. I was still halfway up the stairs. She turned to look at me over her shoulder. 
 
    “The name of your store. I researched it. So this must be the Haplopelma Lividum. Your blue tarantula?” She cocked her head cheekily towards me.  
 
    I laughed outright. Smart little Fey. “Yes this is Alistair, my Lividum.” I said joining her in the living room as I saw him skittering around on the polished redwood floorboards. I was very glad that she didn’t seem scared. Actually, she seemed excited. I had hoped this was the case, considering she wasn’t intimidated at all by the wild animals in the Zoo. Not after telling me about Veriah.  
 
    “Alistair, this is Cyrene. Cyrene, this is Alistair, my familiar.” I said pointedly. 
 
    “Well hello there Alistair, nice to meet you. Zelena’s told me nothing about you.” she said cheerily, then squawked as Alistair responded out loud. 
 
    “Be happy, she doesn’t shut up about you. Nice to finally meet you though.” He said as he scuttled into the kitchen. 
 
    Cyrene just stood there stock still, mouth open. It took her a moment to compose herself. I took the opportunity to place a hand on her shoulder. She looked at me, stunned.  
 
    “Did your spider just talk to me?” 
 
    “Why yes, he did, and now he’s making us dinner. I told you, he’s my familiar. Just think of him as a Fey who is simply a spider at the moment.”  
 
    “Oh...kay, I can’t say I’ve ever met a talking spider before.” I watched as she did some mental shuffling, which was evident in her expression, and I saw the moment she got over it. “I bet there’s a good story to this!” She exclaimed. I chuckled at her, feeling slightly more endeared to her at how well she accepted Alistair, who has always been a big part of my life. It felt good to share him with her.  
 
    “Alistair became my familiar when we were both still very young. He is a bit of a rarity to be honest. I’m sure you’ll get used to him in no time at all. He’s incredibly likeable.” I said as she plopped down into the baroque style couch. 
 
    “I’m sure! How did you even get a familiar like him?” she was still shocked, but excited. 
 
    “That’s a long story. One I will tell you another time, unless this bothers you too much?”  
 
    She shook her head. “No it doesn’t bother me at all! It’s just very surprising. I’ve never in my life seen an arachnid Fey. We didn’t even get taught much about them in school, except that they’re supposed to be extinct. So seeing your familiar was a bit of a shock, that's all.” She shrugged her shoulders and smiled at me, and I could see she was burning with curiosity and questions. 
 
    “Fair enough then. Well come have dinner with me. Alistair is a wonderful cook.” I dragged her to the dinner table in the kitchen which was basically over where the back part of my store would be, downstairs. 
 
    This room was also decorated with the same plum red wallpaper, but instead of cream accents, they were black. I tend towards the darker side of decorating, so the lighting was all 1800’s inspired lanterns with black wrought iron and lightbulbs, and the furniture was polished redwood with black padding.  
 
    I pulled out a chair for Cyrene and she took it gracefully, folding herself down at the table while I took my own place next to her. It wasn’t a big table, just a six seater, but it was plenty enough for me. 
 
    I’d asked Alistair to make something with vegetables for Cyrene, but being a carnivore, Alistair had found a compromise by making a nice stir fry with extra meat. Both Cyrene and I enjoyed our portions as Alistair simply ate some juicy raw meat strips for himself on a special plate at the table. 
 
    Cyrene was fascinated with him, and I caught her staring once or twice. She looked embarrassed the first time, but then just shrugged the second time she was caught, and grinned sheepishly.  
 
    “So, how did you two meet?” She tried again during dinner, unable to wait any longer.  
 
    “Well, that’s a bit complicated.” I started, and she gave me a look that said she was not impressed. I sighed, and had to think about how much I was going to share with her. I was so used to keeping myself and my kind a secret, and Alistair was close to all of my secrets. It was actually a big leap of faith for me to have introduced them both in the first place.  
 
    I guess, it was bound to happen, that she would ask something like this. I let out a long breath, and gazed at her over the rim of my wine glass, took a sip, and let out another breath. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll tell you. But this goes no further than us, alright?” She nodded and placed her hand over mine on the table top, and I smiled at her. 
 
    “I’m... unique even among my own kind. Due to certain birthmarks I was born with, I was chosen to bond with an arachnid familiar, such as Alistair. We have a ceremony in our third year for Fey like me to go and seek their destined familiar. There’s a ceremonial place I visited, where Alistair and his brothers and sisters abide. My ancestors hid them there to ensure they would not go extinct, as most believe. I stayed there for three days and nights on my own. Alistair and I made our connection there. He followed me out of the cave, and he’s been with me ever since.” 
 
    Cyrene was silent as she listened, but her eyes widened slightly at that. “You did that when you were only three years old?” she asked, surprised.  
 
    I nodded. “Oh yes, that’s the norm for those of us who are chosen. It has to be then, or the bond isn’t as strong. Alistair himself was only small then, and he still fit in one hand.” 
 
    I glanced at him fondly over at his plate, where he was happily munching on steak strips. “I need both now to hold him. He was such a cute baby spider then.” Cyrene was silent for a moment longer, but she still held my hand just as firmly, so I waited and let her absorb this new information while I ate a bit more of my meal.  
 
    “So, what are you?” She asked me.  
 
    I smiled at her. “You know, your food is going cold.” I quickly darted out my fork and snuck a piece in triumph as she squeaked at me indignantly. She tried to stab at some of mine, and we both ended up laughing as we play fought at the table. Alistair wisely stayed out of it, and Cyrene became distracted enough to drop the topic.  
 
    I was confident that even though she would research what information I’d given her, she wouldn’t find anything. Our collective history couldn’t be found out there, we’ve all done our part to make sure of it. In time, I’d have to tell her if we became too close. I freely admit that I was frightened I might lose her though, once she knew, so I was keen to keep that as much in the distance as I could. 
 
    We finished the meal, and Cyrene thanked Alistair, to which he made happy noises back at her. This was looking good, if Alistair was comfortable interacting with Cyrene, it meant that whatever we had between us, had hope, and that made me feel giddy.  
 
    Cyrene couldn’t help herself, so she followed Alistair into the kitchen to try and watch how the hell he managed to cook for us. Her laughter rang out as she watched the first of the dishes float themselves from the table and through the door before dropping into the dishwasher.  
 
    While Alistair finished the tidying, I decided to give Cyrene the grand tour of the upstairs living quarters.  
 
    “So, you’ve already seen my dining room,” I grinned at her and she giggled. “And you’ve walked through the living room at the top of the stairs. As you can see, I love to read.” I pointed out the books adorning the two redwood bookcases that reached about halfway up the wall. Some knickknacks were on top of it, giving it a more personal touch.  
 
    “Through that archway is my gorgeous kitchen.” I waved a hand at the archway from the living room, and took her inside again. “As you can see, it matches the decor everywhere else.” The cupboards were redwood, and I had a black granite benchtop which wrapped around almost the entire room. 
 
    My appliances are all stainless steel, and the handles on my drawers are polished silver. I made a point of showing her my coffee machine. “This is my kitchen’s pride and joy, a DeLonghi machine, with a grinder, a place for powdered mix if I want to, a hot water spout, and a container for milk.” I proudly boasted. 
 
    “Fancy.” She teased. I ignored her jibe and moved us out of the kitchen and back into the living room. “As you can see, I’m a fan of the darker colours. All my furniture is black, when it’s not made from redwood. I find it very cosy.” 
 
    The room was dominated by a dark wood coffee table which was surrounded by a baroque style couch, and two recliner chairs, in the same style. These were arranged in front of a black marble fireplace.  
 
    “You’re so medieval.” She remarked. 
 
    “Thank you! I do so miss those times,” I teased. She narrowed her eyes at me. “Just how old are you?” I feigned mock offense. “Oh, that hurts!” We both shared a grin. 
 
    “How does this stay up?” She asked me. “I mean, this is over your shop space, right? So, why hasn’t this collapsed with the weight of the marble?”  
 
    “It’s enchanted. The marble has been spelled to weightlessness. Besides, this is a fairly modern piece, so it’s not as clunky as the one in the workroom downstairs. That one is as old as the house. This one is a renovation.” I smiled, pleased with myself. 
 
    “The door on your right is my bedroom.” I opened up the door and waved her in first. She made a face at me before going inside. Cheeky minx. “Sometimes this is the guest room too.”  
 
    “Is that a hint?” She asked me. “Do you want it to be?” I teased back. Cyrene blushed, choosing not to reply. “So, in case you haven’t noticed, purple is my favourite colour.” The room was accented with purples, blacks, and silver.  
 
    "Of course, you can’t ignore my gorgeous four poster canopy bed made out of redwood. It’s king size, just so you know. For guests.” I grinned at her, watching her finger the purple fabric that was draping from the roof of the bed. It even had matching throw pillows, and sheets. 
 
    “This is the vanity.” I moved her to a door on the left, which opened into a black marble ensuite. There was a clawed tub in the middle, a sink off to the right, and a toilet with a small half wall by the shower. I pointed to the door to the left of this room. “That door goes to the living room too.” 
 
    “Huh. Nifty.” she replied, eyeing off the shower. Even the curtain was black. I brought her back into the bedroom and walked to the opposite wall. “In here is the walk in robe.” The room was large, with a standing full length mirror framed in redwood at the far end.  
 
    “Ok, I’m officially jealous now. You can stop showing off.” I just grinned at her. “Home sweet home,” I teased. 
 
    Alistair joined us at this point, and even came up to Cyrene’s feet to ask to be involved. When she bent down to pick him up, I got a bit nervous, after all, he is like my baby. You have to be very gentle with tarantulas, but it seemed Cyrene was a natural.  
 
    He even started bonding with her a bit. We pulled out some board games to play on the coffee table in front of the fireplace in the living room, so we all kept nice and warm.  
 
    I brought in a bottle of sweet guava and strawberry juice for Cyrene and I to share and we played together during the evening, talking and enjoying each other’s company. 
 
    I dominated her and Alistair at cluedo, and then the little traitor teamed up with Cyrene and they beat me together at monopoly. It was a wonderfully relaxing evening. I was sad when Cyrene had to leave at ten to go home. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to drop you off?” I asked her, as we packed up the board games. She waved her hand at me. “No, it’s quite alright. I want to stretch my legs a bit, so don’t worry about it. Besides, I’ve had a truly lovely evening Zelena.” 
 
    I smiled and that warm glow spread through my chest again. “Alright, if you’re happy to, then I’ll walk you to the door.” We linked arms and I led her down the stairs again and reached for her coat to help her shrug into it.  
 
    I reached out to run a hand through her glorious mane of hair, and she smiled up at me before she leaned in and kissed me. I was surprised that she was the one to instigate, but I was very happy to reciprocate. I wrapped my arms around her, and kissed her back with passion, holding her close as her arms encircled me. 
 
    It was warm honey, it was electricity, it was intoxicating. I was drowning in Cyrene, and I’d die happy too. When we both surfaced to breathe, she was grinning at me, her eyes bright and full of heat, her cheeks flushed as she licked at her lips and adjusted her coat.  
 
    “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow, Zelena.” She said, breathlessly. She ducked out the door and gave me a cheeky wave as she strutted off, to the sound of my laughter as I locked the door after her. 
 
    I leaned against it for a moment, as my heart was still fluttering, and I ran a hand through my own sleek black hair, getting myself together after that. She was such a cheeky minx! I smiled and touched a hand to my own lips, closing my eyes and savouring the moment.  
 
    After a bit I went back upstairs to Alistair and helped him tidy up the last few things.  
 
    I like her mistress. I approve of your choice. Alistair said as he claimed his favourite spot on my shoulder, before we went down to our actual home. 
 
    “Me too.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11: Collar Me 
 
    Friday seemed to be a quiet day for me, just the simple requests, nothing fancy, and I admit, I was a bit bored. I spent most of my day refreshing my protection and surveillance spells around my store, while also spending some time with Alistair.  
 
    It was good to relax, catch up on the local gossip and most importantly recharge the batteries for tonight. Around noon my special order had come through so we’d be all ready to go. I startled a bit when the phone rang. Picking it up on the second ring, I answered smoothly.  
 
    “Good evening, you’ve reached La Lividum, how may I be of assistance?” 
 
    “Hey Zelena!” Came the chirpy reply. I could feel myself smiling, even though it was just over the phone. She seemed to bring that out of me more than anyone else I’d ever known.  
 
    “Cyrene, I’ve been expecting you.” I purred. Things should be more interesting now, as I stood up and leaned my hip against the counter.  
 
    “Good, glad to hear you haven’t forgotten our deal. Are you all set to go for tonight?” she replied, excitement and determination in her voice.  
 
    “I’d not forget something as important as this, little Fey. Of course I’m ready, the package I was waiting for arrived this afternoon, so all we need now is for you to get that gorgeous butt of yours over here. I’ll be closing up shop by five, so come by the front door instead of the shop door. Oh and Cyrene, I do expect you to be prompt.” That got a chuckle out of her. 
 
    “Ok! I’ll be there.” She hung up, and I put the phone back down as I turned to look at Alistair.  “Looks like we are going to have some fun, sweetie.” I held out an arm to him, and he crawled up to sit over my shoulder, his preferred perch on me.  
 
    I stroked his head and he made an appreciative noise at me. A bit later, I closed the shop up and went up to my room in the house. I’d already prepared everything I’d need so I could quickly change into something more appropriate to fight in, without losing too much time. 
 
    I checked my final result out in the mirror. Grinning at my reflection, I took in my ensemble. My shiny and straight black hair was swept up in a strict, tight tail, with just my v shaped fringe out and free. I’d chosen a dark red cotton tank top and black leather pants for this outing.  
 
    There were a few knives attached to my belt which were in plain sight, but all my other weaponry was well concealed. No one would know that my boots were lined with knives just the same as my leather jacket, or that even my hair concealed extra weapons either. The sword scabbard I kept close to my spine was almost completely invisible with my hair in this style, deliberately done to help conceal it. I admit, I looked pretty badass at the moment. 
 
    Alistair had jumped up and was riding shotgun on my shoulder when I finished dressing, clad in invisibility magic. This time he was coming along, even though it could be dangerous. I might need his help. I went downstairs again and activated my security system and the booby traps I’d covered my store with, as a precaution. A knock on my front door told me that Cyrene had arrived.  
 
    Perfect timing.  
 
    She looked ready to do some serious hurting too. She’d dressed in her work clothes again with her dark threads, and black army combat boots. She also sported a wicked looking, long curved sword at her hip this time.  
 
    That thing easily looked too big for her, but she just raised an eyebrow at me and dared me to comment. I grinned back, my eyes saying all I needed to. She really was dressed up for the occasion this time. Guess this would be more her thing then covert espionage. Glad to finally see her in her element. 
 
    She looped her thumbs into the belt hoops of her jeans, drawing attention to the hunting knife at her hip. I was impressed, she’d taken me seriously and looked every bit the warrior I envisioned her to be, when she told me of her travels and her battles in Gaia. 
 
    “Shall we go now?” She asked, impatiently.  
 
    “Not yet, while you are much more suitably dressed for the Undercity then you were when you were spying in the museum, we are hoping to avoid a fight as much as possible, remember?” This caused her to chuckle at me, and I gave her a stern look.  
 
    “My order’s upstairs in the living room, we need to give you some important accessories before you’re ready.” I finished, frowning slightly at her. She just shrugged her shoulders and grinned at me.  
 
    “Alright then.” She replied, and I stepped aside so she could enter my house, resisting the urge to give her a smack on that shapely ass for being so damn cheeky. I locked up behind her, and then bade her to follow me up the stairs and into the living room.  
 
    I motioned to the bag that was sitting on the coffee table. “There it is. Everything you’ll need to blend right in down there. You’ll need to take your jacket and sword off, or it’s going to get tricky.” 
 
    She gave me a puzzled look, but took off her sword and laid it on the couch gently, then removed her jacket swinging it over the back rest. She picked out the top package first, and opened the box to reveal two gold wrist guards which held my family crest engraved into the metal, and inlaid with emeralds.  
 
    She picked them up delicately for inspection, her gaze lingering on the beautiful designs which adorned the wide bands. Each piece had just enough give on the top to hide a thin throwing knife against the skin, which was already included. The knives had matching hilts in gold and engraved with a flowing thorn design, and a tiny crest of my family also figured at the hilt. The blades shimmered in the light.  
 
    “These are lovely Zelena! But… I don’t understand why these are necessary.” She gave me a wary look as she held the cuffs in the palm of her hands. “They look like they’re almost custom fitted.” I saw the appreciative way she glanced at them, but I could also see her hesitation to wear them. 
 
    “They are, I got a good feel for your measurements when we were at the zoo. It was easy enough to have them fitted to those dimensions afterwards. The one shot spell to finish the fit will finish the work once you put them on.” I added, grinning at her. She seemed surprised by this. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have Zelena! Seriously, I can’t afford to pay you back for these.” Her tone was a bit worried now, and she made as if to put them back down in the box, but I quickly stepped up to her and took her hands, preventing her from doing so. 
 
    “They’re essential for going to the Undercity Cyrene. Besides, they’re not yours, they belong to me. I’m just letting you wear them for this trip.” She looked up at me then and stared straight into my eyes. “Well, in that case…” 
 
    I let go of her hands so that she could put them on. Once she did, they snapped into place, the spell embedded within the metal activating to magically shift the small amount needed to be a perfect fit, and to seal themselves completely around her wrist in a smooth, unblemished finish. 
 
    She let out a small gasp of surprise, and then admired herself in them for a few minutes. I must say, it was well worth it. The gold against her skin looked gorgeous, gold was definitely her colour. And the emerald engraving of my crest suited so well. Worth. Every. Penny.  
 
    When she turned to me again, she was smiling. “These are gorgeous Zelena, and I’m grateful you made them for me, but why are they essential for the Undercity?” she asked, her hands still running over the cuffs, adjusting to the feel of the metal against her skin. 
 
    I gestured to her wrist guards. “The wrist guards show everyone that you are my bodyguard, and that being a warrior in that respect, entitles you to wearing arms.” She raised her eyebrow at me. “‘Entitled’, huh?” I nodded seriously.  
 
    “Yes, as a light Fey you can be openly challenged by everyone down there, as to your right to bear arms. You’d have to prove yourself to everyone who issued a challenge, and then how much would you get done of your task? This way, you show you’re in my employment, which means you won’t be challenged.” She nodded at me, and her gaze went to the second box, full of curiosity.  
 
    I picked up the second box and held it out to her. “I want you to have this. I had it commissioned after our lovely night out on Wednesday, dancing with you.” She gave me a quizzical look, before taking it from me. When she opened it, she let out a small gasp of surprise. This one held a gold collar, with an emerald thorn design leading up to the centre, which was again, my crest in obsidian and emerald. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, but...does this mean what I think it does?” She was wide eyed as her gaze went back and forth from the collar to me, and back again. “What do you think it means, Cyrene?” I countered, because I needed to know her perception of this before I was willing to uncover my heart enough to reply honestly. 
 
    She swallowed, and sat down blindly on a chair with the collar still in her hands. I was glad she was close to it, or she’d have ended up on the floor. I moved over to take a seat next to her, and placed a hand over her right one, so we both held the collar. She looked back up to me again, her eyes bright and shiny, and full of conflicting emotions.  
 
    “Well, the design of this is a bit different, but it’s very similar to a torque. On Gaia, something like this is an intention for a long term relationship, possibly a union, if everything works out. Since you grew up on Terra, is this what you meant?” she asked me softly, and if I hadn’t been leaning in close enough to catch it, I probably wouldn't have caught her words.  
 
    “On Terra, we have a few different ways to express this, and yes this is one of them. Most people use a promise ring, but that kind of relationship has never been for me. This collar is more to my personality, my way of life, and how I want to spend the rest of my life. My heart sings when I’m with you, and I wanted to act on it.” I squeezed her hand gently.  
 
    “I feel like we’ve grown together a lot over the last week, and that we have a special bond between us which is much more than just a fling or casual affection. I am hoping we can build on that bond, together. Will you accept it?”  
 
    I watched her face for even the tiniest shift in her emotions, and was rewarded with a flood of them, each fluttering across her face and instantly followed by another. It made me hope, and it made me nervous. I’d never jumped in so quickly with anyone before, but somehow, it felt right to bind myself to her. When she smiled at me, I was thankful I was already sitting down. She reached out one hand to cup my own cheek, and I felt that warm tingle once more in reaction to her touch.  
 
    “I feel the same bond growing between us, Zelena. This feels right, being with you. I’d like to work on that with you, wherever it may lead.” 
 
    Those words were music to my heart, I was so overwhelmed by emotions that I couldn’t stop myself from leaning that final bit in and kissing her, this wonderful woman who was fitting into my life already as if she was made to be there. She kissed me back with just as much emotion, and for a moment, there was nothing else in the world except her, in my arms.  
 
    When we pulled apart we were both flushed and breathing heavily, resting our foreheads together while we held on to each other, smiling like idiots. She pulled back from me enough to turn around and brush that wonderful blonde mane to the side, exposing her slender neck and toned shoulder for me to collar her. 
 
    Gently I placed the golden metal against the skin of her neck, and giving in to the temptation, I placed a small and light kiss at the base, before closing the two pieces together. The magic snapped to life, and the seam vanished, creating another flawless finish.  
 
    She shivered as the metal enclosed her warm skin, and dropped her hair back, turning to face me. She was putting a lot of faith and trust into me to allow me to do this to her, and I made myself a promise that I would never give her a reason to feel betrayed. 
 
    “Do I look like I’m yours now?” she asked me, grinning. Seeing her wearing my collar and cuffs, and looking positively radiant with that smile of hers, made me catch my breath. For a moment, I couldn't breathe, couldn't do anything except stare at her and drink that vision in.  
 
    I gave myself a mental shake, before I forced myself to answer her. “There’s no mistaking it now, you belong to me.” I reached out then to touch my family emblem on her collar. “This collar shows everyone that you are mine, and grants you respect, it also lets them know that I protect you.”  
 
    She gave me a brilliant smile, her eyes still glistening with emotion and a heated blush across those cute cheeks, exposing her freckles to me once more.  
 
    “‘Yours’, am I? Hmm...I don’t think that’s very accurate. You haven’t managed to ‘tame’ me or anything, so you can’t really say that I’m ‘yours’.” 
 
    “Cheeky minx! Well, once this is all cleared up, I’ll have to rectify that, now won’t I?” I growled playfully, and she just gave me a defiant grin. I reached out and ruffled her hair, which caused her to squeak in indignation, and poke her tongue out at me between the waterfall of hair I’d thrown over her face in the process.  
 
    “Oi!” she said, merriment in her voice as she watched me and tried to tame her mane again. “You know if you wanted people to just see me as ‘yours’, wouldn’t it have been less excessive to just put me in a skimpy bikini and throw a leather thong around my neck?” She teased. 
 
    “It is not excessive, Cyrene. The Minasorcha family is very well known and respected in both Arrana and the Undercity. If we went down there and you wore a leather thong, there isn’t a single person who’d believe you were mine. My family is far too well known for that. You would have been taken down by the guards as soon as we arrived, and I do not feel like spending the whole evening playing social with the damned king of the Undercity.”  
 
    She grinned at me and poked my shoulder, playfully. “So I guess I owe you thanks for not slapping me in a skimpy leather outfit?” I chuckled and gently swatted at her with just my bare hand. She squeaked and glared at me. She couldn’t keep the glare for long though, I could see she was trying not to grin.  
 
    “Behave.” I growled at her, which seemed to shatter that small amount of self-control, and she gave me a very cheeky grin in return. “I can still get that skimpy leather outfit from the shops for later.” I threatened.  
 
    “Ooooh, I’m so scared.”  
 
    “That’s it.” That cheeky little minx...well she’ll find out that with my ownership, comes consequences. I pulled her out of the chair by her wrists, letting her momentum bring her to me and over onto my lap in a very undignified position. She squeaked in protest, but was so shocked she didn’t fight me quick enough to prevent what I was about to do.  
 
    Keeping a hold of her wrists, I pulled them behind her back and the magic of the cuffs activated, fusing them together so she was bound. Then with malicious glee, I let out an evil laugh as I pulled back my hand to swat her on her shapely behind. Whack!  
 
    “Eek!” She squealed, and wriggled on my lap, laughing uncontrollably. “What was that?” I asked, pretending not to have heard her. She couldn’t form words, so I smacked her once more, the denim of her pants protecting her butt from any real damage. “I can’t hear you.” I continued, but the giggling didn’t stop, so I struck her once more. Then again, and again. By this time she was gasping for air between giggles and trying to say something.  
 
    I paused, and leaned in close to her head. She continued to mumble something, so I grabbed her by the cuffs and pulled backwards, forcing her torso upwards so that I could hear her better. It brought her face closer to mine in a graceful arc. “You were saying?” I asked as nonchalantly as I could.  
 
    She giggled. “H-okay, haha, I give up, hehehe.” She had the biggest grin on her face, her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were bright with mischief.  
 
    “Well, I dunno...this is what you have to look forward to if you keep my collar. Are you sure you can rein in your cheeky attitude? Or do I have to continue to give you constructive behaviour reconditioning sessions?” I raised an eyebrow at her, trying to keep my own grin from showing. I was going for stern, not happy. It was hard.  
 
    She wriggled her butt in my lap, and her grin turned knowing, as her gaze went from my face, to my chest, and back up again. She was so sexy right now, tussled, spanked and hot. The look she was giving me was making my toes curl, in a very good way.  
 
    “I’m willing to risk It.” she replied, her voice still a bit breathy. I chuckled, and gave her a gentle swat to her backside, before separating the cuffs, and releasing her. She stood up shakily, still smiling as she readjusted her clothes, unable to take her eyes off me.  
 
    I picked up her jacket and using both hands, tossed it back to her. “Put this back on then, just make sure you show off those cuffs.”  
 
    She gave me a mocking salute. “Yes ma’am!” I raised an eyebrow at her and she grinned, then feigned innocence and went about putting her jacket on as I picked up her sheathed sword from the couch.  
 
    The sword had quite a bit of weight to it surprisingly enough. “How’d you get this overgrown butter knife through customs? Surely this isn’t authorized.” She just grinned at me and shrugged, like it was no big deal. 
 
    “Oh, well since you told me your secret, I suppose I can let you in on mine.” I gave her a look, and tossed the sword at her using both hands. It was heavy though, so I couldn’t help the small grunt as I did so.  
 
    She caught it in one hand and grinned at me as she proceeded to strap it back on with the ease of practice. “Covert operatives get magical augmentation from the court's best mages. It means we’re severely limited in what we can carry in our personal storage, but in return we get some space which no amount of magical depletion or scans can penetrate. It’s meant for weapons like these.” She explained. 
 
    “Ah, of course! I’d heard rumours about that kind of magic, but I’ve never seen it in action.” I glanced at her curiously, now this was something I’d definitely like to study if she’ll let me. She just grinned at me, and finished hooking it to her belt once more, the hilt swinging at her hip. 
 
    I watched her as she finished adjusting her clothes. “Alright, we are done here, then. Follow me.” I went on ahead, causing Cyrene to keep pace with me as I headed back down the stairs, and onto the door facing them. After locking up the door to my building behind us, activating my alarm for the house, we set off. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12: Going Down 
 
    It was close to six o’clock on a Friday night, but everyone had somewhere to go, so I ended up guiding her down a few abandoned back alleys, zigzagging through the city until I found the right manhole.  
 
    “Ah ha. Here we are. Now, time to get dirty.” I smiled and pulled the lid off with no effort at all, and she rolled her eyes at me. I gestured that she should go first. “After you.” She inched closer, looking for some kind of ladder I suppose, and once she saw it, started to descend into the sewers. Her feet hit the ground with a small splash, and I followed her down, hopping daintily off the ladder without making a sound.  
 
    I motioned her to follow me down the tunnel, past a few electric ceiling lights, and downwards until we came to yet another manhole. This one looked much, much older. It was made of petrified wood and studded metal, much like an old castle dungeon door, and had a big iron latch on it.  
 
    I could see it because I knew it was there, and I used it occasionally. Cyrene had no clue that there was even a door, and stepped right onto it before I grabbed her arm. “Hey!” She squeaked.  
 
    “Get off the door, little Fey. You’re standing right on top of it.” I remarked, focusing on pulling my magic up to address the door’s seals. I reached a hand out, and once the door recognized my magic, the air above it rippled, and I sensed it’s protective spells dropping away, allowing Cyrene to see it too. 
 
    “Can’t you just say ‘stop’, or ‘wait’, instead of get off?” Came the grumpy remark, I could feel the daggers she was glaring at me. I shrugged, enjoying teasing her. 
 
    “I could, but it’s less fun that way and besides, it was more to the point.” She’d crossed her arms under her chest and was glaring at me, but I could see it was only surface grumpiness. She can’t hide her emotions from me. I looked at her pointedly from my crouch near the door, arms resting on my knees. 
 
    “Simply follow my orders as I give them. Who knows? You might even enjoy it. I know I am.” I grinned at her, deliberately baiting her to see how she would react. 
 
    She squirmed a bit under my gaze, smiling at me. She nodded, settling her hands on her hips in what I suppose was meant to be a powerful and sassy pose, but looked like an adorable attempt at defiance to me.  
 
    “Now, we need to go down here. The sewers are just the intermediate area separating the two cities. Unless you know where you're going, you’ll get lost. It’s part of the protective magic’s, which is meant to stop wanderers from getting in. I’ve shown you now, so I’ll need you to come over here and help me open it.”  
 
    She crouched down beside me and put a hand through the iron loop next to mine, and pulled. The door groaned in protest, but it came up all the same. She gave me a funny look as she brushed the dirt off of her hands. 
 
    “That wasn’t that heavy Zelena, you can’t tell me you needed my help after you lifted the first one. That was metal.” I shrugged at her as I did the same. 
 
    “You’re right, I didn’t, but now the magic recognizes you, and you’ll be able to get in and out of the Undercity on your own.” I replied, as I started climbing downwards once more, forcing her to keep up. She followed, and I let my true eyes come to the surface so I could see. I enjoyed the view, as in my natural form I can see in the dark like it’s broad daylight. 
 
    Just before the end of the ladder, I switched them back to human again. I dropped to the ground as soundlessly as before, brushed my hands off and grinned at her as she stepped down the last few rungs.  
 
    “Now would be an appropriate time to say thank you.” I teased. She gave me a very rude gesture in response, and I chuckled. “Now now, that’s not very demure of you. I’ll have to remind you later how to behave.”  
 
    “Promise?”  
 
    I laughed, enjoying the freeing feeling she had given me. It felt so good to tease her, and to know that she was accepting this part of me with wide, open arms. I felt elated as we walked down the dirty tunnels together.  
 
    We headed down a long tunnel, our feet disturbing the odd dust cloud through the packed soil, and every now and then a torch glowed with magical fire in their scones on the stone walls. The flames made the shadows flicker and dance, and I switched my focus on trying to sense for other presences.  
 
    These tunnels were not man made, they looked like they were clawed out from the earth. The uneven surfaces made the firelight of the torches eerie, and every sound we made echoed off the walls. After what seemed like a good half hour of walking, we picked up on the subtle signs of civilization. 
 
    It didn’t take long for me to distinguish the sounds of our own trek from the sounds of many people going about their business. The tunnel began to widen up ahead, big enough to allow for eight large people to walk across side by side, and probably three more in height.  
 
    We stopped at the corner for a moment. I knew that after this rather short entry way, the tunnel would widen further into a large underground market square, filled with Trolls, Ogres, Orcs and Goblins, and a few other scattered denizens of the Undercity.  
 
    The ceiling was gradually filling more and more with studded sand gems. These were bright orange coloured, semi-precious stones imbued with sunlight, giving the effect of golden stars.   
 
    “So, as I said earlier, this location is mostly where the Trolls, Orcs, Goblins and Ogres live, so be careful, ok?” She nodded at me. “Now remember, you’re my bodyguard here, so let me do the talking. And no back talk or gestures. This is where it gets serious.” She nodded briskly, once. 
 
    “Follow me, ok?” She nodded again. “Alright, here we go.” We stepped into the elongated entry way, and proceeded into the market square, which was lit with thousands of the golden star stones. 
 
    It spanned easily the size of a large football stadium, and there were a number of archways around the perimeter leading off to other parts of the Undercity. Most of the buildings here were made from wood, copper or iron, sometimes a mixture of all three, and there were many vendors with their wheeled supplies parked around the edges, or wandering through, crying out their wares.  
 
    We navigated carefully through the crowd, zigzagging towards the north western side, Cyrene by my side. She got several interested looks along the way and some very long appraisals by the area “guards” before they saw the crests on her collar and wrist guards, and let us keep going. I noticed the looks they were giving her, and it made me slightly nervous. 
 
    “You stand out like a sore thumb.” I whispered, keeping my voice low.  
 
    “Gee, thanks, I would never have guessed. Getting worried now?” came the reply. If sarcasm was solid, I’d have bruises. I elbowed her in the ribs as we made our way through the marketplace, taking some small satisfaction from the grunt she made. Maybe I should ease up though, as being too overprotective would give the game up just as much. Okay Zelena relax, she’s a big tough warrior, you don’t need to protect her. 
 
    We rounded a corner and found ourselves approaching the bar Cyrene was looking for. It was an old stone building from the 1700’s, but it looked as strong now as it did the day it was built. Definitely Fey magic used here. It has been seeping into the pores of the building over the centuries, just from the residual magic of its location and patrons. 
 
    The old fashioned sign swung above the door from the iron bar, a dragon curled around a mug of foaming drink burned into the wooden sign. ‘The Dragons Fancy’. Cyrene snickered, and we shared a look, grinning. We entered anyway. 
 
    Once inside, she had to let her eyes adjust to the gloom of the bar. I just shifted my human eyes for my natural ones, so I could see better. My natural eyes are slightly larger than normal, almost doe-like in shape, and a beautiful mix of three different shades of red, ending with a dark red stripe around the outer iris.  
 
    The patrons here also needed very little light naturally, so the owner never saw fit to upgrade from candles in the walls. Taking the lead, Cyrene followed me as I made my way to the bar. Most people in here were already nursing drinks in the booths and surrounding tables, and not really interested in looking our way. Good. 
 
    The barkeep looked up as we reached the bar, and his face split in a broad smile once he saw me, the dim light catching on his gold tooth. “Zelena, welcome back! And who’s this then, aye?” he said warmly, eyeing off Cyrene. His voice was very deep and gravelly, like two stones rubbing together. 
 
    The barkeep was a Troll, but that didn’t mean he was an ugly creature. He was pleasant enough, with shaggy brown hair, thick eyebrows, deep brown eyes and a strong nose. He had a wide grin, and deep laughter lines on his face.  
 
    Appearance wise, I’d put him at around thirty five human years, but with Trolls he could be centuries older. He was also over eight feet tall, and the best way to describe him was like some kind of super blacksmith, but bigger. 
 
    “Thorn, meet Cyrene, my new bodyguard.” I said, enjoying myself. Thorn was a very friendly Troll, and we’d done business a while back, so I was comfortable here. I knew Cyrene wouldn’t be, but there was nothing much I could do about that right now except try my best for answers. Which meant, being social. 
 
    “Cyrene, this is Thorn, the best damn barkeep this side of Silver Street! How’s your gran doing, by the way?” He beamed at her, and she smiled back, his friendliness was infectious. It was hard to be grumpy around Thorn. For a Troll, he was so damn cheery.  
 
    “Oh aye, she’s doing grand now, positively grand! I can’t thank ye enough for what you did for my poor wee gran. Anytime yer ‘ere, ye drink for free! So, what’ll it be, dearie?” he responded, while polishing a glass mug.  
 
    “Well actually I’m looking for someone. Can you tell me if you’ve seen him? I’m told he’s a regular of yours. His name is R’ylothec.” 
 
    “Aye, he comes ‘ere quite often. Something up, Zelena?” He replied, his sharp gaze taking in both of us a bit better. I didn’t miss it when his eyes swept over Cyrene’s new jewellery. 
 
    “Would you happen to know how I can find him? We need to have a talk.” I replied, my voice low and serious.  
 
    Thorn leaned in a bit and lowered his voice as well. “Did he not pay yer, or somethin’?” He asked me. I met his eyes as I spoke. “No, nothing like that. If that was the case, I wouldn't need to find him. He’d just be dead. I simply have some… business to settle with him. So, do you know how we can get in touch with him?” He scratched at his beard a bit, before eventually replying.  
 
    “Well, he hasna been ‘ere in a wee bit, but when he’s drunk and I have to cut him off, I takes his keys and he goes off down Ironforge Street, rather than his normal amble down Impswitch Lane. There’s a broad there he bunks with. I dunna ken how she puts up with him, personally. He’s a touchy drunk.”  
 
    He gestured, to emphasise the point. I wrinkled my nose in distaste. “Ok, I get the message. Do you happen to have both addresses?” I asked him.  
 
    “Hang on, I may have somethin’ here.”  
 
    He started to rummage around under the bar for a bit, before coming back up with a yellowed and very dog eared large book. He thumped it down on the counter, and it let up a small puff of dust. He smiled at me.  
 
    “My missus doesn’t think it’s right for a Troll bar not to have a bit of dust, so she spells a few things around. Yer know, to make it homely.” I grinned at him and he shrugged his shoulders and gave a sheepish grin, but I knew he was proud of his wife.  
 
    “Ok, let's have a look ‘ere.” He licked his large thumb and started to flick through the pages. About three quarters of the way through he stops. “Aha! ‘Ere we go. R….r….ah, R’ylothec! ‘Ere he is. Right, you got somethin’ to write this down on?”  
 
    “No need.” I replied and tapped my forehead. “I keep it all up here, my friend.” He grinned and chuckled.  
 
    “O’course you do. Now then.” he said, before clearing his throat and reading out two addresses to us. Thankfully I have a very good memory, almost photographic.  
 
    “Thanks Thorn.” I replied. “Aye, no problem! When you find him can you leave him in one piece, he still owes me his two hundred euro tab. I’d like to get paid before he disappears!” He boomed, grinning from ear to ear.  
 
    “I’ll see what I can do Thorn. But no promises.” I said. I looked at Cyrene and jerked my thumb towards the door. Before I could turn around though, Thorn cleared his throat. I turned back to him, one eyebrow raised. He had a strained look on his face, his eyes going from mine to Cyrene as he beckoned us back.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked in a low voice once more. He motioned us towards the end of the bar where he could speak a bit easier. He glanced at Cyrene and then back to me. “You’d best keep a very close eye on her down here, Zelena, or you may not have her for very long.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at Thorn. “Explain.” He gave me an apologetic look, and continued. “I mean no offence, it’s just that she fits the look, ye see. I’m surprised word o’ this hasn’t reached the Above.” Thorn said, lowering his voice so only the three of us could hear him.  
 
    “Are you referring to the missing women?” I asked him, and he nodded enthusiastically. “Aye, that’s the ones!” he replied, relieved that I knew what he was talking about.  
 
    “They started happening over the last week or so. All of ‘em tall blonde women, all looking fairly young. Not unlike yer new acquisition here.” He nodded at Cyrene, and I could feel the change in her, from self-righteous anger to more concern and attentiveness. She shifted uncomfortably.  
 
    “Nasty deaths they are, Zelena. Very nasty. No one’s found the bugger yet. I don’t like the idea of you wandering around down here with her, ‘cus it’s not just the blonde women people are finding dead.” He looked around quickly before he continued.  
 
    “Whoever is doing it seems to not care if they are out with friends or no, they just all wind up dead and we find ‘em here in the Undercity, just left around without a care.” I could see he was genuinely worried for me. 
 
    “Worst part is, them girls are found with their eyes plucked right out of their heads!” Well, this was news to me. I glanced up at Cyrene, and she had bravely kept a straight and calm face through most of this conversation, but I could see the tightness to her features, that she was finding it difficult not to express herself. I turned my attention back to Thorn, and gave him a single sharp nod.  
 
    “We’ll be careful, I can promise you this.” He still seemed bothered. “So there’s nothing I can say to talk ye out of this then?” He said, his voice taking on a slightly pleading tone.  
 
    “I’m afraid not. This is something we have to do. I have your warning now, so we’ll be better prepared because of you.” He sighed and nodded, straightening up and started fussing with his cleaning rag. “A’right, ye do what ye gotta do then Zelena. Let’s hope yer new bodyguard can wield that huge thing ye got strapped to her hip, and it ain't just fer show.”  
 
    Cyrene took this moment to give him a very toothy grin. I eyed her, and she shrugged and gave me the ‘who me’ face instead. I narrowed my eyes at her before returning my attention to Thorn, who was watching our interaction with interest. 
 
    “Looks like you got some training to do then, Zelena. That one ain’t quite ready yet. All the more reason fer ye both to leave here with her as soon as ye all done, ok?” I promised we would do just that, and he seemed to accept it.  
 
    We said our goodbyes, Cyrene muttering under her breath as we left the Dragon’s Fancy with more questions than answers. 
 
    Once outside, I took a moment to both replace my natural eyes with my human pair, and ponder where we should go first. Cyrene was looking at me funny. “What?”  
 
    “Nothing, I just haven’t seen a Fey with red eyes before.” she replied, still staring at me.  
 
    “Well, now you have. There are plenty of people with red eyes down here, don’t let it throw you off.” She huffed at me, I could swear she was hiding a laugh. “Prickly much?” She teased. I glared at her and made a face. She just giggled.  
 
    “If you’re going to continue to glare at me, at least let me have a better look at those gorgeous red eyes.” She remarked, and she poked me in the arm, still smiling. Ah hell, I’d do a lot for her if she asked, and I think she was starting to realize that. “You’re really not bothered by them? Because it sounded to me like you were.” I replied, surprised.  
 
    She smiled at me and stepped closer. “Not at all, they’re beautiful.” There it was again, that warm feeling she invoked in me. I smiled, and let the red pair shift to the surface for her, and I must admit, when she let out a soft little ‘oh’ of surprise, it pleased me.  
 
    We stood there for a bit, staring into each other’s eyes, I found myself stroking her collar absently as I did so. I could feel emotions trying to rush through me. I admit, I felt somewhat exposed, sharing this part of me with someone whom I cared quite deeply for, and at the same time, like I was falling into her deep sea green gaze, the golden flecks in her own eyes fascinating to me. Once again I felt my whole being reiterate the word mine.  
 
    “Your true eyes are gorgeous Zelena. Why do you hide such beauty?” That one sentence brought forth a number of strong emotions, and I was floored by the force of them. I reached out to her and placed my forefinger under her chin, bringing her closer to me. “Why do you see such beauty in me?” I countered, before gently kissing her on the lips.  
 
    She kissed me back, and it took effort to keep the kiss chaste. After all, we were working. She flushed that delicate pink again, and her eyes shone with desire, which didn’t make it any easier.  
 
    Before either of us could do more, I dropped my hand and straightened my shoulders, before casting a grin her way. We would discuss this later, in private. Right now, we had a job to do. I turned to start walking down towards Impswitch Lane. 
 
    “Come on, my cheeky little Fey, I know a shortcut.” I admit to swinging my hips just a bit, as I walked out in front of her to tease her. I heard her huff behind me, and I grinned but didn’t slow down.  
 
    “Hey!” She had to jog to catch up to me. Once she caught up, Cyrene just grinned at me. I raised an eyebrow. She cleared her throat before she spoke. “If someone is looking for him, no doubt that’s the first place they would have gone. Since he hasn’t popped up, I think we can expect trouble, shortly.” she told me, still a bit flushed. 
 
    “Is there anything else I need to know regarding R’ylothec’s disappearance?” I asked her. “There is one other thing...” she said, and I simply waited for her to elaborate. We passed a stall run by a small Goblin who was selling meat on a stick. He wore a bright red cap which looked suspiciously damp, and his stall wasn’t specific on what kind of meat he was selling. It could have been pork I suppose, but I wouldn’t bet on it.  
 
    “R’ylothec was able to give us a small bit of information before he disappeared. One of the men who was around the collection at the same time he was, he recognized as connected to one of the mafia families from Arrana. Before he disappeared, he was able to report that to us. That’s one of the reasons why it’s so important we track him down first.” 
 
    She was serious now, and her voice quieter when she spoke next. “The longer he’s gone, the less chance we have of finding out what’s going on. Trust me when I say, that is not a good thing.”  
 
    I shrugged, and kept going towards R’ylothec’s home. I suppose most people would be annoyed to find this out only now, or carry on about how being lied to was such a big deal, but to be honest the knowledge didn’t change our situation or what we had to do much, other than to spur us on to greater speed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13: The Goblin of Fear 
 
    Using my knowledge of the tunnels in the Undercity, it didn’t take us long to get there. We came out at the rear of a decaying wooden playground, rotting from years of neglect. Cyrene and I exchanged a look, and she casually placed a hand on her knife. I didn’t like how easy it had been to find this place, or how quiet it was. It made me uneasy, so I decided I would release Alistair, who was still on my shoulder and cloaked, to go and investigate.  
 
    
    	 Go and infiltrate the house, my pet. Tell me how many problems we will have to fix. Alistair gave me a quick affectionate nuzzle at the base of my neck, and then slid down off of my shoulder and down to the ground, creeping soundlessly down the street, and across the yard to scurry around the back entrance. I could feel it when he got inside.  
 
   
 
    Luckily, no one was around and we were able to sneak a bit closer. It was eerie to see the streets so empty, and I knew something was wrong. We were about five houses down from his place when Alistair spoke to me. There are five problems, mistress. Two are in the living room, two in the kitchen, one in the front yard. They bear weapons. I brought us to a halt. Cyrene merely nodded at me, and we both tried to stay as out of sight as possible, hiding behind a fence. 
 
    “So what’s the plan, then?” she asked me. “We split up. Now’s the time to show me that you can use that overgrown butter knife. “That got a huff of indignation, and she bumped her shoulder against mine, grinning at me. I returned it. Apparently, she was itching for a fight as much as I was.  
 
    “There’s one in the front, two in the living room, and two in the kitchen. Take the one in the yard out first, and then lure the two in the living room to come out. That broadsword of yours will do you no good inside the place. I’ll come in the back and take the two in the kitchen. We should hopefully take them by surprise. They won’t have room to move inside, so that will be easier for me.” 
 
    She stared at me. “How do you know all this? We haven’t even walked past the place!” I shrugged. “You didn’t think I’d be coming alone did you?” She looked at me quizzically, until she finally understood. “Oh, you brought him!” She shook her head at me, chuckling, and followed as I’d already gotten up to make my move. I was making my way stealthily towards the Goblin’s house.  
 
    “Don’t think I haven’t noticed that you’ve given me the majority of goons to kill.” she whispered, being as quiet as possible. “Should I thank you for that?” she asked. I just grinned at her.  
 
    “I can think of many ways you can thank me for that.” I sassed her, but she just chuckled and gave me a very wide, knowing grin, which I returned in kind. I knew mine looked way too sadistic, but I was enjoying myself now. Cyrene and I diverted about two houses later, which left her to bring up the front assault.  
 
    R’ylothec was an average Goblin, and he had an average house in a poor Goblin neighbourhood. His home was a small little round den made from stone and clay, and upgraded through the years with copper and iron.  
 
    It had a small fenced garden of succulents and other subterranean plants in shades of purple, blue and green. All of them hardy plants that didn’t need much tending to. There was a very dilapidated look to the back of his home, which I was quite thankful for, because it gave me more cover to hide behind.  
 
    There was an Orc pacing the back veranda. He must have wandered out from the kitchen, I suppose. He was tall, at least seven foot, grey skinned, and covered in piercings. He had only wisps of hair on his head, and his face was quite scarred. He was carrying a nasty cast iron spiked mace in his hands, and I could see the handles of two more smaller weapons at his hips. They looked like knives. I wasn’t impressed.  
 
    While the Orc was dressed in black body armour, there were still vulnerable spots available to me, and he wasn’t wearing a helmet. That was his fatal mistake. I reached up and into my ponytail, pulling out a small, poison tipped barb. 
I ducked up above the bushes and threw it with deadly accuracy, striking him right in the neck. I quickly hid again as the Orc looked around him in surprised pain, before sinking to the floor soundlessly.  
 
    The thud that would have alerted the inside team to what was happening, was covered by the sound of Cyrene bellowing. “Oi, shit for brains! Come on out and face me, you feeble bodied cowards!” That meant they were at least two down then. Now things were evening up.  
 
    I snuck as quickly as I could to the back door, found it open and slipped inside, sticking like glue to the side of the wall, keeping as low as I could.  
 
    There was a lot of cursing happening in the living room as two of them came out to meet Cyrene’s challenge. This ought to be good. I tried to hurry through my end just so I could see her swing that monstrous sword. Seriously, the thing was almost as big as she was! 
 
    It looked like our Goblin had gone through all the food in the house, and then some takeaway to boot, and never gone outside to empty the bins. I guess if you were hiding from the mob, it’s understandable, but I still wrinkled my nose at the smell, and tried very hard not to breathe.  
 
    There was shuffling in the kitchen, and then I saw another Orc in the same outfit as the last, heading toward the hallway. Crap, he would be on me in a second. I flicked out one of my blades from my boot, and waited until he was almost right on top of me, before I stood up and shoved my knife into his belly.  
 
    He roared and swiped at me, knocking me back a few steps, but I dodged the second one, working my way backwards towards the living room, giving myself more room to fight, surprised he was still alive. This one was stronger than his friend out the back.  
 
    I flicked out a pair of short daggers from my belt, one in each hand now as he came after me. I darted in quickly, cutting him across the neck and chest, dancing backwards just out of his reach. He pulled my dagger out of his belly and threw it aside, advancing. He didn’t get more than a couple of steps though, before he faltered, blinking at me, and then with a grunt, keeled over, dead.  
 
    I rolled my shoulder and rubbed a hand against my sternum, wincing at the bruise I would no doubt have, before bending down to pick up my knife again. Orc’s were tough buggers, and they hurt when they hit you!  
 
    Luckily for me, all my weapons were dipped in a fast and lethal poison, so I didn’t have to go toe to toe with them for long. I hurried to the front door and stopped short when I took in the scene before me. 
 
    Cyrene was swinging that huge broadsword around in one hand like it really was a butter knife! In her other hand was her hunting knife with the serrated edge that already sported red splashes of colour down the blade. She was grinning from ear to ear as she toyed with them - toyed!  
 
    Neither of them could get close, and she was casually hacking pieces off them whenever they tried. I saw a few separated fingers on the ground around her, and part of a hand as well as the bloody corpse of their companion. One of the Orc’s was holding his arm, trying to stop the flow of blood from his shoulder. Looks like she damn near severed it. Nice.  
 
    It looked like the one with no fingers was trying to make a getaway, just as Cyrene swung for the other. No you don’t, I thought, pulling another barbed needle from my hair and throwing it at him. He keeled over almost instantly.  
 
    “Wait! Wait, please don’t kill me! I yield!” cried the one armed man. I giggled to myself at that. Cyrene brought to mind images of an avenging angel, all glorious righteousness, flaming hair, gleaming sword, and terrifying glare. Mine, I thought to myself, feeling warmth spread through my chest, at how strong she looked right now.  
 
    “Tell me, why were all of you here?” She snarled at him, her dagger at his throat, sword arm bent and ready to lop off his head with one well aimed strike. She’d bent his tall frame backward at a painful angle over one knee, forcing him to look at only her. She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.   
 
    He squealed as she shoved the knife against his skin, drawing blood, and he cried out; “ok ok ok! We were waiting for someone, but he never showed! I swear, that’s it!” Cyrene growled at him and he whimpered. “Who do you work for?” she demanded, putting a bit more pressure on his upper body, forcing the bend to become more acute, an inch at a time. His keening continued, only getting higher in pitch. “Ahh! You crazy bitch! They’ll kill me if they find out!”  
 
    “I’ll kill you right now, if you don’t tell me!” she replied coldly. I just stood there in the doorway, my hip leaning on the frame, enjoying the view. Alistair had crawled back up on my shoulder from the doorframe. He had a knack for staying out of the crossfire, which I was quite pleased about. When this is over, secure the bodies, my pet. I instructed him. Yes, mistress. He replied.  
 
    Cyrene started digging the knife into the Orc’s neck, slicing it open and causing him to bleed more freely. It was a very slow, deliberate move. I approved.  
 
    He whimpered. “Ok ok ok! We were sent here by Morrin! Morin Ebonwood! Please don’t kill me, I’m just a grunt! I know nothing more, I swear!” I was tempted to put him out of his misery, and mine, but to my annoyance Cyrene let go of him, and he fell in a heap on the floor. 
 
    She pointed her sword at him again. “If I ever see your ugly mug again, you’re a dead Orc. Understand? Now get out!” He scampered to leave, a whimpering, bloody mess with a useless arm. There was such hate and fear in his eyes, I knew it was a bad idea for her to let him leave.  
 
    I toyed with the idea of ending him, he was still within throwing range. After a small hesitation, I decided not to because ultimately, this wasn’t my mission, it was Cyrene’s. If that’s how she wanted to play it, then fine.  
 
    
    	 “You do know, that he’s just going to come back with friends, Cyrene.” I said casually, as I strolled towards her, picking my way daintily between the scattered body parts. She shrugged and cleaned her sword on her pants before sheathing it again at her hip. “Bring it on. I’m not afraid of some silly Orcs.” 
 
   
 
    “Yes, I can see that. Why didn’t you kill him though?” I asked her. I know I would have. “It wasn’t a fair fight anymore once I got him like that. There’s no honour in it.” Bah, honour. I narrowed my eyes at her. “Oh, so you’re one of those light Fey. Ugh, I think I need a shower.” I shuddered dramatically and made a face to tease her, and she punched my arm in response. I smiled at her.  
 
    “Let’s leave them a little parting gift, shall we?” I replied. She grinned at me. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    I went looking through the house for something which could easily be spelled, and I found what I needed at the base of a glass vase. It was covered with those shiny coloured glass pebbles, which was perfect for me to infuse with a single spell each. I grabbed a handful and infused them with my magic, muttering my spell as I worked.  
 
    Once I was done, I started to place them in strategic places around the house - on the window sill, above the door frame, in the kitchen sink, etc. - and then dusted my hands off, satisfied.  
 
    “Care to enlighten me?” Cyrene asked. “They’re loaded with a memory spell. Anyone who walks in that place will have the last 24 hours of their memory wiped. Hard to track someone, when you’ve forgotten you’re supposed to.” I gave her a very smug smile. She seemed impressed, and busied herself with cleaning her knife before she sheathed it again. 
 
    “Ok, so we now know that there’s a good chance that R’ylothec is at his girlfriend’s place. We need to get there now! Before they clue on to it too.” Cyrene said, changing the subject. I nodded and straightened my jacket. “Ok, I know where the place is. You may have noticed that there’s no human motors in the Undercity, so we’ll have to use my jump system to speed things along a bit.” 
 
    I folded back the left sleeve of my jacket to reveal a silver bracelet with tiny blue green crystals held in tiny silver cages and spaced evenly along. I started walking towards my nearest linking point, searching for the sister stone embedded in one of the walls or pieces of architecture around here.  
 
    “What do you mean, jump system?” She asked me, following closely. “The Undercity is one of my domains, so to speak. I come here very often. So, for ease of access, I’ve embedded charmed gemstones in key points all over the city, which are spelled with a teleportation enchantment. I touch my personal gems to one of my stationary gems, and picture where I want to go. The magic does the rest. You’ll need to hold on though, it works by contact.” 
 
    We hurried down to the end of the street and walked right up to a lamp post. Right at wrist height, embedded into the wrought iron was a tiny chip of blue green gemstone. Most people would miss that though, especially in the Goblin district. They loved their treasure, so almost everything here had been glammed up. My little gem was perfectly hidden there. 
 
    I grabbed her hand, and I had to focus harder on what I was doing, because touching her, even just her hand was distracting for me. She was so warm, soft on the outside but rougher where my fingers passed over her palm.  
 
    When she responded to me by weaving her fingers through mine, holding on tightly, I felt myself falling a little more for her, at the trust she continued to show me. It took a few seconds for me to tear my focus off of that, and focus back on what I was supposed to be doing. 
 
    We are definitely going to have to do something about this at some point, I thought, and tapped my bracelet against the stationary gem a little more harshly than required, and suddenly everything went black for a second. When we got our vision back, we were standing at the corner of a block of apartments. 
 
    I let Cyrene’s hand go, and it felt a twinge of loss just from losing contact. I wanted to grab her hand back again and never let go, but I wrestled that emotion down as much as I could, and started walking towards the building where we would hopefully find our missing Goblin. We had a job to do first. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14: Ghosts of Goblin’s Past 
 
    After a brief walk we reached the address Thorn had given me. It turned out to be an apartment complex carved out from the deep orange bedrock of the earth. It could have been nice, long ago, but now...well, the place was a dump. There were netherworld underground plants creeping up the walls in thick dark green vines, with blooming flowers that looked like a mix between a hibiscus and a daffodil, with purple seed pods dispersed throughout the vines.  
 
    I’d say it was planted deliberately, but then not tended to, as it had overgrown on some of the balconies, from the ground floor to the top, which was seven stories high. That would make finding R’ylothec’s girlfriend’s apartment annoying.  
 
    You could still see the beautiful carvings which adorned all the outer walls, so the original beauty was still there underneath the unkempt gardens. The balconies were fenced with copper, and it shone brightly in the gem light. Typical Goblins, let everything else go to trash, but not the shiny stuff.  
 
    I noticed a curtain move from up on the third floor as we stood outside, and I nudged Cyrene with my elbow. When she looked at me I inclined my head slightly to the window, and then walked towards the building. She followed close behind me, and I knew she’d gotten the message.  
 
    There was an archway on the ground floor in the middle of the building that was closed off by a copper and iron gate, decorated with beaten copper gears and vines. There was even a copper hummingbird in the corner, and it all sparkled like new, which was out of place with the rest of the block. 
 
    Inside the gate was a small foyer with mailboxes to either side, sadly only depicting apartment numbers not names. There was a set of stairs on either side carved from the stone leading upwards, and a copper and iron gated elevator in the middle, which looked like it had seen better days.  
 
    There were old posters, tattered and torn pinned up to the walls from the mid 1980’s, right up until recent times featuring various local pastimes and community advertisements. One of them was a softball sign up for Tuesdays, and seeing it made me grin. No matter where you were, people were all the same.  
 
    “Did you see it?” I asked Cyrene, as I started towards the stairs on the left. She nodded at me. “So, do you have a plan then?” She asked, following a couple of steps behind me and avoiding the handrail, which was obviously added as an afterthought to the place. It too was shining copper, even in the dim lighting. 
 
    “There’s always that one older person in every apartment building like this that makes it their life’s mission to know everything about everyone, be as nosey as hell, and normally has a chip on their shoulder. You can learn almost everything you need to learn about the residents here, from that one annoying neighbour. We just got a glimpse of that person at the window on the third floor.” I said, turning into the first floor corridor.  
 
    Cyrene chuckled at me, tucking her thumbs into her belt loops casually as she surveyed the area. It looked run down, and there were tiny name plaques on the walls to the left of each door, the writing done in curly calligraphy. Very old school. “Sounds about right. Well then, I’ll follow your lead, Zelena.” I grinned at her, enjoying myself.  
 
    We made our way to the third floor, and it didn’t take long for me to spot the place where the watcher lived. Right opposite where we came out of the stairwell, was an apartment door with a window to the right which was open. There was a white gauzy curtain over the frame which didn’t let anyone get a good look in, but I can almost guarantee you that whomever was inside, could see everyone else.  
 
    There was the sound of a sewing machine in use coming from the open window, so I made a judgement call, and hoped I guessed right.  
 
    “Damn, I was sure it was either the second floor or the third, but I’m just not seeing his name on any of the plaques.” I muttered, loudly enough to make sure I was heard, but grumpy enough that it didn’t sound deliberate.  
 
    “If only there had been someone on the ground floor we could have asked, then we wouldn’t have had to search each floor, mistress.” Cyrene joined in, acting flustered and fluffing a hand through her blonde mane again.  
 
    There was a flutter in my stomach at the way she spoke the word ‘mistress’ to me this time, sincerely instead of sarcastically, and an excited thrumming started in my chest at what that implied. Oh, we definitely needed to address this, or I was going to go crazy. I let out a frustrated growl, and felt slightly better. 
 
    Cyrene leaned against the corner wall, portraying defeat. She’d parked herself to be right opposite the window and in full view of the tenant, deliberately. I tried not to grin as we baited whoever it was in the room, counting on curiosity to win over privacy. I’d already heard the machine stop, so I knew they were listening to us now.  
 
    “If we don’t find him before they do mistress, that poor woman he’s staying with will never be seen again! It’s not going to be pretty, no one likes to be on the wrong side of these goons.” she continued, and I pretended to shush her.  
 
    “Keep it down, we don’t want to alarm anyone needlessly.” She huffed at me, before replying politely, “Yes mistress,” and then leaned in, also loudly whispering; ‘though perhaps, we should have cleaned off the blood of the last goons before we came here then.” 
 
    That did the trick. I heard the click of the door before I saw it open in my peripheral vision, and an older lady toddled out of the apartment across from us. Her hands were neatly clasped together in front of her, and her face contorted into what we were supposed to believe was concern. It barely hid the glee at potentially good gossip, though.  
 
    She was a Goblin woman, about four feet in height and greying hair escaping the bun she’d tied it into. Yellow eyes, which were eyeing us both with such an intensity that I knew this lady missed nothing, lingered for a moment on the collar around Cyrene’s neck, taking in my insignia before surveying the area.  
 
    She had long pointed ears and her skin was the colour of olives. She dressed simply, but neatly, and as she approached us Cyrene straightened up and cleared her throat, hamming it up. I could tell she was enjoying herself.  
 
    “Why hello there dearies. I’m E’lizah Amnyotis, and I couldn’t help but hear that you two are in a bit of a pickle. Maybe I can be of some help?” Gotcha, I thought to myself.  
 
    I pretended to look relieved and a bit embarrassed. “Oh, you heard that huh? Damn, we were supposed to keep this as quiet as possible.”  
 
    I gave her my best ‘aww shucks’ look. E’lizah smiled a very toothy grin at us and chuckled. “Oh, no don’t you worry,” and she tapped her nose at me and winked, “you’re secret’s safe with old E’lizah. Now, who is it that you’re looking for, hmm?” 
 
    Cyrene and I exchanged glances. “Well…” she started off. “He’s not a resident, but his girlfriend lives here. My mistress is a hunting a debtor, and we need to capture him before things get uglier. The problem is, she’s not the only one interested in getting him.” she motioned to her clothes and I could see how the old woman’s greedy eyes devoured the obvious blood stains on her jeans, and blood smears on her exposed skin.  
 
    “My mistress and I took care of some of them already, but our prey is still out there, and he’s a real nasty piece of work. We’re here to... ‘rectify’ the problem.” A bit of truth in a lie is always the most convincing, and Cyrene was doing a good job of baiting E’lizah too. I appreciated how effortlessly she fell into sync with my plan, how she manipulated the truth so well considering she was light Fey. 
 
    “Oh, deary me, what an unfortunate thing to happen here!” Hook. Line, and sinker. We had her. “Ooh, look, you’d better tell me who he is, maybe I can help you.” 
 
    “His name is R’ylothec, he’s a Goblin who stays here occasionally, often being dropped off late in the evening, and very drunk.” I offered, and Cyrene nodded, all big wide green eyes and sincerity.  
 
    E’lizah’s eyes narrowed. “Well! That would be the widower K’rythosa’s place, down the hall at number thirty five. She’s such a sweet thing, she can do so much better than R’ylothec! Nasty Goblin, if you ask me! I always knew he was a bad influence, and now look what he’s brought in! We can’t have that sort of thing happening here, what will the neighbour’s think? They’d think we were no better than the mob down at Hoover Village! Shan’t have that here.”  
 
    The woman almost bristled, neighbourly pride coming into play. Hoover Village was another apartment block down the road, which was not a great place to live in. A number of thugs called that place home. Not that this was much better, but I guess even if you lived in a place like this, you still had to have standards.  
 
    “You’re lucky then, she’s already left for work and won’t be back till dawn, and he hasn’t left that apartment all week! I’d use extreme prejudice if I were you.” She sniffed. “Can’t have trash like him around here.” 
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking, E’lizah.” I said and smiled at her, letting a bit of my sadistic side show. I suppose I should have been creeped out somewhat, to see the same expression on such a little old lady, but I’d seen much worse in my lifetime than a sadistic elderly Goblin.  
 
    “Thank you very much, you’ve been a great help. We’d better get over there right now though. You know, before his ‘friends’ come over.” I gave her a slight incline of my head, and she flushed, evil joy emanating from her small frame.  
 
    I turned away from her and headed down to the girlfriend’s place, knowing full well that whatever we did, it would only be semi private. That woman would be listening in as closely as she could, irrespective of not being able to put her ear to the door.  
 
    I had an idea that R’ylothec wouldn’t come easy. He was scared and alone in there with no way out. We knocked on the door. Nothing. Cyrene and I shared a glance. “Maybe I should open this,” she offered, but I shook my head. “It’s not a complicated lock, my magic can undo that in an instant.”  
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me, but when I stubbornly refused to move, she put her hands up and shrugged. “Ok, do what you gotta do.” Stepping back, Cyrene let me get to work on the lock, but continued to give me an annoyed look. I put a hand on the doorknob and focused my magic. It took a bit longer than usual to crack this one, since there were two locks to this door, but after a bit I heard the click.  
 
    I pulled one of my small knives from my belt, and opened the door a crack, looking for the chain which was a common addition in this area. I pushed a small amount of magic into the blade, and went to work to slice one of the links of the chain. 
 
    I slid the tip of the blade carefully into one of the links, and then gave a sharp twist. The knife cut through the metal effortlessly. With my free hand on the door handle, I pushed it open cautiously and took a step inside. That’s about as far as I got, before a scared, high pitched yell from inside the room sounded, and suddenly the door slammed against me, nearly braining me in the process.  
 
    The door slammed shut in front of my nose, causing me to backpedal quickly. Cyrene stepped up and without pause, leaned back before kicking the door open once more, breaking the handle in the process. She heaved the door wide like a makeshift battering ram, shoving it open when she felt his weight hit it. He was knocked back by the blow, and she burst in, using his delay against him, I quickly followed.  
 
    I entered the living room and circled around the sprawled Goblin who was picking himself up off the floor, the coffee table turned over, all the contents broken and spilled over the place. Cyrene just kept moving, and didn’t stop for a second, walking right up to him the moment he got his feet under him, and landing a solid punch to the nose. It sent him backward once more, and this time he landed on the sofa, completely unconscious.  
 
    “Down girl.” I said, petting her on the shoulder. She shrugged me off and gave me an ‘I told you so’ look. “You should have let me go first.” I shrugged and resettled my clothes again. “But that’s why you’re my bodyguard. You handle this shit for me.” She scoffed at me, and brushed her hands off on her jeans, before side stepping over the growing pool of coffee seeping into the carpet. “I wouldn’t have had to handle anything, if I’d gone first.” She grumbled. 
 
    I shut the door, even though I knew that we had just paid E’lizah handsomely for her troubles. I wasn’t sure if I imagined hearing her cackle of glee or not, to be honest. Throwing a privacy spell on the door made me feel a bit better. The rest of our conversation at least, would stay within these walls. 
 
    I pulled the cord to the curtains off. They would make a good makeshift rope to bind him with. I bound him tightly to the wooden chair via the spokes, using quick release knots. Meanwhile Cyrene had righted the table again. Once I was sure he wouldn’t get away, I filled a cup of water from the tap, and threw it over his face. He came awake, spluttering and cursing.  
 
    “W...what the? Who the hell are you two?!” Then he cringed. “Please, please don’t kill me! I’ll do anything you want, just don’t kill me!” This just confirmed our suspicions that he’s being hunted, since he wasn’t even interested in why we were here. He was definitely expecting someone to come and kill him, the poor guy.  
 
    I could work with that. 
 
    “Tell me, R’ylothec...what do you know about the missing pages from the Dark Fey Exhibit?” I asked, taking the seat across the table from him. I was playing with one of my knives idly, and I could see beads of sweat start to form on his lip.  
 
    Cyrene frowned at me, and then sat down next to him, placing a hand on his shoulder. He cringed again, and she gave a gentle squeeze. “Sorry about the face, but you did attack us first.” He stared at her. “You broke into my home!”  
 
    “Yeah, well, you weren’t exactly making it easy to find you elsewhere.” she replied, grumpily. 
 
    “If you knew what I knew, you’d be hiding too!” 
 
    “So tell us what you know then, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Uh huh, why would I tell you anything? You could be with them! Or worse...I’m not telling you a thing!” He pursed his lips together, to emphasise his point.  
 
    “We’re from the Crystal Court, we’re not going to hurt you, now calm down!” She said.  
 
    “Untie me, and maybe I’ll believe you!” Came the somewhat shrill reply.  
 
    “Promise you won’t attack us again?”  
 
    She was met with a sullen silence. After they sat and glared at each other for a few minutes, it became clear R’ylothec wasn’t going to say anything until he had proof he was safe.  
 
    Cyrene sighed, and then she pulled out a pendant from around her neck that was previously hidden beneath her shirt. On the chain, was a very beautifully cut crystal in the shape of an oval. Inside the crystal was an image etched into it of a small castle, encircled by two dragons eating each other’s tails. It was beautiful, and it caught the light from the room, reflecting back onto the table, turning it into a rainbow of colours.  
 
    R’ylothec stopped struggling against his bonds as soon as he saw that. It was unmistakably the seal of the Crystal Court, official and bonafide. He started to cry.  
 
    “Oh, thank god you’re here! I’ve been at my wits end, never going out in case I was marked, never answering the phone, why I haven’t even gone to the bins without G’rdya by my side.” he sobbed, as Cyrene and I exchanged disgusted looks. She moved to untie him, now that we seemed to have his cooperation.  
 
    “We’re going to need you to tell us everything you know, now.” She said as she removed the last of his ropes. He nodded and rubbed at his wrists and then ran a hand over his face, wincing as he met with the tender skin around his nose. 
 
    “You could have pulled that punch, lady.” he complained. “I could have killed you, too.” She replied sweetly. He stopped grumbling and eyed her warily. “Y - you promised not to hurt me!” he stammered. 
 
    “Don’t make me regret it.” She growled at him, and he backed down, sliding into the chair more comfortably now. I approved of this side of Cyrene. She was strong, forceful, but still kept her heart on her sleeve, still managing to be kind to R’ylothec, even as she questioned him. She’d wet a cloth at the sink and had offered it to him to wash his face, before she’d sat down.  
 
    “Well, like I told the other guy that came around, there I was, trying to earn myself an honest buck at the museum doing some heavy lifting, when I noticed one of the guys over near the pages, talking to the curator. I recognized him as one of the henchmen I usually saw beating up some the cheapskates down at the strip joint on Alamati road.”  
 
    At this point he was swapping between imploring Cyrene with his eyes, and trying to watch what I was doing with the blade.  
 
    “You never cross one of those boys, they have connections, if you know what I mean. Anyway, I was wondering to myself, why would one of them be working here, in a whole other city? Especially when the pay can’t even be half of what they would have earned back at the club!” I started to tap my fingers on the table.  
 
    “Oh for the love of...! Do get on with it, I have no interest in hearing the minute details of your excuse for a life!” I was studying him. He watched me nervously, and Cyrene reached out to pat his arm again, trying to reassure him.  
 
    “Hey, it’s me you're talking to, ok? Just ignore her.” I bristled. Hey! See if I help her then! Ignore me, indeed. Ha. I gave her a very chilly stare, but she seemed not to notice me, and it helped R’ylothec to calm down somewhat.  
 
    He nodded multiple times, cleared his throat and continued. “I knew he was trouble, the moment I set eyes on him. He had an argument with the curator before he stormed out, never did grab his check either. When we came back in the morning, those pages were gone! I knew he had them! So, seeing as how I’m an upstanding citizen of Arrana”, and I scoffed at this, earning a look from Cyrene, “I decided to inform our best defenders of justice, the Crystal Court, and sell them all I knew.” 
 
    Everyone knew the best peacekeepers came from the Crystal Court, as they were normally a very logical and judicial minded people. They were very strict and swift to bring righteous justice to those whom they believe have done wrong. They were often invoked as a sort of magical police, when they weren’t being the shining blind terror of righteous wrath.  
 
    The Crystal Court was like the blind bogeyman I suppose, it didn’t care who or what you were, if you broke their rules they’d hunt you down, and you’d never be seen again. Having said that, they also paid well for information on those who broke their rules. Stealing magic, was one of them. Unlike human authorities, who still believed people should come forward for community spirit. Ha what a joke. 
 
    
    	 “‘Cept, I ended up getting a first-hand view of what happens to people who know about them pages, they end up dead! Wasn’t long after I’d told that other guy either! I found him the next morning, right after I’d talked to him. There he was, strung up off the street lamp post like some kind of decoration!” 
 
   
 
    Cyrene visibly paled at that, but she didn’t speak, and the Goblin didn’t seem to have noticed it yet.  
 
    “And they’d done a number on him to, stripped naked he was, barely more than a hunk a meat hanging there for any who wanted a piece. Didn’t even last till noon before there was nothing left.” Well, this was new to me. I’d not heard about a male murder victim recently. Interesting.  
 
    
    	 “Was this man tall, with long silver hair, and blue eyes? Wore a blue and silver arm band of the Crystal Court?” Cyrene asked, her attention completely focused on the Goblin now. I was watching her watch him, far more interested in the emotions flitting across her face then what he had to say. I noticed the way her muscles were tensed up, as she gripped the back of his chair tightly, knuckles going white. 
 
   
 
    “Yes, that’s him! That’s the guy I spoke to before. ‘Cept when I saw him hanging there, there was no armband anymore.” I could see Cyrene was working real hard not to show too strong of an emotional reaction, and to her credit she was doing an ok job. You could still see she was angry enough to want to hurt someone. But she managed to keep it to mostly her hands, which were slowly splintering the wood from her tight grip.  
 
    R’ylothec glanced at the back of the chair from over his shoulder, and whimpered slightly, wincing at Cyrene. That seemed to shake her out of it for a moment, and she quickly released the furniture.  
 
    I decided to distract him away from Cyrene for a bit, and try to get some more information out of him. I admit, I was lacking patience so I snapped my fingers in front of his nose for a bit until he blinked and glared back at me. “I’m not a bloody dog you know!” he growled in indignation. I didn’t care. 
 
    “So this guy who you recon stole the pages, do you know who he’s affiliated with?” I asked, ignoring his outburst and continuing with what we came here for. I’m not sure if it was my face or the knives, but he shivered when he turned to look at me, before responding.  
 
    “He’s an enforcer, usually works for Morrin with any strong arming, or for Tygo for debt collection. Guy’s all muscle no brain.”  
 
    “And who do Morrin and Tygo report to then? Which family are we talking about?” I asked, tapping my knife on the table to keep his attention on me while Cyrene got herself under control. 
 
    “I don’t know, that’s way above my paygrade. It’s someone from the Above is all I know.” 
 
    Well that limited the suspects a bit. Aside from the Underking there were only three families down here with Above connections, all the others just keep to the Undercity. 
 
    “You know you can’t go home now, don’t you? We just beat up five Orcs at your place who were told to wait for you to come home. I don’t think it was to sell you Mary KAY products.” He nodded a bit too fast, like he was having trouble remaining calm as well. The poor guy was clearly terrified. From the sounds of it, he was already neck deep in, and sinking.  
 
    Cyrene got up and brushed her hands off on her jeans as she did so. “Here’s my suggestion, R’ylothec. You’d better use that money he gave you to get the hell out of Arrana. My money's on you not surviving otherwise. We shouldn’t have been able to find you, not that I’m complaining, but if we found you, then so can they, and it’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    He paled, visibly. For a moment there, I was concerned he was going to faint. Not that I cared for his welfare, but I didn’t want to have to move his unconscious ass around. “Wait! You promised to protect me!” He screeched, and clung to Cyrene's leg, refusing to let go. It overbalanced them both, and she fell to the floor with a thud, R’ylothec on top of her hips, clinging and begging for protection.  
 
    That’s it, no one touches her, she’s mine! I quickly got up and yanked him by the back of his neck, my long nails scratching deep lines on both sides of it, hissing at him. The rush of emotion temporarily showed in my eyes as they glowed slightly, and he got a nice view of their enraged red shade.  
 
    I yanked him away with enough force to smack him against the other side of the room. I wasn’t as strong as Cyrene, but I could still do some damage. He gave a satisfying thud before he fell down, nursing his head and cursing.  
 
    I ignored him, and instead offered my hand to Cyrene to help her up off the floor. After eyeing me, she took it. I think it was more as a gesture of thanks, then because she really needed my help, but I didn’t care. I needed to touch her right then, as I felt jittery after seeing that. I definitely did not like my reaction to her being tackled to the ground, even if it was by an idiot.  
 
    She rolled her shoulders and dusted herself off, before stalking back up to R’ylothec and picking him up by his collar. He squeaked, and batted at her hands, uselessly. His feet dangled a good couple of feet off the floor.  
 
    “Let’s get something straight here. The Crystal Court owes you nothing. You’ve been paid out, so make your own way to safety. Get the hell out of town, and do it as fast as you can. I know you were given more than enough to do that, so fucking do it!”  
 
    Wow, she must be very upset to start swearing again. Last time that happened, we had an entire theatre embarrassed. As he nodded rapidly, she dropped him and he shuffled backwards until he could press his back to the wall. I rolled my eyes. Oh for the love of... 
 
    Before I struck him out of sheer annoyance, I started to rummage through the apartment. I found a small backpack under the bed, next to a stack of magazines which I definitely didn’t want to see the contents of. I shoved the bag at R’ylothec, and glared at him.  
 
    He was shaking now while he tried to avoid eye contact with me, and I growled back. “Pack your bags. Now. Then get out. I don’t care where you go, but you need to leave.” He didn’t move, still frozen in fear of me. I hissed again and feigned at him. He squeaked and then ran to fill the bag.  
 
    I quickly ran my tongue over my teeth to make sure my human shape was still intact and I hadn’t shown off my fangs. I was relieved when I found normal human teeth. Must just have been the eyes then, it happens when I get strong emotions. 
 
    “Are we done here?” I asked Cyrene. She gave me one curt nod and then watched R’ylothec packing. “We need to leave before he does. I want to make sure no one follows either him, or us out of this complex.” she said to me, standing close so he couldn’t hear her. I agreed. I saw R’ylothec had finished packing and was now approaching us.  
 
    “If you have a way to contact your girlfriend, I suggest you do it now. Make sure she knows to do whatever she needs to, as quickly as possible. We don’t know when they’ll figure out you could be here. They've been on the trail longer than us, so it’s probably a small miracle we beat them to it.” I noted he’d changed his pants while he was back there. Can’t say I blame him, I have that effect sometimes. I am one scary bitch.  
 
    He took out a small cell phone, and looked embarrassed. “She’s a techie gal, my G’rdya.” I could hear the affection in his voice, beneath the fear which made it waver slightly. He sniffled, and then pocketed the phone before squaring his shoulders. 
 
    “We’ll go out the front first to give you some cover, but after that you’re on your own. Wait about ten minutes then take the back exit, and don’t look back.” Cyrene said. “T...thank you, thank you, thank you!” he stuttered. 
 
    “Oh and R’ylothec?” I grabbed his attention. “Before you escape town, I suggest you use that money to square up with Thorn at the dragon’s fancy. He’s a friend of mine, and I’d be very upset if I heard you stiffed him.” 
 
    “Yes.. yes of course. Not a problem!” he stammered in fear. 
 
    Cyrene left first, and I quickly followed behind her closing the door behind me. Now that we knew for sure there were people coming for R’ylothec and his information, it was time to up our game and be extra cautious. Who knows what they had at their disposal, if they had a mage, they could have even tracked us here. 
 
    We were quick to get down the halls, and stopped just shy of the foyer to check for anyone staking out the place. Alistair was still dealing with the bodies back at R’ylothec’s home, so I couldn’t use him this time to take the advantage. Instead, I plucked a smooth round gem from the bracelet on my right wrist, and rolled it along the floor towards the gate. It was embedded with an invisibility spell, which faded into effect as it moved.  
 
    
    	 I ducked back and pressed my back to the wall, Cyrene doing the same, making sure no one could see any of our extremities. I lifted my wrist up for both of us to see, and waited. After a few seconds, three of the remaining gems trapped in the silver design started to flash red. Damn, we had at least three waiting out there for us.  
 
   
 
    Cyrene and I exchanged looks, and she drew her sword. I put a hand out to stop her, and a finger to my lips as I did so, asking her to wait. Pulling out three more barbs from my ponytail, I slipped them up my sleeves, before I stepped out cautiously.  
 
    As I approached the gate, I had to duck quickly as a small tomahawk axe flew past my head and embedded itself into the broken down elevator gate. I retaliated by turning my duck into a full body rotation, using the momentum to flick one of my poison barbs out and strike at my enemy.  
 
    I connected, and I heard a small cry, quickly followed by a thud as he fell. The other two quickly scattered to my left and right, taking cover behind the terracotta wall which enclosed the building, with the exception of the front gate. I carefully toed open the gate and then ducked back against the wall for cover, as this time a dagger whizzed past my head.  
 
    I took the opportunity to flick out another barbed needle and got the bastard right in the eye this time. His scream was strangled and cut short as the poison flooded his blood stream. I took a run up, and then vaulted over the terracotta wall and landed on the other side in a crouch, twisting around to flick my third barbed needle at the last goon, and got him in the groin. He gave off a high pitched squeal, before keeling over, dead. I stayed in the crouch, and scanned the area for any other would be attackers.  
 
    To my left were a couple more Orcs, and I recognized one of them as the orc Cyrene had let go at R’ylothec’s place. He was cowering behind the leader, and was heavily bandaged. That alone filled me with sadistic pleasure. I was going to enjoy beating the crap out of these guys.  
 
    “Skilfully executed, but I’m afraid you’ve left yourself quite open.” the Leader said in a hoarse voice. “There’s two of us left, and you have no cover to hide behind.” He smiled, raising his totem staff in the air. Damn, looks like he’s a mage, and they did have me out flanked. I should have thought of that before vaulting the wall. 
 
    Slowly, I rose up from my crouch, feeling him pull his magic in as I did. Making sure to keep my body as neutral as possible, I started to plan out how to take them down. Raising my hands up to make sure they thought I was now unarmed, kept them from attacking me. They had no idea what else I had with me, so I figured this would buy me more time. 
 
    “Alright you got me, so who has the honour of taking me out?” I asked, trying to stall. I noticed a small green blur coming out from the building’s rear, and then zipping away. R’ylothec, bloody coward that he was! Figures, the damn goblin got away from this scot free. I was kinda hoping he’d get his ass handed to him. Oh well. 
 
    “You’re the captured one, so we ask the questions!” He had a horrible smile. The Orc behind him was trying to get the mage's attention shortly after I noticed them. But the mage had been ignoring it until now. The Orc started to beat at his arm, each time more frantically until it got to a point that was impossible to ignore. The mage growled at him, snarling and gnashing his teeth. “Grrr-what is it you useless git!” He suddenly snapped, turning his head towards his comrade in arms.  
 
    In his moment of distraction, and before I could react, I heard a whizzing noise and watched as a large hunting knife suddenly appeared, and with a heavy thud, lodged itself deeply within the mage’s chest.  
 
    That was the moment she’d been waiting for, as Cyrene suddenly flew out from the corner where the gate was behind me, charging the Orcs with a war cry. She swung that huge sword in a deadly arc, slicing the mage in two. Then she continued on with the swing to bring it around in a dancers move, thrusting straight through the heart of the one armed Orc, as he tried to run away from her. 
 
    The light died from his eyes, as Cyrene used her boot to kick the lifeless body off of her blade, a look of disgust on her face. I watched her calmly, leaning against the wall and examining my fingernails as I waited until she was done cleaning the blade.  
 
    
    	 “So...didn’t feel like sparing him again, then?”  
 
   
 
    She scoffed at me, before cleaning and re-sheathing her sword, pulling out her hunting knife from the mage to clean it too. “Yeah yeah, rub it in, you were right. I should have finished it there.” 
 
    “Bloody mage probably traced my magic signature here, and then they just waited for us. Next time, no survivors to set ambushes for us, ok Cyrene?” She nodded grumpily, putting her knife back in it’s hip sheath. 
 
    After a bit I could feel, rather than see that Alistair was making his way towards me. He was still shrouded in stealth magic, but I could always find him through our link.  
 
    It’s done, mistress, he said to me. Good, I replied. We will have to come back later tonight, just the two of us. He chittered at me affectionately, then settled into silence. I stayed leaning against the wall just long enough for him to scurry back onto my shoulder, before I stood up straight. 
 
    As an afterthought, I glanced up to the third story window, and I was rewarded with a glimpse of old E’lizah once again. I tipped my head in acknowledgement. The curtains fell closed, but I knew she’d seen me. Cyrene walked up to me, her thumbs hooked into the loops of her jeans.  
 
    “You know, you have a wicked aim there, Zelena.” she said once she was close enough. I grinned at her, and bent down to pick up the gem I’d used earlier, returning it to my bracelet link. “Lots of practise.” Though I am a bit out of practice to be caught out like that, I scolded myself. 
 
    We both started walking quickly down the street heading towards my jumper crystal. Time to get the hell out of dodge, and back to the Above.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15: A Promise Made 
 
    “So, what’s this about a silver haired man?” I asked Cyrene, as we strolled down one of the Above streets, which would eventually lead us back to my store. “Sounded to me, like you knew him. Anything you want to tell me? Because now would be a good time.” 
 
    She was silent for a while as we walked, her hands in her pockets and her eyes focused on the pavement in front of her, shoulders slumped. Clearly, she didn’t want to talk about it, and just as clearly, she was upset about it. She hadn’t even reacted much after we got to the Above. I decided to try another tactic. 
 
    “Hey, why don’t you stay awhile at my place? Grab a cuppa with me, and we can relax for a bit before you get back to your place. I’d say we’ve had a pretty productive evening, after all.” She shrugged her shoulders and then nodded at me, continuing to walk in silence.  
 
    Sometimes, not speaking is a comfort just as much as talking about it, so I offered her my silent strength until we got to the front door.  
 
    I walked her inside and up the stairs to the living room, and had her take one of the chairs by the fire. She just nodded mutely before sinking down, her whole body posture slumped.  
 
    I quickly stepped into my kitchen to make us both a warm cup of tea. It seemed like Cyrene at least, will need it. A nice honey chamomile to soothe the nerves. After preparing the brew, I put the crockery and steaming pot onto a small antique silver serving tray on wheels, and brought it out of the kitchen and into the living room, before unloading onto the coffee table. I poured her a steaming cup of tea before pouring one for myself, depositing the trolley to the little niche next to the fireplace, and then taking my seat across from her. 
 
    She cradled her cup in her hands, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees. “Thanks.” I nodded and got comfortable, content to just keep her company, for now anyway. Clearly, this silver haired fellow meant something to her. She would either talk or not, but I was hoping she’d open up a bit to me. After all, we both felt a strong connection to each other, so I wanted to be there for her.  
 
    We sat there for some time in silence, absorbing the welcome warmth of the fire after experiencing the autumn chill from outside. Eventually, she spoke softly. “His name was Rael, and he was my mentor, my friend, and my partner.”  
 
    “I see. I am truly sorry for your loss. It must be hard on you to have to keep working through this, after what we’ve learned.”  
 
    “He’d been training me to work cases with him for the last year. He is…” she cleared her throat, and started again. “He was my superior, and he was supposed to lead this investigation, not me.” Her eyes started to glisten slightly as she spoke, and she fixed her gaze on the fire, her arms leaning on her knees, her hands threaded together. “That’s why we’re here, that’s what we were supposed to do, protect and discover.”  
 
    I reached out and brought a tissue box from under the table and offered it to her. She looked back at me and gave a half-hearted smile and reached for a tissue absent mindedly, scrunching it up in her hands and twisting it around her fingers. I left the box on the table, just in case.  
 
    “I was to guard the last piece, while he tracked down the culprit and moved to acquire the other two pieces. It wasn’t meant to be this way.” She looked so forlorn, it was hard to keep my distance, but she needed to let this out. 
 
    “So when he disappeared, you decided to go outside your orders, and tried to find him?” I offered, and she nodded, looking miserable. She sniffled, and dabbed at her nose with the mangled tissue.   
 
    “How did you two end up working together?” I asked, gently. 
 
    She gave me a wan smile, before looking down at her hands again, silent tears now spilling down her cheeks.   
 
    “It started with a bet, between the guards and the field ops, about who was better in combat. I was considered the best fighter in the guards, and Rael had been bragging heavily that day, so we called him on it.” There was a small, watery smile from her at this point, and I could see she was reliving her memories. 
 
    “I thoroughly trounced him.” she gave a small laugh that ended with a catch in her breath, and she had to pause to blow at her nose, no longer as in control of her reactions as when she’d started. Her tears were free falling now, and I don’t think she could have stopped them if she’d tried.  
 
    “He was strong and fast, but not as fast as me. It was a good fight, and we were at it for a while. He kept trying to find a weakness, and I just kept blocking him over and over, and pushing him back, until he was too exhausted to keep going. I had him beat, and he knew it. First time a guard had beaten a field operative before in combat skills. He took an interest in me after that.” 
 
    “Oh? In what way?” I asked trying to keep her talking so she could let go of the emotions. 
 
    “He figured I was too skilled to be wasted with just guarding. So, he took me under his wing, started teaching me all kinds of different styles of combat after that. As well as tricks required for field ops, He really wanted me to transfer, and after I told him about wanting to see the human world. He got me into the field ops program, so I’d have the chance to prove myself.” She huffed, and took another tissue.  
 
    “Took six months to do it, but thanks to him, I was the youngest Fey to grace the field ops unit in centuries.” She had to take a moment to control her breathing, but it was obvious the dam would break soon, so I scooted to the edge of my chair as I leaned in.  
 
    “A-and then... on our first m-mission...m-my first time out to p-prove myself… a-and I let him down. I wasn’t there, and t-they got him!”  
 
    She could hold it no longer, and she fell into heaving sobs as emotion rode over her will power, and she crumpled to the floor, trying to curl up in front of the fire. I was moving in an instant, and holding her tightly to me, my cheek to her forehead as I held her, and rocked her gently. 
 
    “It’s not your fault Cyrene, you each had your job, and you were doing yours. What happened to him was not your fault.” Her arms went around me and she clung to me as she cried, her head on my shoulder as her whole body shook with tears.  
 
    The sound was heartbreaking. I started to stroke her hair as I held her, and whispered soothing noises, at a loss for more words. So I held her and let her cry, giving her something to hold onto, and holding on to her just as tightly.  
 
    We sat like that before the fireplace for a while, as she cried her heart out on my sleeve. My warrior woman had never looked as fragile as she did right now, and I felt, strangely at a loss. I felt the burn inside me spark, to bring warmth through my body which had nothing to do with the fire, and everything to do with wanting revenge on the bastards who’d made my Cyrene cry.  
 
    It seethed inside me as I comforted her, and eventually the sobs started to slow down as she worked through her tears.  
 
    When she’d calmed down a bit more, and was just down to sniffles and a maudlin silence, I decided I needed to rile her up a bit, to bring back some of her fire to replace the sadness, and prod her spirit back to the surface.  
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I reiterated. “It’s the bastards that killed him, who are to blame. We’ll find them together. We will hunt them down, and when we do, we will repay each and every wound, pain for pain.” I vowed to her, a hand on either side of her face as I met her watery gaze.  
 
    She sniffled, but I could see her resolve surfacing as a desperate determination seeped into her sea green eyes. “Promise me Zelena, promise me you’ll help me find them. He was my dearest friend, I owe him my life! He saved me when I fell from that griffon!” She sniffed, and then suddenly she looked horrified, as if she’d just remembered something awful. 
 
    “Oh god, He was a Dream walker too! If his death isn’t avenged, his spirit is strong enough that it will linger in hate, until it turns into a Wraith! I can’t allow him to turn into a Wraith Zelena! I can’t let that happen to him! I don’t even know how long I’ve got left.”  
 
    She was shaking in my arms, but she used that strength of hers to grip my upper arms tightly in earnest, giving me a slight shake. I let her, but I knew I’d have some bruising afterwards. I nodded and let myself go slightly limp. I did it out of instinct, hoping that her own instincts would recognize it, and she’d let me go quicker. It worked, and she dropped her arms to the side, turning her head away from me once she realized what she’d done. 
 
    I pushed her chin up with my finger, forcing her to look at my eyes. I let my natural pair come to the surface, their rich crimson depths drawing her in, and I knew she was transfixed on me. “I promise you Cyrene, We’ll find them. We will avenge Rael.”  
 
    She nodded at me. “I’ve got some books on Wraiths, so I will have a look to see exactly how long you have. It’s been some time since I looked them up, but from memory, you should have another two months at least. But I’ll confirm that for you.” She nodded once, and her shoulders slumped a bit as she slowly released tense muscles. 
 
    I pulled a tissue over and very softly dabbed at her cheeks, rubbing my thumbs across her skin as I did so. It was eerie how much of an affect this woman had on my own feelings, at how seeing her in pain pulled on my own heart strings, as if I was feeling it too. I didn’t quite know how to handle them, and I knew right now she needed something solid to cling to, both mentally and physically. So, I decided a distraction would be a very good thing right now. 
 
    “We can start on this, by going over what we’ve learned today, Ok?” She nodded, blew her nose one last time and drew in a deep breath, exhaling slowly. She did that a few more times before she nodded once more, set her shoulders and looked back at me again. “Ok, I’m ok now, really. Let’s do this.” 
 
    I felt a swell of pride as I watched her recover. I saw the look of determination spreading over her features, as she mentally shoved her grief to the side, focusing on the task at hand. Not many people could have had the personal courage to do this in her situation. I felt myself respecting her even more at the proof of her mental strength.  
 
    I helped her up off the floor, and we both settled back into the chairs next to our now cold tea cups. “Ok, so let's do a quick rundown of what we’ve learned so far from R’ylothec, and the Orcs back at his place. We need to get a list sorted of what needs to be done, how we are going to get those pages back, and find who killed your friend.” I started, watching her take it in and I smiled, pleased I’d gotten her mind onto a different train of thought, if only for a little while. 
 
    I continued. “We know that the Orcs were henchmen of Morrin Ebonwood, and that the thief of the pages was connected to both Morrin and someone called Tygo. We know that the death of Rael was probably caused by him learning something that either of those two did not want him to know, hence why R’ylothec is now rightfully on the run.” She nodded, but was still mute.  
 
    I hesitated, not wanting to say what needed to be said, but I knew we had to put all the pieces together. I took her hand in mine as I spoke softly. “It pains me to say it, but Rael must have been...interrogated... at length for them to make the connection to the Goblin. Which means more than likely, you’ve been compromised.”  
 
    I gave her a sympathetic look and she just nodded, keeping her eyes focused on the tablecloth, her grip on my hand tightened though, and a tear slid down her cheek.   
 
    “I don’t recognize those names, but R’ylothec also mentioned that their boss is someone in the Above, so that means in Arrana proper. Since there’s only three crime families that have connections in both the Above and the Undercity, we know one of them must have the pages. I can probably find out which one, through my associates.”  
 
    She looked up at me then, her sharp gaze locked onto my own. 
 
    “How do you intend to do that?” Cyrene asked me. 
 
      
 
    “The Minasorcha’s are among the founders of Arrana, we helped build this city along with the help of a number of families after Berlin fell, in the War. Throughout the years some of those founding families fell, and others rose. My line is one of the last with all their roots intact, so to speak.” 
 
    I shrugged and kept a hold of her hand, rubbing my thumb over her knuckles to comfort her. “This means I am welcomed into all social circles including those that deal with... let’s just say, the less than legal activities. One of my contacts is a broker, who in turn, has contacts of her own, which could be very helpful to us now.” 
 
    She nodded and her eyes were lit with grim determination. She sniffed and reached for another tissue. “Excellent, let’s go now and speak with this broker then!” I chuckled at her, and held up a hand.  
 
    “Hold on, slow down a bit. It’s night-time, she’s probably asleep, and won’t really appreciate us popping by unannounced. These kinds of things are done in a certain way. So I will book us in an appointment so we can talk to her during proper business hours.” 
 
    I gave her a gentle look and patted her hand. “Besides, as I recall, aside from what I’ve bought you, you only have this and one other outfit. No offence, but any of those will have you thrown out of the place on sight. These people are huge money here, and to get in, you need to show you have it too.” 
 
    She deflated, and sank back into her chair. “You’re right, I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “Aren’t you lucky that you have me then?” I replied, sweetly, deliberately teasing her. She made a face at me, and I grinned, chuckling.  
 
    “Alright, so how about we rectify that, and you come with me tomorrow to find something more appropriate? Since the Crystal Court didn’t give you enough personal money, I can buy you one or two items, for now. Of course, I expect to be refunded this expense by your employers.”  
 
    Cyrene’s face was burning again. She nodded multiple times, obviously embarrassed and grateful for my help. “Ok then, when do we get started?” she asked me. I raised an eyebrow at her, and crossed my arms over my chest. “Well, we can go out tomorrow morning at nine, and we can go from there. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Sounds great, thank you, Zelena. I’m so glad you’re with me!” She smiled at me, catching my eyes with her gaze. 
 
    “Thanks for the tea, but if I want to be alert tomorrow morning, I should really get going now. I’ll see you at nine!” She got up hastily. I rose quickly as well putting a hand on her arm. “Hold on there, we just learned that you are most likely compromised. And you, my dear, are in no state to guard yourself. How about you stay the night here?” I offered. She hesitated, and I rushed to interject before she could refuse me.  
 
    “It’s safe, and unknown to anyone involved, so you can relax and recover.” She frowned, thinking about it. “Well…” 
 
    “‘Well’ nothing. You’re staying here, so I can protect you, and I’ll not hear one more argument from you. If we’re going to avenge your mentor, you need to be fit, which means you need your sleep. Now, I have other matters to attend to as well, and thankfully for you, my kind does not need a lot of sleep. So you can have my bedroom, and rest. I’ll watch over you.” I gave her a look that showed I was not taking ‘no’ for an answer. 
 
    She smiled at me, a look of relief and affection on her face. “Ok, if you insist. I could use the sleep. Are you sure you won’t need the bedroom?” I took her by the hand and then guided her to my bedroom. “Yes I’m sure. I get more out of a type of meditation then sleep anyway, so the room isn’t really used by me.”  
 
    As I grasped at her wrist, I felt the cool touch of the wrist guards which she was still wearing, to my pleasure. I opened up the door and switched on the gothic lanterns with their electric globes. It lit the boudoir up in soft tones, making the four poster bed look very inviting. 
 
    “Now, you rest up and don’t worry.” I said as I guided her inside. She was giving my room a look of appreciation and curiosity. She was also absent mindedly running one hand over one of the golden wrist guards. 
 
    “Oh, before I forget.” I took her hand in mine, and made to undo the sealing magic on the guards to release her. “Do you want me to remove these, and your collar for tonight? It’s a new sensation, you may not be comfortable sleeping in them.” I offered. She shivered when I said the words ‘your collar’, and I felt my gut do a small flip in response. When she placed her other hand over mine, she gave me a very vulnerable look, half shy, half nervous hope.  
 
    “Leave them on, just for tonight?”  
 
    I was touched, and again that flood of emotions rose up within me so quickly, I had to really fight to gain control enough to nod. I didn’t trust myself to speak, so I showed her in actions. My hands encircled the cuffs, pulling her close to rest my forehead against hers. Eventually, when I felt myself able to form coherent words, I asked her, “Are you sure?” She nodded against me. 
 
    “It’s going to sound strange, but right now, they are a comfort to me. You can take the wrist guards off in the morning.” My heart practically glowed with emotion at that, those few simple words turning me into putty inside. The sheer amount of different emotions she invoked within me made it hard to act on anything, so I clung to the island of logic like a lifejacket. 
 
    “Okay.” I pointed to the vanity. “Night gowns are in there, feel free to wear any one you like. The shower is to your left, and there’s fresh towels in the next drawer down.” I didn’t trust myself to say anything more. Instead, I cupped her cheek gently and gave her one last smile, before quickly making my exit.  
 
    I closed the door behind me and went back into the living room. Are you sure it’s wise to keep her here mistress? Queried Alistair, as I pottered around, tidying up. 
 
    Wise? Considering how I feel about her, definitely not, no. But it does feel right for me at the moment, to have her here and under my care. Besides, she’s just in the human part of the house, it’s not like she can do any harm here. I replied through our link, so as to keep it private. 
 
    I went back into the entrance way downstairs to set up the alarms for the night, before going down below to my true home. “Now, come here Alistair. We have some other business to attend to.” 
 
    Yes mistress, he replied as he followed me below.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16: Decisions  
 
    I glided silently through the tunnels underneath the Undercity in my true form, enjoying the feel of the cool air on my skin, being able to stretch out my limbs and run at full speed, effortlessly, gracefully, through the intertwining subterranean pathways, until I was close to where R’ylothec lived. I came up into the Undercity through an old hidden trapdoor, and kept to the shadows as I made my way into the neighbourhood where R’ylothec lived.  
 
    Alistair was at my side keeping perfect pace with me, and my blood red eyes picked up even the smallest speck of light, making the tunnels as bright to me as if it was midday in the Above. We had a job to do.  
 
    It wasn’t long before I found where Alistair had stashed the Orc bodies, all wrapped up in strong spider webbing. They were still in their mummified states, which made it easier for me to drag them back into my family’s private tunnel network, below the Undercity. My tunnels were ancient, older than the Undercity, older even than Arrana itself, pre-dating even Berlin by centuries.  
 
    The Undercity may have been a warren of underground tunnels, but beneath them, and all around them, were the tunnels of my kin. No one knew of their existence except for Alistair and those of my family line. Combined with my jump system for when I was in my human form, there wasn’t a single place I couldn’t go. If I wanted to.  
 
    My destination now was very specific, one so special it was known only to a select few, even amongst my own family. This path belonged to me, the chosen Guardian, revealed to me when I came of age. The secret route and passages handed down through the generations, along with the knowledge of who dwells below from one Guardian to the next.  
 
    After many twists and turns, I came to a small hidden chute off to one side, masked with deliberate debris. This is one of the feeding chutes that provides sustenance to my charge. This one was located near my underground home, so I could easily tend to her when required. I had another one close by, too, but this one was the easier of the two to access right now. 
 
    It is a great honour to be chosen as the next Guardian, though if I had been more adventurous in spirit I might have resented it more. It meant that I could never leave this city for any great period of time, not without relinquishing the role to the next generation. There are many reasons a Guardian is picked, and I guess my tendency to den down was a part of the choice too.  
 
    I was linked to my charge now, and the longer I was away from her, the weaker I’d grow, until I would be forced to return to her presence. While it was a restriction, it wasn’t without benefits. If I wasn’t chosen, I’d never have had the chance to bond with Alistair, and my link with both my charge and Alistair have made me the strongest of my kind. Though, I’ve never had the opportunity to test just how much stronger I am, so I don’t know where the limit is.  
 
    It had taken roughly half an hour to move all five of the orc’s to the feeding chute, a task made easier by the fact that Alistair had strung them together, one after the other, in a line of chained webbing. I only needed a small amount of floating magic to move them through the tunnels at speed to get here.  
 
    To be honest though, I had hardly noticed the time pass. My mind had been pre-occupied with what I’d learned from Cyrene. She’d obviously left out quite a bit of details when I took this job.  
 
    It made me wonder what else she neglected to tell me, and what else she may have lied outright about. I didn’t doubt her sincerity, but it seemed this was getting more and more complicated. I had a right to know all the details, especially if I was involved with a job that could get me killed. 
 
    The thought made me grin and I huffed aloud for a moment, causing Alistair to suddenly pay me more attention. Mistress? He enquired. It's nothing, just a funny thought. I sent back at him. Maybe I’d get to test my limits this time. After all, look what happened to Rael for what should have been a simple recon mission.  
 
    I knew Cyrene was holding something back, and that if she wasn’t outright lying to me, then she was damn close. Lying was considered a taboo though, to those of the Crystal Court. Cyrene didn’t feel the way that most of the Court felt to me. Her battle aura didn’t quite fit in with their methods, she felt too much like she was straddling a very thin line, to be honest.  
 
    I started to brush away the concealing debris, exposing the opening on the ground. I could hear faint rustling in the dark, and I knew that my charge had heard me. I could feel her attention on me, and as always there was the familiar mixture of fear, and awe. I repressed the shiver I felt, and focused my mind elsewhere while I did what I had to do. 
 
    Maybe we’ve built up enough trust between us now for her to finally tell me the truth? I disliked the idea of coercing her through a spell or other means, so while I had the ability, I didn’t want to do that to her and break her trust. She trusted me enough to let me collar her in a dangerous situation, so I think I’ve earned the right to hear the whole truth, such as why three pages from a book about my kin folk are so important.  
 
    I knew we had very little time in which to achieve results, so I had to ask her soon. I felt in my bones that this was something important that could affect me greatly. I could do it tomorrow. I have to take her shopping anyway so she can wear something more suited to high end dealing, then maybe I can get my answers.  
 
    On the topic of answers, I’d been thinking about why I felt that warm glow when I was around her, and how that intensified to that honey feeling when I touched her. My theory so far, is that it must be something to do with her kind of Fey, because it’s not natural to mine, and in my considerable Fey knowledge, I haven’t come across this before. This pull she had on me was by far stronger than just pure lust, and the only thing I could even vaguely connect it to was the lull a sailor feels when encountering a Siren, but it still wasn’t quite right. I wasn’t in thrall our deprived of my own sensibilities, so while it might be close, it had to be something else. 
 
    I think I’ve gone beyond the common water Fey, and I’d have to go deeper into my family's library to discover the truth of this. It would spoil my fun if I had to ask her, but I’d go crazy if I didn’t find out soon. A bit of puzzle fun is enjoyable, but not knowing for too long gets to be just plain aggravating. 
 
    With my resolve strengthened and a plan made for tomorrow, I began shoving the Orcs one by one into the small opening. I waited for the sliding noise to end with a solid thump, as they each fell down into the depths below, before shoving the next Orc downwards.  
 
    Everyone’s gotta eat at some point. We are all meat to something, eventually, so there was no point in wasting anything. I heard movement below accompanied by the sound of ominous clicking noises, followed by the sound of the bodies being dragged across the ground. Satisfied that she’d found her meal, I then covered the hole back up with the debris, and checked to make sure I hadn’t left any tracks.  
 
    With three out of four corpses dealt with, Alistair and I took the final Orc for ourselves. It trailed behind us about a foot above the ground as we made our way back through the tunnels, doubling back a few times just to be safe, before heading back to my underground home below my shop. A nice fresh meal would be good for both of us. Time to go home and eat a late night snack. 
 
    The entrance to my home from the tunnels was at the back of the house. My home was carved out of the rock, same as the tunnels and a large part of the Undercity. My ancestors had carved it out thousands of years ago, before Berlin fell in the Great War, before it was even established, my people called this place home. 
 
    It was a series of caves that intersected and were built around each other, as each generation added something unique to the place, making it quite an eccentric home. I’d kept many of the old fixtures, repairing what I could, and upgrading only what was necessary.  
 
    I came in through the back door, and walked past a cavern which was filled with my very modern security system and screens attached to the walls. One of my upgrades was electricity, which was wired through the entire house now.  
 
    I gave the pedestal that rose in the middle of the room a quick glance, checking to see if any of the embedded gems were flashing. None were, so all was well while I’d been gone. Satisfied, I moved on with Alistair trailing behind me.  
 
    I moved into a room that connected to my kitchen. This one had a big stone bench in the middle, a number of steel drains, and a very large assortment of knives lined the walls. They were joined by gloves, plastic aprons, boots, and everything I’d need to make a meal out of the Orc. At the far end of the room was a walk in freezer, where I kept my leftovers.  
 
    I cut what I needed, putting the leftover Orc in my cold box before cleaning up. While Orc isn’t the best tasting meat, it’s not bad. Similar to Kangaroo meat, actually. So I went about pottering in the large kitchen to make myself an excellent meal. I rock in the kitchen. While I did so, I prepared Alistair's raw piece with a tasty sauce for him to enjoy.  
 
    After we finished our meals and tidied up, I felt the need to check on Cyrene, and see how she was faring. The night had been hard on her, and I admit I was reluctant to leave her alone for too much longer, now that the necessary things had been done and dusted.  
 
    I quickly grabbed a human set of night clothes and folded them over an arm, as I changed back into human form once more. No need to frighten her when she’d already had a tough time. I quickly shrugged into the thigh high negligee and silk dressing gown so I wouldn't arrive naked, and then turned to Alistair.  
 
    “Come on, Alistair, let’s make a last check, shall we?” I extended a hand to him, and he crawled up my arm to sit back on my shoulder once more. Walking swiftly towards my front door, we ascended up the stairs. They came to a head under the trapdoor of the study in my private quarters. We emerged silently, closing the trapdoor behind us as quietly as I could. Then we snuck up the stairs to the living room.  
 
    I quickly traversed the living room, and stepped quietly up to the bedroom door, listening. For a second, I didn’t hear anything, and then I heard the quiet noise. It was muffled, but it was definitely coming from the bedroom.  
 
    I bade Alistair to stay on the couch while I went to investigate, and he did as he was asked without saying a word. He knew me so well, and I was grateful for that. How I was feeling right now made words hard to form in my throat. The sounds I was hearing were miserable.  
 
    I gently knocked once on the door. “Cyrene?” I only hesitated a moment, before I decided that whatever else was happening, I didn’t want her to feel alone. Pushing the door open, I let myself in and stepped inside the dim room, closing it behind me.  
 
    I let my natural eyes come through, and instantly the room was lighter. I could see clearly that Cyrene had only just pushed herself up from previously burying her face in one of the pillows. She sniffled and tried to hide it, not looking at me. My heart broke for her, she must be in such pain to lose a person who probably meant a lot more to her then she’d already told me.  
 
    “My dear little Fey…” The words were out before I could process it, and I found myself walking to her side immediately, going to my knees beside the bed and looking up into her beautiful, tear streaked face. I reached out to stroke her cheek, and gently wipe away her tears with my thumbs.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry, Zelena,” she tried to say, her voice horce, the words catching in her throat. “Shhh, it’s ok, it’s ok Cyrene. I’m here with you, you’re not alone.” I leaned forward and put my hands on her shoulders, leaning in close to her, wanting to fold her into my arms and never let her go, but hesitant to see how she would react to that. 
 
    When she didn’t push away, but tried to cling to me, that did it. I sat down on the bed next to her and pulled her into my arms. She clung to me as if I was the last light boat in the sea, and she was drowning. 
 
    I held her close and stroked her hair, letting her bury her face into my shoulder as she cried. I rocked her gently on instinct, whispering comforting nothings. It took a while for her to calm down enough to speak to me, and when she did so, she spoke into my shoulder, unwilling to let go of me just yet. 
 
    “I don’t want to be alone right now, I don’t think I can do that tonight. Please…” She raised her head after a small pause and looked right into my ruby eyes, her own vulnerable and raw. “Will you stay with me?” 
 
    "Of course I will, little Fey. Whatever you need, I am here for you.” I replied, and gave her a gentle smile before leaning in and kissing her forehead. I didn’t even need time to think about it. She needed me, and I would be here for her. There was no question of that in my mind. 
 
    I shifted now to the other side of the bed and lay down on top of the sheets, before opening my arms and beckoning her closer. She scooted up against me and cuddled in close, clinging to me and resting her head on my shoulder. I wrapped an arm around her, holding onto her hand with the other as she settled herself against me.  
 
    Kissing the top of her head, I told her, “I’ll watch over you tonight, Cyrene. Sleep if you can, I won’t leave you. It’s alright.”  
 
    “Thank you…” came the muffled reply, and my heart swelled once more. This strong, beautiful woman had so much heart to give. It was plainly obvious that she cared deeply. 
 
    I sent a thought through our link to Alistair, to let him know I would be in here for the night, and I felt him make himself comfortable in the gap between the arm of the couch and a throw pillow. Content that he was fine, I turned my attention back to Cyrene.  
 
    I stayed that way with her for most of the night, and when she rolled over in her sleep so did I, to put an arm over her protectively and cuddle in close around her. I found out quickly that the nightmares would start if she wasn’t in constant contact with me, so I made sure it didn’t happen again. I went into my restful meditative state a few times during the night, but never for more than an hour or so at a time, just enough for me to function tomorrow.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17: Secrets 
 
    When morning came, I let her sleep through the dawn until it was around six. As I glanced down at her sleeping form, I was struck once more by the depth of emotion I felt when I looked down and saw her sleeping in my arms. I brushed my fingertips gently across her cheek, and tucked a stray piece of her hair behind her ear, before I leaned over and gave her a gentle kiss on the cheek.  
 
    She stirred slightly, before her beautiful sea green eyes fluttered open and locked onto my red ones. I smiled at her, and she smiled back sleepily. I didn’t miss the puffiness under her eyes, but I wisely made no comment on it.  
 
    “Good morning, little Fey.” I whispered, and she smiled at me. It took her a couple of tries before she could respond. “You stayed.” She eventually managed, in a strange wonderment, her voice thick from sleep and crying. As if she had expected me to have crept off during the night to leave her to her misery and nightmares.  I smiled and stroked her cheek once more. 
 
    "Of course I did. You needed me.” The look in her eyes as she stared at me was well worth every moment, even if I hadn’t enjoyed having her in my arms all night. It warmed me right down to my toes, and I couldn’t help the smile on my face.  
 
    “Zelena…” It was a moment later that her memory kicked in as to why she’d asked me to stay, and the bit of brightness in her eyes dulled as she remembered Rael. Well, I didn’t want her to start the day melancholically, and while she had every right to grieve, I wanted her to be able to function.  
 
    She would need that too, I was sure of it, so I decided I would do my best to distract her during the day. When night-time came again, I would deal with it as it came. But for now, we had an appointment.  
 
    “Time to get up now Cyrene. We have some shopping to do, and I’m taking you out this morning for breakfast, so you can try something new.” I reluctantly left the bed and got up to switch on the dim lights before moving to the chest of drawers and pulling out my loose pair of black trackies, a black shirt, and a black knit cardigan.  
 
    “Here we are. You can put these on. They’re not the most fashionable, but at least there’s no blood on them. Try them on when you get out of the shower.” 
 
    I placed them neatly folded on the bed and couldn’t help but stare at her as she stood there and yawned, stretching sleepily. She had fluffy bed hair, and even dishevelled from sleep, she looked damn sexy. I reckon she could have even gotten away with not needing to brush at all, and still look good. 
 
    The golden collar winked in the soft lamplight, as well as off her cuffs as she stretched, one of my only light coloured silk teddies adorning her body, a soft lavender shade. One strap had fallen off her shoulder, and I made a note to stock more lavender clothing.  
 
    “Thanks,” she replied in a low and husky tone, her throat probably still thick from crying herself to sleep. She glanced down at her cuffs for a spell, and then frowned. “These will have to come off though, I don’t want them getting tarnished or damaged in the water.” The fact that she cared, sent another silly wave through my heart, and I glanced over at her warmly.  
 
    “Not to worry, I had a suspicion that you were more of an aquatic Fey, and when you confirmed that a few nights ago, I rang the jeweller to make the final adjustment. They’re spelled to be waterproof. They’re also one hundred percent rust proof, no matter how deep or how long you submerge them, they won’t tarnish or damage at all.” 
 
    She seemed surprised, and touched that I’d gone to all that trouble for her. She gave me an endearing yet brave smile. “Good to know,” she replied. “Can I assume the same for the collar?” I nodded at her from my spot at the dresser drawers. “Yes, the collar has the same spells woven into it. It’s safe to shower with them, but right now, I will be taking them off you.” 
 
    She frowned at that, confused. “Oh...but I thought…” Her confusion was sounding like it was turning into hurt feelings, so I quickly jumped in. “The place we’re going to is very high class, and since I haven’t proposed to you yet, it’s a bit pre-emptive, don’t you think?” I grinned and winked at her.  
 
    The tension that had been building in her seemed to flow back out again in relief. She smiled at me and giggled softly as she nodded, before holding her hands out first. “That’s probably a good idea. For now then.” She replied. 
 
    I walked back over to her and ran my finger down where the seal would be, using the tiniest bit of magic as I did. The metal split apart in reaction, so that they could be removed. She turned around then and brushed her blonde hair aside for me, so I could get to the collar as well. Once I was done, she handled the items with care, as she laid them out on the pillow, carefully and deliberately.  
 
    Seeing this care for them fanned the spark of hope inside me, that one day I would have her locked to me forever. She quickly straightened the covers and made the bed, before getting up and moving to the shower with the stack of clothes. 
 
    She stopped then, and blushed, suddenly embarrassed. “Oh, sorry! Here I am just barging in on your home as if I own the place! You probably want the first shower. I’ll wait until you’re done.” She said uncertainly, as if she was a stranger to me, only here for the briefest of moments. The idea alone, pissed me off. 
 
    I didn’t like seeing her so affected, it bothered me to see how much she was hurting. It was obvious that I’d have to distract her from it, so I decided to see how far she was willing to go for me. It made sense commands might help. Considering she felt relief when I took the choice away from her, whenever we ate dinner, and she seemed to follow me in most things. Maybe I could get her auto pilot to focus on doing as I ask, rather than on Rael.  
 
    I waved off her apology. “Pfft, nonsense. Get your sexy little butt into the shower before I drag you in there myself.” She gaped at me for a moment, so I just gave her a stern look and crossed my arms under my chest, raising an eyebrow. When she still stood there in disbelief, I pointed sharply at the shower. “Go on then! Chop chop!” 
 
    I think she was torn between deciding to let go and do as I ask, or to be stubborn. I pulled out a towel from one of the drawers, grinned, and then threw it at her. She squeaked as the towel landed half against her face, and half on the clothes she was holding. 
 
    Cyrene glared at me with indignation. I just grinned at her and started toward her with purpose, at which she suddenly squealed again and ran for the ensuite door. She slammed it closed behind her, just as I got within range. I was happy to see her grin just before the door shut. 
 
    “I’d better hear the water running in the next thirty seconds, or I’ll come in there and wash you myself! If I have to do that, I won’t bother warming up the water, either!” Cyrene said something very cheeky through the door, but I heard the shower come on nonetheless, so I just grinned and chuckled to myself. Mission accomplished.  
 
    I walked into the living room and took a seat on the couch, picking up my phone as I did so. I had to make a few necessary calls, before I could indulge in anything else this morning. Updating Detective Baelin was first on the list.  
 
    I let him know that a reliable source confirmed the bodies are being dumped down there, and that they were missing their eyes. Though he didn’t seem too fazed by that information, so it must not have been news. I also let him know that whoever it is, is not against killing anyone accompanying the target. Needless to say, he was quite happy for the additional information in that department at least.  
 
    After updating Baelin, I called up my broker to give her a quick update. Her reactions told me most of the information was old news too. It wasn’t useless though, as she said I filled a few gaps which helped paint the picture. We decided on a face to face meeting Tuesday morning, so we could go over it a bit better. 
 
    The shower had been off for a bit by the time I hung up on Ms. Frenai, so I knew Cyrene was almost done in there. When she came out she was wearing the black clothes I’d given her, still towel drying her hair. The track pants were tight fitting on her, showing off her strong legs and firm buttocks, almost looking like wool slacks. This was better than I’d thought. 
 
    “It looks good on you, surprisingly good! Now, I’m going to go and get ready myself, so why don’t you make me my morning coffee. Alistair can show you how the machine works, if you need any instruction.” I grinned at her, teasingly. She scrunched up her nose and made a face at me, scoffing. “Huh, taking advantage of me so quickly, after only one night? For shame!” She called out the last bit as I wandered away, but I saw her wander into the kitchen anyway, grinning.  
 
    Pleased at scoring an effort free coffee for the morning, I moved happily into the ensuite and started to get ready myself. It didn’t take very long, and I could smell the scent of freshly ground coffee wafting into the bedroom from my kitchen, making me salivate slightly. I love a good cup of coffee, and I was enjoying the fact that Cyrene was making it for me.   
 
    Once I was done with the shower, I pulled out the clothes I’d prepared earlier for today. I’d chosen a sleeveless dress of deep burgundy chiffon, which reached my calf’s, and had a layer of delicate black lace over the top. I’d cinched it with a black belt fastened by a silver clasp. 
 
    Deep colours always looked good against my pale skin when I was in my human form. I’d pulled on some black sheer stockings to cover my long toned legs, and a small pair of shiny black comfortable pumps.  
 
    I switched back to my human eyes for the day, and chose a make-up style to deliberately accent my large honey coloured eyes. I added just a touch of mascara and a rich burgundy lipstick, as a final touch and admired the effect in my mirror.  
 
    I’d pulled my hair into a high tail, with a partition wrapped around the hair tie, concealing it nicely. A small clutch, some tasteful ruby earrings, and a ruby necklace completed my outfit. 
 
    I was done dressing in under ten minutes, a new record for me, and with one last check in the mirror, I decided I was ready to go and wow Cyrene. I may or may not, have been deliberately trying to be provocative for her. I was instantly gratified by the expression she wore as I entered my living room, and she got the full view of me.  
 
    “Wow.” That seemed to be all Cyrene was capable of saying, and she’d turned that gorgeous shade of pink again, the tiny espresso cup warming her fingers and steaming in the morning chill. I noticed her hair was now completely dry, and since the hair dryer was still where I’d left it, I knew she must have used a bit of her own magic this morning. 
 
    I stalked up to her very deliberately, swaying my hips as I moved, grinning at her. Reaching out, I placed my index finger under her chin, my thumb just brushing the side of her lower lip as I did so. “Mouth closed, Cyrene. Gaping, while flattering, is not on the agenda this morning.”  
 
    I tapped her cheek gently and she went even redder, and closed her mouth instantly. I took the mug from her chilled hands and happily took in the aroma, before savouring the first sip.  
 
    “Mmm. You make a good coffee.” That got a smile from her, which made me equally happy. I finished the drink as I moved towards the kitchen putting the tiny little cup in the dishwasher before we went out. “Just what I needed to start the day, my dear. Now let’s go get some breakfast before we go shopping.” 
 
    We headed downstairs, however instead of moving towards the front door I turned us inwards towards my study, and the connecting door to my shop. 
 
    “Why aren’t we leaving by the front door?” she asked me, puzzled by our direction, and I saw she was more curious than concerned. She was eyeing both doors with such unabashed curiosity that I felt inclined to be a bit theatrical. I stood beside the shop door and held the door handle before bowing dramatically at the hip. “Welcome, Cyrene, to my magical shop of horrors.”  
 
    She giggled as I swung the door wide, standing aside to let her go through first. I enjoyed the surprised gasp that escaped her lips as she took everything in with wide eyes, her intelligent gaze missing nothing as her eyes swept the entire floor. I knew the moment she saw my doorbell, as her eyebrows shot up and she walked right up to it to get a better look. 
 
    “Hey, take a picture lady! I should start charging, you know.” It snapped at her, and gnashed its teeth. She’d been reaching out to touch it, but now jerked her hand back as if she was afraid it would bite her, and looked back at me in amazement. “You seem to have a thing with collecting talking surprises, don’t you Zelena?” She quirked, her lips twitching as she teased me.  
 
    “First it’s talking spiders, now shrunken heads. What’s next? Am I going to encounter a spelled rug somewhere here that begs to be stepped on?”  
 
    I snorted at her in a very unlady like manner. “Don’t be ridiculous. I keep those in the Undercity store, of course.” She rolled her eyes at me. "Of course you do,” was the muttered response, which I chose to ignore.  
 
    “Anyway, are you coming or not? I’ve got someplace fun booked for you today, which you should enjoy.” I started walking towards the door that was slightly to the right behind the store counter, leaving Cyrene to catch up to me. Moving through the small admin space, I opened the door at the other end which lead out to the employee parking lot. 
 
    I locked up, and then headed over to my garage, where the Bugatti was parked. Pressing on the brick, an arcane seal flashed for a moment, and then faded. After which the roller door opened slowly. As the door rose, it revealed my pristine 1928 Bugatti Royale, in satin black with silver accents. It never got old seeing Cyrene’s face when she looked at my beautiful automobile. 
 
    “After you.” I told her. 
 
    Following my own lead, I slid into the driver's seat and put her into gear. She purred as we glided out of the garage and onto the road, heading towards one of Arrana’s most upscale shopping districts. Cyrene thoroughly enjoyed the view of the city whizzing past her, and she gawked at everything. It was both adorable and endearing. Enough so that I decided to take a bit of scenic route, to lengthen the experience. 
 
    Far too soon I was pulling up to an impressive looking multi story hotel in the style of Louis XIV, all cream coloured pillars and beautiful decorations. A valet stepped up to greet us and take my car away as we got out.   
 
    Cyrene took her cue from me, and was doing her best not to gawk at the place. She knew she was being quite thoroughly scrutinised by just about everyone in sight, and to her credit she was trying to show as much calm dignity as she could. This place oozed money, and I knew that she was feeling uncomfortable, because she suddenly squeezed at my hand. I offered her my elbow and she gave me a small but grateful smile, before nervously folding her hand over my arm, walking with me into the building.  
 
    “I thought you said we were going shopping, not off to a hotel.” She whispered to me as we walked in, her lips barely moving and her spine poker straight as we entered. 
 
    “I did, and we are. This entire building is dedicated to catering and exclusive shopping. This is a shopping mall. Each floor is dedicated to a different high end designer. The entire ground floor is sectioned off for different restaurants. This is where we will transform you, my dear.” I said, patting her hand and smiling at her.  
 
    She was rendered dumbstruck as we walked through the door and entered the ground floor. The place was huge, and we’d entered right in the middle, with long wide spaces off to either side of us. 
 
    The middle of the ground floor was divided by a grand and very wide double staircase, with the second floor open to view, and a delicate wrought iron railing framing the edges. 
 
    Cyrene was drawing a few curious onlookers, and I noticed that she seemed tense. Leaning over, I spoke to her quietly. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “You could have warned me what type of place this was going to be. I’m not dressed appropriately, people are staring at me!” She whispered back, a slight growl to her voice.  
 
    “It wouldn’t have mattered if I did. You may not have noticed, but I am not as well muscled as you are, little Fey. My other clothes wouldn’t have covered you, or fit nearly as well. That’s why we’re here, to fix that.” I smiled at her.  
 
    “Well these fit well enough! Don’t you have anything nicer than workout clothes that might have fit?”  
 
    “These are my loosest track clothes, and you’re already stretching the fabric with those muscles of yours. I mean look at how snugly your butt fits in there!” I teased.  
 
    She huffed at me, giving me an exasperated look. “That’s not the point!” She protested. 
 
    “Would you have rather worn your bloodstained clothes?” She sighed, pursing her lips before relenting. 
 
    “I suppose not. I still don’t feel comfortable though!”  
 
    “Well then don’t think about those other people. Focus on me. I think you look gorgeous in that outfit, and after breakfast I’m going to deck you out in some very appropriate clothing, and you’ll dazzle them!” I gave her a winning smile, and patted her hand reassuringly. She squeezed my arm back, and chuckled at me. 
 
    “So modest too.” 
 
    “Always.” I whispered into her ear, as I steered her to the restaurant where I wanted to have breakfast with her. She gave a little giggle at that as we moved through the glittering throng of socialites, old money heirs, and heiresses.  
 
    We sat down in one of the back booths near the fireplace, to try and make Cyrene feel more at ease. Once we were comfortably settled a waiter appeared out of thin air to take our order. I ordered two breakfast specials for the both of us. Cyrene gave me a rather pointed look, relief and a small amount of amusement on her face. “So, I’m guessing breakfast should be tasty, since you’ve made up both our minds so quickly?”  
 
    I didn’t rise to the bait, I just calmly replied with, “you’ll need your strength,” and then tried a winning smile on her. She cocked an eyebrow at me, but she huffed out a small laugh before shaking her head, leaning back into the plush cushioned backing.  
 
    A fall of her blonde hair came down to veil half of her face, but it didn’t quite disguise the smile I saw peeking out. The fire was nice on this chilly autumn morning, and I was even more pleased with the speed at which the waiter managed to bring two cups of coffee on a small tray. 
 
    After taking the time to enjoy the aroma, I leaned back in my chair. “So, we have quite a morning lined up! Today it’s all about you, Cyrene.” I said, glancing at her over my cup.  
 
    The firelight was having a wonderful effect over her skin, making her seem to have an almost golden glow about her, enhancing her already sun warmed aura, and deepening those beautiful sea green eyes into true emerald gemstones.  
 
    “Quite a morning? I thought we were going to be here for just one outfit? Surely, that won’t take that long!” She replied, surprised.  
 
    “Well, naturally you should try on a few items, we need to know what works for your body type and skin colour. And then of course, what if you plan on going swimming with me? You’ll need swimwear, if it’s in public.” I responded, giving her a sly grin.  
 
    "Of course, I have no objections if you want to go swimming in private.” 
 
    She mustn't have been expecting that, as she suddenly choked a bit of her coffee. Try as she might, she couldn’t hide her grin from me, and I saw her blushing. That just made my grin wider.  
 
    “Are you always this articulate?” Came the dry response. 
 
    “When I have a mind to be.” I teased. That got a huff of laughter out of her, and she gazed at me with warmth. 
 
    Cyrene was holding the cup in her other hand to warm her fingers and to enjoy the scent of it, as we dwindled into companionable silence for a few more minutes. After a bit, my curiosity got the better of me. “So then, did you leave any lovers behind when you came to this world?” I asked. My question made her blush again, and I thought it was cute how often I could produce that reaction in her.  
 
    “No, I’ve been so busy the last few years that I just haven’t had the time to put into a relationship.” She sighed. “Besides aside from a quick roll in the hay, most aren’t really interested in one with me, considering what I do for a living.”  
 
    I was surprised at that. “What do you mean? I’d imagined they’d be all over you, you were a guard for the Crystal Court after all. That’s a bit sexy, you have to admit.” She gave me a knowing smile at that, chuckling, as she shrugged and waved a hand in the air dismissively. 
 
    “Oh yeah, that’s definitely a lure for dating, I’m sure. But, that’s also part of the problem. We are guards. Fey who take an interest in any of the guards are always good for that lusty itch, you know? But long term commitments, oh no. They’d rather have someone who’s got a safe job, stable income, with minimal risks.” She huffed and fiddled with the cup idly. 
 
    “Why waste all that effort of building a meaningful relationship, when there’s the possibility that they will die and leave you all alone? Since everyone back home lives considerably longer lives than humans, most of them are quite unaccustomed to the idea of not having whomever they want, for as long as they want.” 
 
    “Hmm, yes I can see how that would be a problem to the Fey, and for most humans too. The last I heard from Gaia, idea’s like social security for the families left behind hadn’t quite penetrated the veil yet.” She chuckled at my response. “No, they still haven’t. Being a widow or an orphan can be quite destructive over there, and it takes a brave person to make that kind of leap of faith.” 
 
    Our plates came at that moment, and between bites and murmurs of appreciation, she suddenly turned the tables. “What about you Zelena? You’re gorgeous, sophisticated and from what I can tell, very well off. There must be a string of broken hearted people around you.” She grinned cheekily at me before taking another bite. 
 
    I coughed and took a sip of my coffee before responding. “Well I’ve got a bit of a dark reputation, so not that many people are brave enough to try and woo me.” I gave a chuckle, remembering the last pitiful attempt.  
 
    “Reputation?” She asked me. I nodded. “Among being well known for being very business and financially savvy, people also say other things about me. Some of the rumours are along the lines of ‘people I dislike have a habit of disappearing’.” I took another sip of coffee. 
 
    “I think the last one who showed interest in me was a few years ago. A very arrogant man, who had somehow come to the conclusion that it would be a good idea to marry me, so he began trying to court me. Of course, it didn’t take long to figure out his true agenda. It was his opinion, that I was only single because I’d just not met the ‘right man’, who was naturally himself, and that he knew just what I needed and wanted, without bothering to consult me first.” Cyrene looked at me in shock. She froze with the fork mid-way to her mouth. I smiled and continued. 
 
    “Apparently, what I wanted was for a man to take over my business, and give me the honour of being his wife. He’d just take care of all those pesky finances and troubles women don’t need to concern themselves with, and he had this ludicrous idea that I would allow him to merge my company into his.” I laughed. “That was a good joke.” 
 
    Cyrene looked at me in shock. “Are you serious? Good grief, and you put up with that?” she asked, horrified. I snorted. "Of course not. I am my own woman, after all. A business partner, I can deal with, and that’s how he first approached me so I didn’t think much of it for the first couple of weeks. But no one tries a hostile takeover with me, no matter what form it takes.” 
 
    “So, what happened then?” She asked. I shared a sly grin with her, shrugging casually. “Oh, not that much really. I simply made him a nice cup of tea.” I put on my innocent face, and then grinned, sipping at my own coffee.   
 
    “Uh huh. So tell me, what was in this cup of tea?” she asked, her eyes shining with conspiratorial mischief.  
 
    “Oh, just a small concoction of my own creation, that would turn him into a woman.” Cyrene burst out laughing. “Oh god, tell me you didn’t!”  
 
    “I did. I figured since he couldn’t respect a woman, then maybe he should have a change of perspective. It was reversible of course, and well within his own powers to do so. As soon as he truly saw the error of his ways, and felt true remorse, he’d turn back.”  
 
    “So how long did it take him?”  
 
    “She’s currently employed as a cleaning lady, and he’s still missing.” This prompted another bout of laughter. After we’d both had a good laugh, and finished our plates, Cyrene turned back to me. 
 
    “So... if I ever had an argument with you, would I ‘disappear’?” she said giggling. 
 
    “Oh, most definitely from the public eye. If we were in disagreement, I would have to lock you up in my bedroom and make you see the error of your ways, little Fey.” I gave her a sultry look through my lashes, smiling. She ducked her head slightly, blushing furiously but seemed rather intrigued with my response. “Oh Really?” 
 
    “Yes, really.”  
 
    “Should I be concerned?” she asked me, her gaze slowly moving over my body, finishing with her biting her lower lip, and gazing at me with a knowing expression.  
 
    “Absolutely. Wicked Fey need to be punished, especially if they wear my collar.” She swallowed and tucked her hair back behind her elongated ear as she smiled blushing, but her expression showed me that she could be game, if I was. I grinned at her, showing off my own pearly whites. 
 
    “And if you're finished with breakfast, I’d like to go see what you look like in some of these nice clothes we can find here. ”I said as I stood up and prepared to leave the restaurant. I paid up and Cyrene followed me out and back to the ground floor, before climbing one side of the grand staircase up to the second floor with me. 
 
    I indulged a bit in a personal fashion show, after informing the shopping assistant what I was after. This caused Cyrene to be bustled from one outfit into another, while I sat comfortably on the couch taking in the various options she’d been helped into. 
 
    Thanks to modern technology, I simply logged into my store account, synced up with the shop’s assistant, and had every item I saw on Cyrene come up on my phone. This allowed me to decide on the fly which items I wished to keep, put aside for later, see with a different outfit, or discard completely. It was quite useful.  
 
    When the shop assistant started with swimsuits and the less professional clothes, Cyrene got slightly suspicious. “How are these necessary for going to this meeting on Tuesday?” She enquired, as she stepped out from the dressing room wearing a cute little purple goth dress with black lace.  
 
    “Well, for this meeting? Not at all of course, however we don’t know how long this investigation is going to take, do we? If we’re going to be working together, you’ll need to upgrade your wardrobe a bit. So that’s what we’re doing. Now relax and just go with it, this is supposed to be fun.” 
 
    She huffed at me, but she had a smile on her face. She was obviously enjoying herself. I had the assistant put her through various styles; goth, punk, rock, hippy/new age, and even some street fashion.  
 
    Oh Lords, the street clothing looked horrible! But she was very suited to the hippy/new age look, and the rock look. Some of the goth stuff looked stunning on her, and it made such a good contrast to her golden glow. Though it didn’t quite hit the favourite list. Mostly due to her muscles. She was no delicate flower. 
 
    Cyrene was enjoying it too. Shopping in the human world was a wonderful new experience for her, and much of the fabrics were new to her as well. I was happy to give her another good memory, and she enjoyed flirting with me whenever she tried on a new outfit. I was enjoying the view, and seeing her confidence rise, bit by bit.  
 
    I had the assistant put aside one of the new age dresses, a gorgeous pale shade of lavender, made from soft wool with long sleeves for her to wear once we were done. It had black embroidered patterns at the cuffs and hem, and came with a brown leather belt and brown ankle boots with gold buckles.  
 
    We repeated this on the third and fourth floor as well just so I could see all the options possible. I even had her try on some more revealing clothes just for my own enjoyment. I loved the way she smiled at me when the assistant brought those out. 
 
    Eventually we’d found the perfect combination for the meeting with my broker on Tuesday. Cyrene stepped out of the changing room on the third floor in a sea green blazer held together at the waist by a gold clip and chain, leaving about an inch of a gap between the halves on the front. It sported long sleeves which were sewn to bunch at the elbow, and pleats to the sides, gathered at the back with another green strap and a gold button. 
 
    Underneath, she wore an aquamarine coloured silk blouse, with a sweetheart neckline and a pale lace triangle from the neckline up to just at her collarbone, giving a shimmering effect to her skin which was tasteful and beautiful.  
 
    This was offset with a pair of deep sky blue bootleg cut suede pants which hugged her hips beautifully, coming down to her ankles and hiding the boot line. Under the pants she had on a pair of cobalt blue pumps, polished to a shine.  
 
    To finish of the look she was wearing a couple of gold earring sets going up those delicate long ears of hers. A gold necklace that was offset with opal stones which suited the ensemble, as well as a small leather purse, finished the look. 
 
    I drank in the vision that was Cyrene, not bothering to hide the fact that I was staring. I let her see the desire in my eyes though, and she blushed, even as she smiled at me. 
 
    “Yep, this one is the keeper. Now, on to hair and makeup!” I said, grinning at her, quite pleased with my pickings. She let out a chuckle and beamed at me, obviously very pleased with the effect she’d had on me.  
 
    I used the store app to purchase clothes from all three levels at once and have the rest of the outfits delivered tonight. Once the store assistant confirmed the transaction, I had Cyrene exchange her comfortable black tracksuit with the lavender ensemble, before we navigated to the fifth floor which housed a small day spa. We were both seated in comfy chairs for a full mani/pedi before they would start on her hair and make-up.  
 
    It was wonderfully relaxing as they cleaned, shaped and coloured us. While we were being pampered, we talked about the little things. I found out that these types of places hadn’t made it to Gaia yet, and while they had their own system for this, it wasn’t quite the same.  This was actually Cyrene’s first experience of a human pamper session. What a tragedy!  
 
    We kept things casual while she was being worked on. The personal beauty specialist had chosen natural colours for Cyrene to really pull the focus mostly on her eye’s and hair, which had been trimmed and styled into a gorgeous waterfall cascade. I didn’t allow them to give her a short cut, and Cyrene voiced no preference, so I won that argument with the stylist.  
 
    The overall effect was exactly what we were after, and I bought every product that was used on her with the app, so she could replicate the effect at home. 
 
    She’d chuckled at me as I did so, and muttered something about ‘but where would I wear this again?’ So I took the opportunity to lean in and whisper in her ear, “for me, when I take you out again.” I got a kick out of seeing her try to hide her blush, and failing. That left me grinning for a few moments afterwards. 
 
    When she was finally done, we were both quite ready for a bite to eat. I took us back down to the ground floor and into a nice local restaurant to give Cyrene a taste of some good German cooking. 
 
    I ordered us both a plate of beautifully done Brandenburg duck with savoy cabbage, apple & stuffed potato dumplings, adding a Pinot Noir wine to drink with the duck. 
 
    “To a fruitful endeavour, Cyrene.” I raised my glass to hers and smiled, my eyes lingering on the beautiful Fey woman in front of me. Damn, who’d have thought a makeover would be this devastating to my self-control?  
 
    We enjoyed our meal, and I encouraged her to try the wine. Last time she had human alcohol, she proved to be quite the lightweight. When she was halfway through her second glass she was getting quite relaxed, and I admit I took the opportunity to try and get past her guard enough to be honest with me, before warm and relaxed, became tipsy and drunk. 
 
    “This morning has been wonderful Zelena, you make me feel so special with everything you do for me.” She smiled and waved her hand to indicate the place, the clothes, and the food. I smiled at her and raised my wineglass in acknowledgement before taking a sip. “Well, you’re worth it, little Fey.” That made her positively beam at me, and I couldn’t help but return it in kind.  
 
    Everything was in place now. As interesting as things already were, they were about to get riveting. I took a steadying and quiet breath, and went out on an emotional limb. It seemed I’ve been doing a lot of this since I met her, and I wasn’t quite sure how I felt about that.  
 
    “So tell me Cyrene, what’s the real reason why the court didn’t send you back up, and more cash flow? Surely they would have given more resources to you once they knew you were a man down.”  
 
    She shrugged, and reached her other hand up to fluff at her blonde mane, but had to pause mid motion to prevent herself from messing it up. I could see it annoyed her to have to be careful of her looks, and I smiled a little. She looked down at her now empty plate and twisted the fork in her hands, nervously. She hesitated, obviously debating what she should tell me, when I leaned in and took her hand, making her look at me once more. 
 
    “Cyrene, you’ve trusted me enough to place your life in my hands when we were in the Undercity, to wear my collar and surrender to me, and I made sure you were safe at every interval. I have looked out for you, and I have been here for you every step of the way to support you in your mission, and I have not pried until now.” 
 
    She looked down, guilt written over her face as well as embarrassment, and squirmed slightly in her chair as if it had suddenly gotten very uncomfortable. 
 
    “I know, and you’ve been wonderful! I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done for me, and continue to do. I just…” She sighed and paused for a moment, staring at the table decoration two tables across, behind me. I watched her choose her words carefully when she continued. 
 
    “...I’m not supposed to tell anyone, the whole thing is meant to be secret.” She sighed again, pulling her hand away from mine and nervously playing with the hem of her sleeve instead. 
 
    “Cyrene, have I not yet earned the full truth from you? This puts my life in just as much risk as yours, now that we know that whomever wants these pages is willing to kill and torture for it. ”I implored her with my voice and my eyes, willing her to see me, and tell me the truth I needed to hear.  
 
    After a moment she straightened her shoulders and then looked back up to meet my gaze. “You’re right. This affects you too now. I didn’t want to put you in danger. Please believe that. It’s just when we met we connected, and I didn’t expect that. I didn’t even want to acknowledge it at first, and then things just happened so fast that before I knew it, you were in this deep with me. Now you're in just as much danger as I am, and I can’t help that anymore, but I can tell you why.”  
 
    I smiled at her, touched to hear she felt that connection to. I nodded at her and leaned forward in my chair, waiting patiently. 
 
    She sighed and leant towards me a bit more. “Like I said, this mission is a secret operation, no one was supposed to know that Rael and I were here for anything other than visiting. Once the Court found out about the stolen papers from R’ylothec, suspicions and rumours started flying through the court, and it became imperative to obtain the whole set if possible. Because of the nature of this acquisition, they don’t want the human government or police knowing the Crystal Court is now involved, for obvious reasons. Our task was to find them and retrieve them by any means necessary, or don’t come back. That way, they can deny that we were ever working for them.”  
 
    She shrugged. “It all comes down to plausible deniability. That’s why I’m low on cash, we get paid at the end on success, so there’s no trail at all.” 
 
    “Friendly bunch, aren’t they? “I remarked, and Cyrene scrunched up her nose in distaste.  
 
    “Quite. But, that’s why this job was so lucrative to accept. At least, upon completion, anyway.” 
 
    “So what exactly is so special about those pages, that people are willing to kill for them?” I took a bite of my meal, enjoying the last few morsels while I watched her. She looked around her quickly, managing to be quite subtle in doing so, before she answered me. 
 
    “Well apparently, they are a map to an ancient lost treasure.” she whispered. My eyebrows shot up practically to my hairline at that. “Treasure?” I breathed, stunned. This was all about treasure? 
 
    “Not just any treasure, but the long lost sword Venenum Araneae, which is supposed to be so strongly imbued with magic, that it can kill certain types of dark gods.” She whispered back hurriedly. 
 
    “You see, the page in the museum has text on the reverse side, hidden from the public by the display board it’s mounted on. The reverse tells of how this mighty hero from ancient Rome, slew a great and terrible threat to the lands around here with an enchanted blade. However he had been gravely injured, and then hid the weapon for safekeeping.” Her face was set in grim tones as she relayed the story behind them, and I admit, I was rapt in my attention to her words. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no one’s found any other substantial record or mention of it except from folk tales and legends. They tell of how the ‘great hero’ Asmir-”, was as far as she got before I interrupted her. 
 
    “Wait, Asmir? As in Sir Asmir, the Butcher?” I asked, horrified, and working not to screech. Cyrene gave me a funny look. “Well, that’s one of his names, I suppose. Yes, that Asmir. Are you ok?” 
 
    I swallowed, and when my throat rebelled by coughing, I reached for a glass of water, draining it in one gulp. “That...man...killed hundreds of darker Fey just because they were different!” 
 
    Cyrene reached out a hand to enclose mine, squeezing it in an effort to comfort me. “I take it you’re kind had a history with him, then.” She said, not unsympathetically. “You could say that, yes.” I replied.  
 
    “Being subterranean Fey, my ancestors were among those he hunted. I’m sorry I interrupted, it’s just that I grew up on stories of this butcher slaughtering entire families. He was our bogeyman.” 
 
    Cyrene looked at me with empathy. “Would you rather I not continue? Is this too hard for you to hear, considering?” She asked me. I shook my head, my mouth a thin line of grim determination. “No, please continue. I need to hear this, so I can help you.” 
 
    “Alright then. But stop me if you need to.” She replied. Keeping her voice low for me, she continued.  
 
    “According to the stories, Asmir came to Europe to rid the lands of horrendous beasts,” and here she offered me an apologetic grimace, “...which he had been tasked to hunt into extinction. The fact that he wrote his chronicles in the language of these...erm...the Fey, he killed as he descended into the madness, was just as much a myth, or so we thought. Only a madman would see any logic in that, surely, so history wrote him off as a story, never truly real.” 
 
    “Oh I can assure, you, he was very real.” I responded, darkly.  
 
    She took another sip of her drink, possibly to help fortify her.  
 
    “That sword was destroyed centuries ago, surely everyone knows that!” I scoffed, but behind my dismissive attitude was a small seed of fear, churning in my gut. I had a horrible feeling I knew where this story was going.  
 
    “Well, that’s what we believed too, until we discovered these pages. Apparently, some half mad archaeologist died recently, and in his will, he donated his collection to a charity, which then in turn, sold off pieces to various museums. Nobody knew what they were, or where they came from, they’d just been collecting dust on his shelf. The scribes managed to translate only the one page of three, and it was an effort, but they finally deciphered the majority of it as some weird and obscure dark Fey dialect.” 
 
    She gave me a rather piercing gaze, now. “But you could read that...does that mean it’s written in your kindred’s language, perhaps?” She asked me. I nodded in return. “So that’s why you were watching the piece in the museum!”  
 
    It was all coming together now. “You can imagine the excitement they caused in the historical societies. After reading about the sword, the Crystal Court realized exactly what had been found, and how valuable it really was. Here it was, a tangible link to a mythical sword, right under our fingers.” 
 
    Icy fingers of fear played down my spine, leaving a leaden feeling in my gut as I listened with an almost rapt horror.  
 
    “Comprehensively deciphering them was now a priority for the museum and its benefactors. News travels fast, and the Court was already intrigued before, but now they were ready to barter with the humans in the hopes that it would lull them into a false sense of security, and not give away the significance of such a find. The process was difficult though, so the scribes focused their effort on a page at a time, with the help of some Fey translators provided by the Court, of course. The others were sealed off separately for safety. As you’re already aware, that didn’t work out so well for everyone involved.” 
 
    Cyrene took another sip of her drink, before continuing. I was listening in stunned silence, fascinated and horrified at the same time.  
 
    “After much effort, it was deciphered that the first page contained text stating that Asmir had hidden his blade, and began to tell of the location, but the text obviously continues to the next page which we no longer have. One can only assume, that those two which were stolen contain the rest of the hints, as to where it can be found, but without this first page which has the starting marker, the other two are useless. Hence, why we need all of them. Rael was tasked to procure the stolen ones for the Court, and I was supposed to grab the one in the museum, on his mark.”  
 
    She let out a big sigh, as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders, and she slumped back in her chair, clearly mentally exhausted by this effort. I was still reeling from what she’d just revealed to me. This was so much more than what I was expecting! No way was I going to let the Crystal Court or anyone else get their hands on such a weapon!  
 
    This was personal now. I’d grown up on tales of how ‘The Spider's Bane’ and it’s wielder Sir Asmir had hunted several dark fey to the brink of extinction. He was the Bogeyman of my youth, so I’d be twice damned if I let anyone else get a hold of this weapon. I’d just have to make sure that I found this weapon first then. 
 
    My mind was racing, trying to plan ahead for what I’d need to do to take those two pages off of my new enemies, since they had a head start on me. Damnit! This should not be happening! Cyrene watched me for a moment, concern showing in her face and frowned slightly. “I’m sorry if I upset you, maybe I should have stopped earlier, but you did ask for the truth…”  
 
    I quickly patted her hand and smiled at her. “Don’t worry, I can handle this, and I can keep a secret, even one as large as this.” Especially one as large as this, I thought. Once I find it, that thing is going straight down into the family vault to be sealed in the deepest, darkest corner I could find. No one will ever touch that sword again, I would make sure of it. 
 
    “That is a lot to digest, but believe me, I am much happier that you finally told me the truth.” I tried for a smile, and managed just a twitch of my lips, but it seems she understood me, and didn’t press. “I’m glad I finally told you too, it had been grating on me, the longer we spent time together. It’s just...difficult to go against something you’ve been trained your whole life to do. Now you can see why you’re so essential to me.” 
 
    I nodded, but stayed silent for a few more moments. “So, do you have any more surprises for me today, Zelena?” Came the tentative question. The shock of my reaction seemed to be sobering her up rather quickly. I pulled myself away from the darker thoughts that I was slipping into, and back into the present.  
 
    I blinked slowly once, before replying smoothly, “well, I remember promising you that I would do some research for you on Wraiths, but there’s no reason why you can’t join me. If you’re not otherwise engaged of course.” 
 
    That got her attention. “I’d love that! But, wouldn’t it be best if I went back to guarding the page?” she asked me. “There would be no point to doing that little Fey. The police have stepped up their guard on it themselves, and I have it on good authority that Arrana’s finest are working diligently on it’s protection. After one or two failed attempts in recent weeks, they’re on full alert. If you’re there too often, they might start suspecting you, and that will damage your disguise. There’s nothing more you can really do there until we actively start working on getting that page ourselves. So why don’t you just come with me and work on a problem you can fix?” 
 
    She relaxed as I reasoned it out with her, and nodded at me. “Well then, if there’s nothing else you’d like to try here?” I asked her, preparing to get up. She shook her head and followed me to the counter to pay for our meal, and then out the doors once more to the valet area to pick up my Bugatti. 
 
    I enjoyed the sound of her purring to life as I expertly put her into gear and glided out back onto the road. We drove back to my store, taking the shortest route possible instead of the nice scenic drive we indulged in this morning. I locked up the garage while Cyrene wandered over to the back door of my shop, waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18: Research 
 
    After unlocking the place we went through the store back towards the living section of the house. When we past the dividing door I put a hand on Cyrene’s shoulder, stopping her from venturing further up into the house. She gave me a puzzled look, which soon vanished as I walked over to the door at the end of the hall.  
 
    This opened up into a modest sized and more personalized study. It wasn’t a very big room, but it had character. It was styled like the rest of my store, dark mahogany wood panels between wide splashes of rich Garnet embossed wallpaper, and decorated with yet more curious items, all of these my own, collected over the years. 
 
    The floor was also made of mahogany, polished to a shine with a single black shaggy rug in the centre. I walked behind the desk as Cyrene entered taking it all in. Reaching under the tabletop I activated a hidden switch. 
 
    It activated by pressure. There was a click sound, before the walls opened up and a set of book cases extended through the holes, with the wall sealing up again behind it as if it had never moved.  
 
    “This is my working library, you’ll find a few books in here that should help us learn a bit more about Rael’s predicament. I’ll pull some of the older books out from my personal library as well. They have a bit more in-depth information, but these should be a good starter.” 
 
    “Why do you keep these hidden?” she asked me. I waved a hand dismissively. “It’s neater this way, and I don’t like clutter. Besides it’s a great space saver when I need to do rituals. Now, let’s see...wraiths...”  
 
    I proceeded to pull three books off a shelf and pass them onto Cyrene. “These should be a good start. Let’s see if any of these can give us what we need. Feel free to use either the dining table or the coffee table, whichever is more comfortable for you. Now, Excuse me while I go down to my personal library to see what I can find. I’ll be back in just a minute.” 
 
    “Wait a minute! You’re not going to go through them with me?” She protested. 
 
    "Of course I am, but this is the most practical use of our time. Go ahead, start without me, and I’ll be right back.” I pushed her out the door, protests and all, before I locked it with magic.  
 
    Underneath the rug was a well-made trapdoor, so tight fitting that unless you knew it was there, you'd never see it. I focussed my magic at the trapdoor, using my personal magical signature as the ‘key’ and unlocking it. The rug concealing the trapdoor simply rolled off and away as the trapdoor opened, so I could step down. 
 
    I slowly descended down the now exposed granite rock steps, the stone tunnel showing all the signs of being constructed considerably earlier than the house above it. As I descended, the lighter stone framework of the foundations slowly gave way to a much stronger one. The pitch black bedrock of the earth below. 
 
    Along the walls and embedded in the roof of the tunnel were large blue crystals, varied in size ranging from the size of a pea, to the size of a fist. Each one had runes etched into its faceted surface, and they glowed a soft blue-white colour, lighting the way down. The effect was very much like the night sky, and quite beautiful. 
 
    There were a few dips in the stairs from hundreds of years of traffic, and wisps of spider silk clung to the edges, immediately having a calming effect on me. The twists and turns here were so familiar to me that I could have run up and down them blindfolded. 
 
    After a minute or so of descending, the tunnel came to an end in front of another door of the same style as my work room doors, above in the store. Without hesitation I unlocked it and stepped through. 
 
    I leaned my back against the door, and took a deep breath inward, exhaling slowly and smiling with pleasure at being home again. 
 
    I have a thing for dark beauty, and my decorating tastes run true to my personality. My den is decorated in the same style as my shop, except down here the walls were made from black stone instead of wood. I moved through the entryway and vanished my clothes so I could be in my natural form without ruining the fabric. 
 
    My body rippled as I moved, shedding the human shape as easily as breathing. My hair took on a glossier shine, and the enchantment that normally hid my face, ceased to be, revealing all eight eyes. 
 
    I rolled my shoulders to relax stiff muscles, and then stretched my arms up high, to get the blood flowing again. It wasn’t that late in the afternoon, but I always felt a bit cramped in the human skin after too many hours. I hadn’t been able to switch back since Friday evening, and I was definitely feeling it.  
 
    My true skin is a grey toned blue hue, with my blush points and extremities gently deepening in colour until they showed a deep cobalt shade. That left me with fingers that had the effect of being dipped in paint. My two legs rippled and split outwards from my frame until I was walking on my natural six legs instead of the two human legs. As I walked, my spinnerette became visible and I felt more myself again, twisting my back a bit, stretching all my muscles. 
 
    I did some basic stretches to work out my muscles before continuing. As I stretched I contemplated my luck, for if it hadn’t been for my bodies particular characteristics, I might never have met Cyrene. 
 
    My lower body is proportionally correct, and a striking likeness to that of a cobalt tarantula, which proved that I had royal blood that could be traced back to the first Drider that our goddess spawned. My skin colour and elongated pointed ears were signs of my magical strengths. Two requirements to even be considered for guardianship of this den. A birthmark on my back was the clincher which fully determined my path. I couldn’t be happier about it at this point. 
 
    Once my muscles felt smooth again, I gracefully, and without pause moved across the very wide and gothic living room, making my way through the various hallways to one of the oldest rooms in my den. This room is framed by a pair of ancient, petrified wooden doors.  
 
    This is my family’s library, all of our history in journals and books are archived here. Over the years even some of our artworks and artefacts had found their way in here too. Though not just our own history has been archived here, but many others as well. Most of them lost and extinct now. We’d also collected several forbidden texts and rare volumes about many different Fey.  
 
    The walls were lined with bookcases each filled to the brim. The room was circular, reaching downwards into the depths, with each generation digging out a new level, as more space was required.  
 
    There were rails attached to the walls holding up a single ladder on each floor, which could slide along the walls where I needed to reach for the higher books. From the ceiling to the bottom ran a polished bronze pole for me to climb down, which was the only way to start accessing all the wealth of knowledge my family has collected here over centuries.  
 
    I hopped onto the pole and slid down to the bottom level where I’d installed a computer station. This had been one of my biggest and most useful contributions so far. I did a quick search on any books related to wraiths, and the blade Venenum Araneae, including anything that hinted at Sir Asmir or his horrific campaign. Once I had the locations of the most relevant books, I went hunting through the levels. 
 
    After collecting a good armful of tomes, I carefully wrapped them in a small bit of webbing, before holding them in my back feet. Hopping onto the bronze pole once more, I began scurrying back up the length, to jump gracefully off and back onto the top floor of the library. Transferring my parcel back to my hands, I removed the webbing, now that it was no longer needed.  
 
    Moving quickly through my home, much quicker than if I was on two legs, I hurried to the front door, up the stairs and into the tunnel which would open up into my study above.  
 
    Along the way, I changed back into my more human form. I kept my front pair of eyes natural, the way Cyrene liked them. Maybe one day I would even show her everything, but not yet. Not yet. 
 
    When I returned to the living room I found Cyrene sprawled on the couch, one of my books held up in the air as she laid down on her back, knees up and socks on the furniture. She didn’t see me as I came closer, so I gave in a small bit, and snuck up as close as I could get before reaching out and grabbing for her toes. She squeaked and fumbled with the book, before glaring at me with indignation as she swung her legs sideways and moved to a sitting position.  
 
    I chuckled and took the now free space beside her, placing the books I brought up from my library on the coffee table. I made sure to keep the ones about the blade separate, so I could focus on them later. 
 
    “You were gone for quite a bit, I was afraid I’d lost you to some far corner of the earth,” she teased. “Not so worried though, that you were keeping an eye out for me.” I retorted, and she poked her tongue out at me.  
 
    “So, since we’re back here for the afternoon, how about we put your collar back on?” I brushed some of her gorgeous hair behind her ear once more as I spoke, and she blushed. Smiling warmly at me, she nodded, raising her hand up to cover mine as I cupped her cheek.  
 
    “I’d like that.” She replied. Brushing my thumb across the skin just below her lips, she was just so tempting to me right now that I couldn’t resist. Leaning in, I held her face with both hands as I kissed her deeply, sighing in happiness as she returned in kind. 
 
    She was like drinking in sunshine, so warm, intoxicating, the skin of her cheeks so soft in contrast to her firm and toned arms. I couldn't wait to run my hands over the rest of her, and find out just how toned she was.  
 
    Coming up for air though, I decided it would be best to get the collar now, before I became too distracted. “Little Fey, go fetch your collar for me.” She nodded, licking her lips as she got up to do as I asked. When she came back, she was holding the piece of jewellery in both hands, a shy but hopeful smile on her face. 
 
    She came up to me and folded herself down on the couch, one leg underneath her, the other dangling off, casually. Leaning forward, she placed the collar on my lap and then offered me her neck trustingly, brushing her blonde mane aside. 
 
    I came in closer, and laid a gentle kiss on her skin, enjoying the sweet scent of her, before placing the collar around her neck, and sealing the seam up with magic. She caught my gaze then, and I felt the heat beginning to rise in me once more. Having her collared and mine, was much more erotic to me than I’d ever thought it could be. 
 
    We would definitely need to talk about the parameters of how this relationship would unfold, and soon. I was getting urges which I wasn’t sure if she’d enjoy too. That helped me come back down to simmering, and allowed me to tear my gaze from hers, in favour of the pile of books on the coffee table. 
 
    We poured over the books, with Alistair refilling our drinks at least twice more before we pieced together enough info to find a way to help save Rael from the fate of a Wraith. Cyrene was able to confirm that if he was not avenged, his soul would indeed accumulate enough hate to become a wraith. We had three months from the time of death to avenge him, before this happened.  
 
    “Rael was a Dream walker, wasn’t he?” I asked, and Cyrene nodded at me, her nose in her own book. “Yes, he’d been trained on controlling emotions and walking dreamscapes to collect information and alter people's emotions. That’s how he found people while on missions. He walked into their dreamscapes and altered it to watch them re-play their day.” 
 
    “Hmm..well, his spirit will be a lot stronger now that he is no longer tethered to a physical body, so we should be getting more reports of seemingly random violence around the place of his death, the longer he is unavenged. For the moment we have two leads though on who may have landed the final blow. Either Morrin’s people or Tygo’s, from the reception we got though, I’d put my money on Morrin. It is also possible that we’ve already dispatched the person who killed him, when we were down there killing those chumps.”  
 
    Cyrene shook her head emphatically. “No, I reached out to Rael last night through my dreamscape, and he found me. So I know he’s not at peace yet. When I tried to talk about who did this to him, he just filled with rage and left. I think he’s already trying to hunt them down himself.” 
 
    I placed a hand on her shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze. “It’s ok we’ll help him. I may have found something in the older texts that would help us, but I can’t guarantee it until I try it. Do you have anything of his, which I can use?” She thought about it for a moment, looking down at her hands to fiddle with one of the two rings she wore, before she responded. “This was Rael’s. He gave this to me on the day that I became special ops.”  
 
    She gently took off a thick silver band with a leaf pattern engraved in it, and a large green gemstone in the centre, holding it out to me. I examined it, trying to see if there was any residual magic which I could identify as Rael’s. Focusing, I could see faint blue traces woven through the piece which did not feel like Cyrene. 
 
    “This will do. Now, come with me down to my workroom.”  
 
    I moved through the house and the shop until I got to my workroom, moving right to the back bench to start rummaging through the items on the surface for the tools that I would need to craft this spell. Cyrene watched me with silent fascination, as she’d never seen me work like this before. 
 
    I pulled a couple of items from the top boxes along the wall, sliding the ladder to and fro in my search for just the right ingredients. I donned my thick gloves, and working quickly, made up a potion which glowed a bright purple colour within the small cauldron on my desk. 
 
    Carefully, I held the ring with a pair of round nosed pliers, and gently dropped the ring into the cauldron. There was a moment where it fizzed, and smoke billowed out of it to curl around the desk before wafting to the floor. After a few moments all the liquid disappeared. The ring lay at the bottom of the cauldron, looking completely harmless.  
 
    Stepping aside, I let Cyrene take a look and nodded to her when she gave me a questioning expression. “The ring is safe to touch. It should work as a homing device now, to find Rael’s killer.” 
 
    “How will this tell us anything?” She asked me, before slipping the ring back onto her middle finger.  
 
    “Every time someone kills, their victim leaves a residue over their soul, smearing it, for lack of a better expression. Unless the killer cleanses themselves of this with ritual magic, there will always be that smear. According to the book, the ring will alter your vision when you come into proximity with the person, or persons, Rael believes are responsible for his death.” 
 
    Cyrene looked impressed. “Really?”  
 
    “Mmhmm. Those people will give off a slight shine as long as his soul remains unavenged, so you’ll be able to tell who they are, even in a crowded room. As Rael’s soul fills with anger, the ring itself will tarnish as well, letting you know how long you have. If it crumbles completely, then he’s lost.” 
 
    She gave me a vicious grin. “Good. Then, considering we both agreed I’m most likely compromised, I should go back to my place. Let’s see if that draws them out.  I’m pretty sure someone would be watching the place, and now that I know how to look for them, I can catch them. Then it’ll be my turn to interrogate them.” 
 
    There wasn’t even the smallest spark of fear in her determined face, just a resolve to see this through, and cause some pain along the way. My heart swelled, just a bit. “You now, you look glorious, when you’re angry my little Fey”. I brushed her cheek and pulled her in for a kiss. 
 
    “I’m just sorry I won’t be there to see it.” 
 
    Her smile wilted a tad when I said that, obviously still prone to negative turns. “Hey now,” I lifted her chin back up with my finger. “Just because I won’t be there to see it, doesn’t mean we won’t spend time together. Nothing stopping me from coming around of an evening like I’ve been doing all week.”  
 
    She brightened at that. “Oh, so it’s back to stalking is it?” She said cheekily. 
 
    I pulled her in tight. "Of course, I do enjoy a good hunt before a meal. The longer the hunt, the more satisfying the meal.” 
 
    She bit her lip slightly. “If you want to keep hunting, you’d better drop me off soon. Or I might start hunting you, and I have no intention of being patient.” 
 
    “Well, before I nibble on this delicious morsel, we need to have a serious talk about just how far you are willing to go with me. I have somewhat...alternative tastes.” 
 
    Cyrene’s eyes shimmered with heat and excitement. “I haven’t had a problem yet.” She responded, her hand on my thigh now. It burned me through the fabric.  
 
    “Well my pet, until now, I’ve been restraining myself.”  
 
    “I wonder what it would take to break that self-control of yours.” She replied, a small tease to her tone. It seemed to me though that she was only half joking.  
 
    “Before you can try, I do need to show you something, and we will still need to have that talk.” 
 
    She grinned and mock pouted at me. “You drive a hard bargain, Zelena. I may need to do something about this on my own.”  
 
    I let her go with a big belly laugh. “Well we wouldn’t want that now.” I laughed out. “If you want, we can have that talk tonight. But, how about we have it at your place, and see if we can’t lure someone out to you at the same time? I’ll drop you off, and then circle back and come in through the back door. We can have this conversation then, and you can have all night to think about it. But, before you go though, I will insist that you go and get your wrist guards.” 
 
    She grinned, pleased to get her own way, and got up to do as I asked. When she came back she placed them down on the work table, before offering up her wrists. I snapped them closed and sealed them shut with my magic. “Carrying extra weapons never hurts.” She nodded and started to run her fingers over the golden metal once more. It seemed she was developing that habit, along with her hair fluffing.  
 
    “Alright, well if you’re ready, I will drop you off at your apartment then.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19: Negotiations and Play Time 
 
    When we arrived at Cyrene’s apartment, it was around seven that evening. “Ok, I’ve got a delivery arriving soon, so I’ll have to head back until it arrives. Once that’s done, I’ll come back through the back door.” She nodded her head as she got out of the car.  
 
    “I’ll make sure the door is unlocked, but don’t be alarmed if I greet you with a weapon.” I felt a swell of pride at that. “I expect nothing less.” Squeezing her hand, I then put the car back into gear, preparing to turn back onto the road. “I’ll see you later then, little Fey.”  
 
    I assumed that she was being watched, so I forfeited the goodnight kiss I wanted to give her, reminding myself it was just for a little while, before driving away.  
 
    Once home, I took a quick inventory of my pantry, vanishing items into my personal magic space that I thought could be of use. I vanished all the books bar one, before settling down to read as I waited for the delivery of Cyrene’s clothes to come in. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the delivery van arrived. After they deposited all the bags in the entryway, I signed for it, and the van left. Waving a hand, I used levitation magic to float all the bags upstairs, and bade Alistair to put them away for me. That left me free to give Cyrene a quick text to check on her. When I heard the little answering chime within seconds of my text, I knew she was waiting up for me, and it warmed my heart.  
 
    I descended once more into my underground tunnels, and took the route that would take me away from my den, and out into Arrana, towards Cyrene. It didn’t take long to reach my destination in my natural form. I could feel her warm aura above me, calling out to me the closer I got, until I hit the epicentre right under her building.  
 
    I decided that I’d rather just go straight up, rather than around to her back door. Besides, it would be fun. Grinning, I closed my eyes, placed a hand on the stone above me, and muttered a small spell to check for any listening or visual devices which may have been planted above.  
 
    My magic didn’t detect anything, which was a good sign. I changed back to my human form, before placing both hands in the air above me. I couldn’t reach the ceiling anymore now that I was in my human form again, but it didn’t matter for this spell. 
 
    Closing my eyes once more I muttered another casting, which would temporarily remove anything between where I was now, and her living room. There was a gentle popping noise, and suddenly there was a perfect circle above me where the stone used to be, and I was looking up at the sparse furniture which belonged to Cyrene. I also seemed to be looking up at a very fierce, grumpy Fey woman, and the tip of her very sharp looking blade.  
 
    Grinning, I used my magic to float myself up and out of the hole, before I reversed the spell and put everything back as it was before, leaving no trace of my passing. Dusting my hands off, I watched her relax from her warrior stance, and instead put her sword away, muttering. 
 
    “Not the back door I had in mind.” She grumbled. I couldn’t help the chuckle as I approached her, embracing her quickly. “This was quicker.” She hugged me back, her nose nuzzling into my neck. “Thanks for coming, Zelena.”  
 
    “Always, little Fey.” I said, smiling as I embraced her, holding her tight. She tightened her grip on me and we stood there for a bit as she pulled strength from me. “It’s harder right now to be alone. Memories of Rael haunt me, so I’m happy you’re here with me tonight. Does that make me selfish?” she asked.  
 
    I scoffed. "Of course not. Self-care is just as important as being strong and independent. I will hold you tight, and I will stay by your side for as long as you need me to, little Fey. I won’t leave you. I promise. I will help you get through this.” 
 
    I smiled at her and rubbed my thumb across her cheek, cradling her face in my hands as I kissed her lips gently, then her cheeks, then her closed eyes, her nose, her forehead, anywhere I could touch with those gentle butterfly kisses, putting as much warmth and love as I could into the gesture. 
 
    She smiled at me, leaning into my embrace. I pulled back enough to whisper against her ear. “Now, how about you make us both some tea, so we can have that chat, hmm?” I couldn't resist nuzzling her, just a bit as I did so. She nuzzled me back, before moving away to do as I asked. 
 
    While she pottered in the kitchen, I moved over to take one of the two chairs in the living room. I arranged them so I could watch Cyrene, and when she noticed, she started to blush and grin once more. Ahh, the power I wield. I must use it wisely.  
 
    “What are you smiling about?” Came the suspicious remark from the kitchen. “Oh, nothing. Nothing at all. Carry on.” I heard her snort, and some muttering happened, but I couldn’t make it out, so I ignored it.  
 
    When she came back bearing gifts of warm beverages, I took mine happily. She took the other seat at the table opposite me and squared her shoulders.  
 
    “So, you said we needed to talk, and that you had something to show me?” She started, cutting right to the chase. It was one of the many reasons why I liked her so much, so I obliged. 
 
    “Well...I gave you that collar, because I meant it as a promise. But now I should explain further what that promise is, and what I want to have in return.” I took a sip before continuing.  
 
    “My life, such as it is, is tied to Arrana. I can’t leave this city for long periods of time without consequences. That’s why I’ve had very few connections on a personal level with anyone. I’m not interested in just passion, or a fling. I am by nature, a possessive woman, and I believe in monogamy for myself. I don’t share with others. Which means, once I claim someone, they’re mine.” 
 
    She put her hand out, and I grasped it as we talked, enjoying the contact. “I’ve been enjoying that, and I would love a long term committed relationship as well. It’s part of the ‘home’ I’m searching for.” She replied. 
 
    “I know, but I’ve also learned from you, that for your kind, that means linking to a specific body of water that you search for. Am I correct?” 
 
    “Yup. There’s a pull here, but I just can’t seem to find where it’s coming from. Something here is calling me, I can feel it trying to make a connection with me, but I can’t get to it.” She squeezed my hand as she spoke, agitation seeping into her voice.  
 
    “That’s what I want to show you tomorrow. I have...let’s say an idea, of where it might be. And if I’m right, it would answer quite a few questions.” 
 
    “Really?” Her focus sharpened on me. “Yes, really. But I’ll leave that as a surprise for tomorrow.” She didn’t seem pleased with that. “Oh, that’s mean! Do you have any idea how frustrating it is, to be so close to what you want, but be denied?” She exclaimed. I raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Only too well. Which is why we’re having this talk now. I see in you much of what I want already, but to continue our relationship if you’re not willing to meet my needs, this won’t work.” 
 
    “So, what are your needs?” She asked me. 
 
    “Well, as you’ve already noticed, I like being in control. I enjoy telling you what to do, but I also don’t want to take advantage and abuse you. Which means, I need to know how far you’re willing to go. What your boundaries are, what you feel comfortable surrendering to me.” 
 
    She smiled at me. “I had noticed, yes. And I’ve been enjoying myself. Simply letting go, and letting you control me, has been a very liberating experience. To be honest though, this is probably the first time where I’ve had a relationship, where I’ve been able to do that. So, I don’t know where my boundaries are.” She told me, regretfully.  
 
    “My other relationships have all had an unspoken assumption that I was to dictate everything, make the choices, and be in control. Or possibly even worse, partnerships, with equal control.” She shuddered at this point.  
 
    “With endless talking about how you feel, debating every little decision, endless conversations of ‘I dunno, what do you want to do?’ bouncing back and forth. I’ve no idea how people function like that! I firmly believe someone needs to take charge! But I don’t want it to be me, in a relationship. If I want something, I’ll ask for it. But I hate being hounded into making a choice.” 
 
    She started getting agitated as she spoke, speaking with her hands as she vented some pent up frustrations. “All they ever saw was the warrior, the guard, the lady, my strength. Never really me. They weren’t interested in seeing anything other than what they wanted to see. I want to relax in a relationship, I don’t want the burden of control, or choice. I want to be there for the person I love, be the one they depend on, and make them happy.” 
 
    She sighed out in a long exhale, before reaching for my hand once more over the table, grasping it tightly. “I’ve enjoyed letting go with you. Just doing as you ask, relaxing, and just being with you. Enjoying the moment. It’s made me so happy, and I wouldn’t want anything else.” 
 
    Hearing her pour her heart out like that was giddying. So much of what she was saying was singing through my bones. “I totally understand. There’s so many assumptions made for us, which is why I wanted to talk to you about this first. I don’t want to make any assumptions. I want to be sure of your feelings. If you don’t know where your boundaries are, I want you to feel safe to just tell me, when something has gone too far. I’ll keep doing what feels natural, and that may push at your boundaries from time to time. I need to be able to trust in you that if you ever don’t feel comfortable, you’ll speak up. Don’t you dare hesitate to let me know.” I gave her a stern look, and she just gave a soft chuckle, smiling at me. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Oooh, there’s those shivers again. “I do like it when you call me that.” I shared, grinning. She returned the grin. “Something for me to think about for later then, ma’am.” 
 
    “Cheeky. I’m trying to be serious here.” 
 
    “Me too.” She winked, and then cleared her throat before taking another sip. “So please, continue.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose that brings up another good topic. If you’re cheeky, or don’t follow orders like I want you to, I will want to punish you. I like causing pain. There’s a line though, between hurting you, and harming you. I would never harm you. But I can promise, I will hurt you, and I will enjoy it.” 
 
    “So that spanking you gave me wasn’t a ‘once off’ thing. Good to know! I was beginning to wonder, since it hasn’t happened since, and I’ve been deliberately yanking your chain.” She grinned at me, wide and full of mischief. I couldn’t help my laughter, there was something so freeing about her statement, that I felt myself relaxing more. 
 
    “Oh no, definitely not a ‘once off’ thing. In fact, quite light for what I would want to do on a regular basis. I haven’t done it since, because I didn’t want to push the boundary. We hadn’t talked about this yet. While you left me with no doubt you enjoyed it, it was a slip up on my part. You were just so inviting, I couldn’t help myself. That doesn’t happen that often, you know. But if I want to do it regularly, I need to have your consent.” 
 
    “Well, if that’s all that’s stopping you…” She stood up at attention, cleared her throat, and gave me a very serious look. I could see the smile twitching at the corners of her lips. She spoke to me very formally. “I consent to your abuse. Please proceed to spank me.” 
 
    We both started to laugh. “You tool.” I told her through the giggles. She just grinned at me, still laughing. “Sit your cheeky butt back down! I get the feeling I’m going to have a lot of trouble disciplining you.” 
 
    “Oh hush! Don’t act like you’re not looking forward to it.” 
 
    “That’s beside the point!” I protested. “There’s the principle of the thing. You will respect my authority!” We descended into giggles again. 
 
    When it subsided, finally, she spoke once more. “Was that all that was on your mind?”  
 
    “There is one more thing. Aside from detail work, obviously. Which will come with time, we don’t need to discuss that right now. I suppose, the last thing on my list is how you feel about restraints? We haven’t tried it yet, but the idea of restraining you, to the point where you can’t move without my help, is very erotic to me.” Just picturing it in my mind brought heat to my body, so I let it show in my gaze as I watched her.  
 
    I saw her blush, but she didn’t shy away. She met my gaze, and her own began to heat up, her eyes brightening as she bit her lip. I guess my emotions are pretty strong then, for her to react that way. Very good to know. She started to glow softly once more, just like she had at the underground lake. 
 
    “I’d be very interested to try it. I’ve never been bound before.” she said in a husky tone. “It might be fun, with you.” She reached out once more to touch my hand, stroking my fingers. She looked so inviting, and a very big part of me wanted to take her right now, to hell with safety or boundaries. We both wanted each other, but I wasn’t ready to be completely intimate just yet. There was one more thing. Well, actually, a few more, but one right now that was the most important.  
 
    “Good to know, but I want you to consider something first. I want you to think upon a safe word. A word you’d never use in everyday conversation, and definitely not in the bedroom. So, things like ‘stop’ or ‘no’ don’t work. They can be fun to use in the bedroom, so try for something completely strange to you. But still easy enough to remember at the drop of a hat. Basically, whenever you feel your boundaries are being stretched too far, or you don’t like what’s happening to you. If you use this word, I’ll stop whatever I’m doing, and we can talk about why you felt the need to use it. Ideally, I’d like you to never have to use it at all, but this is a safeguard. Think it over, and you can tell me in the morning what you’ve chosen.” 
 
    “Alright, I will. Does that mean we’re done talking?” She looked at me, full of mischief. “Yes, we’re done for now.” I replied dryly. “Good!” She stood up, taking my hand with her and dragged me to the bedroom. So unwillingly, I might add. “You may not be ready to go full out, but that doesn’t mean I can’t touch you.” She told me.  
 
    
    	 When we entered the bedroom, I pulled out of her grip, grasping her wrists instead. “You’re right, no reason I can’t touch you. But I don’t think I trust you enough to hold back.” I pushed her onto the bed, her nightshirt billowing slightly as her butt hit the mattress. She waved a hand in front of her, daintily. “Who, me? How can you not trust me?” She gave me her best cheeky, but innocent gaze.  
 
   
 
    I was having none of that tonight. Cyrene’s glow was getting brighter, and she had a very inviting look on her face, which I returned with my own predatory grin. I crawled on top of her, forcing her to scoot backwards up the bed until she connected with the headboard. When she reached up to kiss me, I grabbed both of her arms by the wrists, and attached the cuffs with magic to the headboard, above her head, and out of my way. 
 
    “Hey! That’s cheating!” I laughed at her indignation, even more so, when she started to pout. She looked so gorgeous, hair tousled, her clothing askew, and tied up on the bed. “I don’t trust you.” I said smugly. “You’re a bit too frisky, and I don’t want to do any more than what I want to do, tonight.”  
 
    The look Cyrene was giving me was half aroused, half frustrated. I grinned and slid off the bed gracefully, before turning my back to her as I stepped away towards the end of the bed. Slowly, I moved my hand up to the zip at the back of the dress, and began to pull it down. The grumbling instantly quietened.  
 
    I slid the dress off first one shoulder, before turning my head to check on her. Winking, I slid the dress down off my other shoulder, holding it up with my arms across my chest. Cyrene tugged at her restraints, but it was useless. I chuckled again, my grin very wide as I teased her further by dropping the dress to my hips. I have wide hips, so the dress fell in soft folds there, halting its progress to the floor.  
 
    Slowly, I hooked my thumbs into the fabric and ran my fingers around my hips. Before slowly inching it downwards, revealing the top of my thong. As soon as the fabric slid down around my ankles, I turned to look at Cyrene once more. She was rubbing her thighs together while watching me, heat in her eyes, her cheeks flushed as her eyes devoured me.  
 
    Reaching up, I ran a hand along my pony tail, before flicking it over my shoulders, exposing my back and the clasp of my black lace bra. I rolled my shoulders a bit, before moving my hands up to undo the clasp. When the clasp was undone, I held an arm across my chest as I slid the straps slowly off of my shoulders one at a time.  
 
    My grin just kept getting wider as I saw what my actions were doing to my poor little pet. I turned partially, so she could see that the only thing keeping my chest hidden was my arm holding the thin fabric in place. She made a small, mewing noise. My grin widened. I turned my back to her once more, and raised my right arm. I pulled out my black negligee from my hidden storage, as if plucking it from thin air, and then dropped the bra to the floor. 
 
    Still keeping my back to her, I pulled the fabric over my head and down my body, so that it just brushed the tops of my thighs, kissing the bands of my stockings. There was some more mewing noises coming from behind me. More high pitched, slightly edgy.  
 
    I turned around then, and stalked back to the head of the bed, before placing one high heeled foot on the bed. This put her face in perfect view of exactly what she wasn’t getting, as I leaned forward to start slowly rolling down my stocking. She fought her restraints harder. As I neared the ankle, I gracefully removed my foot from the bed, and bent it back behind me as I deftly removed the last piece of stocking, and my shoe in one swift movement.  
 
    I then walked around the bed to the other side, and placed my other high heeled leg on the bed, and proceeded to do it again, in slow motion. The mewing noises became frustrated growls.  
 
    “Aww, does my little pet want to play?” I purred at her sweetly. A growl was the only response. Once more I deftly removed the stocking with my heel, letting them fall to the floor where they will. Pulling the sheets down and away from Cyrene, made sure she didn’t have anything to twist beneath her bare feet.  
 
    I crawled on to the bed, immediately slipping my body up on top of hers, the heat of our skin burning through the fabric. She writhed under me, trying to get as close as she could, and leaning her face in close to try to kiss me. I tapped her on the nose, and she scrunched it up at me.  
 
    “Uh huh uh, my little Fey. That’s going against my rules. We do this my way. If you’re good, I will pet you, but if you’re bad...”  
 
    It took her a few moments to clear her throat, and she had to lick her lips first before she responded. “Oh, you are such a tease! What did I do to deserve this?” she cried out. I pretended to think, putting my finger to my chin and everything. “Well, there was that one time…”  
 
    She tried to kick me, but I rolled my legs out of reach, grinning. “Cheeky!” Using her prone position, with her legs out to the side as she tried to get at me, I reached around to land a good swat right on her exposed, pantied ass. She squeaked in indignation, glaring at me.  
 
    “I told you I’d spank you. Try not to act so disgruntled. I can tell you like it.” Her blush intensified. I chuckled, fully in my element right now, teasing her, denying her, enjoying having a gorgeous Fey tied up in bed with me. It wasn’t my bed, but I could fix that another time.  
 
    Gripping her ankles tightly, I moved her legs into the air together, the position leaving her quite vulnerable and unable to move. This left me clear to land a few more hard swats against her ass. “Well, since you were baiting me, I think it’s about time I paid you back, don’t you think?” I said sweetly, as I landed a few more, gradually getting harder, making her butt take on a rosy hue around her panty line. She continued to make mewing noises, squeaking each time I landed one on her skin.  
 
    “I believe I had some catching up to do, don’t you?” I asked her casually, as I continued to spank her, despite her wriggling protests. She never got more than an inch of movement though. She made a strangled noise in response, between heavy panting and needy mewing. Her wriggling was getting less now. Once I decided her butt was as rosy as I wanted, I let her legs go. Before she could do more than drop her legs, I was up and pinning her once more, my knee between her legs.  
 
    I caught her gaze, and it was then that I decided to start petting her through her nightshirt, soft touches everywhere. Her neck, her arms, her elbows, belly, thighs. Butterfly kisses where I could reach, and a few more on her lips to help make the fire insider her roar. She kept bucking up against me, trying to use my knee to drive herself over the edge, but I kept it high enough off her skin, so she couldn’t get the pressure she needed.  
 
    My petting was driving her crazy. There were no more coherent words coming from her mouth, not that I needed her to speak anyway. I licked, and kissed, and petted her exactly as I wanted to. Lowering my leg by inches as I continued, giving her that slight increase in pressure against her core.  
 
    Eventually I could feel her bucking wildly against my leg, her panties damp, and her breathing shallow as she tried to go higher. I decided she’d suffered long enough. As she was writhing, I bit into her neck, quick and sharp. I felt her hips edge against me as she cried out in pleasure, before her body collapsed to the mattress. I kissed her lips gently.  
 
    “See, if you play nice, I reward you.” I said smugly, grinning down at her before undoing her cuffs from the bedhead. She was still out of breath, and occasionally I felt a muscle twitch underneath me. She was smiling as she caught her breath, watching me with a lidded, exhausted gaze, her cheeks flushed.  
 
    She whispered softly as she came back to me, “I thought you weren’t ready for intimacy yet.” I smiled down at her. “Oh, that wasn’t intimacy. That was me petting and playing with my pet.” 
 
    Her eyes widened slightly at me, at a loss for words. I put a finger to her lips. “Hush now. Enjoy the moment, and go to sleep. I’ll be here with you.” I pulled the bedsheets up over us, snuggling her into my arms, and turning the lights off with a flick of magic.  
 
    
    	   
 
   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20: Cyrene’s Present 
 
    I stayed with her all night, meditating on and off, while holding her. Every now and then she started to stir, and I became instantly alert once more, watching her for signs that I needed to comfort her. When she cried, I petted her, soothing her when she tossed and turned, and I let her grip me tightly when she needed too. In between these bouts when she was fast asleep, I would read a chapter or two from one of my books. During the moments where she wasn’t plagued by the nightmares, I hoped she was dreaming about better things.  
 
    When the sun peeked through the curtains on Sunday morning, she was deeply asleep in my arms, nestled into my body with her head on my shoulder. In this light I could drink her image in, burning her into my mind forever.  
 
    I waited a bit longer, savouring the moment before I gently crawled out of bed, peeling her off me and tucking her back in, to allow her to get a bit more sleep, if she could. I quietly snuck out of the room and into the kitchen.  
 
    Just as I suspected, the selection was dismal. Good thing I’d brought my own ingredients. I went to work making her a good, hot breakfast, stashing away some food in her fridge and pantry for later. Finishing the quick meal of bacon and eggs, I thought I heard her stirring. So I deftly transferred everything onto a tray, and brought it into the bedroom with me.  
 
    I was rewarded with her sleep ruffled adorableness, as she blinked the sleep from her eyes. The worried look on her face faded away as she saw me, and I knew then that she’d woken up because I’d left her. For some odd reason that made me happy.  
 
    “Morning, little Fey.” I said quietly, bringing in the tray of food to sit on the bed with her.  
 
    “I thought you’d left.” She said, just as quietly. “I promised I’d stay with you, and here I am.” I said reassuringly. “I even come bearing gifts.” Grinning at her, I managed to coax a sleepy smile from her. 
 
    “Thanks, you didn’t have to do that.” came the reply, and then after squinting at the tray, pausing before piping up with, “hey, how did you do that anyway?” It dawned on her that she didn’t have any of these ingredients in her kitchen. I just shrugged and placed the tray more firmly on the bed so I could have my hands free again. 
 
    “Magic of course, how else? Not that it really matters. What matters is that you should eat up. We’re going out in a bit, and you need to be at full strength for that.” She nodded at me and nibbled on some of the bacon. Grinning at her, I snatched a big piece and bit into it happily. 
 
    I started talking about some of the more amusing antics Alistair had gotten up to over the last week, as a way to fill the time. She was quite hungry, so I just let the chatter flow in between my own bites, she seemed happy to just listen. 
 
    Once we’d eaten our fill, I took the tray away and cleaned up in the kitchen, not that I’d go as far as hand washing the dishes. I did stack them in the sink for her though. By the time I was done she’d wandered out in her robe.  
 
    She flashed me an embarrassed look when she saw what I was doing in here, and came over in protest. “You don’t have to do that! You’re my guest, you shouldn’t be tidying up!” I waved her away and gave her a firm look that broached no nonsense.  
 
    “It needs to be done, don’t be silly. Besides I only stacked them, you can still wash them, so no point in fretting over it. Go and sit down.” When she didn’t move, I came over to her and placed an arm around her shoulders, guiding her down to a chair and insisting she sit.  
 
    “Now, how are you feeling?” I asked her quietly, and more gently.  
 
    “Tired, I guess.” she replied, smiling sleepily at me. “But also happy. I have you now.” She said as her hand went to the growing bruise on her neck where I bit her. My heart did a small backflip in my chest.  
 
    I was happy to see her move past her grief, and see that fire I loved in her burn brighter again. “I’m very glad to hear it my little Fey. Now, I’m going to take you out shortly, so go and get changed. Something easy to get out of.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me, and grinned. “Oh really? That eager to get me out of my clothes, this time?” The look she gave me was making my body start to tingle. It seems that now she’s had a taste of it, she wanted more. Well, first things first, no matter what she was offering. 
 
    I chuckled. “Go on, you cheeky thing! I’ll be back to pick you up in an hour. Be sure you’re ready by then!” I shooed her into the bathroom as she laughed, the bright sound lifting my spirits. She’s all mine now. The thought made me ridiculously happy, and I couldn’t help the huge grin from sliding onto my face.  
 
    Once I heard the water running, I made my way back to her living room, and repeated my replacement spell. A small pop preluded the disappearance of her floor, all the way down to my underground tunnel. Jumping in, I landed gracefully, reversed the spell so everything was back in place, and then shifted back to my natural form.  
 
    Running down the tunnels on my stronger legs, I made short work of the journey. Instead of going into the tunnel which would take me into my store, I swung right and headed to my subterranean home to freshen up.  
 
    After a short shower, I flung open the double doors to my wardrobe. This was a nice luxury I indulged in, making an entire room into a personal wardrobe. I had my dresses on one side, while my two piece outfits were on the other side. There was a custom built jewellery alcove at the far end, built around the full length mirror. Shoes neatly stacked three pairs high, lined all three walls, and in the middle of the room was a short leather seat, so I could sit in comfort to put them on.  
 
    I moved to the right where the two pieces are, and started flicking through the coat hangers to find myself a nice two piece swimsuit. Once I found one I liked, I draped it over one arm as I moved to the other side to find an appropriate over dress. Changing quickly, I then made my way through my home to the front door. 
 
    Ascending the stairs, I popped back up into my store, headed out the back, and got the car out. Putting her into gear, it took me almost no time at all to slide to a gentle stop out the front of Cyrene’s. She must have been waiting for me, because the door opened after a few seconds. Her face lit up at the sight of me as she locked up and hurried over.  
 
    “Well hello there, little Fey. Ready?” 
 
    “You know it!” She replied, grinning as she opened the passenger door and settled in. As I was putting the Bugatti into gear, I noticed the same car from yesterday was parked across the road, watching Cyrene’s apartment. Keeping my eyes on it, we pulled away from the curb and out onto the street. The car moved with us. My lips pursed into a thin line as I watched from my rear-view mirror.  
 
    “Called it. They’re following us. It seems we were right, you’re a target, Cyrene.”  
 
    “I can take them.” She replied, her tone feisty. I grinned and petted her thigh quickly. “I know you can, but if you don’t have to, you shouldn’t. We’re heading back to mine for the moment, so either way they’ll know we are connected once we arrive. Though, if they try to get at you inside my home, they’ll only live long enough, to regret it.”  
 
    We shared a predatory grin as we drove along the streets, and the car never left my rear view. It didn’t take me long to get us home, so I pulled into the private parking area which couldn’t be viewed from the street, and let the engine idle. Sure enough, we saw our tail drive past the entryway, and keep going, looking for a parking space.  
 
    We waited a few more minutes, but when nothing happened I relaxed. “Well, now we know they are following you, how’d you feel about giving them a run for their money?” I asked Cyrene. “How so?” She countered, a mischievous look on her rounded face, her green eyes sparkling at the idea of causing some grief.  
 
    “Well, I propose we go and see the sights of Arrana.” 
 
    “Oh? Just how many should we see today?” 
 
    “All of them.” I grinned at her as I put the car back into gear once more, and drove out of the parking lot, heading towards the waterfront first. Right on cue, the car slid into place behind us, keeping it’s distance.  
 
    I took Cyrene out for steak and chips on the waterfront, before showing her more sights at the zoo, a few interesting exhibits in the museum, the best hidden karaoke bar this side of the river. Each time we went somewhere new, the car was behind us.  
 
    Each time we stopped for a bite, or to enjoy the scenery, the car was parked within view. So, we made a day out of it by going to every place I knew of, in as random a pattern as possible, to see just how determined our tail really was.  
 
    It was nearly seven in the evening when we finally stopped, parking the Bugatti in her snug garage. Cyrene and I had had a blast! She was all smiles with me, if a little tired by how much running around we’d done all day.  
 
    “So, I mentioned to you yesterday that I had something to show you today.” I started. 
 
    “I think you’ve shown me plenty!” She replied, laughing.  
 
    “Well, this is the last one for today, I promise.” She gave me a look that told me plainly that she didn’t believe me for a minute, but was willing to humour me. I took her hand and lead her towards the small door by the garages. “This way!” 
 
    I went through first, pulling her across the threshold, closing the door quietly behind us. “What’s over here?” She asked me.  
 
    “Something I’ve been wanting to show you ever since I figured out what type of Fey you were.” I answered. Looming above us, over the rooftops, was a crescent shaped cliff face, the curve of Arrana’s Shield.  
 
    “This part of Arrana is a bit of a secret, really.” I explained as we walked through the trees which had grown between my shop and the Shield. In the twilight, with the velvet blue sky, a ribbon on the horizon and the stars out, it felt almost unearthly. Here, the ground rises steeply to form a giant cliff side, only to come to a sudden drop at it’s apex. My store was backed by memories of a bygone age, right at the base of the Shield. 
 
    “What’s the secret?” She asked me. “Well, you’ll see. Just follow me.” I said smugly. She huffed out an exasperated breath of air, but I heard the chuckle which followed.  
 
    “So then, can you at least explain to me why we’re here, and how this peak came to be? It doesn’t look natural.” Cyrene asked as we wandered through the historical paths.  
 
    “During the Magic War, many powerful beings were caught in deep, violent conflict. Lots of anger, fuelled by misunderstandings, and entitled attitudes. One of those battlegrounds was just beyond where the Shield is now. Two great forces of magic met there, throwing bolt after curse at each other, in an attempt to destroy their opponents. Their final blasts happened to meet head on, and the resulting explosion of magic caused the earth to shatter, and move like a tidal wave around the sphere of their magic’s. The heat of the blast caused the earth to become malleable, but the frigidness of the winter air made that a short lived experience. The Shield is a testimony to that battle.” 
 
    “Wow. That must have been a massive amount of magic to do that!”  
 
    “Uh huh. Considering the Shield is large enough to protect the entire back half of the city, should we ever be in another war situation, I’d say massive is within the ballpark.” 
 
    We walked ever closer to the base of the Shield, until it rose above us and disappeared into the sky, the top no longer visible from where we stood in the deepening darkness. Cyrene gave me a quizzical look, as there was nothing to see here except a very steep incline of rock, moss and various grasses spotted with wildflowers. These were nothing more than grey shapes in the fading light, though. 
 
    Before we continued, there was something I needed to know first.  “So tell me, Cyrene. Have you thought about what we talked about earlier?” Picking one of the wildflowers which grew on the Shield’s wall, I twisted it between my fingers to give me something else to look at. 
“We’ve talked about many things, you’re going to have to be more specific.” She quipped.  
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her before replying. “Regarding your safe word, around me.” 
 
    “Oh that. Why are you asking me this now?” 
 
    “Because, little Fey, your answer dictates just how much of the Shield’s secrets I reveal to you tonight.” She scrunched up her nose at me in an adorable expression of exasperation. She seemed to think about it for a moment, her eyes gazing into the distance, not really seeing anything.  
 
    I started to pluck the petals off my flower, one by one as I waited patiently. Then she turned back to me. “Can this one be temporary?” I shrugged a shoulder. “If you like. A safe word can evolve, as we do. As long as we’re both comfortable with it.” 
 
    She nodded, more to herself than to show me she’d heard my words. “I have given some thought to this already. I was thinking of using ‘Chardonnay’, since I don’t drink white wine. I can even use this in public with you, when I feel uncomfortable.” She smiled at me.  
 
    It’s actually quite a clever word. I approve. Nodding my head with a small smile on my lips, I accepted her suggestion. “Very well, we’ll use Chardonnay. For now.”  
 
    She grinned at me. “Glad that’s sorted! Now, you promised me secrets.”  
 
    I huffed a little, trying to keep my laughter inside. Laughing right now would ruin my plans. “Alright. Tell me, what do you see?” I asked her instead.  
 
    She gave me a weird look, clearly puzzled, but she looked back at the Shield once more. Even went so far as to step closer and try to touch it. Her hand rested on solid rock. Then she looked back at me, like I was being weird. 
 
    “Okay...there's rock here. Grass. Dirt.” She gave her arms an exasperated wave. “What am I supposed to be looking at?” I stepped up beside her, and took her hand in mine. She stepped closer to me, clearly confused but willing to listen. 
 
    “Do you see the fireflies? Look, they’re hovering in patches.” 
 
    She looked, squinting, and I watched her face as she saw them finally. There were pockets of fireflies all over the Shield, not quite visible unless you were looking for them, because the angle was so sheer, but they were there, all the same. It was quite a beautiful effect, fireflies on the sheer cliff that disappeared into the clouds. Clouds which were now shades of grey in a black sky, as night descended and twilight went to sleep. 
 
    “They’re very beautiful. Is this what we came out here to see?” Wary, cautious. That’s what I got from her right now. I smiled at her, and then took a step to the side, and took the step that would take me through the wall, dragging her with me. She only had a moment to gasp before she fell through the pocket of magic, and into the small cave concealed within the Shield. 
 
    I took her stunned silence as an opening, and turned to face her, smiling gently. “This is also a result of the magic war.” She was looking around her in awe, taking in the small pockets of fireflies within the cave too. They lit up the sides like a small glowing trail, reflecting off the calcified columns beautifully. 
 
    “What was that? How did I not even sense this?” She exclaimed in surprise. 
 
    “The Shield is only a by-product of intense destructive magic colliding with equally powerful magic. The blast created and solidified the Shield, but inside it are pockets of that same magic, which have created holes in the Shield. This cave is one of them. You couldn't see it, because the pocket of magic keeps it hidden. To those who don’t know these exist, they don’t, and they will never find them.” 
 
    “This entire cliff is riddled with hidden magic pockets. Some merely cloaked, others a lot more dangerous. My family found several little pockets like this one, but I thought this would be the most interesting to you.” She looked shocked. 
 
    “How did you even know it was here in the first place?” She asked me. 
 
    “Ah, well... if you focus your magic into a point in front of you, you can actually feel where the cave entrance is. I’ve also been here plenty of times, so I know it’s ten paces straight from the large rock we passed in here.” 
 
    She shook her head at me, smiling. “You are amazing Zelena.” I gave a small laugh. “I know, now come along. What we’re here for, is deeper in.” I guided her down the path of the fireflies, and before long we emerged into the main cave itself. 
 
    Cyrene’s eyes went wide with joy. The entire cave room was one large underground lake, and there were more of the fireflies here, drawn to their source of water, their light glowing through the place like starlight and magic. 
 
    “Oh my lords, this is at least twice as large as the man-made lake in the park! It’s gorgeous!” I enjoyed her happiness. 
 
    “Tell me, is this what you were sensing, but couldn’t find?” I smiled at her, pleased with myself. When her only response was a nod, I continued with, “Well then, if this place is ‘yours’, you’d better claim it.” 
 
    “Oh Zelena...” She breathed, and then suddenly she was in my arms, kissing me, and I melted inside, kissing her back just as passionately, holding her close. When she pulled back I was a little dazed and disappointed. She just stared at my eyes in happiness. “Would you mind if I took a dip now?” she asked shyly. 
 
    This made me laugh. “Not at all, you go right ahead and enjoy. That is what we’re here for, after all.” She turned away, but paused for a second, turning her head back to me. “You know, you really should keep your real eyes out more. They are so much prettier than your human eyes.” Then she turned away and started stripping. She made sure to put every piece of clothing carefully down so they wouldn’t get damaged, which I definitely approved off. 
 
    I let my red eyes replace the human set, and the cave suddenly brightened. It was still eerily beautiful, but the water took on a smoky opacity, and the walls were no longer black and brown, but a shimmering creamy yet tawny colour, the fireflies making golden swirls of magic in their wake. I could see everything perfectly, and I wondered if now she would show me her own true form. How much should I show her of mine? 
 
    While I was lost in thought, Cyrene had been busy removing her clothes. One by one, she laid her garments on the floor in neat folded bundles right next to her shoes, before she looked over her shoulder at me and grinned. She started to glide into the black, mirrored water, creating small cascading waves around her that rippled until they reached the fireflies to the sides. She stopped once the water reached the middle of her calves, and half turned towards me. 
 
    “Aren’t you coming in?” she teased. I raised an eyebrow at her. “Isn’t it a private thing?” I countered. She shrugged her shoulder, and her gaze took on a more heated look as she watched me. “If that’s really what you thought, then why are you still staring at me?” Well, she had me there. 
 
    My eyes roamed over her skin in the light of the fireflies, and even in this twilight she still looked sun-kissed. Her hair was so long that the ends trailed tantalisingly just at the apex of her buttocks, tempting and teasing as it swayed with her movements in beautiful beach waves. She'd tucked it behind her long elvish ears and her golden hoops were on display this time. She turned to face me, and crooked her finger at me with a very seductive smile on her soft lips, her sea green eyes twinkling at me. 
 
    “I’m waiting to see what you really look like.” I replied, honestly. I’d never had a look at the true form of a water kindred, so I was curious and hungry to see more of Cyrene now. She laughed, and it echoed through the cavern. “Well then, I’ll take that as a compliment!” She responded, and then ran both her hands through her hair, teasing me by showing off her gorgeous body to me. Except, something was changing. 
 
    As she moved, her skin rippled, which was to be expected when a Fey changed their form. In it’s wake, her skin appeared to shimmer in the light, from both the reflective glow of the fireflies, and also it seemed to come from an inner light source. This soft inner glow was transforming her colouring to a gemstone intensity, which was breathtaking.  
 
    I caught the pattern of scales down her sides. They were iridescent, and scattered a rainbow look wherever the light caught, gone the instant she moved, and they were no longer under a direct flash. 
 
    Her arms were suddenly graced by two long fins running from wrist to elbow, which was slightly hampered due to the cuffs. It didn’t look like it was bothering her, though. She also had a matching set at the back of her knee down to her ankles. The pair on her legs had a longer trail, and those now floated on the lake’s surface around her, like a mini train. They were coral pink and tipped in sharp looking spines. 
 
    Turning to face me, Cyrene showed off her body to me, the rainbow scales along the edges of her breasts shimmering in the light. I noticed that she has coral pink nipples, matching her lips and fins. She smiled at me with confidence as she stepped backwards deeper into the lagoon, the waves rolling around her hips as she sank further, still watching me. Her hair spread out around her, and now it had truly taken on a more literal gold colour. It sparkled in the light, just like the precious metal. 
 
    I couldn’t say no to this woman, not now. So I stripped out of my dress with the same care as she had, and then walked towards the lake to follow her in.  
 
    I shifted into my in-between form, not quite ready yet to show her my full Drider form. As I walked towards her, my skin rippled and my natural blue tones emerged. My ears grew longer and more pointed, similar to Cyrene’s. I kept the human shape and standard number of limbs, and I kept only my front two eyes out, keeping my fangs retracted for now. 
 
    It was gratifying to see the look of wonder on her face as she watched my own transformation, and I could see her mind working through all the various Fey she knew about, to try and place me. She wouldn't be able to, but this would have to do for now.  
 
    I stalked towards her and waded into the lake, shivering slightly at it’s cool temperature, before gliding up to my Fey woman. She reached out a hand to run her fingers through my silky midnight hair, before reaching out to cup my cheek. “You’re truly beautiful, Zelena.” she breathed, as if by speaking too loudly she might break this moment. 
 
    I smiled down at her and then pulled her into my arms, before kicking off the bottom of the lake and propelling us towards the centre, where neither of us could touch the floor. She squeaked at me and then giggled, clinging to me and taking the excuse to nuzzle at my neck, which only made my already tingling body feel like it was on fire. Maybe it was, because Cyrene felt very warm in this form of hers. Almost hot to the touch. 
 
    “I’m surprised by just how warm you are!” I spoke, softly so as to not surprise her or echo. She grinned up at me, still in my arms and treading water slowly, her lower fins taking most of the task of keeping us upright and moderately still as we floated, surrounded by fireflies. 
 
    “That’s because I absorb the sun’s heat for my strength. I’m a Triton Maiden, hadn’t you figured it out yet?” She smiled at me, and my eyes were drawn to her soft lips, just the same shade as her fins, I noted. I ran my fingers through her truly golden mane, and marvelled at how the water seemed to add to the golden effect, yet it remained the softest thing I’d ever touched, including my own silk. 
 
    “No I hadn’t, but that explains so much!” I exclaimed. Then I thought about it. “But, why would you feel bonded to an underground lake?” She shrugged. “There must be a reason. Maybe it’s because I feel such a strong connection to you, Zelena. You are a shadier Fey than I.” She gave me a cheeky grin, so I flicked water at her in revenge.  
 
    “Oi!”  
 
    “I’m not shady! I prefer the term ‘neutral’, thank you very much.”  
 
    “Ok, whatever. Neutral, then. Either way, you’re not a light Fey, and you can’t deny it.”  
 
    “True.” I conceded, reaching out a hand to trace the length of her ears. She had small fins along the underside, which was quite beautiful. They too, were coral pink, dusted with a golden sheen of scales.  
 
    “Does this mean you glow because you’re light Fey then?” I teased. She blushed, the rose staining her cheeks much starker against her glowing, sun kissed skin. “Er...no...That’s a more specific trait. I glow...when I’m aroused.” My eyebrows shot up at that. 
 
    “Really? But, I haven’t seen you glow before.” 
 
    “That’s because my power is weaker here than in the Fey world. Until I bond with my source of strength, the water, I won’t be as strong as I should be. In human form, I never glow. When I drop my glamour, it shows. The intensity has a lot to do with my connection to the water, and my emotions.”  
 
    “How very interesting. Little Fey, now that you’re mine, I’m going to have to insist you show me your true form a lot more often.” I gave her a knowing grin, and she blushed, but stopped ducking her head shyly.  
 
    “So, now you know what I am, how about you tell me what you are.” she asked, emboldened by our closeness. I felt a sliver of panic for a moment, before I managed to squish it down.  
 
    I tapped her on the nose, causing her to scrunch up her face at me. Grinning, I replied with, “no. Not yet little Fey.” 
 
    “Why not?” She huffed. “I’ve shown you mine. Now, show me yours!” 
 
    “It’ll be more fun if you figure it out. And, I’ve given you a very good way to figure it out.” I replied, smugly.  
 
    “No fair! I’ve never seen a blue humanoid Fey before, how am I supposed to find out what you are?” 
 
    “Research?” I offered, teasingly. She gave me an annoyed look. I responded with a grin of my own.  
 
    
    	 “Lots of...personal...research,” I said teasingly, as I ran my hands over her body. “You know, I’ve never completely lost enough control to shift involuntarily before, but you're always welcome to try.” I smiled at her. The look in her eyes told me that she was taking the challenge seriously.  
 
   
 
    “Think you can make me lose control, little Fey?” 
 
    “Oh, I think I’m more than capable.” She replied, her glow increasing slightly, seductive mischief in her deep sea green eyes, as she drew me closer in for a kiss. A long, passionate kiss, as we floated in the waters, surrounded by the light of the fireflies.  
 
    I caressed my hand down her back, until I reached her strong, firm buttocks, grasping her cheek tightly, slightly digging my nails in, making her squeak against me, without ever breaking our kiss. I felt her hands caressing the back of me, slightly fiddling at the top of my bikini, which is when I pushed away with a seductive smile on my face.  
 
    “Uh huh uh, it’s not going to be that easy, little Fey. You want this off, you’re going to have to work for it.”  I giggled slightly at the thought of making her wait, yet again. She humphed at me, slightly cross, but there was excitement in her eyes. “And what would I need to do to get the top off?”  
 
    “How well can you stay afloat with just your legs?”  
 
    She looked down at me. “I’m a Triton Maiden! That’s an insulting question!” She replied, indignantly.  
 
    “Not at all, I simply need to know exactly where your limits are. I’d hate to break you before I’d had a chance to play with you.” 
 
    “Well, I can swim perfectly fine with just my legs. Not that it matters too much, since I can breathe underwater just as easily.” I felt my lips spread in a predatory grin once more. “Good. Well then, if you want the top off, we’re going to have to make it a reward for you. And the price, is going to be your arms. Are you willing to float?” 
 
    She looked at me, heat in her eyes, and curious glee at the prospect of what was to come. “Hmm...Well, I’m game.” 
 
    “Good! Turn around.” 
 
    She turned around silently, and I kicked towards her once more, wrapping my arms around her from behind, caressing the front of her torso, letting my sharp nails drift slightly over the swell of her breasts, down her sides, over her buttocks. Grabbing her arms, I used the cuffs magic to link them together behind her. Once that was accomplished, I twisted her around so she was facing me again.  
 
    Having her completely at my mercy now, I gave her a deep, passionate kiss. The more helpless she was, the more she aroused me. I used my legs to control her movement as I pushed slightly off her to give us some space, just enough so she could look, but not touch me. “There’s a good pet.” I purred.  
 
    She blinked at me, slightly dazed, her glow becoming brighter the longer this went on. Her eyes were locked onto my lips, as she bit hers in anticipation. 
 
    Seductively, I pulled my arms behind me, letting my hair fall around my shoulders as I smiled at her. “Do you want me to take it off now?” She nodded, licking her lips. “Well then,” I gently turned around. “I’ll let you...if you can untie it without using your hands.”  
 
    It took a second or two before she figured out exactly what was going on, and then I felt the water move as she swam forward, tugging at the strings with her teeth. It was so enjoyable having this control over her.  
 
    She worried at the strings for a few minutes, working them looser and looser with her tongue and teeth, until they finally fell away from my back to float in the water. I heard a swish in the water, and saw her fast movement as she tried to swim to my front. I stared at her beautiful fins as they moved gracefully through the water, winking in the light, looking almost like a tail, and moving faster than I ever could.  
 
    She was about to reach my breasts, when I caught her right in front of me, cupping her face in my hands and deftly foiling her attempts to reach them. “Very well done! I think that deserves a kiss.” I brought her face up to mine and kissed her again, knowing full well she wanted my breasts, rather than my lips. I could see the light behind my closed eyes as I kissed her, and her skin grew hot under my touch. 
 
    As I kissed her, I pulled the fabric of my bikini top away from my body, finally letting her feel my skin on hers, before letting go and pushing backwards so I could float on top of the water. I could see the heat in her eyes as she floated slightly away from where I was. It was such a wonderful aphrodisiac for me. “Well, what are you waiting for? I thought you wanted me? If you can get me high enough, I might even let you get rid of the bikini bottoms.”  
 
    With a grin, she kicked off towards me with those powerful legs of hers. Even bound, she had such precision and control here in the water, which she was able to manoeuvre her body to slide up against mine, before her mouth closed over one nipple. Her tongue began doing magical things to me. I could feel her tongue caressing the swell of my breast, licking the tip of my nipple, moving from soft to hard, to fierce, until it was as hard as rock, at which point she turned to the other one, and repeated the process.  
 
    I held her head in place, moving it as I wanted, increasing the sensitivity, guiding her to exactly where I wanted her tongue the most. I wanted to make it last a while, but she had such an effect on me, and I had been playing with her for days now. I quickly felt the need rise to a fever pitch inside me. I manoeuvred her head from my breasts down my belly, down to my centre.  
 
    I pushed my thumbs through the bands at my hips, and used my nails to simply cut the fabric away from me, giving her full access to where I needed her the most. She gently draped her tongue across my outer lips, licking ever so softly.  Caressing slowly, building me up even more. Then she moved to my inner lips, flicking between the folds, moving steadily to my clit, which was fully sensitised.  
 
    She kept driving me higher and higher, with every twirl of her tongue, that I could barely take it anymore. Grabbing a tighter hold of her hair, I pressed her head down on my clit, forcefully pushing her face firmly against my body. She flicked her tongue, and sucked, working at it with enthusiasm and skill. Finally, after what felt like forever, hanging on the edge of bliss, I could take no more, her efforts bringing me to a screaming orgasm.  
 
    As I rode the waves, her tongue kept going, never letting up so long as I held her head tight, to where I wanted it. And since my muscles had locked, I didn’t move her away, so the sensual torture continued. 
 
    The soft feel of her golden mane in my hand, sparkling as it slid over my own sky blue skin, giving me full control over her bound body, helped drive me higher. As I peaked, and peaked again, my body spasmed from over stimulation, until I finally pulled her by the hair away from me, riding the last wave off the cliff.  
 
    She gasped and watched me with a lidded gaze as she broke through the surface, a pleased expression on her beautiful face. I laid back and floated, eyes closed for a moment to enjoy the glow, my hand still entangled in her hair. 
 
    “That was very good, my pet. I think you deserve a reward for that.” I pulled her close by her hair, bringing her lips forcefully against mine, tasting myself as I did so. I used my other hand to grip her butt tightly, nails scoring across her sensitive skin, feeling the outline of her small scales at her hips.  
 
    She started to mew again deep in her throat, and I took that as my cue. I quickly snaked a finger inside of her. Using my thumb to rub at her clit as my middle finger caressed her inside, I petted and stroked her until her mewing noises increased in urgency. Then, after inserting another finger, I started pumping my hand into her, hard and fast.  
 
    As a wicked afterthought, I moved my thumb away from her clit and nicked her skin just above the mound with my nail, to drive her overboard with a flooding of sensations. At the same time I kissed and bit at her lips, to her moans of pleasure. I could feel her bucking against me and grinding down on my hand, more frantic after the small dose of pain I’d given her.  
 
    The glow she was emitting was bouncing off the cave walls now, refracting around the calcite towers, creating a rainbow of colours. It took mere moments before she peaked herself, glowing so brightly her form was lost for a moment in the explosion of colourful light. Her sea green eyes became a neon green spear in the midst of corals, golds, and bright light. The pulse of light hit every corner of the cave, right down to the depths of the water below us.  
 
    She kept riding my hand in lust, crying out her pleasure as she arched her back, exposing her pert breasts for me to suckle on, spasming around me in glorious light and heat, until she was thoroughly spent. The light faded quickly to a small luminosity as she collapsed against me. I caught her and cradled her close to me while she was lost in the euphoric haze I’d brought her. 
 
    
    	 Gently, I held her in my arms as I floated us back to the edge of the water so we could bask in the glow for a few minutes, lying on the soft sand. Snuggling in close, we held each other like that for quite a bit, as we slowly came back to earth. The sounds of the waters slowly stilling once more around us was comforting, relaxing.  
 
   
 
    Cyrene’s glow slowly leaked away, leaving her back with her normal, but beautiful colouring. Stroking her face gently, I moved a strand of her golden mane behind one elongated ear, rubbing my thumb across her cheekbone. Her eyelashes fluttered for a moment before she captured me in that gorgeous sea green gaze of hers. They were still bright from our activity, and the smile she gave me was a very satisfied one.  
 
    “Still in the land of the living, I see.” I teased her, gently. She chuckled from her prone position. “That was definitely an experience!” She agreed.  
 
    “What was that blinding light at the end, Cyrene? That felt more powerful than just sexual release. Tell me, did you bond with the lake in that moment?” I asked, curious and excited at the same time. She nodded her head at me, a big grin on her face. “Yup. I’ve claimed this place as my own. It speaks to my heart, like you do.” 
 
    She reached up to touch my face, her body softly glowing once more as she stared into my deep red eyes. I couldn’t help it, I was drawn in by her gaze, so I gave in. Leaning down, I kissed her once more, the glow behind my closed eyes intensified as she started to shine again underneath me. For now, I was content to be a slave to my instincts, and enjoy the moment with her. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was sometime later when Cyrene finally fell into a deep, exhausted sleep, a small smile on her face as she rested on the beach once more. I prodded her on the arm to see if I could wake her, but all I got was a grumble, before she sank back down again, blissfully unaware of her surroundings.  
 
    Well, we both needed to get home. There were things we had to do, so we couldn’t just spend the night here. Well, I couldn’t. I’m sure she’d have no problems, but while this was good enough for some fun, it’s not what I call comfortable meditation. There’s no real cosy nooks here to get comfy in.  
 
    Just in case, I placed a light sleeping spell on Cyrene, sending her deeper into her dreams so that she wouldn’t wake from my picking her up. I shifted into my natural form, before picking her up, and draping her gently over my back. I secured her with a sling made from my silk, and checked to make sure she wouldn’t accidentally slide off. Then, I vanished our clothes before taking off around the edge of the lagoon, heading for the darkened archway on the other side, and into my underground tunnel system. 
 
    I took her to my den first, so I could go up the staircase which opened up into the human study area of my shop in Arrana. Emerging from the trap door in my natural form, I made sure that Cyrene didn’t bump her head as I exited the small tunnel. I made my way up the stairs and through the living room, to the guest bedroom, before I gently removed the silk sling, and took her in my arms again.  
 
    I tucked her into the bed, before shifting to my blue in-between form once more. Alistair was waiting for me on the bedside table. Did she see the lagoon? He asked me. I nodded at him as I slid under the sheets to snuggle up against her, holding her in my arms. She cuddled in closer on her own, in her sleep. My heart fluttered. 
 
    Alistair hopped from the side table to my pillow, and settled himself down for the night. Pulling in a book, I plucked it from thin air and settled down to read, watching over Cyrene. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21: Arnold’s Potion 
 
      
 
    When Cyrene woke up we enjoyed a nice cooked breakfast together, before she asked to stay on and continue her research into Wraiths. I took the first shower, since I still needed to open up shop today, and I felt we had enough trust between us to leave her to her own devices upstairs while I went to work.  
 
    Alistair joined me downstairs, and I opened up my shop at the usual time of nine o’clock. Being Monday, I was hoping to see a steady trickle of customers, even if it was for the more mundane sales.  
 
    It was already an hour later, and no one had come by yet, but I was still hopeful. I took up the seat by the window and sipped my morning coffee as I watched people coming and going in the busy market street.  
 
    I’d been mulling over what I’d learned from my library over the weekend, and my head was still lost in thought when the store phone rang, jerking me out and back into reality. I swivelled my chair around to pick up the phone. 
 
    “Good morning, you’ve reached La Lividum, how may I be of assistance?” 
 
    “Is that you, Zelena?” Came the male voice over the phone. It sounded familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it just yet. Too damn early for phone calls, in my opinion. “This is Zelena, and who am I speaking to?” I replied. 
 
    “It’s Arnold. I’ve rung to arrange an appointment.” Ahhh, now I remember. The cheap rapist. Sounds like he did have the balls after all. Go figure. “Arnold, what a pleasure.” Yeah right, I thought. “So, I assume you have all the ingredients ready then?” I asked him, working to keep the scorn from my voice. My morning was taking a sour turn, and it was only ten. Ugh.  
 
    "Of course I do. Are you able to make it?” Honestly, does a duck swim? Of course I could make it. I had to work to keep the irritation from showing in my voice, but I indulged a bit by glaring at the phone. "Of course. When are you available to do this?” I asked. 
 
    “I need this done as soon as possible, but I need your utmost discretion, do you understand?” Arnold asked me. Oh I understood. Creepy bastard. Maybe his love interest was leaving the city. That would make a fine mess of things, if he lost her and the potion’s potency wore off before he could drug her. I grinned at the thought. “I think I can accommodate that. Come by at six, after closing time, and you and I can work in private.” 
 
    “Agreed. Until six, then.” And then he hung up. Rude, and creepy. But then, I didn’t expect anything more out of him, really. I really didn’t like the guy, but killing customers is bad for business, no matter how horrible they were. Unless... another client was paying me to do it, then that was business. 
 
    The day went by without too much trouble, just ordinary people buying ordinary remedies, ointments and various potions, but nothing much else happened for the rest of the day. My new best customers Mr. Pedacki and Rackdur came by for some additional fun. Rackdur dropped in this morning, and the afternoon produced a grumpy Mr. Pedacki. Easy money and nothing lethal. So far anyway, so Baelin shouldn’t bother me too much. I was able to close up at five without any problems. 
 
    I took a moment to prepare for Arnold’s arrival, mostly mentally so I didn’t kill him before I got my money. That man grated on my every nerve, so I wanted him out of my way as quickly as possible. Switching the sign to closed, I left the door unlocked for my appointment. 
 
    “Customer!” The doorbell shrieked at six o’clock, right on schedule.  
 
    He entered the store looking dishevelled from the rain which was still falling, and was wearing a very seedy trench coat, large dark glasses and a big floppy hat. Well, there's something that practically screams "I'm a shady creep”, I thought, and quickly plastered on my polite professional expression. He promptly shook the excess water off his hat, and all over my lovely burgundy Baroque recliner by the door, before stepping inside properly.  
 
    I debated if I should overcharge him, just for that. What a shame we’d already discussed pricing! I walked out in front of the counter, leaning against it and folding my arms under my chest as I waited for him to sort himself out, and come to me. Even if he was inclined to be a bit dramatic, he was still a client, and he worked for a loyal customer of mine, unfortunately. As he approached, my smile widened slightly, and I decided to get this over with as quickly as possible. 
 
    "I would say good evening, but that would be pointless.” I said. 
 
    He kept his dark shades on, even though I’d not yet lit the gothic chandelier hanging from the middle of the ceiling, and the various wall mounted lamps scattered through the place. The only light in use was above the counter. So, the only reason he kept those ridiculous glasses on was so no one would recognize him coming here, but at least he hung his trench coat on the coat rack before entering properly. 
 
    "You can take those off Arnold, there’s no one else here." I grinned at his obvious discomfort, as he quickly shoved the glasses into a pocket with exaggerated annoyance. Hard to be mister tall dark and mysterious if someone blows your cover. 
 
    He scowled at me, before replying; “Do you know what kind of shit I’d be in if someone recognized me snooping around your shop?” 
 
    My smile only widened, as I watched his face pale when he saw my smile didn’t quite reach my eyes. “Obviously, they’d know you talked to the best, to get perfectly legal magic. Isn’t that right Arnold? Of course if anyone thought different, I’d have to wonder how well my latest client could keep his mouth shut. Of course if I have to wonder about that, I’d have to wonder about helping him keep it shut permanently.” My smile never wavered, but no one would have been stupid enough to call it warm and inviting, not when I knew from experience that the look I was giving him was hard and unforgiving. 
 
    We stared at each other for a few moments, and I waited for him to come to his senses. You don’t insult someone as skilled with poisons, curses and potions as I am, in their own goddamn shop, and expect their help. You run, and hope you can hide.  
 
    He looked away first, frustration rolling off him in waves.  
 
    I straightened up, and tugged at my vest until it sat right again, giving Arnold the time he needed to compose himself and control his anger. The mean look he gave me when he thought I wasn't looking was not something I missed, and I filed that knowledge away for later use. 
 
    "Just as I thought. Now, back to more important things. Did you bring the last ingredient?” I asked. 
 
    Arnold pulled a small vial from his pants pocket and handed it over the counter. Inside it was a single golden strand of hair. I took the vial from him, studying it for a couple of seconds, and then moved over to the visible working station I had set up behind the counter. 
 
    This bench space was used partly for show, and partly for finishing touches, so it was small and built into the back corner, to the left. First timers were usually impressed, and repeat customers appreciated a fresh dose of magic.  
 
    I could mix this type of potion in my sleep. I had every ingredient required already in the smaller workstation drawers, perfectly organized and placed. Part of my habitual ticks. I started the distiller, and had the vial ready to brew this potion. I added them in precisely, stirring gently. To Arnold, it looked like I was taking items out at random, but there’s always a method to my madness. 
 
    Within a few minutes, I had a small bottle filled with purple liquid. I picked up the one that Arnold had given me with the final ingredient inside, and stared at it. I pulled off the cork and pulled it out with a pair of long nosed tweezers, to examine it and be sure. 
 
    There was no denying the magical aura the strand was imbued with. It was from an aquatic Fey. Now that I’d been around one, I could tell the difference better. Maybe this is for Cyrene? The hair is long and blonde, after all… Without doing tests though, I couldn’t be sure.  
 
    Besides, with a guy this stupid, how could he have gotten close enough to her to obtain a strand of her hair? Maybe I was just obsessing. I reminded myself that this potion was meant for a non-magical being, and it would have no effect on Cyrene, if she was even the target. No matter who it’s for, the potion would be impotent.   
 
    I continued to brew the potion, and if I find out he really is after Cyrene, his days will be numbered. I would make sure of it, I’d make sure he suffered.  
 
    Carefully, I added the strand of hair to the potion. It fizzed instantly, bubbling and blending as the hair dissolved, turning the potion from purple to pink, and then lastly, to a clear liquid. 
 
    “Now for the final ingredient, I’ll be needing some of your blood.” Arnold went a bit white at the mention of it, and shuffled his feet nervously. I sighed, and pulled out a sterilized needle and a small vial, no bigger than my thumb, and looked pointedly at him, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well? Come on then, I haven’t got all evening you know!” 
 
    He glared at me, an embarrassed blush staining his cheeks as anger gave him back some of his colour, but he didn’t appear any less apprehensive. At this point I just continued to stare at him, something which unsettled most people. People tend to sense that they are in the presence of a predator when they get my undivided attention, even if they don’t understand why.  
 
    After muttering to himself, he grudgingly held out his hand to me. With practised skill, I quickly pierced his finger with the needle, and caught the swelling blood neatly in the small glass vial. Using a little bit of magic, I coaxed more out, and was able to collect almost a full bottle from Arnold, much to his displeasure. 
 
    He hissed when he saw the amount, and snatched his hand back as soon as I was done, rubbing the finger and glaring at me. “Oh don’t be such a big baby, it’s just a bit of blood. You didn’t honestly expect magic this dark without getting a bit dirty did you?” I shook my head at him as I returned to the workstation, ignoring his mutterings.  
 
    Using an eyedropper, I carefully let two drops fall into the liquid. It turned the liquid a slight pink colour again, before the magic set in, absorbing the blood and leaving it clear once more.  
 
    I studied the liquid carefully before giving it a last swizzle and corking it, setting it gently on the counter, with my hand still holding the bottle. 
 
    “One lust potion for a non-magical human, as requested.” 
 
    Arnold stopped his fidgeting then, and eyed that bottle with a heat that was almost sexual. Yep, the guy had creepy written all over him. I had to resist the urge to stab him with a very sharp blade. Repeatedly. Or string him up on the rafters by his internal organs... I took a slow deep breath through the nose and exhaled as discreetly as I could. I must not kill my customers. I must not kill my customers… 
 
    “Wait, you only needed two drops? Why did you take so much of my blood if you only needed two drops?” Arnold protested, his voice rising an octave towards the end. I glared at him but managed to keep my tone icy and professional. “That was a partial payment Arnold, as I told you when you contracted me.” 
 
    "It'd better be worth it, for the amount of blood I had to give!" Sulked the man, trying not to sound too squeaky. 
 
    "Oh, it is, and it's worth the money too. Which, by the way, you owe me now." I said coldly, and stared at him expectantly. 
 
    Grudgingly, he pulled out his wallet and started to count notes, before placing them on the counter. When he stopped, I looked down at the cash, and then back up to stare at him, the dead expression in my eyes must be giving him chills because he shuddered visibly.  
 
    He then counted out another lot of notes, and with a shaky hand placed them on top of the previous pile. My expression changed in an instant to flashing him a sweet smile, as if the cold threat had never been there. Satisfied, I took the money, and gave him the vial, but I couldn’t resist baiting him just a bit. "The potion works best in the first twenty four hours, so make sure the woman, or man you’re chasing, drinks this soon." 
 
    Arnold’s nostrils flared. Oh yeah, that hit a nerve. "I’ve already mentioned this is for a lady! I’m not into that shit!" Arnold said, with a sneer and an angry look to his eyes. 
 
    Oh, apparently, he’s creepy, racist and homophobic. Figures. I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Now, this concludes our business. Tell Bruce if he needs any more work from me, he’s always welcome.  You, however, are not. Don’t ever show your face in my shop again! If you do, you won’t be leaving. Do we have an understanding?” 
 
    He paled further, and his hand shook as he quickly pocketed the vial into the liner of his jacket. I laughed as he practically ran out of my shop, slapping his hat on his head quickly, rocking my coat rack in his haste to grab the trench coat back. He probably figured the storm would be the better opponent to face right now, and he was quite right. 
 
    I decided that hate was too mild a word for what I felt when dealing with Arnold. Besides the fact that he went through with purchasing a rape potion, his air of ‘better than thou’ arrogance, coupled with his backward attitude towards society and women in general brought out my angry side. I’d come to the conclusion that he was generally a very unpleasant man to deal with, and almost always put me in a bad mood. 
 
    A sale is a sale though, and generally I try not to question it too much. Business has no need of morals, in my book. That’s for other people to be picky. But Arnold...something about him just made me want to be violent. I would protect Cyrene with everything I am, even if that means I need to do things she won’t approve of.  
 
    Locking up finally, I moved back into the living room upstairs. I found Cyrene sitting on the couch, her knees up and her nose in a book. There was an old cup of coffee on the small table, and a plate with some crumbs next to it.  
 
    The rather homey sight helped me brush the cobwebs Arnold had left, away. I snuck up to her and deftly plucked the book from her fingers, grabbed her wrist with my free hand, and tugged her up for a hug.  
 
    She was quite surprised by my actions, but nevertheless she embraced me back, nuzzling into me. “Hey, so I’m guessing it was a crappy day, huh?” Came the wry response.  
 
    “Ugh, some people are like roaches. They need to be squished, but you can’t kill them.” I growled, tiredly. Cyrene stroked my back gently, and it helped to soothe my nerves. I felt less like a ruffled cat, now that I was around her again, and I could be certain she’s safe.  
 
    “So, how does staying another night with me sound?” I offered, hopefully. She chuckled, before patting me on the arm. “I think I’ve been here long enough already, and while it’s tempting, we still need to find out who it is that’s following me. I can’t do that from here. We need to figure out a way to draw them out of the damn car, so I can interrogate them.” 
 
    “Damnit. I hate it, but you’re right.” I sighed, annoyed once more. “If they won’t come to us though, I will go to them.” I threatened. She smiled at me. “I expect no less. But you still got to take me home.” She must have figured I wouldn’t have been ok with her walking today. 
 
    “Alright, but dinner first?” 
 
    She laughed, her eyes twinkling. “Sure. You cooking, or are we ordering in?”  
 
    “Let’s order in. I don’t want to leave you right now.” She smiled and leaned in to kiss me, her hands twining behind my head. “I’m not going anywhere yet.” 
 
    We ordered Chinese, and enjoyed a nice hot meal together with Alistair, who enjoyed the extra meat. It helped me relax, to be around that cheeky woman, and I felt better by the time I had to drop her off. That damn car was parked across the road once more, but I couldn’t see into the driver’s seat, even with my red eyes out.  
 
    As I was driving home, I still didn’t feel comfortable with her being alone right now. So I waited until enough time had passed that she should be asleep, before I returned to her place via the tunnels. I cast a silence spell before I once again removed a hole in her living room to gain entry. After checking on her sleeping form to confirm she was still ok, I settled myself in her living room, positioning my chair so it faced the front door.  
 
    Good thing Drider’s don’t sleep. 
 
    Pulling out a book from thin air, I kept an ear out, and one eye on the door for the rest of the night, until the first rays of sunlight started to peek through. I checked the time on my phone. Cyrene would be waking up shortly, so I vanished my book, put the furniture back the way I found it, and made my exit through the hole, replacing it as I left.  
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22: The Broker 
 
    After a nice, long hot shower, I got ready to meet with Ms. Frenai, taking my time since I was early this morning. I let my hair down this time, and it fell in silky straight locks to the curve of my spine. After some thought, I chose the navy blouse with the sharp collar, and a black suit top with silver cufflinks. To go with it, I picked a black suede hobble skirt and opaque stockings with a pair of sleek deep blue five inch stilettos to match the attire.  
 
    Some silver and sapphire drop earrings and a matching watch and necklace completed the outfit. I added a touch of smoky makeup, lining my eyes and brushing a deep wine shade of lipstick on. Power suits look awesome on me, and I rocked the strict look like no one’s business.  
 
    Checking the time, I noticed that Cyrene was running late. That’s odd… I didn’t have time to do more than wonder, as suddenly there was a knock at my front door. I descended the staircase and peeked through the spyhole. It was Cyrene, and she looked frazzled. Upon opening the door, she rushed in and shut the door behind her, locking it before I got a chance to do more than gape. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late, something came up. I’ll tell you later. I still gotta shower and get changed to meet your broker!” She shouted out, halfway up my staircase already, still in her gym clothes.  
 
    I chuckled, partly annoyed, partly amused. Shaking my head I followed her up the staircase at a more leisurely pace. “Morning to you too!” I called out to her disappearing figure, as she entered the ensuite. 
 
    “Morning!” she called out, and a few seconds later the shower sounded. I followed her into the ensuite, which was unlocked before tapping on the fogged glass, which made up the door separating Cyrene from me. Rubbing soap from her eyes she squinted at me.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her and pointed first at my neck, and then at one wrist, while giving her a rather pointed look. Her hand quickly flew to her collar which was still adoring her body. I couldn't tell through the steam if she was blushing again or not, but she quickly opened the door outwards, before turning around and moving her hair out of the way, so I could take it off of her.  
 
    “Sorry! I got distracted. Not appropriate for where we’re going, huh?” She asked.  
 
    “No, not yet at least. So I’ll keep them safe for you while we’re out. You can put them back on again when we return here.” 
 
    She smiled at me over her shoulder before reaching past me to shut the door again.  
 
    Chuckling, I vanished the items before moving over to the walk in robe. After flicking through the coat hangers, I pulled out the outfit we’d bought for today, and laid it on the bed for her. When she was done in the shower, I helped her get ready by styling her hair the same as at the salon once more, and mimicking the makeup too. She got dressed in record time, back in that gorgeous green and blue outfit. We made an elegant pair of bright and dark beauty.  
 
    We got into the car and drove to the other end of town. The place we were heading to was towards the high end business district. It was a fairly new building with twenty floors of steel and mirrored glass. It was very sleek and modern, and there was a revolving glass door as an entrance leading into a wide foyer, with the expected concierge manning the ground floor in a neat business suit.  
 
    We walked right up to the elevators and I hit the button for level twenty. When we got out we walked into a pristine white and stainless steel decorated reception area, with a white leather couch and pale flowers on reception. The receptionist was an immaculate gentleman who rose in greeting as soon as we got close enough.  
 
    “Zelena, so good to see you again. Right on time, as always.” We shook hands and traded smiles. “Marcus, always a pleasure. This is my business associate, Cyrene.” She nodded and shook his hand as well, giving a polite smile and exchanging greetings.  
 
    “Is Ms. Frenai ready to see us?” I enquired. He nodded and motioned for us to follow him down the hallway and to the right, before holding the glass door open to a very modern and minimalistic office with a wonderful view of the city.  
 
    Standing in the middle of the room was Ms. Frenai, dressed in shades of cream and white, which suited her shoulder length glossy brown hair and Hispanic features.  
 
    She greeted us with a warm smile, stepping up with her hand out. “Welcome, come on in Ms. Minasorcha.” I shook her hand and introduced Cyrene to her. “Ms. Frenai, I’d like you to meet a business associate of mine, Miss Cyrene Frenayah.” She turned her gaze towards Cyrene and shook her hand. “It’s lovely to meet you. Can I assume Ms. Minasorcha’s most recent request to me, is for your benefit?” 
 
    That’s correct Ms. Frenai.” Cyrene confirmed. “I came to this city looking for these pages, and as luck would have it, I met Ms. Minasorcha here.” 
 
    Ms. Frenai nodded understandingly. ”Come, we have much to talk about.”  
 
    She motioned to the two chairs at the desk, and went around to take her own across from us, smoothing her skirt as she did so. “So, let’s get straight down to business then. I did some calling around on your behalf. What you’re trying to buy has not been an easy item to acquire.” I inclined my head in agreement.  
 
    “Have you managed to acquire it then?” I asked, hoping it would be that easy, knowing it probably wouldn’t be.  
 
    “Sadly no.” she replied. “I did manage to come across some valuable information, though.” She pulled a file out from a drawer and placed it on the desk.  
 
    “I have good reason to believe that the pages are now within the hands of one of two possible families. After some digging, I managed to find out that the thefts were the brainchild of a man called Arnold Kreig, who works for the Vemouri family. From what I’ve been able to put together, Mr. Kreig, wishing to move up in the family, organised this procurement, and then turned this supposedly simple heist into a small fiasco.”  
 
    My eyebrow twitched at the mention of Arnold’s name. That little... 
 
    Ms. Frenai continued, shaking her head in a disgusted way. “Not only did he fail to acquire all the documents, he only acquired the untranslated pages leaving the most valuable piece, the translated copy, in the museum. Which of course beefed up its security after his first attempt, and after each successive attempt since.” 
 
    “Humph. Yes, I’ve been informed about those.” I responded, sharing a look between myself and Cyrene. “Apologies, please, continue.” I prompted. Ms. Frenai just smiled. 
 
    “Well, we are unsure whether the Vermouri family bankrolled this endeavour, or if he personally did this, and as nobody wishes to be affiliated with this fiasco, it is unlikely we’ll find out through conventional channels. At least until they are ready to put the full set on sale.” 
 
    I frowned slightly. This was not good news. 
 
    “Mr. Kreig has been known to work some freelance jobs in the past which is the main reason he has never really advanced in the Vermouri family. There are some rumours that he may have some blood relations to certain higher ups which has kept him safe, however these are just rumours.” 
 
    “So you don’t have any solid evidence to either prove or disprove these?” I asked. She shook her head. “No, we’ve been coming up against a wall with that, unfortunately.” She flicked through the papers in the file until she found what she was looking for.  
 
    “Ah, here we are. The other family I believe might be of relevance would be the Rikers. Mr. Kreig has had many dealings with them in the past, and they are currently collecting a variety of magical artefacts. Though to be fair, the Riker family tends to go for weaponry more than anything else. The only reason I mention them is that there’s some hearsay that these pages might lead to a very unique, and very rare weapon.” 
 
    At this point she eyed us for any reaction, but I kept my expression as neutral as possible, as did Cyrene, thankfully. After a moment's pause, Ms. Frenai continued. 
 
    “I’ve also found out that the Crystal Court seems to be taking an interest in these pages. An informant tells me that one of their covert operatives was found hanging from a lamp post a few days ago. From what I have been told, he was tortured for information before he was terminated. Since the Crystal Court never sends anyone alone, I suspect there are others in the city looking for these pages as well.” 
 
    “Do you know who terminated him?” Cyrene asked. 
 
    Ms. Frenai looked up from her papers. “I have my suspicions, however no solid facts have reached me yet. At this point it appears an undercity local by the name of Morrin Ebonwood, intercepted the man in one of the properties. I can only assume he’d been there looking for the pages himself. Rumour has it once they found the Crystal Court bracelet on him, they stopped holding back and tore every bit of information he had from him, limb by limb.” Ms. Frenai made a face then, obviously she found this quite distasteful.  
 
    Cyrene suppressed her anger quite well considering her nature, and only let out small signals, like the way she gripped the arms of the chair. I’m pretty sure that if I noticed it though, Ms. Frenai noticed it too, but politely ignored it. 
 
    “As I was saying,” she started up again, “Ebonwood is a known associate of the Vermouri family and is one of the people tasked with running their Undercity business. Kiran Tygo is the other, according to a Goblin courier currently on the run from the Vermouri family. I believe you’ve met him. A Mr. R’ylothec. Ebonwood handled the labour and sourcing for Mr. Kreig’s little heist.” 
 
    At this point Ms. Frenai pulled out two photo images of Tygo and Ebonwood. Tygo looked to be of Asian descent, with a very modern hair style. Shaved mostly, with a dragon emblem tattooed down the side, and long hair on the opposite side. Ebonwood looked like she belonged in one of those silent, old Hollywood movies. Long perfect wavy brown locks, smoky looks, cold eyes.  
 
    “It seems the results given by Ebonwood are in direct proportion to how much she is paid, and since she didn’t exactly hire the best options out there for this job, we can assume Mr. Kreig wasn’t very forthcoming. Which brought them to this debacle. Once the pages had been stolen they were delivered to Mr. Kreig here in Arrana. It wasn’t until he received the item that the cockup was noted. At which point of course security had been stepped up, and other players started showing an interest.” 
 
    “Other players?” Cyrene asked. 
 
    “My sources informed me that the current heads of the Vermouri are quite upset about this, and have given him some unpleasant ultimatums. This would make him desperate, however I have no details on what they want from him. So far what I’ve managed to deduce is he’ll either sell to the Rikers, in hope of gaining favour and protection. Or go to any means to fix this for the Vermouri’s. Either way, no one is acknowledging ownership or looking at selling. I personally believe he will work towards fixing this fiasco. This will require him to A, acquire the last page he missed with its translation, and B, get the other two pages translated. This gives us some time to locate him and organise a meeting if you wish. I believe there are only a handful of people in Europe who could possibly be considered for a job such as translating those pages, and you are one of them. So he will most likely come to you.” 
 
    She closed the file, signalling she’d finished. 
 
    “Thank you, Ms. Frenai for your efforts so far. Please stay on the trail and let me know if you find out anything else or if you can organise a meeting for me to purchase the pages.” 
 
    “Not a problem at all Ms. Minasorcha. My pleasure, I’ll keep digging and see if I can’t confirm or deny some of those rumours as I try and organise a meeting.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’d like to ask that you also try to track down the names and addresses of those involved with the death of the Crystal Court operative.”  
 
    “Sure, I’ll add that to the account.” She smiled.  
 
    “Excellent! One last thing though, before we conclude this. Do you have a picture of Arnold Kreig?” I asked. 
 
    "Of course.” She flicked through the paperwork until she found a loose polaroid, and then handed it over to me. “This is him.” She kept the other two from the file in front of me on the desk. I studied the images for a moment, then nodded and handed Arnold’s back to her. “Thank you. As always, you’re a fountain of knowledge.” I smiled and she returned it. “Could I trouble you to email me those images and the information you have so far?” 
 
    “Not at all, I’ll have Marcus forward all the details through once we’re done.” She replied.  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    As we got up Mr. Frenai put a hand up suddenly. “Before you go Ms. Minasorcha, could I have a word with you in private, concerning another matter?” 
 
    "Of course.” I nodded at her and then turned to Cyrene. “Why don’t you wait outside in the lobby, this shouldn’t take too long.” I gestured for her to leave. 
 
    Cyrene looked at us both, before nodding and making a graceful exit towards a waiting Marcus in reception. 
 
    Once the door had closed Ms. Frenai turned again to me. “She’s Crystal Court isn’t she?” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Now why would you think that?” 
 
    “Ms. Minasorcha, please, the way she reacted, her sudden appearance in Arrana and no trace of any history in general.” She looked at me speculatively. 
 
    I laughed at her. “Can’t keep anything from you can I? Yes she is Crystal Court, the pairing to the dead man from the Undercity, in fact.” 
 
    “I thought so. What are you doing with a member of the Court? Not really your style to take in strays, Ms. Minasorcha. No matter how pretty.”  
 
    “Let’s just say I’ve taken a fancy to this one, and she did promise full repayment from the Court for my costs.” I grinned at her. 
 
    “Those clothes she was wearing would have cost you more than the likes of her earns in a year. Why would you bother with that just to introduce me?” She looked at me knowingly. “I know you Ms. Minasorcha, you don’t do anything without forethought, and you most definitely don’t do charity.” 
 
    I gave her a predatory grin. “You know me too well sometimes Ms. Frenai. I brought her here, to kill two birds with one stone. Firstly, I want those pages, and not for the Crystal Court, so now you know all the players. Secondly Cyrene is mine, which means I need to know as much about her as possible, and I need to know if anyone’s asking about her. You’ve seen her now, and you have her name. Find me as much about her as you can. And of course, there’s an extra if you make sure no one else finds out this information.” 
 
    Ms. Frenai grinned widely in triumph. “I knew there was more to it! Alright, I’ll get some people on it ASAP. It might take a bit, since most of the information will come from the Courts, but I’ll get it for you.” 
 
    “Wonderful!” I stood up and shook her hand. “Very productive, as usual.” We grinned at each other, an understanding now between us. We said our goodbyes and I closed the door behind me. 
 
    Once outside her office, I walked to the front lobby which held a very puzzled Cyrene. I raised a hand indicating her to wait and walked to the receptionist. 
 
    “Can you make sure the monthly bill properly separates charges for each request I’ve given Ms. Frenai? I’ll be on charging some of the work, and would prefer to keep it simple.”  
 
    Marcus nodded. "Of course Ms. Minasorcha.” I smiled. 
 
    “Also, can you send me two copies of that, while Ms. Frenai works on my most recent request. She’ll know which one.” The man nodded again. “Not a problem Ma’am”. 
 
    “Wonderful.” I turned and motioned to Cyrene. “Shall we go home my dear? I believe we have some planning to do.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23: Choices and Opportunities 
 
      
 
    Once inside, I waved Cyrene on up ahead of me, while I quickly went to fetch the tablet from my study. Since we’d need to review the data Ms. Frenai was emailing through, the tablet would be just the right size for us both to view it comfortably. After vanishing it from the doorway, I turned to follow her up the stairs and into the living room. 
 
    Cyrene was coaxing a small flame to burn, prodding the embers with the fire poker, as I entered the room. “Having fun?” I asked, teasing her slightly. She turned to me and made a face, before ignoring me in favour of the task at hand.   
 
    “Put that down Cyrene, and come sit with me. We have much to discuss.” I told her, as I made myself comfortable on the couch.  
 
    With a wave of my hand, I set the fire ablaze, the flames flickering merrily within its enclosure. Cyrene gave a small gasp of surprise, followed by an exasperated look at me over her shoulder. Dusting off her hands, she came over to me. “I had it under control, you know.” She huffed. I just patted the empty space next to me. “Yes you did. But this is more important.” I replied, holding out the tablet so she could see the screen too. 
 
    After navigating to my emails, I brought up the images of the people involved, and offered the screen to Cyrene. “Do you recognize anyone?” I asked. She took the device from me, swiped through, and then suddenly glared daggers at it as if it had personally offended her. Shoving it back at me angrily, she replied with, “That’s the asshole who tried to drug me in the park this morning!” 
 
    Shocked, I blinked at that and took a moment to process what I’d just heard. “What?” What the hell, actually. That’s what I really wanted to ask. But it wouldn't do for me to fly off the handle until I heard details. Even if it was tempting. 
 
    “He tried to drug me with a spiked water bottle, while I was out doing my morning exercises. That’s why I was late this morning. I was out on my morning jog as normal, except instead of bumping into your lovely face, I bumped into this guy.” She pointed aggressively at the image of Arnold. 
 
    “That idiot ran straight into me, and I dropped my water bottle. He was very apologetic, and picked it back up before handing it to me. I didn't notice at first that it wasn’t mine, since he had the same one as I did, so I took a sip. That’s when I noticed something wasn’t right.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘something wasn’t right’? How did you know the drink was drugged?” 
 
    “Well I told you, I’m a Triton Maiden. My kind can’t be drugged with liquids, naturally! We can tell the difference between pure water and contaminated water. Besides, our natural magic acts as a filter anyway, purifying anything toxic to us.” 
 
    I was fascinated by this titbit of information. Since most of my natural abilities ran to poisons, I only felt a stronger urge to figure her out. “So, you must have quite the magical resilience, then! The properties of your blood must be fascinating! How do you feel about donating a sample for me?” I asked, my curiosity momentarily changing my focus. She frowned at me, leaned back and crossed her arms under her chest.  
 
    “Focus, Zelena! That’s not important right now. You know, I was drugged, and all that. Priorities, seriously!” Cyrene grumbled. Caught, and slightly embarrassed, I cleared my throat before replying to that. “Sorry, you’re right. Ahem. You were saying?” I schooled my features to be as attentive and focused as I could, while trying to ignore the many, many questions I wanted to ask her right now. I hoped it was innocuous enough.  
 
    She glared at me for a few more moments, possibly to make sure I didn’t start to reach for one of my syringes or something, before continuing.  
 
    “So, I was saying…” another glare punctuated the air, “that the asshole started denying any knowledge when I confronted him about it, and checking his watch as if he was waiting for something. That’s when I snapped, and flat out told him that it didn’t work. I may or may not be paraphrasing here. Anyway, he continued to deny it, so I punched him in the face. Repeatedly. With much prejudice.” 
 
    I tried to keep a straight face, and not burst out laughing. It was hard. “Please tell me you kept him alive, and didn’t kill him in public! The cops do tend to frown on that kind of stuff, even in this city.”  
 
    She fluffed a hand through her hair and avoided my gaze. “Well, that’s why I stopped. I realized I was drawing a crowd, but I swear he was still breathing when I bolted!” Came the earnest reply. My lips twitched, and I had to put more effort into not laughing.  
 
    “Well, little Fey, as much as I approve of you beating him up, it might be a good idea if you didn’t go back to that park again, anytime soon. You don’t really have any evidence anymore that he tried to drug you. It sounds to me, like any outsider would have just assumed that you beat that poor guy up for no good reason, and then ran for it.” 
 
    She had the grace to look embarrassed at that. “Well, I kinda figured, that’s why I ran straight here. You wouldn’t happen to have anything that could help prove my case, if anyone comes asking?” She watched me with a hopeful expression. “I can’t afford to blow my cover of ‘docile tourist’.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t worry too much about that. The Arrana PD doesn’t really get involved with minor scuffles, considering the amount of territorial dark Fey who live here. The worst you can expect is that they might keep an eye on the area. So just avoid it for a while, ok?” 
 
    “Alright. Well, that’s at least something. It’d still be useful if I had something to prove my case though.” 
 
    “Considering the nature of a potion like that, your first step is finding out how they got a hold of some of your hair. Was there any sign of a break in when you went home yesterday?” It was possible something could have happened before I came around to stand guard, and Cyrene just cleaned it up without mentioning it to me. If that was the case, then I could rest easy knowing it wasn’t my spell she’d been hit with. 
 
    “That’s an awfully specific question, Zelena.” She frowned. “Indulge me.” I said, schooling myself to show off my most professional, business face. I’d need it to hide behind, if this went where I had the sinking feeling it was going.  
 
    “No, I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.” Thank goodness! I felt the spike of tension start to leave my body. 
 
    “...Though I did misplace my hairbrush yesterday. I couldn’t find it anywhere.”  
 
    Damnit. There goes that. I felt my spine stiffening in response, and a leaden feeling developed in my gut. Well, this is going to end fabulously. Still, I’ve never been one to run away from something, just because it’s hard. 
 
    “Well, there you go. He probably broke in when you were staying the night here, and stole your hairbrush. Those hairs are the main ingredient for a spell like that.” 
 
    She eyed me curiously. “You sound like you know about it.” Here comes the bit I didn’t want to do. But I wouldn’t hide something from her, just because it was going to be awkward as hell. If she really was going to stay and be a big part of my life, she should know about the darker things. Let’s see how she takes it.  
 
    “Well I should...it was most likely my potion.” I kept my face carefully neutral as I spoke, though I cringed inwardly, waiting for her reaction. 
 
    “WHAT!”  
 
    Ok, more volume than I expected. Oh boy, she’s seriously pissed. I don’t blame her after being targeted, but I hoped she’d hear me out before she exploded. Again. “Well, I didn’t know it was for you when I made it, obviously!” I huffed, grumpy with the strength of her reaction, and feeling defensive.  
 
    “I was commissioned, and at the time I had no reason to connect the two events, until Ms. Frenai handed me his picture.” 
 
    She was hissing mad, her nostrils flared slightly as she glared at me. “How does that make it better? You made a rape potion! And sold it to someone like that!”  
 
    “Well, of course. That’s what I do for a living. I make potions for clients. Most of my income comes from... less than reputable commissions.” I shrugged, trying to keep my own calm. 
 
    She glared at me, putting a hand to her head as if she was experiencing the oncoming of a nasty headache. “That’s not okay, Zelena! How are you so calm about this?” 
 
    “I was commissioned privately, and I provided a product, as requested. He bought an obsession potion for a non-magical human. I knew the thing was a dud the moment I saw the final ingredient, and knew the target was magical. He was just too stupid not to know the difference between a Fey and a Human. But, I do have a business to run, and fifty grand, is fifty grand, no matter who it comes from. He got what he asked for. He just asked for the wrong item.” 
 
    She choked slightly. “F...fifty grand!” Her eyes widened in shock, but I kept my own face as calm as I could. “You seriously charged fifty grand for one potion?”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “That is roughly the price for most of my standard, illicit items and potions. It only goes up from there, really.” 
 
    “Wow...really?” She shook her head. “Anyway, that’s not the point, Zelena!” She growled in frustration, speaking with her hands now, angrily. She got up from the couch and started to pace. “You just don’t do things like that!” she continued. I let my own annoyance show this time.  
 
    “No, you don’t do things like that! I, make a living off of that. Granted, it’s not a common request, but when it comes in, it’s still easy money. I make a wide variety of custom potions, and I don’t ask unnecessary questions. That’s how businesses like mine thrive.” 
 
    I gave her a very pointed look. “I deal in all types of magic. Dark, and light. One day I’ll heal someone’s grandma, like Thorn’s request, and on another, someone will buy a curse, or an obsession potion. I don’t discriminate. That’s partly why I’m so successful.” 
 
    “So you’re saying you’re neutral then? That you don’t care?” She accused. I shrugged, but met her eyes calmly. “You could say that. Cyrene, I know this may be hard for you to understand, since you have very strong morals and high standards. That’s a part of who you are. I have never had that. It’s not a part of who I am. I can’t change that.” I sighed.  
 
    “Why does this bother you so much? You knew that my business was unconventional at best. You’ve seen some of my stock. Is it just the obsession potions you’re against, or is this stemming from something more?” I asked her.  
 
    She looked at me and tried to speak a few times, but each time she opened her mouth she closed it, having thought better of it instead. Eventually, she managed to reply. “It’s the lack of consent I’m against. I can’t abide the idea of your magic taking away someone’s ability to say ‘no’.” She gave me a hurt, soulful look, like a kicked puppy, really. I sighed again before I responded. 
 
    “Ok, so you’re against the compulsion part of it. Would you feel more comfortable if I no longer sold compulsion charms?” I asked her. She thought about that for a few minutes, arms crossed under her chest.  “Maybe.” She mumbled. Her voice sounded unsure.  
 
    “Alright then, I won’t sell them anymore. That’s easily sorted. If it spares your feelings, I can put aside the occasional fifty grand.” I shrugged. She looked back at me then, searching my face for signs that I was yanking her chain. “Just like that huh?” She scoffed. “Giving up fifty grand like it’s pocket change.” Shaking her head, she grumbled. “You really don’t see things the way I do, do you?” 
 
    “No, but if I did, just think how dreadfully bored you’d be.” I remarked. “If you wanted to hear your own opinions bounced back at you, may I suggest a parrot?” She snorted and gave me a look. “Zelena!”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Try to be serious!” 
 
    “I am. Parrots are great for that. That is after all, what you wanted, right? The point of the lecture? You want me to see things your way, and change my ways.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant!” She protested.  
 
    “But that’s what you’ve just implied. I’m willing to make compromises, but I cannot change who I am, or hold back my true nature. When it comes down to it, the main point to all this, is can you deal with that? Can you accept that?” 
 
    My calm outside belied the turmoil I was feeling inside. I admit, my own fear of losing her was making my words come out harsh, but I was having trouble keeping all my emotions at bay. She was silent enough for long enough that I was beginning to become truly worried. Then she nodded, before gently making her way back to the couch to sit next to me.  
 
    “You’re still not forgiven for it, though.” She gave me the stink eye for good measure. I had to bite back my chuckle, and instead nod solemnly. “Fair enough, I don’t expect you to be able to flick the emotional switch, and be alright just like that. But I’m glad to hear you’ll give it a try.” 
 
    I reached my arm around her shoulders and squeezed. She leaned into me slightly, and sighed again, blowing a part of her fringe away from her face as she did so. “Fine. Good.”  
 
    She fidgeted for a bit, as if she wasn’t quite comfortable anymore. I knew there was nothing more that could be said so I was content to let the quiet go on for as long as she needed. After a bit, she nodded for effect and exhaled deeply, before reaching for the tablet which had been left on the coffee table. She began to swipe through the pictures Ms. Frenai had given us. After clearing her throat, she began with, “so what now? Where do we go from here?” 
 
    “Well, let’s go over all of what we know, shall we?” I suggested. She nodded again and handed the tablet back to me.  
 
    “We know that Mr. Kreig has two out of three pages, but that he can’t read them, so he’ll be wanting to find a translator for them. Considering the translation was done in a different city, they don’t have access, or the time to get that person back. My guess is Mr. Kreig, or Arnold, wants to get this done with ASAP. Which means asking for local help. So, how many people are there in the city who he can ask? Who can read that text? The answer is of course, just one. Me. So, once he figures that out for himself, he should come to us. Which means we don’t need to worry about them, and can focus our efforts on the one in the museum.” 
 
    “Yeah...I guess you’re right.” Cyrene started off grudgingly accepting, the more she turned this thought process over in her head, the more she perked up.  
 
    I nodded. “Mmm hmm. So, Cyrene. To that effect, tell me what you know about the museum’s security systems and protections.” I prompted, just as Alistair floated over a plate of biscuits for us. I took a bite from one, nibbling daintily.  
 
    “Well, there are more guards on patrol, obviously.” She started, and I nodded at her. “There’s the CCTV cameras, the anti-magic field generator which surrounds and encloses the whole place, and the electronic perimeter. You can only get in or out by using the guard's key passes, anything else that disturbs it sets off the alarm and the police arrive in less than five minutes.” 
 
    “So, somehow we have to get past the security sealed doors, shut down the anti-magic field, bypass all the extra guards, nab the page and get out without being detected.” I summarized.  
 
    “That’s pretty much it, yes.” Cyrene added, pulling her knee up and resting her forearm on top, casually. 
 
    “Lovely, and how exactly are we going to get passed all of that?” I asked, frowning slightly. “An Anti-magic shield is a big problem. The electronic side, not so much. We could always knock out a guard and use their pass. But, we’d need to get rid of the cameras first or we’d be spotted, and they would trip the silent alarm, causing the cops to be on us before we could blink.” I commented, thinking furiously. “This is not an easy task, little Fey.” 
 
    “Well, luckily I have been planning this for a while now!” Cyrene grinned at me mischievously, and I found myself suddenly wary. “Oh?” 
 
    “If I don’t break in, but am let in, I can get started. I brought some transfer stones with me from Gaia, in case I’d need them. There’s ten in total. During the day I can go in, attach five around the pedestal on the sly, and the other five around a fake pedestal I have made in my apartment. Then I just need to activate them and they swap positions. I’d need the camera’s down to do it, and the light too. Total darkness is best for the switch.” 
 
    “That would be dangerous to have you activate the switch then, if you're going to be in the building at the same time. I know of those stones, they do have a five kilometre radius which allows them to be activated remotely. I could do that for you, so there’s less connecting you to the theft.” 
 
    She grinned at me. “Well, that would definitely help!”  
 
    “We have a small problem with the stones though. The museum has that anti-magic shield, which blocks the transfer completely.” 
 
    “Well there goes that idea then.” I said grumbling, “or have you figured away around it?” 
 
    “I have, I just haven’t found anyone to provide it for me yet. After a lot of research, I came across a special kind of amulet, which could nullify all magic in the area. Since I found this out, I’ve been trying to find someone to make it for me. It’s called a Chaos Amulet.” She gave me an unsure but cheeky grin, like she wasn’t sure how I’d take this little nugget of information. 
 
    I just stared at her in shock when she mentioned it. “You want a Chaos Amulet?”  
 
    She nodded. “Once that amulet touches any type of barrier, it throws everything into... Well into chaos. It takes down any anti-magic field as well as all electronics, and anything else they might have that I missed. Once it’s down, we can easily use the transfer stones without anyone noticing.” She was smiling at me, pleased with her plan.  
 
    “The best thing about it, is that it won’t have any effect on the stones, since the stones will be dormant before this. If it’s dormant, the Chaos Amulet will have nothing to react to, so it’s effect should just wash right over them.” 
 
    I raised both eyebrows at her, still in shock. “Do you have any idea how much effort goes into making one of those? No wonder you haven’t found someone to make that yet! That is very powerful magic. The type that’s illegal to have in the human world. You’d not only have to find someone powerful enough to make it, but also someone willing to do it for you.” 
 
    She looked surprised. “Really? I knew it was difficult to make, but I figured in a city as dark as Arrana, it shouldn’t be a problem to find someone willing to step over that line. What’s annoying, is that I’ve only got Light Fey names, and none of them want a bar of it.” At this point she crossed her arms under her chest and sat back. I took the moment to turn in my spot so I could face her. 
 
    “They probably thought you knew. It’s a good plan, and I like it. But it does seem to hinge on that amulet a bit much.” I pulled a hand through my hair knowing what I had to do but not quite wanting to do it. Then again, I suppose I owed her after that obsession potion incident. 
 
    I sighed deeply and played with one of the rings on my left hand while I debated if I’d do this for her or not. We were silent for a bit, and I saw her slowly deflate the longer I thought about it. Finally, I spoke up. “Alright, let’s assume for a minute that I can get a Chaos Amulet for us. How are you planning to get it close enough to work?” I asked, wondering if it was worth the risk. 
 
    “You can?” she asked, perking up almost immediately, sitting up straighter, her eyes snapping up to meet mine in excitement.  “Maybe. Tell me your idea first!” 
 
    “Well, we use the police against them, obviously!” She grinned. 
 
    “Pardon?” oh this was getting better by the second. I narrowed my eyes at her suspiciously, and she waved a dismissive hand before speaking. “Hear me out. You told me that there’s some psycho out there who’s hunting tall blonde women, similar to my own looks. To the police, I could be another potential victim.” She reached for a biscuit and started to pick at it while she spoke.  
 
    “What if I pretended to be running for my life, and I deliberately start begging to be let in ‘or he’ll kill me’? The police have to “protect and serve”, which means they have to get me into safety. And where’s safer than inside the museum while it’s locked down like a bunker? I fit the victim’s profile perfectly, so it would be completely believable. They’d have to use their cards to turn off the electronic alarm temporarily, to let me in.” She gave me a sly grin. “And once I step through the doorway, it will activate.” 
 
    I thought about it. It did have merit, so I inclined my head towards her. “That could work, but it would leave you trapped inside while all hell breaks loose. I don’t think they’ll be too happy with you when that happens.” 
 
    “We could always say that my attacker planted it on me.” she suggested. “Let's say I was in a scuffle with him, and he threw it on me during the scuffle. In my panic, and being freshly out of Gaia, I can tell them I assumed it was dangerous to use my magic on it, so I just ran for safety first. Since I’ve been doing my best to stay below the radar, no one else knows that I’m a Court guard or what my strength is, or even why I’m here, so they’d have no reason not to believe I’m exactly what my passport says I am. A visiting Fey who’s in the middle of a vicious attack from a known predator.” 
 
    The sly, confident grin she was giving me was bringing goose bumps to my flesh. That cheeky little mix...it could work. Her plan was quite insidious, and I approved.  
 
    “I could even alert them to the charm as soon as it’s all happening. Pretend to be helpful and worried, so they don’t suspect any break in or wrongdoings. They’d have all their attention focused on me. When the police come, I go with them, and have them drop me off at home after I give my report. I can always describe Mr. Kreig here to help them find a real crook. Meanwhile you’ve used the stones and gotten the page, so we could meet up the day after.” She finished off her biscuit and brushed the crumbs from her fingers before continuing.  
 
    “We can blame it all on Mr. Kreig, currently filling in for our friendly neighbourhood killer. That is, if you can get us that amulet Zelena.” She looked pointedly at me. 
 
    “Well, since you were checking light Fey, I take it none of them ever mentioned me?” I asked sarcastically. 
 
    “No they didn’t. The darkest and strongest they send me to, was a Mrs. Caroth. She said there was possibly someone who could, but refused to tell me any more unless I could pay her for the information in advance.” 
 
    I laughed at this, before waving my hand dismissively. “Seriously? Mrs. Caroth? That old good for nothing Hedge Witch? Good grief, no wonder you didn’t get far! She probably would have send you round and round till your wallet was dry, and never given you so much as a glimpse of the amulet!”  
 
    She looked annoyed and crestfallen at the same time. “It was the best I could do with the info I had!” She protested. When I calmed down enough to stop laughing, I rested a hand comfortingly on her knee and smiled at her. 
 
    “Don’t be to cross with them. They all signed confidentiality agreements with me, when they did business here. If it got out that any of them knowingly talked about me, they’d probably be dead right now. Good thing for you, you found me on your own.” I winked, and then smiled at her. She grumbled under her breath, and I had to resist the urge to squeeze her in my arms again.  
 
    Instead, I proposed a peace offering. “I can make the amulet, but it’s going to take a while.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, really. But it is not an easy thing to make.” I sighed. 
 
    “How long is a while?” she asked me. “Well, once I have everything ready of course, the spell will take three days and three nights of almost complete magical focus and willpower. I’m going to be quite exhausted after each day, and I will only have a few hours during the twilight and the dawn to rest before I’d have to start again.” 
 
    She looked impressed. “You weren’t exaggerating! That’s going to be quite the powerful magical artefact.”  
 
    I winced. “Yes, and I dislike the idea of it falling into the cop's hands, but I don’t see a better option that will keep us both safe. I don’t want to get into a fight, after all.” 
 
    “What do you think they’ll do with it then?” She asked curiously. I sighed. “Standard procedure with something as dark and powerful as that charm, I suppose. Probably put it in a dark magic vault, until an arch mage can come to Arrana to destroy it.” I shook my head. “All that effort, and it’ll be wasted as soon as they get their hands on it.” 
 
    “Well you can always try and steal it back from the police.” She gave me her best cheeky and game smile, trying to cheer me up. I felt the corners of my lips twitch, and had to clear my throat before I replied. “We’ll see, first things first. Actually making the amulet.” 
 
    “I want to help you out.” She stated.  
 
    “I see. And how do you propose to do that?” She huffed in annoyance. “Don’t you start with this ‘you can’t help me’ bullcrap. Everyone could use help now and then, and if you’re going to be as exhausted as you say you are, who’s going to do all the other everyday things that need to be done around here? Alistair can’t do everything you know.” 
 
    “But-” I began, but she cut me off. 
 
    “Shut up and let me help you! Now, tell me what needs to be done.” She had such a determined expression on her face that I felt my heart swell once more.  
 
    “You’re serious, aren’t you?” I asked her, my eyes taking her strength in, and how much hope she had just given me with those few words.  
 
    She nodded at me, tucking some of that gorgeous hair of hers behind one delicately pointed ear, the light glinting off the golden hoops. “I really do. Now, quit stalling, and talk to me, ok?” Then she smiled at me, and it was both sweet and teasing, so full of light that it was captivating.  
 
    Oh, I was more than happy at this new development. But I couldn't help myself, I had to mess with her a little bit. I gave her a sly look, and then inspected my manicure. “I suppose this gracious offer has nothing to do with you being compromised, and needing a place to stay?” 
 
    She huffed at me and then chuckled, before poking me in the arm rather playfully. “Like you're not happy at the idea of having me sleep in your bed again.” She gave me a rather sultry look and a knowing grin as she continued with the confidence of a woman who’s fully aware of her own charms. “Besides, I still have to get you back for that spanking you gave me.”  
 
    Oooh, this might be a lot more fun than I originally thought. I found myself reaching up and playing with one of her thick blonde strands of hair through my fingers, savouring the silky texture against my skin, before gently tucking it behind her other ear, exposing her golden piercings, and gazing into her beautiful sea green eyes. 
 
    “You did look stunning, all trussed up and glowing for me. But you forget, you earned that spanking, little Fey.” I teased back, half hopeful, half playful. “I’ll mostly need help with the cooking and tidying, which you’d need to be properly attired to do so.” I grinned at her, watching her expression to see what she took from that. 
 
    “Don’t tell me! You have a little maid outfit to go with the ensemble as well.” She said, trying to hold back laughter, her gorgeous eyes twinkling at me from beneath those beautiful and delicately shaped blonde brows of hers. I tapped her playfully on the nose, and she wrinkled it at me, shaking her head a bit and leaning back slightly.  
 
    I caught her wrist as she did so, pulling her back as she made to get up. She didn’t resist my touch, instead willingly coming closer to me, almost falling onto me, fitting herself against me as if it was the most natural thing in the world for her to do.  
 
    She really did compliment my possessive nature very well. It felt almost dizzying, to know that this gorgeous and independent woman was not only happy to let me lead, but seemed to be enjoying the effect her simple acceptance had on me. 
 
    Being with her was beginning to become an addictive feeling, and I wanted to experience more of it with her. Having her stay with me was just one step closer to having that, and I found that I craved it, more and more.  
 
    The idea of her strutting around my home in a skimpy maid’s outfit on my command, wearing my crested cuffs and collar, was a powerful motivator too, I admit.  
 
    “Not yet, but we can pick that up today, while I grab the ingredients I don’t have on hand.” With my hand still encircling her wrist, I started to caress the inner soft skin with my thumb as I spoke. 
 
    The smile she gave me warmed me to my toes, and gave me more than a bit of heat too. Well, since she’s been so receptive, it’d be a shame to make empty promises. “We can head out later and go get that outfit, so you can be dressed appropriately while you’re here. We make a quick detour past your place afterwards.”  
 
    “Deal.” She whispered against my ear, before nibbling on my lobe.  
 
    “Oohhh…” I couldn’t help the shiver. “We can wait to go and get that outfit.” My arms encircled her as I grabbed a handful of her thick hair, pulling a delightful squeak from her, before rolling her over on the couch, pinning her down. She smiled up at me, hands roaming over my back and arms, anywhere she could touch me.  
 
    “I can think of nowhere else I’d rather be right now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    After a long, enjoyable romp with my little Fey, I realized it was now late afternoon. After fixing us a quick snack, we both washed up to be presentable in public once more. I couldn’t resist messing around with her in the shower too, so by the time we came out of the bedroom, it was twilight. Maybe closer to evening.  
 
    Once she was in the archway on the landing, I turned to her, braced against the wall with one arm while I grabbed her with the other, and kissed her. It was a deep, passionate kiss and she melted into it, accepting me, her hands coming up to encircle my body as she pressed herself to me. My belly was doing flip flops and I lost myself in the kiss, her aura, her softness and her being. Mine. 
 
    It felt like an eternity that was over far too quickly when we finally broke for air. I found myself panting just slightly, and I rested my forehead against hers, pleased to hear her own breath was coming out in little huffs, and her arms were stroking my back seemingly on their own accord.  
 
    It felt like once she’d started touching me, she couldn’t stop and needed to keep touching as much of me as she could. I admit, it was damn difficult to stop touching her too. The sensation was delicious, and sent shivers down my spine and my whole body was tingling. It took effort not to sweep her up in another kiss.  
 
    “Oh my…” She licked her lips, slightly biting her lower lip, giving me that wanton look. I chuckled slightly, clearly letting her know that if we weren’t on the clock, I’d probably have taken her then and there again.  
 
    “So, the image of me prancing around in your collar and a skimpy outfit really does turn you on?” she teased me, her voice husky and low.  
 
    “You’re a wicked tease, little Fey.” I licked my lips savouring her taste. “I’ll have to get you for that when we get back.”  
 
    She just grinned at me with an expectant look, heat in her eyes. “Really now? Even after you started it? Oh, I’d like to see that.” I groaned at her and gave her a rather pointed look, but I couldn’t stop the smile from making the corners of my lips twitch. 
 
    I pulled away from her and straightened up, trailing one hand from her shoulder down her arm to her wrist, before grabbing hold of her hand. I pulled her down the stairs, through the living area, past the shop, heading for the garage, pulling her to the car.  
 
    “Let’s get this over with quickly.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24: New Friends 
 
    It was evening as I drove us straight into the shopping district, parking in a multiplex carpark near the centre. This area of Arrana is where most of the individual merchants have congregated. You can’t find any of the big brand chains here, but the surplus of variety in small business owners makes it barely noticeable. Being a small business owner myself I usually try to do most of my shopping here. The streets were lined with old buildings and Fey homes, some of which were grand things, and others no more than mud huts between Victorian style brick buildings.  
 
      
 
    We entered a shop called ‘The Herbarium’ first. I needed some special plants to make the amulet, and the only shop I knew that could possibly sell them was this one.  
 
      
 
    The shop itself was less of a shop, and more like a miniature garden of Eden, which just so happened to be growing in the shops enclosure. The enclosure was a huge glass greenhouse attached to the stone Victorian archway off of the street. Once, it was a brick courtyard, walled off from everyone else, but now it was overgrown with exotic plants from Gaia. 
 
      
 
    The stone walls were strung with lanterns powered by fireflies, attached together by thick black chains, and the shopkeeper had torn out any paving it may have originally had, replacing it all with thick rich soil, so his merchandise could grow wild in the shop itself. The only concession to others were the occasional stepping stones strategically placed around the area. This garden was the best place to get naturally grown Fey plants in the whole city. Cyrene was ecstatic at the sight.  
 
      
 
    “This is gorgeous, most of these plants seem to be from Gaia! I haven’t seen this much of a reminder of home since I came through the portal.” She was smiling ear to ear as the shop owner stepped out from under the branches of a weeping willow tree at the centre of this magical garden, and came over.  
 
      
 
    “Miss Zelena, what can I do for you and your cheery friend today?” The voice was soft and sounded almost like leaves on the wind, a rustling and gentle noise. 
 
      
 
    Cyrene seemed perplexed for a second, and hesitated as she took in the shopkeeper. He was a short and stocky man, but instead of hair he had long dreadlocks of moss, including the beard and moustache, both of which reached down to the middle of his chest. His skin was green and velvety looking, and he had large eyes with small irises, showing an eerie amount of whites. He had a wide mouth, with thin lips, and his hands and feet ended with rather elongated digits, visible because he wore no shoes or gloves. The man looked like he was made of the forest. 
 
      
 
    Cyrene took a step back as he approached, moving into a more defensive stance. I quickly stepped in front of Cyrene and shook his extended hand, smiling. This gave her time to cover her rude reaction, and hopefully prevent him from noticing. He could be touchy about these sorts of things. I greeted him warmly. 
 
      
 
    “Hello Yegor! My, your garden is looking particularly lovely this evening! I’m looking for two plants, please. A blossoming Thrillia and a five year old Clavidias. Tell me you can help me.” I looked at him hopefully. He smiled, and a moth flew off from his moustache and into the wild. 
 
      
 
    “You flatter me! Of course I can help you Miss Zelena, but that is quite the tall order. I’ll have to have a look in the private section. If you’ll excuse me.” He inclined his head slightly to me, and then made his way to the back area. It was partitioned off by a thick fall of purple veined ivy that glowed slightly in the dim light. As he ventured through they moved on their own accord, closing behind him with a swish.  
 
      
 
    “Private section?” Cyrene asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s where he keeps plants that could be used for dark magic.” I explained to her, a hand on her shoulder as I guided her away from immediate sight. “Technically, that section doesn’t exist.” Her eyes got wide as she looked between myself and the willows branches, obviously doing some fast thinking.  “Oh, I see.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, when he comes back try to be a bit nicer. Yegor’s quite quick to take offense at any implication he might be violent. What’s gotten into you anyway, do you have some kind of history with him?” She blushed. “No, no, nothing like that. It’s just... well he’s a Leshi, isn’t he?” She asked as if that would explain everything. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but what does that have to do with anything? So he’s a Leshi. The barista at Hot Beans is a Naga. The teller at the bank is a Scyran. What does that matter?” I was getting a bit prickly at what she was suggesting. She quickly peeked over to where Yegor had disappeared, before speaking again.  
 
      
 
    “You don’t know? Leshi kidnap and eat children! It’s my duty to protect the innocent! If I had my sword on me....” 
 
      
 
    “Good grief Cyrene, don’t tell me you buy into that! It’s old folklore, nothing more! Yegor is not just a Leshi, he’s a family man with a wife and three kids. He’s run’s the only decent shop in Arrana where you can get plants from Gaia, and he’s a damn nice man. Not a child abductor.”  
 
      
 
    She blushed slightly. “But, when I was at the Court they taught me…” she started, but I didn’t let her finish. “I don’t care what they taught you. They taught you arachnid Fey were extinct to, but you’ve met Alistair. I’m sure a lot of what they taught you was absolute bullshit. Now try and behave, or wait outside.” I snapped in a loud whisper. She looked down, deeply embarrassed at my chastising, quiet and submerged in her own thoughts after my little outburst. 
 
      
 
    Soon after, Yegor came back out with the flowers I’d ordered. He was quite pleased with himself for being able to provide them for me. “Here you go Miss Zelena, sorry for the wait. The little things had hidden themselves quite well, but I managed to find them for you. Now will you be using them temporarily or would you like to own them?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just temporarily Yegor, I don’t think they’d do very well in my garden. I’ll have Cyrene here bring them back to you when I’m done.” I motioned a hand to her and she nodded, taking the opportunity to interact with him. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll give me a chance to explore your gorgeous shop a bit more. The flowers here look like you just imported them today from Gaia.” She said graciously. 
 
      
 
    This was a huge compliment to the man, and he gave her a big smile. “You’re too kind my dear. I haven’t seen you here before, are you new to our fair city?” 
 
      
 
    “Why yes, I’m visiting here from Elvan R’Ultha. This shop reminds me so much of home. This is extraordinary! I was always told these plants couldn’t grow on Terra.” 
 
      
 
    He tapped at his nose and winked at her. “Ah well, you’ll find that a lot of things they believe in the other world, don’t hold much truth when put to the test. Oh, I’m sure your professors believe it’s true one hundred percent, but if you start experimenting and testing those theories, you’ll soon find they’re about as firm as slugs.” she giggled a bit at that. 
 
      
 
    “So I’m learning, yes.” She nodded to him as he moved to the counter and got out a little black book to write the sale in. 
 
      
 
    “Will there be anything else Miss Zelena?” 
 
      
 
    “No, thank you Yegor. That’ll be all.” I replied as he rang up the flowers. Once that was done, he started placing the pots into a small spelled cardboard box to hold them. I handed him the money as I took the flowers. “Thank you. As always, it’s a pleasure doing business with you, Yegor. These will be well cared for, in the meantime. Have a nice evening.” 
 
    “You to Miss Zelena, Miss Cyrene.” He inclined his head as we walked out the door. Once we were outside and out of earshot, I spoke up. “Well done Cyrene.” I said as we walked back to the car. She smiled and some of the nervousness slid off of her shoulders.  
 
    “Thank you. What did he mean with temporary?” she asked.  
 
    “Oh, plants like these are very valuable. He knows many are used for magic rituals or spells, rather than home growing or decoration. So, to make sure they don’t get neglected after use, he started the temporary purchase idea. You buy it to use it in your magic, and when you’re done you return it to him. This way he can re-plant what’s left and keep his stock alive. In return, the price to “rent” the plant is substantially lower than if I simply bought it.” 
 
    “Oh that’s actually quite a good idea! So if you intend to neglect it, you pay for it. Smart.” She nodded approvingly. 
 
    After placing the box on a towel on the back seat of the car, we walked the short distance to our next destination, which happened to be a small little seamstress shop a block or two over. When we entered the shop the bell above the door gave a tiny little tinkle of a sound, almost doll like.  
 
    The shopkeeper came out from a backroom almost instantly. “Yes, can I help you dears?” He asked as he moved up to the counter. 
 
    He was an older man with greying hair and a perfectly manicured beard below a bespectacled face. He smiled as we entered further into the store, his thumbs in his vest pockets. He was dressed very smartly, down to the last button of his turn of the century styled outfit.  
 
    “You might. A friend of mine once told me you were a wiz at custom clothes.” Cyrene was rather quiet this time, and I saw her wandering over to examine the spools of fabrics. Hm..So it seems she was quite content to let me take the reins here too then. Perfect!  
 
    “Oh, well flattery will get you almost anything, except a discount! Yes I do specialise in custom clothing. What did you have in mind Miss …?” 
 
    “Just call me Zelena.” He nodded graciously at me. “Miss Zelena, then.” he corrected himself. 
 
    “I’m going to be quite busy for a few days, so my dear Cyrene here has offered to help out with the running of my home.” I moved gracefully around the store, inspecting fabrics and forcing both the shopkeeper and Cyrene to keep pace with me. Let’s see how much I could push before she pushed back. I was going to enjoy this.  
 
    I sighed deeply. “And as she pointed out to me, she’ll basically be my personal maid, and she is woefully lacking in the proper attire. So I thought I might remedy that.” I grinned from ear to ear at the shop keep.  
 
    “Oh yes, a maid outfit! Not a problem at all Miss Zelena.” He replied, and started pulling out a roll of measuring tape from a pocket, his eyes twinkling with the anticipation of a new project, as he eyed up Cyrene with a zeal that only passionate craftsmen have. I knew he wasn’t seeing her as a woman right now, but as a blank canvas. 
 
    “Would you like that to be historically correct, or sexy?” he asked me, ever the professional. I pretended to think about that, snatching a few glances at Cyrene as she raised her eyebrows and gave me a questioning look, not sure if she should be amused or not. She mouthed at me, ‘sexy?’ and tilted her head slightly. That decided me. With a rather cocky grin, I made my decision. 
 
    “Sexy.” I replied.  
 
    “And what fabric would you like?” 
 
    “I prefer satin.” 
 
    “Alright, I’m sure I can accommodate that. Now, how soon would you like it?” 
 
    “I’ll be starting my work tomorrow morning, so preferably now. I’ll compensate you for the rush of course.” 
 
    “Not a problem Miss Zelena, I shall see to this one personally! Though I’m afraid, the best I’ll be able to do in such short notice is a slight custom alteration of a stock standard model.” He looked a bit disappointed as he said this. 
 
    “Oh I quite understand. However do keep her measurements on file for me, if this turns out well I’ll be back for one of your specialty custom designs.” He smiled at the thought, and made a small formal bow to me. 
 
    “It would be my pleasure, Miss Zelena.” He turned to Cyrene, who was looking between us both and not quite knowing which one was the safer person to gravitate to.  
 
    “Miss Cyrene, would you care to join me in the backroom, please. I’ll need to take your measurements and fit the outfit to you.” He motioned his hand for Cyrene to come round. After a small hesitation, she went into the backroom. 
 
    “Please take a seat Miss Zelena. I’ll return your friend to you as soon as we’re finished.” And with that he disappeared into his backroom. I sat down in one of the leather stools against the wall, and took out my phone. Taking the opportunity, I made an itinerary of what I’d need to get sorted now, what I could hand to Cyrene, and generally planning the next three days in detail.  
 
    I looked up from my phone I glanced outside the window momentarily, and had to blink twice. Nope, I’m not imagining it. Damnit. There, outside and parked across the street, was one of the same cars that’s been parked outside Cyrene’s apartment. Frowning, I glanced at the licence plate, just to be sure. Yep, no confusion there. Definitely one of them. I can’t see clearly into the driver's seat, as the windows are tinted and it’s dark outside. 
 
    Well. Not much I can do now on a busy street. We have to go back to Cyrene’s anyway this evening, so I’ll bide my time until then. Glaring daggers which I knew they couldn’t see, I resettled myself on the comfy lounge chair and went back to trying to read up on Triton Maidens instead. I kept one eye on the door though, just in case.  
 
    I suppose I could have gone and done some other things while I was waiting, but my possessive nature was rearing it’s head again at the sight of the car, so no matter how long this’d take, I was staying put. 
 
    As it turns out, there was not much in the digital world which had been translated about them, so I would have to go back to my family’s library, dangit. I kept hitting links for Sirens and Mermaids. Sighing, I instead swiped up one of my favourite easy books for some light reading. 
 
    After quite a number of chapters and a few hours later, the shopkeeper came out again with a smile on his face. “I think you will be very happy Miss Zelena.” He pressed a button under the counter and a small drumroll started through the speakers all of a sudden. “Presenting a work of art by yours truly, I give to you, your new maid. Miss Cyrene!”  
 
    He threw his arms in the direction of the changing room for the dramatic entrance, and Cyrene stepped out. Oh my stars... I more felt it then saw it! She was beautiful. Totally. Worth. It. 
 
    The shiny latex heels showed off her wonderfully toned legs. They weren’t high enough to lift her above me, just a little taller to add effect. I’d say they were about three inches...yes. That’s a good height for my little Fey. As she stepped out of the curtain I could see the black nylons lovingly hugging her legs, shimmering with a scale motif, giving her legs the illusion of two iridescent tails. It was a gorgeous sight, and I found myself almost hypnotised by her movements as she walked the small trip to the centre of the room.  
 
    Oh? Do my eyes deceive me? Under the white frilly underskirt… I see...yes, yes, it is a little navy blue garter just peeking out from her right thigh whenever she steps! Ooh...Well, there’s no doubt about it now. I’ll just have to check her outfit in minute detail to see what else she might be hiding there. Or, on second thought, just have her bend down to pick stuff up. The little skirt doesn’t look like it would cover a whole lot if she tried bending at any time. I wonder how many times I could get away with that before she clued on? 
 
    As she twisted and turned for me my attention moved from her legs to the shimmering satin fabric of the outfit. There was, of course, the small little white apron over her belly which was delicate and playful on her. But what was more interesting was that I’m sure her waist has shrunk.  
 
    I narrowed my focus for a moment. Yes most definitely a few inches smaller. She already had an hourglass shape naturally, but it is much more pronounced now. I would even say unnaturally so. Not sure how I feel about that. The black satin dress must have a corset moulded into it to give it that “sexy” shape. Not a favourite point, I enjoy her figure the way it is on it’s own, though this is not a bad look either. Maybe leave it out of future orders? We’ll see how she deals with it. 
 
    Probably the only redeeming feature the corset has for my enjoyment is how it boosts her bust so nicely, and without a bra as far as I can tell. Yes I definitely like that! A beautiful sight, and easy access for more enjoyable endeavours.  
 
    She did a nice little pirouette as I was taking it all in, and the skirt fluttered just enough so I could see the bottom of her firm behind as she twirled. The shift of her breasts in their confines and her gorgeously toned back in the corset lacings was doing maddening things to me. She is mine, I am never letting her walk out now. 
 
    She walked up to me radiating sexy. She had a very self-satisfied look on her face, and gave me a look that said she knew exactly what she was doing to me. The minx. Then she reached out a hand and tapped my jaw closed.  
 
    “Mouth closed, Zelena. Gaping, while flattering, is not on the agenda this evening.” Then she sauntered back out to the backroom. It took me a few seconds to gather my wits and figure out what she just said.  
 
    That cheeky little…! Oh, I’m going to get her for that. 
 
    “I see by your expression, that you are happy with the work?” The clerk prompted, drawing my focus back to him. “Oh yes, very happy. That looks great.” I had to work at speaking again, dangit. 
 
    “Wonderful! I suggested to Miss Cyrene that this comes with the ever graceful full length black satin gloves, as well as a black sequined satin choker. However Miss Cyrene said you’d already covered that.” I grinned at him. Did she now? My heart fluttered a bit to hear those words, hoping that this was maybe another small step to her wanting to wear my collar all the time. The thought was very thrilling! 
 
    “Yes, that’s already been taken care off. I can assume then, that her measurements are now all on file, for future orders?”  
 
    “But of course! You may even order over the phone, or by email. I keep a computer out the back.” He winked at me, and then chortled to himself.  
 
    “Excellent, thank you! How much do I owe you?” I asked. 
 
    “Five hundred and fifty euro’s please.” he said while ringing the purchase up. 
 
    As I finished up, Cyrene came back out in her professional outfit. Damn. Oh well, that outfit looks nice too, I was just more in the mood to see her in her new outfit. Anyway, mind out of the gutter, Zelena.  
 
    She was carrying a bag holding her apparel for the next few days. Whether she knew it or not. “Ah, alive again I see.” She teased at me, enjoying the effect her revenge had on me. Still has on me. She gave me a big self-satisfied grin. Oh yeah, I’m so going to get you back.  
 
    She laughed and moved to pass me. “Come on slow poke, one more stop to make!”  
 
    My hand itched to grab her, so I relaxed some of my self-control and smacked her on her sexy butt as she sashayed past me. When she squeaked in surprise, I squeezed. “You better watch that cheeky ass, before I decide to punish you.” I grinned at her red face. I was enjoying myself, and saw no reason why I shouldn’t touch her. When I let go, I quickly gave her but a quick pat before she got out of reach.  
 
    Giggling she reached the door, before smiling at me and playfully saying, “You know, I’ll expect you to make good on that.” I felt heat pool in my core at the thought of doing just that in her new outfit. From the smug grin on her face, she knew it too. That bloody tease!  
 
    Clearing my throat, I said our goodbyes to the shop keeper, and pushed the door handle out of her hands as I swanned by her, nose in the air. I had to bite back my grin as she rolled her eyes at me.  
 
    “Come on, we’re on a schedule.” I said, holding the door for her and trying to keep an eye out on the suspicious car as well. She huffed slightly at me and poked her tongue out.  
 
    Keeping to the side of the road, I made sure to casually block her from the street view as much as I could, just in case. We headed over to the food stalls for a late dinner.  
 
    It was already getting late by the time we drove out to her place to pick up her belongings. She headed straight into her bedroom and started packing the same backpack I first saw her sporting in the museum. Into the backpack went her two sets of clothes, and the feather hair piece I’d bought for her at the zoo, which had been residing on her bedside table.  
 
    Aww...she really does like it. I felt a grin try and tug at my lips, but I squished it down. So, after giving myself a mental shake, and clearing my throat for good measure, I began to move to the living room, just to check where the two cars were through the window, and see if we were followed back here. 
 
    Sure enough, both cars were parked across the street at either end. I’m going to have to do something about them. Since someone had already broken in here once before, to get Cyrene’s hairbrush, I can’t have them figuring out her new location. Having made up my mind to dispose of them, I felt better about being here.  
 
    Leaving the window, I passed the door to the basement. For a moment I felt something there, a resonance which I didn’t expect to feel outside of the Undercity. Luck must be on my side. An idea came to mind just then, and I turned back to Cyrene. “Can you wait here for a bit? There’s something I need to do.” 
 
      
 
    She eyed me suspiciously. “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s fine. I just want to leave someone a present.” 
 
      
 
    I heard her huff in a way that told me she did not believe a word of it, but she sat down on the bed as I’d asked her to. She was trusting me more and more, even after our incident earlier on today.  
 
    I shook my head to help clear those thoughts. Anyway, back to my ‘little present.’ I took out the raw chicken and the other meaty titbits I’d left in her fridge a few nights before. Moving quickly, I passed a very curious Cyrene on my way down to the basement.  
 
    
“What’s that for?” she asked me as I opened the door.  
 
      
 
    “Leverage.” With that, I descended down into the darkness, vanishing my plate of goodies before I reached the bottom, following the resonance until I found it’s strongest point. It came from a crack in the wall near the window.  
 
      
 
    “Why hello there, little one.” 
 
      
 
    Out of the crack emerged multiple thin, long legs before the body emerged, a shiny black and green, sleek arachnid. We stared at each other for a moment, seizing each other up. It’s front small legs twitched and rubbed together in warning, it’s eyes winking in the dim light from the door.  
 
      
 
    What do you want? Came the rasping response which I felt, more than actually heard in my mind. Communicating with other spiders was never as clear as with Alistair, but because this spider happened to be a hybrid of a local wolf spider and a Fey Flesh Eater, I could make a connection.  
 
      
 
    “I need you to bite two of my enemies.” Now that I know who the two in the car most likely work for, the lives of the men outside were forfeit anyway. 
 
      
 
    The spider rubbed it’s feet together again, and crawled along the wall to get to eye level with me. This brought it to the lip of the window sill. Flesh Wolves really are quite a lovely spider. By far one of the prettiest in Terra, as far as I’m concerned. They are mostly green or blue in colour, hairless, and comfortable in most places. I admired the iridescent sheen of its abdomen, as the moonlight reflected off it. They were quite nasty little devils, their venom was excruciating and deadly, which makes this all the more satisfying. 
 
      
 
    Why should I? It replied. I let my true eyes come to the surface, all eight of them, and I felt the laughter through the link. Drider. It acknowledged me. I nodded in return. “I offer you fresh meat for your new burrow, in exchange.” I replied. The spider thought about it for a moment, and then spoke once more.  
 
      
 
    This is acceptable. I smiled, my fangs sliding down into sight. “Then we have a deal.” Returning my face back to it’s human form, I summoned back the plate of meat and placed it on the floor against the wall. Offering my hand to the spider, it crawled into my palm and I walked out of the basement, past Cyrene who was wide eyed at the sight, as the spider crawled up to hide on my shoulder beneath the fall of my hair, and out the front door.  
 
      
 
    I walked up to the closest car, bold as brass and leaned against the roof, before knocking on the driver’s window. The man glared at me. Smiling sweetly I waved, waiting for him to open up. I’m going to enjoy this. After a small hesitation the window came down a notch or two. “Piss off lady, can’t you see I’m busy?” 
 
      
 
    “Hi there, I just wanted to introduce myself to you. I’m death, and I’ve come to collect.” I grinned and chuckled at the joke as his face screwed up with anger and scorn. That’s when the spider bit him. It had scurried inside via the open window unnoticed, found the exposed flesh of his neck, and sunk it’s fangs in deep.  
 
    
“Ow! What the fuck?” The spider scurried away unharmed, even through the wild swatting of the man as he slapped his neck. He didn’t get much further than that though, as the venom started working. My grin widened, and I collected my new friend before stepping away. No need to stay and watch the death throes, I already knew it was going to be excruciating.  
 
      
 
    I introduced myself once more to the other one, and my new friend was equally lethal. Once the deed was done I scooped the spider back up gently from the car window for the short walk back to Cyrene’s apartment. We walked straight through, and down into the basement. Upon returning it to it’s burrow, I felt it’s smugness at the new source of food by its door. “You’ve earned it.” I told the Flesh Wolf, pleased with how efficiently it had dealt with the men, and bid it farewell. 
 
    Which reminds me, I should check my stock of Flesh Wolf venom. I never know when I might need it. I’ll have a look when we get home. With that, I made my way back upstairs into the living room to face a very impatient, curious Fey woman.  
 
      
 
    “Do I want to know what that was about?” She asked. “No.” I replied calmly, and still smiling to myself, I vanished the pieces of Cyrene’s pedestal. She’d gone ahead and laid them out on the bedroom floor. No need to give her all the gory details, after all.  
 
      
 
    “Ok, so was there anything else you want to take with you?” I asked her. She shook her head. “Wait a minute, how did you know there was a Flesh Wolf in my basement?” She asked.  
 
    Oh. That. Um… “I saw it there last time I was here. Did I forget to mention that?” I’m not ready to let her know how I really knew it was there. “Zelena! That’s really something you should have spoken to me about!” She grumbled.  
 
      
 
    “Hey, what’s done is done. You weren’t bitten, and now you’re not living here anymore. Let’s not make too much of a big deal out of this, ok?” I put an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. She narrowed her eyes at me, but relaxed in my grip. “You’re way too casual about my potential demise.” She grumbled. I laughed and patted her arm, before letting her go and moving towards the front door. “Now Cyrene, you must know by now that I won’t let any harm come to you.”

  
 
    She snorted. One more reason for me to spank her. Ooh, I’m going to have such fun when we get home! What a delicious thought, ‘our home’. I could get used to that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25: Learning the Trade 
 
      
 
    I locked up once we got back inside, turning on the perimeter alarm and making sure everything was working properly. Don’t need any interruptions tonight. 
 
    We each had our arms full with the shopping and Cyrene was wearing her backpack as she started towards the living part of the house. “Go on up and change into something to work in. I need to teach you some essentials before I can begin my casting.” I called after her, as I moved towards the double doors of my workroom, carrying the two plants I purchased from Yegor.  
 
    “Ok.” She called over her shoulder. I placed the plants on my workbench, ready for later, when I realized something. I still owed my little Fey a little discipline didn’t I? No time like to present to teach her what kind of consequences to expect. 
 
    Grinning to myself, I walked out of the workroom and went into my study first. I easily retrieved a mahogany box from the desk safe before continuing upstairs into the living room. Cyrene had tossed her backpack against the bed and had already stripped down to her undies when I interrupted her. 
 
    “Well isn’t that a beautiful sight to walk in on?” I said seductively, as I entered the room. “Zelena! Isn’t it customary to knock before walking in? You know, so I’m not half naked.” She responded pointedly, without turning around. 
 
    “Not particularly no, you did consent to being mine after all. Though maybe you forgot, with that pretty little neck being bare and all.” I smiled at her while displaying the box and opening its lid. “Something I actually came up here to remedy.” The inside of the box was lined with velvet, and resting atop of the soft fabric, were her cuffs and collar. 
 
    She hesitated a second before turning around to look. When she saw the contents of the velvet lined box she got the most precious happy smile on her face. It made my heart skip a beat. My gaze followed every curve of her exposed body, before finally coming back up to meet her gaze as I spoke. “Well, while this side is lovely to see as well, I’ll need you to turn around again so I can put this back where it belongs.” I said, while making a little turn around movement with my finger. 
 
    She gave a small giggle as she turned and lifted her hair out of the way with her right arm. I approached her, using magic to float the box in the air as I pulled out the collar. I gently laid a kiss at the base of her neck, before slipping the gold collar around it, sealing it shut. 
 
    Then I grabbed her arms, pulling them behind her back, and easily encased each back into an armguard before sealing them shut. With a flick of my wrist, the now empty box vanished. Just as Cyrene was about to move away from me and back to dressing, I pulled her sharply against myself, easily locking the cuffs together behind her back in one swift movement.  
 
    
    	 “Not so fast my little Fey. I do recall you being quite the cheeky little brat while we were out.” Using my left arm I pulled her face back towards me close enough that she could feel my breath against her cheek as I spoke. “As well as being a horrible tease.” I whispered to her. I felt her shiver in response, heard her breath hitch as she leaned in, straining to kiss me. I deliberately didn’t close the gap. 
 
   
 
    “Who, me?” she responded trying to sound as innocent as possible. 
 
    “Yes, you. And now you're going to pay the price for that.” I shifted my weight, keeping hold of her the whole way as I moved towards the bed. As I settled myself down onto the bed, I turned her with me before letting her drop across my lap. Keeping my hands at key points, I was able to keep control over her body, so I could twist her just right, and her bound form would drop dramatically, the short and sudden dip giving her the feeling that she was falling, and was about to hit her head on the floor. Her squeak was adorable. I caught her just in time, stopping her inches away from the floor as I settled her more comfortably on my lap. 
 
    I caressed her pretty little butt, tracing the panty lines, and running my nails lightly across her exposed flesh, creating goose bumps. “Now, I think twenty should be sufficient. I want you to count out loud, and apologise to me after every smack. If you miss one, we’ll have to start over from the beginning, all over again, until I have a full set from you. Understand my little Fey?” She swallowed hard, nodding at me while biting her lip. 
 
    I smacked her with only a little force for this first strike, and she counted for me. “One, I’m sorry Zelena.” Good. I found myself grinning again. With each smack I increased my strength, gauging her reacting after each strike to her bare bottom. This was also a good way to see just how she reacted to each intensity, and where her limits lie.  
 
    She started squirming around ten. At fifteen, a slight hiss came to her speech, and at twenty she was panting hard, moving her hips around, almost screaming as the last blow landed “TWENTY! SORRY ZELENA!” Her butt had a nice cherry glow to it. Literally, she was glowing under my hands, her butt had a more rose colour than the rest of her. I admired my efforts, relishing the feeling of my tingling hand and her warm skin, enjoying the moment. I think the most interesting part was how her body got more and more of a glow to it as we continued, showing me her increased arousal in response to pain. 
 
    She’s done so well, hasn’t skipped a single smack. I’m impressed. I should smack her harder next time. “Well done, my little Fey.” After stroking the back of her head gently a few times, I pushed her back onto her feet to stand in front of me.  
 
    “Now did you learn your lesson?” She gave me a coy look as she was biting her lower lip, still glowing. The colour of her flushed cheeks was captivating. “Oh yes Zelena, I definitely did.” Now, why do I get the feeling I just encouraged more brattiness? This is going to be fun.  
 
    “Good, in that case, on your knees my little Fey.” I pointed down to the floor in front of me. She moved a little awkwardly to do as I commanded, her hands still bound together. I’m sure she’ll get more used to it with time. I intend to give her lots of opportunities to practise. 
 
    When she was positioned right in front of me, I stood up. “Now since this is your first time, I’ll help you out a little.” I said as I undid the button and zip on my pants. Then I looked at her pointedly. “Well come on, we don’t have all I night.” I said gesturing to my dress pants. It didn’t take her long to figure out what I wanted. She eased herself forward, taking the fabric between her lips and pulled down by twisting her body into a bow. It was a lovely sight. 
 
    When she’d finally pulled my pants down to my ankles, I casually stepped out of them, revealing my shapely legs and stiletto heels for full effect. I then casually kicked my discarded clothing to the side, before capturing her gaze with my own. Slowly, I pulled down my panties, never breaking my gaze away from hers, so I got to watch as her glow brightened.  
 
    “Now since you’re so sorry, you should fix what you caused, don’t you think? You wouldn’t want me to be distracted by your gorgeous body while casting such a complicated spell, now do you?” I said as I sat down on the edge of the bed. 
 
    "Of course not.” She said cheekily. “Good, then let’s get to work fixing your horrible behaviour.” I said as I threaded my fingers through her hair at the back of her head, guiding her to where I wanted her to focus her attention. 
 
    She got to it immediately, and was quite good even without being able to use her hands. Of course, I suppose I did help her a lot, moving her head by those lovely locks, positioning her tongue exactly where I wanted the attention. It didn’t take long at all before I felt myself rise to my first orgasm of the evening. 
 
    After about five, I decided that would do, and roughly yanked her head back once I’d finished. Don’t want to start rising again. I had to lick my lips before I could speak. “Very well done my pet. That was delicious, and I feel much better.” I said, my breath fluttering still as I calmed down. Keeping my hand in her silky waves, I used the moment to catch my breath before moving. 
 
    
    	 After a moment, I got off the bed a little shaky, which made her smile up at me. Shaking my head at her smugness, I re-dressed as she obediently sat there on her knees until I was ready, watching her pleased expression change into confusion as I zipped up.  
 
   
 
    “Up you get love.” I motioned for her to rise. I had to steady her on her first attempt, which was quite funny to see. Watching her try to stabilize herself without the use of her arms, instinctively trying to brace only to find her arms tied was gratifying. 
 
    When she got up, I released the binding on the cuffs so she had full use of her arms again. “Well done. Now finish getting dressed and come join me in my workroom.” I said ignoring the glow she was emitting and the heat she was radiating, as I walked to the bedroom door. 
 
    She did a double take and yelled after me before I’d left the room. “Hey! What about me!” 
 
    Pausing by the door I turned to look back over my shoulder, and smiled at her a sadistic little smile. “Well dear, that’s why it’s called a punishment, and not a treat. So don’t you dare try and fix this on your own. When you get release, it will be by my hand and nothing else.” Her jaw dropped as I walked out the door and back down to my workroom. 
 
    *** 
 
    When I got there I moved over to the table in the middle of the room. It was currently still set up to strap down a body, so the straps were on the top, attached to the metal frame, and the four drainage points were facing up. The hidden drawers were still locked safely inside the main body. This won’t do.  
 
    My table is sectioned into three parts which I normally keep together, and usually with the straps up, just in case of a medical emergency. This time, I’d need more workspace, so I moved around the table, unclasping the four clips which connected the largest middle part to the smaller two side sections which contained the drains. This resulted in the middle part of my table wobbling on its axis. With a push, I flipped it over so the straps now faced the floor, and then clipped it back to a seamless finish. Nice and sturdy once more.  
 
    The underside was just as smooth as the topside of my table, since it was built to be thicker to account for the drawers. Just need to cover the drains now. Pressing one of the buttons on the thick side of the table, I heard a click. The mechanism started, which slid a piece of metal over the drainage holes, settling flush with the rest of the surface, as if it had never been taken apart at all.  
 
    Satisfied, I brought my two rental plants to sit on it’s surface, one at either end, and set about grabbing the tools Cyrene would need from my workbench at the far end of the room, to the table. This should make it easier for Cyrene to work on them.  
 
    I was just setting the first item down, when a slightly grumpy Cyrene walked in. “So what did you want to teach me?” She asked. She’d tied her hair down at the back of her neck and was in her casual shirt and jeans again. Good, this could get dirty. 
 
    “I’ll need to teach you how to properly get the ingredients I need for my spell. You’ll have to harvest leaves and branches from both plants every day, so I can continue my spell weaving. Think you’re up to that my little pet?” I said smiling at her. 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” she responded saluting with a cheeky grin on her face. 
 
    “Good, then let’s begin.”  
 
    I picked up a pair of shears from the table, which had been placed next to the Thrillia. “I’ll show you how to do it this time, so pay very close attention. There’s a bit of a trick with these.” I pulled out two gas masks from the drawers, and passed one to her, but I didn’t put mine on yet. Cyrene followed my cue, curiosity written all over her face. 
 
    “This one on the left is a blossoming Thrillia, and the one on the right is a five year old Clavidias. The Thrillia’s scent is unique, in that once the plant is cut, it releases a ‘perfume’ that acts like a hallucinogenic drug. The purple flowers are particularly potent, but they react with the part of the brain that controls fear. Combined, they make for quite a terrifying experience.” 
 
    I gently touched the petals of one of the dainty, bright flowers as I spoke. “But once that wears off, the essence will be available for me to use, and that’s one of the core components for the Chaos Amulet.” 
 
    “If we want to get the leaves and branches, we’re going to have to comfort it first. If it’s too terrified, it will spray it’s perfume immediately, so either way, we're going to need these.” I said lifting the mask. 
 
    She looked from the quite beautiful, purple flowering plant, and back to the gasmask in her hand a few times before staring at me, incredulously.  
 
    “All this for one plant?” She asked, in disbelief. I shrugged. “Some plants are just more sensitive than others.” I put the gasmask on, and Cyrene did the same.  
 
    “Ok, now this is going to hurt it, so what you need to do first is stroke it gently. Like this.” Reaching out carefully, I began to pet the branch and trunk, careful to avoid the inch long red spines. The plant shivered, and dropped some of it’s leaves in the process. Once the leaves stopped dropping, the plant went still again.  
 
    “Now we can cut it. You’ll want to cut it close to the main trunk, nice and clean, like this.” I snipped one off, and the plant gave off a small shriek and a puff of cloudy spores, which startled Cyrene so much that she took a step backwards. 
 
    “What the!” I ignored her reaction, more intent with getting the branch out and away from the thorns without getting scratched. Once I’d placed the branch down gently, I crooked a finger at the rack on the right which held some of my smaller vials. One of them floated over to me, and I quickly put it to the fresh cut, catching the sap before it could trickle down too far and become contaminated. I could use the sap later.  
 
    “Yeah, it does that. Never mind, that’s why you pet it, and wear a mask when pruning it. It actually is much worse if it hasn’t been comforted first.” She just gave me a worried look. Hmm...Maybe I could be a bit more reassuring, and less blunt.   
 
    “Don’t worry, if you’re gentle it won’t be that bad. As you can see, you can easily collect the leaves I need by doing this first. So it is actually quite the essential part to obtaining both ingredients. Now do keep in mind to have a vial ready each time so you can collect the sap. While it’s not necessary for the amulet, it can be used in quite a few workings, so this is a good opportunity to stock up as well. Though you need to be very quick, once the sap touches the soil, it’s properties become contaminated and it’s useless to me. So speed is of the essence here. Since your magic isn’t as strong, make sure to have the vials ready before you start.” 
 
    She eyed the plant gingerly. “I understand, but are you sure you want me doing this?”  
 
    "Of course I am, you’re more than capable of doing this for me. Regardless, if you’re going to be with me, I’ll expect you to help me out more and more. So no time like the present to teach you the basics. I’ll have you competent in basic herbology in no time.” I gave her a reassuring pat on the arm with my free hand.  
 
    “Now, next is aftercare. Don’t worry about any additional care for the Thrillia itself. It will mend itself and be full of leaves again by this time tomorrow.” I moved over to my workbench and plucked one of the wands which was hanging from a hook on the wall directly above the workstation.  
 
    “This will tell you if the air is pure here or not. You’ll need to use this to cleanse the air of the pollen of the Thrillia. To tune it to look for specific contaminants, tap it to the primary source. Like so.” 
 
    The wand was a silver mimic of an oak tree branch, twelve inches long and knotted. It had an emerald embedded in the base, but other than that, there was no embellishments on it. I tapped the end to the Thrillia plant. The gem flared for a moment, and then went back to normal.  
 
    I gave it a swish, and light burst forth from the tip to pulse around the room in the form of golden light particles, giving the illusion of pixie dust. The dust went to every corner of the room, and out the door, rebounding until there was no more surfaces to bounce off, until the light dissipated.  
 
    “When you move it, think the word ‘cleanse’, and it will, for lack of a better term, ‘disinfect’ the area of the target sample. This is one of my favourite wands, honestly.” 
 
    “I can see why.” She remarked, watching the light display slowly fade. I took my mask off once it was gone, and she did the same. Grinning, I held out my mask to her. “So, were you watching where I got these from?”  
 
    “Yeah, I saw you.” 
 
    “Good. Then put them back, please.” After a small hesitation, she took my mask off me and returned both of them back to where they belonged. I smiled. “Good! I expect everything to be in it’s rightful place when I’m done casting. I’m counting on you.” 
 
    “Now, for the Clavidia.” This one looked more gnarled and scarred, as if it had lived a very long life, and found no wonder in it at all to tell the grandkids. The leaves of this plant were like a willow. Draping, long vines with small leaves sprouted in tufts at random between the grey bark.  
 
    “Now for the Clavidias plant, I’ll need you to put these gloves on.” I handed her a pair of black, rubber gloves before pulling on my own pair. “These gloves live in this drawer, and they have a special coating to protect you from acid reactions. The sap from this plant tends to spray a little, so be careful. I don’t want you hurt.” 
 
    “Before I start to cut, there’s one more thing.” I opened up another drawer and pulled out two pairs of darkened goggles, handing one to her. “This plant has time distortion properties. Once the bark is penetrated or removed, even by accidental brushing, you lose time if your eyes are exposed. That’s why I carried it in and out of the car, and not you. It varies, how much time the person loses. You could be frozen in place for only five minutes or five years, each reaction is unique so it’s hard to tell beforehand. Best to avoid that happening. So, when I tell you, put the goggles on. I’ll show you where to cut first. When it comes to your turn, best to get the blades in position first, and then drop the glasses down before you cut.” 
 
    I picked up the shears again and moved closer to it. “Now, you grab the branch in one hand, and snip at the base in the same manner as the other. Ready?” I asked, when the shears were in position to snip. Cyrene nodded, and put the goggles on. I released the branch and pulled mine down too, before grabbing it again.  
 
    “One, two, three…” As soon as I cut it, there was a sharp pulse of air, which lasted only a few seconds. “Ok once the air blast is over it’s safe, so you can remove the glasses now.” Quickly I settled my goggles on top of my fringe, while I set about removing the branch and grabbing another vial.  
 
    Thick black sap oozed from the plant, flowing fast once the limb was removed. “Now while I do want you to collect the sap from this plant as well, my main priority is your safety so don’t feel too bad if you don’t catch it in time. I’d rather you keep the goggles on too long, and miss the sap, then take them off too early. Understood?” 
 
    She nodded with a worried look on her face. “Yes Zelena.” 
 
    “Good. Now, did you feel the pulse alright?” I asked Cyrene as I carefully held the vial to the plant. I’m getting a decent amount today! Must be lucky. I can put this to all sorts of uses! 
 
    “Yeah, that felt weird.” She replied, collecting my goggles off me and putting them back where they belonged without me having to ask her. She’s learning! And so attentive, I’ll have to think of something to reward her with. Later. 
 
    “Good, that’s how you can tell you’re safe. Once you can’t feel that anymore, you’re good to look.”  
 
    “Ok, so do I have to do anything specific to get the leaves from this one?” She asked me. I shook my head. “No. Funnily enough, this one responds to being stroked as well. Observe.” I ran a finger down a green vine, and as I did so the plant shivered, losing every leaf that was attached to that specific vine. They fell to the floor in perfect condition. “A gentle touch is all you need.”  
 
    Cyrene looked at the plant, surprised, and slightly suspicious. “Huh. That seems almost too easy after everything else.” Came her reply. “What, no high pitched scream? No breaking out into horrific sores, no bleeding from my eyes or anything? Just, stroke it?”  
 
    “Very funny.”  
 
    “I thought so, yeah.”  
 
    Cheeky. I raised an eyebrow at her, and she smiled sweetly in response. Yep, I encouraged her with those spanks.  
 
    “Collect the leaves, but don’t mix them yet, and grab the branches. There’s some containers you can use under the table. I’ll meet you in the main study.”  
 
    I left her there to put everything away, as a test. When I got to the doorway, I stopped and looked back. “I’ll check on your work when I get back.” I gave her my sweetest smile, before walking away. I heard some grumbling which just made me chuckle. Well, it’s as good as any other way, to help her memorise the things she’d need to know while I’m casting.  
 
    I headed over to my private study, in the living part of the building. Hmmm...yep. Still think this would be the best place to make the amulet. Ok, so let’s see...what do I want to take from here before I start? I scanned the room quickly, but didn’t see anything I’d miss over the next three days. Good. Just in time too, as Cyrene came up behind me carrying the containers.  
 
    “Thank you. Please, put them down next to the doorway, out of range of everything else. I have something else to show you.” I told her, as I stepped aside for her. She did as I asked and raised an eyebrow at me. “More?”  
 
    I’m going to ignore that. “Ok, so since this is your home, let me show you one of it’s little tricks. Place your hand here.” I pointed at the light switch. She did as I asked, and nothing happened.  
 
    “OK, why am I doing this?” 
 
    “Because I told you to. Now, focus your magic through your palm, picture the entire room, and think the word ‘clear’.”  
 
    A few seconds later, an arcane symbol flashed briefly beneath her palm, followed by the sound of whirring mechanics. All the furniture was withdrawn into the walls or the floor. Pieces of my walls opened up behind the bookshelves, and the bookcases were drawn back into the space, disappearing from sight as the wall came back once more, seamlessly. The desk descended into the floor as well in the same manner, leaving us with an empty, clean room to work with. Except for the carpet that was still over the trap door.  
 
    “Neat!” She exclaimed. “Yeah. You can reverse it by doing the same, but thinking ‘reveal’. The entire shop is rigged like this too, just in case.” Her eyebrows went up at this. “Seriously? Isn’t that a bit paranoid of you, Zelena?” She asked me.  
 
    “Not really. This system has been in place for generations.” I shrugged. “Anyway, I needed you to know about it, just in case, and to help me with setting up for this casting for you.”  
 
    Frowning at the carpet, I flicked my fingers at it dismissively, using some of my magic to roll it up and drop it in the far corner, out of the way. I didn’t feel like bending down to roll the thing up myself. Too much effort, and I’m trying to conserve my energy.  
 
    “Alright, do you know your arcane glyphs?” I asked Cyrene. "Of course!” She said, and I could hear the attitude in her voice. Cheeky. Pulling out a piece of white chalk from my magical stash, I tossed it at her quickly, and without warning. She blinked and leaned her head away to avoid being smacked in the forehead with it, but she still caught it. 

  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Good, now use that to start drawing for concentration, focus and containment.” She poked her tongue out at me. “I’ll pretend I didn’t see that, since we don’t have time to discipline you again.” Ignoring her increased cheeky sound effects, I pulled out my own piece of chalk from thin air, and started marking up the room as well with arcane runes. She did what I asked, showing me her attitude was just for fun and no deliberate resistance. Once we’d covered all the walls, I got her to help me draw a large pentacle on the floor.  
 
    Cyrene was on her knees just finishing the last of her lines when I finished mine. Getting up, I couldn't help myself. As I passed her, I reached out and ruffled her hair affectionately. “Good work, Cyrene!” That earned me a small growl and a half squinted look from her, which was just too adorable. “Oi!”  
 
    How can I resist that? I grabbed her from behind and snuggled her tight, burying my face in her neck, and consequently her ponytail too. “Aww, you’re just so adorable!” More grumble-growly noises came from her, but she leaned into me and put her free hand over mine, getting chalk all over me. I didn’t care though.  
 
    “Not adorable.” She grumbled. I petted her head again. “Whatever makes you happy, little Fey.” I replied, teasingly. After one more nuzzle, I let her go and started to pull the last few items I’d need seemingly out of thin air again. One by one I handed her five black candles and instructed her to place them at the five points of the pentacle.  
 
    It was all coming together nicely. Everything looks good. There’s just a couple more things… “Cyrene, can you fill the spaces on the floor outside the pentacle with more runes? Better to have more, than not enough.” 
 
    “Sure.” She started to crawl her way over to the far corner to begin marking up my floor once more. I surveyed the room again as she did so. One more thing ought to do it. Snapping my fingers, I vanished a cushion from upstairs, reappearing it in the middle of the pentacle, so I could sit there in comfort. I smiled. There we go! Perfect. Be damned if I was going to sit on the cold, hardwood floor for hours on end to do this. If I was going to be here for three days and nights, I was going to be as comfortable as I could get! 
 
    Now, time for the plants. “Ok, looking good! Now, bring me the two branches that I cut.”  
 
    Cyrene got up, dusted the chalk off of her hands and knees and then fetched me the two branches as I asked. “Thank you dear.” I plucked them off her and moved towards the centre of the pentacle, being careful not to smudge any lines. Carefully, I arranged them so that their cut ends were touching, their tips facing towards the door at a forty five angle, just as I’d cut them.  
 
    “Why are you placing them like that?” Cyrene asked me.  
 
    “This will act as a focal point, and allow me to use their essence to channel all the power. It’ll also have the added effect of braiding the various magic’s together, along with the plants essence. They are the perfect tools for this task. That’s why I’ll need a fresh pair at dawn, because by that time these will have become just empty husks. I’ll have bled all the magic out of them.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Mm hmm. Plus, they will overwrite my own magical signature, which will make it almost impossible to identify who made this.” I grinned at her. “Ahh. Now I see.” Came her response. She chuckled at me. “Always a step ahead, aren’t you?” 
 
    I scoffed, mock offended. “Now Cyrene, you should know by now that I’m always at least three steps ahead.” We shared a giggle at that. Now, time for the final piece. Out of my magical space, I pulled a large, empty crystal star, pale and ordinary. My magical vessel, and soon to be Chaos Amulet. Crystals work so well as receptacles, and this one was sturdy as well as pretty.  
 
    Placing it in front of the pillow, facing the back of the room, I went and gathered the boxes with the leaves. “Now, these leaves will have a lesser effect than the branches, but by placing them next to the candles, their essence is released quicker through the heat, and I can pull it easily into the charm.” I explained, as I went about scattering them around all five candles. “Once I light these, the spell starts anew, so the more leaves I have, the better. If I run out of essence from the branches, the leaves will help, but they won’t be as potent.” 
 
    Once I was done with that I stepped back to the doorway and gave it another check. Yep, everything’s ready now. “Not bad Cyrene, well done.” She smiled at me as I praised her, pleased with herself. “Ok, let’s go see how well you remembered my lesson in the workroom, shall we?”  
 
    I closed the door to the study, and headed off towards my workroom, Cyrene in tow behind me. When I got there I saw that the bench space was clean except for the two potted plants. Hmmm… I gave my workbench and drawers a thorough inspection, only to find she’d put everything back exactly as it should be. I know it’s silly, but right now I’m proud of her. She’d even found the home for the tools she hadn’t seen me take out.  
 
    Turning around, I caught her in a hug. “Well done! See, you can do this.” She cuddled in happily, nuzzling her cheek against me as she did so. “Thank you.” Came her quiet reply. I could tell she was happy though. I’m getting more and more attuned to her.  
 
    “Now, since we are home for the evening, how about we both go and get dressed into something more comfy?” She nodded, her eyes roaming over my face, her cheeks still flushed and a smile on her lips. I made sure to lock the adjoining door between shop and home behind us before ascending the stairs, Cyrene following close behind me. I led her into the bedroom and stepped aside so she could get in, but I didn’t venture any further.  
 
    I knew she’d go hunting for the lavender nightgown she wore the night before. Well, good luck finding that! Grinning, I watched her search for it under her pillow. When she couldn’t find anything, she gave me an annoyed look. “Ok, where did you hide it?” I chuckled and went to the door on the right side of the room. “Hide what?” I asked, innocently.  
 
    “The lavender nightly I borrowed off you the other night.” She stated. 
 
    “Oh that. That’s being washed. Come over here and pick something fresh for tonight.” Grinning at my not so subtle manipulation, I opened the door on the right and let it swing wide, showing her the walk in closet which was now also storing the new clothes I’d bought for her. Ta da! Yep, I was feeling pretty chuffed with myself right about now. 
 
    She wandered in and started looking through them, giving me a rather pointed look. “These all look suspiciously like the clothes I tried on at that fancy place, and the goth shop.” 
 
    “Well, that’s because they are those clothes.” She humphed at me again and shook her head once more. I stepped in behind her and flicked through the coat hangers until I navigated to the one I wanted her to wear this evening. “Here, go put this one on. I can’t remember if it looked gorgeous or not, and I need a refresher.” Sometimes, lying is fun.  
 
    I’d pulled out a set of deep cobalt blue sleepwear made of thermal cotton. It had lacing on the edges and a matching robe. “Yes, I believe that colour suited you very well.” When she didn’t respond straight away and looked about to make some sort of smart ass remark, I shooed her out of the closet and swatted her backside for good measure. Oh no you don't, none of that!  
 
    She squeaked once more at me and glared over her shoulder. God I loved how I could make her do that! The sounds of her squeaking just made me itch to do it again. “Oi, I am not your doll you know. I can pick my own if I want to.”  
 
    “Sure you are. Now stop being cheeky and go change.” I replied sweetly. It was out of my mouth before I could stop it. Oh well, at least it’s honest. She stuck her tongue out at me in response, but still went into the ensuite with the clothes to change for me, a smile on her lips as she shut the door.  
 
    Taking advantage of teasing her while I could, I felt no need to be coy about it. I’m going to be a zombie for the next couple of days, and wouldn’t exactly have much energy for this during the short breaks between casting, so I’m getting my fill now. 
 
    Taking the opportunity while she was getting dressed, I fetched my tablet from its docking station in the dining room. It contained all my business contacts, and lists, which I’m going to make available for Cyrene.  
 
    When she came out and into the living room she saw Alistair on the couch with me. She ignored me and went straight to cooing at him, holding out her hand. He didn’t even hesitate, he climbed straight into her outstretched hands, and sat there contentedly. Hey! Bloody attention whore. Alistair blew a raspberry at me through our link, and ignored me too. 
 
    Alistair loves being adored, since he has an ego that’s twice the size of himself, and after having only one admirer for many years, he lapped up her attention with no real humility. Watching her interacting with someone who’s so precious to me, wearing my colours, unbeknownst to her of course, and my collar, brought an emotional lump to my throat. It was beautiful, and heart-warming. I could deal with being ignored for that. Just for a bit. 
 
    Moving into the kitchen, I made us both some tea before bringing the steaming cups out to the coffee table. Taking my seat next to her, I picked up the tablet. “Alright, there’s some things I need to go through with you before I start this casting. Put him down, you’re going to be spending a lot of time together over the next three days anyway. You can coo over him more then.”  
 
    They both shared a look, and with one last pat, Cyrene placed him on the arm of the couch before turning to give me her full attention. “Alright, shoot.” 
 
    “While I’m casting, I can’t be disturbed. I’ll need you to handle all the phone calls and anything else that might come up. You’ll need to make the meals, and keep the magical meats stocked up so I can replenish my own, and to absorb the proteins I’ll need to keep going.” I explained. 
 
    “All the important numbers are in here, so just take messages and let anyone who asks know that I’ll get back to them in a few days. Just tell them I’m away on business.” She was nodding as I spoke, absorbing my words as she sipped on a cup of herbal tea. 
 
    “OK, I can do that for you, no problem.”  
 
    “Now, I’ll spell the study door so that the handle glows white when I’m working. When it returns to normal, that’s when it’s safe to come in. I’ll have a short window of time each dawn and dusk to eat and meditate before I’ll have to continue. I’ll be relying on you to help make this as smooth for me as possible. I’ll be weak, as I'll be pouring all my magic into this casting, so your help is crucial.” 
 
    “Will you be starting tonight?” She asked me.  
 
    “No, I’ll start after dawn. Don’t worry about the store either, it’ll remain closed during this period so you won’t have to worry about customers. Alistair will be able to move in and out of the room without disturbing me, so he will be able to help you. While his reservoir of magic could prove to be very useful, mostly he will be keeping an eye on the both of us. If something happens inside, I trust him to deliver the message to you.” 
 
    “Right, that shouldn’t be a problem.”  
 
    “Good. Well then, that’s pretty much it. With Alistair here, you won’t be alone to handle this. Just don’t come in the room while the knob is white. Don’t even knock.” I reiterated. “The results will be...unpleasant, to say the least.” 
 
    She nodded at me and I squeezed her hand in mine. “So then, we have the rest of this evening. How do you want to spend it?” She asked me. Oh, I don’t know...I can think of at least ten things off the top of my head. But I should just try to rest as much as possible. I growled slightly, and she gave me a questioning look. Waving a dismissive hand, I spoke up.  
 
    “Honestly, there’s no one I’d rather be with right now, so I’d like to relax and spend some time with you. I’m going to be stretched very thin soon, so I’d like to just chill.” I hate being responsible, sometimes.  
 
    She smiled at me and squeezed my hand back. “I’m sure I can manage that.” We snuggled down together on the couch and turned the lights down, before turning on the TV above the fireplace to watch a movie together. After a bit, Cyrene started to yawn in my arms. She’s so cute when she’s sleepy. I nudged her gently to wake her up enough to walk her to the bedroom, before I tucked her in. Drider’s don’t sleep, so instead I snuggled up beside her and slipped into a restive meditation state, to wait until my alarm. Dawn would come, and I’d need all my reserves.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26: Traps 
 
    The alarm went off and I woke Cyrene up with a gentle kiss on the cheek, enjoying her sleepy face as she stirred. I dressed in a simple black dress for comfort, since I had no need to dress to impress when I’d be locked in a room for pretty much three full days. Comfiness was the priority. The study was ready for me, and Alistair was waiting by the pillow on the floor.  
 
    After a few minutes there was a soft knock on the open door. Cyrene came in with a hot plate of scrambled eggs and bacon, which I took from her gratefully. Eating quickly, I returned the plate and took one last look at her face before I shut the door, activating the protection spell, and going to work. 
 
    It was a gruelling day, both mentally and physically for me, and when dusk came, I found myself wilting with fatigue. Cyrene was there for me the moment the doorknob stopped glowing with a wonderfully meaty dish, nice and hot which was a very welcome sight. She looked very sexy in that maid outfit, my collar lovingly embracing her neck. It made me feel warm and tingly to see her like this, and she knew it. The cheeky minx. I loved her a little more for it. 
 
    Not long after I finished my meal, our rest was interrupted by the silent alarm. My phone and tablet were flashing in warning. “What the-?”  
 
    There was the sound of machinery whirring in the store through the adjoining door. Shouts of surprise filled the house as all the shelves in the store that were attached to the walls receded into them, exactly the same way they had in my study to prepare for this casting. Since that was happening, I knew then that the floating shelves and counter had sunk into the ground as well, leaving a very wide, empty battleground. 
 
    I grabbed for my phone and swiped to the security app, bringing up the camera feed, motioning for Cyrene to look at the screen as well. “It’s Mr. Kreig, and he brought reinforcements along.” 
 
    Cyrene swore, and made to get up but I grabbed her by the hand. “No. Don’t go out there yet. This is actually quite the opportunity for us, having him here, though his timing could do with some polish. We need information from him, and here he is, presenting himself on a silver platter.” 
 
    “But-” Cyrene started, before I cut her off. “Alistair, you know what to do.”  
 
    Alistair scuttled to one of the corners and vanished down one of his own small tunnels, making a beeline for the security room in my underground den, where he had full control and could see the entire floor through the security cameras.  
 
    I offered my hand out to Cyrene then. “Help me up, will you?” She pulled me to my feet, catching me while I swayed for a moment.  
 
    “But you’re weak, you can’t fight these people! You can barely stand!” She protested. I rested a hand on her arm reassuringly. “You’re right, I can’t fight them like this, but I don’t need to. Trust me, I just need you to listen and do as I say. The entire building has gone into lockdown now. No one gets out. Stay out of sight, you can watch everything that happens through the tablet, but don’t come out unless I say so.” 
 
    Using my phone I turned off the five minute count down, switching security to manual override for Alistair to use. Picking up the tablet again, I swiped back to the camera feed for Cyrene, before handing it over. I made to move away, but then thought better of it.  
 
    I hesitated for a moment. “When you're watching, try not to think too badly of me, ok?” She gave me a very concerned look, her grip tightening on me for a moment. “What are you going to do?” she asked me, sharply.  
 
    “What I have to do.” 
 
    Steadying myself, I drew in a deep breath before giving Cyrene’s arm a final pat. Once Cyrene had moved out of the line of sight, I gathered my strength for this next performance, taking a couple more fortifying breaths. This was going to cost me, but I must look strong! Squaring my shoulders, I then moved into the hallway towards the adjoining door to my shop and slammed it open, stalking into the room. It didn’t take much effort to look very pissed off, as I slammed the door shut behind me with enough force to vibrate.  
 
    
    	 There were eight of them in total, including Mr. Kreig.  
 
   
 
    “Just what do you think you are doing?” I growled out, every inch of me vibrating with menace. Mr. Kreig... no. Mr. Kreig is too respectable a name, and this worthless piece of shit doesn’t suit that now, if he ever did. Arnold, jumped with the force of my anger, ever the coward.  
 
    His men on the other hand, were built of stronger stuff and they barely flinched. I could work through that quickly enough though. One of them, presumably the mage, stepped forward and held his staff high, a gloating smile on his face, full of self-importance and defiance.  
 
    He let out a pulse of magic, filling the room briefly with a blue translucent light. I felt myself disconnected to what little magic I had recovered. Which was hilarious, since he’d stopped me from doing something which I couldn’t do anyway! That brought a cold grin to my face which gave the mage pause, so I grinned wider. 
 
    Arnold, or maybe I should call him Little Arnie, considering how he keeps hiding behind his men, stepped forward now with a cocky swagger which didn’t fit the beat up face he was now sporting. “Not so tough now are you, without your precious magic’s!” he crowed, completely sure of himself now that he thought he’d disarmed me. His brutes were behind him, having a laugh at my expense. 
 
    I looked down my nose at him and crossed my arms under my chest. “Oh, poor, dear Little Arnie. So misinformed. I don’t need magic to kill you.”  
 
    Are you in position? I asked Alistair. Ready and waiting, came the reply through our link.  
 
    “Oh really? You’re going to take care of all of us? You couldn’t even make a single potion work properly! Something supposedly so simple, and you failed! But you’re going to deal with all of us, huh? No, I don’t think so. Let me tell you what you are going to do. You’re going to give me back all the money you took from me for your defective product, with interest! And then, you’re going to tell me where that bitch is hiding, because I know you’re helping her. My men have seen you with her, so don’t waste your breath lying to me!” Little Arnie sneered, enjoying the power trip.  
 
    “Or you could resist, and find out just how creative we can be, to repay the favour.”  
 
    I couldn’t resist. I started laughing, a big belly laugh that had me doubled over and clutching at my sides. That seemed to hit a nerve for the men, who started eyeballing each other cautiously, and shuffling their feet. This was not the reaction they were expecting from me, and it made Little Arnie go red with rage at the insult. 
 
    “You think this is funny?” he screamed, gesturing wildly now.  
 
    "Of course it’s funny! You actually believe that you have the upper hand here.” Use pin number five on the Orc in section twelve, I instructed Alistair.  
 
    “You haven’t even realized that none of you can leave. You’re stuck in here. With me. Not the other way around. This is very amusing!” 
 
    Little Arnie growled and motioned for one of the Orc’s to check the door. Just as I predicted, no matter how hard the Orc tried, the door wasn’t budging. It was locked solid, and not even attempts to break it down succeeded. I chuckled at the pitiful attempts.  
 
    “You see what I mean? No, you’re stuck in here with me. Which means you’ve all volunteered to be test subjects! Isn't that wonderful? Do you have any idea how hard it is to find willing volunteers like yourselves? No one else is stupid enough to break in here!” 
 
    I shook my head at them, chuckling, a wide grin on my face as I noticed the Orc I targeted was starting to get very itchy, and was trying not to show it.  
 
    “You see it’s very hard to test out new poisons on people, if no one volunteers. After all, you need to see how they react without an antidote, so you can create an antidote. Or, possibly perfect it, if it’s not painful enough. Ah, and I see that the first one is already starting to have an effect. Tell me, how bad is that itch, on a scale of one to ten? One being a mosquito bite, and ten being ‘dear gods make it stop’?” 
 
    I gave that Orc a very inquisitive and cold expression, like I was watching a science experiment that was mildly interesting. They all turned to look, and the Orc in question was starting to look panicked, as he was scratching more and more.  
 
    Little Arnie looked worried as well, and he shot me a truly filthy look even as he started to go white with the first trickles of real fear on his face. “What the hell have you done to him? How did you do that?” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders and just smiled sweetly. “Now Arnie, that would spoil the game, and we’re only just starting to have some fun, after all.”  
 
    The Orc was starting to wildly scratch at himself, tearing at the skin in his attempts to make it stop. He was leaving deep bloody grooves in his frantic clawing, even peeling off flesh in some places, howling in agony. Suddenly he stiffened as if he was made of wood, and then keeled over. 
 
    “Only two minutes? How disappointing. I was hoping for a minimum of five. I’ll have to make some adjustments.” Another one of the goons tried to get to the Orc’s body to find out what was going on. I can’t have that. So I commanded Alistair; both down the chute, on my mark.  
 
    “No no no. I need him untouched!” I pointed dramatically at them, and as I snapped my fingers, both fell down two separate trap doors to my charge deep below, who would appreciate the fresh meat. The screams seemed to fade away, rather than be suddenly cut off by impact, which seemed to feed the currents of fear already in the room. 
 
    The rest of the thugs backed off hurriedly from the space where the two men had been, panicked shoutings of mutual confusion and aggravation coming from a number of them, along with a dash of fear. 
 
    The goon that tried the door, a big burly Jambavan started to yell at me. “What the fuck bitch! I’ll get you for this you little cunt! How the fuck are you doing this? You can’t use your powers! ‘The fuck are you, whore?” 
 
    I nodded my head solemnly in distaste, as I sent yet another command to Alistair. Let’s go with Venom number nineteen on this one. “Such language! I’m sure your mother would be horrified. No, I don’t think you can stay here. Let’s try an old favourite.” I gestured dramatically at him.  
 
    He started to move towards me, brandishing his weapon, but after only one or two steps, he started to falter, grabbing at his stomach. He dropped his weapon to the floor in a clatter of noise before he fell, and started to writhe in agony. Screaming, as his compatriots looked on in horror, his skin started to turn black and looked decidedly less solid, as his insides started to dissolve, while still alive.  
 
    This one took a bit longer to silence the screams, but once they eventually subsided into death, the silence was so thick that you could almost touch it. I decided to leave this one in view, to really let it sink in just how screwed they all were. To give the rest of them time to truly marinate in their fear.  All that was left of the man was a black, juicy skin and a large smear leaching across the floor. 
 
    “Looks like he truly was the scum of the earth.” I giggled.  
 
    My next target would be the Minotaur as one of the most dangerous of those left standing, he posed the most threat to me. Prepare Hallucinogen number sixteen for the Minotaur on my mark, and prepare the trap in section nine. 
 
    “Well, now there’s only five of you left, and you acted like you had all the control when we started this.” I motioned to the Minotaur. “Now the best you’ve got left is an old cow.” I laughed with maniacal glee, maintaining eye contact. He was furious at the insult, not even realising he’d been jabbed by one of my needles, his fury pumping the drug through his veins faster than anything else could have right now.  
 
    He started to say something, but as his eyes became more bloodshot, words failed him and he started to gurgle. “Aww, is little Bessie upset? Didn’t you get your glass of milk today?” I taunted him.  
 
    He let out a guttural roar, and charged in my general direction, obviously affected by the hallucinogen and becoming more disorientated. I stepped casually to the side, as he kept charging on right to where I needed him to be. When he got to about a foot away from the wall, the trap activated, and an enormous spike protruded from the floor, impaling him all the way through to his skull.  
 
    I let out another belly laugh, full of spite. “Oh those Minotaur’s really need to watch their temper, don’t they?” 
 
    Little Arnie was in full blown panic mode now, raging at his mage for his seeming incompetence. “Why is she able to do this? You were supposed to stop her!” He yelled, taking the mage by the robes and shaking him. The mage looked terrified. “I am! She’s not using any magic, I swear!”  
 
    Little Arnie motioned wildly with one arm at the remaining help, while he held on with the other to the mage. “You two! Don’t just stand there, charge the bitch before she does anything else!”  
 
    Use the centre, now! I commanded Alistair. As soon as they hit the middle of the store in their rush towards me, the floor opened up into a gigantic trap door that seemed to have no end in sight. They both fell into the depths, screaming in rage and fear, until even that disappeared into the abyss as the floor closed behind them, leaving no trace of it’s existence. 
 
    “That leaves just Little Arnie, and his poor little Mage. Now, what am I going to do with the two of you?” I said, my voice patronising and condescending, adding fuel to their terror. I quickly sent to Alistair, Venom number two on the mage, on my mark.  
 
    “Let’s see, you broke into my shop, threaten me, called me names, and even implied that I supply shoddy workmanship. Now, I think that last one hurt the most, honestly. Then you brought this mage along, who tried to take my magic away. Well, we’ll have to deal with you more personally, when we’re done, Arnie.” I motioned towards the mage, shouting through the link, now!  
 
    He slapped at his neck as he felt something bite into the back of it from up high, the realization dawning on his face as he finally understood what had been happening all along. I watched him and gazed right into his eyes, letting him see how close his death was.  
 
    “Now, as for you. You’re just going to stay aside, and we’re just going to leave you as incapacitated as you wanted to make me. Only, you’ll be able to feel everything.”  
 
    He stiffened visibly, and fell to the floor with a thud, unable to make a single sound. His skin started to blister and turn greenish, red angry boils popping up all over his skin. Wet nasty patches of fluid began staining his robes from where the covered ones had burst from the weight of the fabric. Tears filled the mage’s eyes, but not so much as a whisper left his lips.  
 
    I started to slowly stalk towards Arnold, the only one left of my prey. “Now you implied that I provided shoddy workmanship. What a horrible thing to say! When you’re the one who couldn’t be bothered to pay the price for the better potion. You’re right, I do know her, and I do know where she is. And she is most definitely Fey, which I did offer you. But you were being cheap. Which probably is for the best. If you hadn’t been, I would have had to kill you, for trying to interfere with what is mine. As it happens, I needed you alive. I need information from you, and you’re going to give it to me, aren’t you?” 
 
    Arnie wet himself, the dribble of pee flowing freely down one leg. “W-why would I do that? It’s tt-the only t-thing keeping me alive!” 
 
    “Oh Arnie, Arnie, Arnie, living is so overrated! Just ask your mage friend. Oh wait, he’s currently unavailable to speak right now.” I toed the mage with a look of disgust. “No, you’ll talk. When you’re ready to die. But first, I think you’re intended victim should get her chance for payback, don’t you? She was left so unsatisfied at the park, and you know you should never leave a girl hanging.” 
 
    
    	 I called out dramatically, “Cyrene! Do you want to have some fun?” 
 
   
 
    Cyrene entered the room, glaring daggers at him, her hunting knife grasped in one strong hand, with a murderous look in her eyes. So at odds with the sexy maid outfit that she was wearing for my benefit, though I doubt Arnold even took that in. His eyes widened, as he stood face to face with the woman he wanted to rape and control, the woman who had already left her mark all over his face and ribs. The seriously pissed off woman with a huge, naked blade. 
 
    “Feel free to use any tools you like in the workroom. Just remember to clean up the mess before you put my furniture back, ok? I’m going to tend to more important matters than this filth. We can have a bit of a chat later. When I’m ready.” I said as I walked back through the adjoining door and into the stairwell.  
 
    Once out of sight with the door closed, I collapsed against the wall, closing my eyes in an effort to control the nausea which was threatening to overtake me. That used up the last of my energy, but luckily I played my part well, so all in all, I’ve only lost about twenty, to twenty five minutes.  
 
    Can you help Cyrene with the mess my darling? Oh, and do make sure she doesn’t kill little Arnie, we’re going to need him in one piece. Once she’s done, just put him in the dungeon for later. I’ve got to get back to my spell, sadly, so I can’t join in on the fun. I sent to Alistair.  
 
    Don’t worry Mistress, I’ll handle everything, you try to rest. It’s only another twenty minutes until darkness falls. Damn, not enough time to build up the magic I would need naturally, so I’d have to tap into the wellspring that came from my charge. A perk of being her Guardian. 
 
    I maneuvered myself back into the study and onto the cushion, settling myself down cross legged while I closed my eyes and sent my consciousness deep down. Down into the depths below, searching for the link between us. There it was, a strong vibrant thread connecting us. I reached out my magical hand to tap into it.  
 
    Instantly, I felt relief, as my own wellspring of magic rejuvenated, and I drank in the feeling with relish. I sank into a meditative state while doing so, trying to recover as much as I could within the limited time I had, before I would have to start casting again.  
 
    I knew that I couldn’t do this for long. While I was able to form this link, it should only be used technically speaking, for when I was in dire conditions. My charge would be less than pleased with this use of her gift, and I’d have to appease her once I was done. I sent through the link my most humble apologies, and only took what I needed. 
 
    It’s time. Alistair spoke gently, prodding me along the link. I blinked and came back to proper consciousness, but I kept my magical hand on the link between myself and my charge, determined that for this part I would have a safety net.  
 
    I sent a pulse of love down my separate link to Alistair, and then reset the protection spell on the door, before returning my focus back to my casting for the night. 
 
    Dawn couldn’t come quickly enough, and I felt the fatigue dearly, the cost of over exerting myself between castings. The doorknob went back to normal once more, and there was a soft knock, before Cyrene let herself in. She carried with her another delicious, warm and meaty meal for me, and my heart warmed at the sight. 
 
    She stayed with me the entire time I was breaking from the spell, keeping me drinking and keeping me company while I meditated. She didn’t say much but her silent support and her willingness to do what needed to be done strengthened me more. I did notice she wasn’t in the maid outfit, and I wondered if it had been ruined with Arnold’s blood. Another thing he’d have to pay for, when it’s my turn to extract revenge. 
 
    By the time it was time to start again for the second day, she’d slipped away quietly, taking the bowls and glass with her and locking the door behind her. Time for me to continue, and with a deep breath, I once again started casting.  
 
    Dusk arrived once more, and I blinked groggily at the half made amulet which was forming in front of me. Almost there... 
 
    Cyrene was there for me each time, and there was luckily no more instances which required my attention during the last day and night. I felt comforted by her presence and by how much close attention she was paying to me, to keep me well during this exhausting process.  
 
    I was very grateful for her help. The last dawn broke the last night, and finally the spell was complete. In front of me I now held one of the strongest amulets I’d created, one which would throw everything, magical or not, into chaos within a five kilometre radius.  
 
    It was a blue crystal shaped like a star, and embedded onto a fold of leather so it could fit into a pocket or be clipped to a belt. The star itself was about the size of my palm, and weighed about the same as a horseshoe.  
 
    I sagged with relief, glad to be done with this. There was a soft knock on the door, and Cyrene appeared a moment later to come and pick me up, and help me upstairs to the bedroom. She didn’t say anything, and neither did I. Alistair brought up the rear, bringing the amulet with him by way of a floating spell behind him, and it bounced along like his very own strange balloon.  
 
    Cyrene tucked me into bed without a word, her hands gentle but firm, and I didn’t fight her on it. I was barely able to keep my eyes open, so I was happy to let her guide me and do what needed to be done. I must have zoned out for a bit, because a moment later there was a hot plate on a tray in front of me, and a tall glass of water ready for me to tuck into. I devoured the meal, and Cyrene took the tray away, before I zoned out again.  
 
    When I next came to, it was morning, and I was a bit groggy on what day it was. I found myself alone in the bed, and a quick look around brought my eyes to Cyrene, who was sitting in the chair that was in the corner. There was a book folded over the arm and a small bread plate on the floor next to her.  
 
    As I moved the sheets rustled, and she looked up at me then. “How are you feeling?” she asked me, concern flavouring her voice.  
 
    I cleared my throat before I replied. “Better, though I could do with a drink. How long was I out?”  
 
    “About a day. It’s Sunday morning now, just so you know.” I noticed there was a silver serving tray next to her, with a silver dome placed upon it and a glass of water next to it. They were out of my reach for now, as she handed me the glass first.   
 
    I sat up straighter in the bed, my long black hair spilling over my shoulders. She must have undone my hair sometime while I was unconscious, which was a sweet gesture. “Thank you.” I said, cradling it in my lap. She nodded once at me, and then asked me, “Are you feeling better now?” I nodded in return, staying silent and cautious. I met her eyes though, determined not to be ashamed for what had to be done before. 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” She did look relieved, and she moved the serving plate from the floor to the bed, across my lap. I looked at the silver serving dome, and then back to her face. “You’re not going to interrogate me about what I did?” I asked her, my voice soft.   
 
    She shrugged from her seat across from me. “No, not really. You told me you’re not light Fey. They broke into your store. You’ve a right to deal with them how you see fit. Just…” 
 
    I cringed, ever so slightly. Maybe she wouldn’t notice if I keep a straight face. “...Just what?” 
 
    She let out a long breath, and then met my gaze. “Fuck, you’re scary! Remind me not to truly piss you off! I mean, you turned that guy into a smear on the floor!” She seemed impressed, rather than repulsed, much to my relief.  
 
    I grinned sheepishly and shrugged too. “Eh, I dabble in a few things, here and there. Poisons are my speciality. Since I am Fey I have strength over normal humans, but it’s not my best skill.” 
 
    She chuckled at me. “Oh, I dunno, you spanked me pretty hard before.” I grinned at her. “Little Fey, I wasn’t really trying then. It was only your second spanking, after all. I don’t want to break you before I've finished playing with you.”  
 
    “Tch. And now you’re bragging.” She waggled a finger at me patronisingly, grinning from ear to ear. That cheeky little… 
 
    I poked my tongue out at her. She pretended to be offended, and gasped. “What’s this? Are you being cheeky to me? Do my eyes deceive me?” That earned her a pillow, as I threw one of them at her. She ducked and it went wide, much to my annoyance. The sound of her laughter as she ran out of the room to avoid being pelted with more pillows, soothed my heart and filled me with warmth.  
 
    If she could see my darkness, and accept it, then there was hope for us yet. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27: Famous Last Words 
 
    I lifted the lid off of the serving tray and inhaled the delicious aroma that tantalised my tastebuds. Trying to eat the delicious, warm meal Cyrene had ready for me proved just how much of a toll the casting had taken on me. I shouldn’t have thrown the pillow. Now there’s a sentence you don’t hear every day.  
 
    While I was eating, she’d come back in quietly and settled herself on the end of the bed, feet tucked under her, watching me with a loving smile on her face. “I’m glad you’re not going to be doing something like that again, at least not for a while.” She said. I looked up from my meal and smiled at her, before reaching out to cup her cheek. “So am I.” We both shared a look, before she nuzzled my palm, and I returned to finishing up the food. 
 
    With my belly nice and full, I was starting to feel better already. The tension behind my eyes was starting to fade, and I could feel the strength beginning to return to my limbs. Once I was done, Cyrene had cleared everything away and was pottering in the kitchen. I decided a shower was well overdue. Let’s see… I wonder if I’ve recovered some of my magic yet.  
 
    I crooked a finger at the chest of drawers, and one drawer slid open, a towel and a change of clothes floating out from it over to my outstretched hand. Yep, I still got it! Grinning, I hummed to myself as I went and got cleaned up.  
 
    When I got out of the shower, I felt more alive and quite pleased with myself. Up went my hair again, and I smoothed down my bangs as I grinned at my reflection. I dressed in a simple black outfit consisting of a tank top and black jeans. When I was done, the aroma of good coffee was wafting through the house, so I left the ensuite to follow my nose.  
 
    My bare feet made no noise at all as I headed towards my favourite corner of the couch. Once I was settled, I called out to Cyrene. “So, what did you two get up to while I was working?” I asked.  
 
    There was a crashing noise in the kitchen, like someone had fumbled with one of the pots or something similar, before Cyrene and Alistair both called out ‘nothing’ at the same time. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and peered over the top of the couch to look suspiciously in the direction of the kitchen. A guilty looking Cyrene popped her head around the corner to give me her best innocent face. I wasn’t buying it. She ducked back into the kitchen, giggling nervously.  
 
    Alistair… Sweetheart. Are you going to tell me what that’s all about? I called through our link. He didn’t answer me. That surprised me, and instantly made me more suspicious. Alistair… I warned, reaching out to lift up the cushion on the other end of his favourite hidey hole. I didn’t get very far when Cyrene hurriedly came over and handed me my coffee mug, very nearly spilling some on me in the process.  
 
    “Here ya go!” She announced, before sitting down between Alistair’s hiding spot and myself, and taking a big gulp of hers, deliberately avoiding my gaze. “Mmm, hot chocolate.”  
 
    Uh huh. I’m not letting her change the subject that easy. “Really, so you two just had nothing happening for three whole days?” I asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Yep that’s right, just boring old reading books and stuff.” she quipped back, playing with the marshmallow she’d added to her drink. 
 
    “Would you like to check on our prisoner now?” Alistair spoke in a muffled voice, clearly not wanting to come out yet, and just as clearly trying to change the subject. My gaze switched between the two of them, or rather, a not so inconspicuous Fey woman, and a pillow, in deep suspicion. Neither was going to fess up. I sighed.  
 
    “Fine. Don’t answer me then, it’s not really important I suppose. But you know, at some point I will want to know what went on here.” I said to the both of them.  
 
    “Is he at least feeling more talkative after his time with us?” I asked Alistair. “Oh most definitely mistress. Miss Cyrene tenderised him very well and he’s been marinating down below very nicely. He shouldn’t give you any problems.” He said gleefully. 
 
    “Excellent. Then I think it’s time I paid him a visit.” Time to make the guy pay for ruining Cyrene’s maid outfit. For daring to break into my store. For his general existence too. The man annoyed the shit out of me.  
 
    “I’ll go with you!” Cyrene piped up, placing her mug down and looking at me expectantly. “Just show me where your dungeon is, and I’ll get the info you need out of him.” She cracked her knuckles and gave me a feral grin. I chuckled, placing a hand on her knee. “Slow down there, little Fey.” She frowned at me, and looked like she was about to argue when I cut her off. “You’ve already had your turn. Now it’s mine.” A look of understanding showed in her eyes and she nodded at me, grinning again.  
 
    “Alright, but I wanna watch.” She conceded. That surprised me more than it should. I guess I should have expected as much. Problem is, where Arnold is being held, that’s kinda in my private space, below ground. Then again...I do want to keep her. She is becoming a big part of my life. Do I want to keep hiding things from her forever? 
 
    “Earth to Zelena! Come in, Zelena!” Cyrene teased. I blinked, pulled out of my internal doom and gloom. Frowning, I glared at her, but she just glared back and made as if she’d knock on my head with her fist. “Come on, what’s the silent treatment for? Time’s a wastin, and we have an asshole to interrogate together!” That brought a chuckle out, and I couldn’t help but grin at her.  
 
    “Alright. But, you must promise me to do exactly as I say. You need to stand back during the interrogation. Let me handle it. You may watch, but don’t interfere. Ok?” 
 
    She nodded enthusiastically, until I narrowed my eyes at her. Then she grew serious and dropped the smile, her gaze still stubbornly holding mine. “OK Zelena.” She said in a more sombre tone. I watched her for a moment longer, before I gave a single, curt nod.  
 
    “Now, there’s a few things you need to know before we head on down there.” I saw Alistair crawl forward enough to show his front legs from underneath his pillow, and I knew he was paying close attention to our conversation.  
 
    “You know that this entire building has been in the family for generations. You should also know that the family home is not this upstairs living area, but rather, deep beneath this building. My home is not quite inside the boundary of the Undercity, but deeper, and to the side, right underneath Arrana’s Shield. This,” and I waved a hand to indicate the rest of the upstairs, “is just what we built to blend in with the rest of the humans, and human-like Fey.” 
 
    I paused here a moment to see how she was taking it. She had this excited look in her eye, like it was hard to sit still right now. Right, I forgot that she’s an adrenaline junkie, and I’m not exactly making this sound like the white picket fence home. I should have figured. Oh well, can’t stop now.   
 
    “The dungeon is located down there, near my real home. Which is why I’m sure Alistair hasn’t let you down there either, since I make no attempt to hide my true nature in my own home.” I had a little laugh at the mental image of Alistair barring the way to Cyrene.  
 
    “No he hasn’t, he’s been quite annoyingly stubborn about that!” she said in a voice full of annoyance. She glared behind her at the pillow. Alistair’s legs disappeared again behind it, sheepishly. 
 
    “Well understandably so, love. My people have hidden our existence for quite a while now, I believe the last time our kind was ‘in the open’ was when my great-grandmother was still a child. So Alistair is a very stoic defender of my secrets. He’s had to be, over the years. Even entertaining the idea of taking you down there is quite the big leap of faith. So I am trusting you to keep our secret.”  
 
    I gave her what I felt to be a very stern look, holding her gaze. She met mine with confidence. “I promise Zelena, I won’t tell a soul.” I could feel she meant it too. That took a weight off my shoulders, which I wasn’t even aware I’d borne. The relief of it nearly made me dizzy for a moment.  
 
    Cyrene patted my knee affectionately and smiled at me again. “I’m glad you told me. I don’t want there to be secrets between us. Just as this was hard for you to tell me, remember, I had to wrestle with myself too, to allow you in on my missions and secrets. Since then, I’ve had faith in you not to harm me while you incapacitate me.” She winked at me before continuing.  
 
    “Or take control of things for me, and over me sometimes. While I admit, that’s hot as hell to me, it also speaks of the trust I have in you. So I’m glad you’ve got some faith in me.” 
 
    My heart was in my throat now, my emotions choking the words out of me so I couldn't speak. Instead, I leaned forward and claimed her lips, letting my body express what I felt, taking what she was freely offering to me, and feeling both elated and humbled by the love of this woman. When we broke for air, her hair was ruffled and her lips redder. Smiling, I tried to resettle her hair, but my attempts were clumsy.   
 
    We both broke into giggles as she poked her tongue out at me and went about fixing it herself.  
 
    “I’m glad you understand. I would have to kill anyone who found out about this, after all. When I take you down, I would rather you not jump to conclusions and react down there. We will discuss things when we get back up here.” 
 
    “Sure thing Zelena.” She responded. “One last thing… Try to keep an open mind my dear. This will be a very big thing for me. I have never shown another living person what goes on down there. But I trust you.”  
 
    She smiled at me and cupped my cheek in her hand. I leaned into her touch, enjoying the slight fragrance of her skin. "Of course Zelena. Anything to make this easier on you.” 
 
    “Alright then.” I said getting up off the couch. Let’s go down to my study.” She gave me a curious look. “Is that where the entrance is?” She asked. I inclined my head at her. “That’s where the main entrance is. There are other ones but this one is the easiest for us.” 
 
    I picked Alistair up before moving, leading the way down the stairs. I may want to do this now, but I needed him with me as a touchstone. I am still nervous about doing this. He snuggled up against my neck for comfort, sending his love down through our link to me. Don’t worry mistress, it’ll be fine. I think you made the right choice, I have a good feeling about her. He sent, trying to fortify me. 
 
    “Follow me.” I told Cyrene, as I started towards the stairs and down through the hallway, before entering my study. With a touch of magic, the carpet covering the trap door rolled itself up and stored itself against the wall. No need to cover my tracks now.  
 
    Another flick of magic opened the heavy trapdoor, and revealed the dark stone of the staircase which led down to my den. As Alistair and I descended down the dark stony steps, Cyrene followed us without saying a word.  
 
    The path twisted and turned as we descended, the wisps of spider silk becoming more pronounced the further we went. Our path was lit by blue crystals embedded in the roof of the tunnels, giving an eerie blue glow to the place, their magical runes shining in the darkness. After a moment or two, we came to a small cavern, with three tunnels branching off.  
 
    Pausing here, I took a deep breath, then turned to address her, pointing at the middle tunnel. “That one there will eventually lead you to my front door. No one has ever been in it, besides Alistair, myself and my family. If you ever come down here alone, never go through the tunnel on the left. Do you understand me?” I squeezed her hand for emphasis, and placed my free hand to her shoulder to grab her full attention.  
 
    “What’s down there?” She asked me.  
 
    “Something I hope you never need to know about. If you ever enter it without me, you will die.” I told her frankly. Her eyes widened ever so slightly, but she nodded at me.  
 
    “I promise, I won’t go inside without you.” I relaxed my grip on her shoulder and hand. “Good. I will hold you to it. If I ever have to take you down there, never speak of what you see to anyone except me, ok? Not even others of my kind, when they visit.” She nodded at me. “I promise, Zelena.” 
 
    I felt relief at her words. I trusted her to keep to them. There was the slightest of rustling noises coming from the tunnel, and I shivered involuntarily. I wonder if she heard it too? She didn’t seem to be showing me any signs that she had, so I decided it wouldn’t do either of us any good to mention it.  
 
    After a quick moment where I shook the small shiver from my spine, we turned to the right. “This last one leads to the dungeon. It also connects to the Undercity, so pay attention to which door I use. Otherwise, you might find yourself in some very awkward situations, and I’ll have to come fetch you. If I ever have to do that, I’m going to be very grumpy.” She giggled at me, and the sound echoed off the tunnel walls. The tunnel was at a steep angle, downwards and wrapped entirely in spider’s silk, so it was rounded and rustled with the wind from our movement.  
 
    We walked in silence for a while, before we came to a stop in front of a hardened patch of silk. It was roughly the size of a door. “When we get in, remember you’re here only as an observer.” She gave me a quick nod, before squeezing my hand again in silent support. I gripped her hand back tightly for a moment, before letting go and turning back to the door. 
 
    
    	 This door opened with a touch of magic, swinging a wide arc on webbed hinges as we passed by, entering the cavernous room. Along the walls there were dozens of empty cocoons, some of them hanging from the ceiling. Others plastered against the wall, all of them were empty except for the one in the middle of the room.  
 
   
 
    My dungeon is a large underground cave. The shape of the room was round, the ceilings curved to meet the walls, and all of it was black stone. The same runed gemstones twinkled in their sockets, embedded across the roof, giving the illusion of a night sky.  
 
    Every so often, along the walls were indents big enough to hold a person. On the sides of one or two, there were sets of manacles hanging from the stone, hanging unused but well oiled, not a spec of rust on them. Each indent had been closed off by webbing, but it was still opaque enough to tell that none of them were occupied. 
 
    Cyrene wandered over to the stainless steel table on wheels which had been put to one side. It mimicked the one in my workroom upstairs, but instead of straps and drains, this one was covered in vicious looking tools, all laid out neatly. They were all wickedly sharp, and perfectly cleaned, so that they gleamed in the rune light. 
 
    Struggling movement caught the attention of both of us, back to the middle of the room. The giant cocoon was wiggling with force, the webbing keeping it bound to the floor, jiggling with aftershocks, and a muffled noise emanated from within. Alistair practically vibrated with smugness, and anticipation, on my shoulder. 
 
    I motioned for Cyrene to stay hidden in the darkness, and wheeled the table of tools over to the middle of the room. I smiled as I looked at my array of sharp toys, but for this introduction, I’d use something a little more personal. Flexing the fingers of my right hand, I let my natural form come close enough to the surface that I felt the fingers tingle and twitch. My nails slid out, long, sharp, and deadly. Their venom sacks hidden under the quick of each finger, primed and ready.  
 
    Grinning, I reached out to where his neck should be. That’s part of what makes this fun, until I open my present I won’t be completely sure. I slowly sliced the webbing open, revealing pink skin underneath. I heard my victim suck in a breath and hold it, as I circled around his head, before coming back to where I’d started. With my other hand, I plucked the top of the webbing off, revealing a rapidly blinking, very pale Arnold Kreig.  
 
    “Good morning Arnie. How did you sleep?” I crooned, my face split wide by a huge grin. I let my natural, front facing pair of eyes come to the surface. Much better, now I can see every detail, including the beads of sweat which instantly started to appear on his forehead, as his eyes widened in fright. I chuckled at him, and let my two sets of fangs come down over my teeth, turning what I knew to be quite the sadistic gleeful smile, into something far worse.  
 
    “What, cat got your tongue?” I teased, enjoying his fear.  
 
    “Where am I?” he demanded, with only the smallest tremor in his voice. “What do you think you’re doing to me! Don’t you know who I am?” He stated indignantly, his eyes slightly wider than normal. I could see his nostrils flaring.  
 
    “Well, since I have manners and you don’t, I’ll answer your questions, even though you didn’t answer mine.” I giggled. “You’re in my private dungeon, and I’m going to torture you until you tell me everything I want to know. And yes,” I leaned in so close I could almost kiss him. “I do know who you are, and that’s why you’re here, and I haven’t killed you yet.” I felt him straining to lean back, but the webbing hardly gave an inch.  
 
    I ran my clawed hand over his cheek, pressing the nails in ever so slightly, so they made red scores down his cheek but never quite broke the skin. I could see he was trying not to whimper. I’m not going to get much fun out of him, I can tell this guy’s going to be easy to break. Oh well, I’ll get as much fun as I can out of him before I throw him away.  
 
    He tried to spit at me, but I was too quick for him. “Uh uh uh! None of that now. If I didn’t need you to speak, I’d cut that nasty tongue of yours off for that!” 
 
    “Go to hell, bitch! I’m not telling you anything! You’ve no idea what you’re dealing with!”  
 
    I walked my fingers across the tool table, taking my time to pick out something fun. I made sure Arnold could see every move I made. My fingers came to rest on a thin, short knife, about four inches long, stainless steel and wickedly sharp. I picked it up and turned back to Arnold, whipping it out lightning fast, and pointing it at his eye. A deep breath would have had me piercing his eyeball.  
 
    “No Arnold, it’s you who has no idea who you’re dealing with.” I held that knife out without so much as a tremble, as I casually extended the claws on my left hand too. I used them to cut down the left side of the cocoon, exposing his right arm to me. With a flip, I shifted the knife from my right hand to my left, and plunged it down to the hilt through his exposed bicep, cutting through the muscle in one strike.  
 
    He howled in agony. I started to laugh. “Are you having fun yet? Because, I am.” Grinning, I twisted the knife in his arm, just for the hell of it, drawing out more sounds of pain from him.  
 
    The look of disbelief, pain and outrage I got from him was stirring to me. Invigorating. “Fucking bitch!” he choked out, and I twisted the knife some more. He screamed again, the look on his face was full of impotent rage. “When I get out of here I’m going to kill you!” I laughed again, a big grin on my face, from ear to ear.  
 
    “What are you talking about? Unless you tell me everything I want to know, you’re going to die here, Arnold. And no one will ever find your body. There won’t be enough left to be found.” He struggled some more, but it quickly stopped when all it did was cause his arm more pain.  
 
    My grin widened as I took in my handiwork. Without warning, I suddenly pulled the knife out of his left arm, causing him to cry out once more, before I used that same knife to slice off his little finger. It fell off with a thick splat to the floor, and when I bent down to pick it up and show him, his face reflected the horror he must be feeling over what I’d just done. He started to scream louder.  
 
    I couldn’t help it, I started to laugh harder, his reaction was priceless! I wiggled his finger in front of his face, just to get more of a reaction out of him. When I got some of his blood on his cheek, the screaming intensified.  
 
    “See, you’ve just started to disappear, and this is the first piece of you to die.” I tossed the finger aside now, before digging one of my own against the stump on his hand, smearing his blood all over my hand before bringing it up to stroke his face, ever so gently. I covered every inch of his exposed flesh with his own blood.  
 
    I stood back to admire my painting.  Not bad, it’ll do for now. I turned to my work table again, and picked up a small item which looked very similar to a stamping instrument. The handle fit into my palm in a T shape, allowing me to grip it tightly while I pressed the end against his finger. The sound of sizzling flesh echoed through the room as he howled once more in pain, cursing endlessly at me as I cauterised the wound.  
 
    “You’re such a baby! Really, all this for one small wound? Tut tut tut. Well, I can’t say I expected more from you. You’re the biggest coward I’ve ever seen!” The man had started to cry when I started to burn his stump. 
 
    When the screaming slowed, I repeated the process on the wound in his arm ensuring he wouldn’t faint from blood loss. It had the desired effect of starting the screams back up again.  
 
    “W-what do you w-want from m-me?” He managed to choke out. I pretended to think about it.  
 
    “Information, of course. I want you to tell me where the other two pages are, and everything you know about them.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that, Bruce will kill me!” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Arnold...Bruce isn’t here, is he? Right now I’m the only one here, and the only one who knows where you are. Can you figure out which one of us is more of a threat to you at the moment? So be a good boy, and tell me what you know!” 
 
    “I can give you gold! More money than you can know what to do with! I can give you any other information you want, just not that!”  
 
    “Too bad Arnie. That’s just too bad.” I pouted at him, before I sliced off his ring finger. He screamed again, and I waited for a moment or two before I cauterised it as well. “I want those pages Arnie, and you will tell me everything I want to know. I have more than enough money, far more than a lowly minion like you could offer me. And I very much doubt there is anything else of value you know, that I don’t already know myself. So you see Arnie there is nothing….”  
 
    I punctuated my word by slicing his middle finger off. When the scream died I continued. “That you can offer me, other then what I want.” I finished, before cauterizing this wound as well. 
 
    “Please I can’t. I can tell you the whole hierarchy of the Vermouri clan. I can give you all of Bruce’s secret bank accounts, the location of the Vermouri artefact vault. Anything, just not that.” He was crying as he spoke desperate to get the out of this. 
 
    “Arnie, you’ve been holding out on me! That is some good information. Hmmm. I’m curious now...” I pondered pacing in front of him. “Any of those things would have the Vermouri’s put quite the bounty on your head. How is any of that less dangerous to you then some old pages that you can’t even translate? You can tell me that much can’t you. No one would care about that.” I smiled at him as I touched his index finger with my blade. 
 
    “IT’S BRUCE!” he screamed in terror. I decided to reward his good behaviour by removing the blade from his hand. “Continue.” I said, still smiling. 
 
    “He’s trying to make an alliance with The Pillars. They want those pages, and they’re everywhere. If they find out I talked there’d be nowhere for me to hide. They’d hunt me down and kill me no matter where I go.” He snivelled through whimpers. 
 
    “The Pillars!” I growled watching Arnold try to shrink away from me. “What does Bruce want with those damn zealots?” I shouted, giving Arnold the full brunt of my anger, watching his terror grow. 
 
    “He wants the undercity! He thinks an alliance with them would make that possible. Overthrow the king, take out the other families and the Vermouri would rule down there instead. The pillars hate Fey so they loved the idea of a good hunt.” He quickly answered, to deter my attention away from him. 
 
    “No, no, that still doesn’t make sense It’s too risky for them. They’re a registered religion, if they go on a hunt again, they’d have the HUN and IMS after them. They’d have to step in to avoid an inter-dimensional relations fiasco. What’s so special about these pages that it could entice them out of hiding their military wing?” I stared at Arnold, who looked very sorry for himself. 
 
    “Well? I’m asking you a question!” I asked him pointedly moving the knife back to his hand.  
 
    “No, that’s secret. I can’t give you that. Please don’t ask me to.” He blubbered in abject fear. “Arnie, Arnie, Arnie. You were doing so well. Oh well there goes another little piggy.” I sliced his index finger off cleanly, again waiting for a break between screams before cauterizing the wound.  
 
    “Now, shall we try again? Why are those pages so important to them?” I asked smiling as the knife moved to his thumb. “Please stop, I can’t! Ask me anything else, just stop asking about that!” 
 
    “Tut tut tut. You know Arnie, I’m beginning to think you're getting used to losing fingers. You’re going to make me hurt you more, aren’t you?” I asked as I sliced off his thumb, before I cauterized the wound. “Oh look, no more piggies to cut off. I’ll have to find another game if you don’t talk to me.” 
 
    He was whimpering through tears, but surprisingly, he wasn’t talking. “Alright Arnie, but remember you wanted this.” I said smiling as I put the knife back on the table. My hand glided over the other instruments slowly, before I made my selection. “Yes, I think the next one should be a bit more modern. Don’t you? A nice little toy I made myself.”  
 
    I picked up six spikes about five inches long, and two inches wide before turning back to him. “Now this one is very fun. See, first I jab these in your joints. Your ankles, knees and pelvis. Then we start the game.” He whimpered, eyes wide in horror as he watched my hands waving the spikes over his skin, prolonging the moment.  
 
    “Every time you displease, me I press a little button and they dig deeper into your skin. Now, eventually they hit bone, but do you think that stops them? Nope! They just keep going, shattering your bones until they’re completely embedded!” My grin widened as I explained my toy to him.  
 
    “Once that’s done, I can even attach electricity to them, to shock you a bit instead! Of course, by that time anything down there will be completely useless. Just dead weight. Painful dead weight!” I spoke with glee, as I jabbed each spike firmly into place through the spider silk cocoon, before picking up the remote. 
 
    “I have to admit, I’ve never had anyone last long enough to use it to it’s full potential. A part of me is hoping you won’t talk.” I grinned maniacally at him, happy to play with a favourite toy. 
 
    He stared blankly at me now, the pain of the stumps on his hands, and the spikes protruding from his skin must be getting to his mind. I don’t think he quite believes what he’s hearing. My grin widened. I pressed the button for the first time. The spikes started to drill themselves into his skin, ripping through the flesh as if it was paper. His screams were so loud I was worried he’d scream himself hoarse early. 
 
    “Now Arnie. Let’s try again. What’s so special about those pages?” I asked softly, smiling at him as if we were enjoying a nice cup of tea instead, while I paced around him, in no hurry to finish this.   
 
    He was crying and snivelling, his scared eyes following me every step I took. “T-th-they... they lead to a-a a sword!” he paused to gasp for a moment, before speaking again. “It’s a special sword they lost decades ago! I don’t know more details, please!” He whimpered. 
 
    I smiled at him. “Good, now we’re making some real progress! Now, an easy one, since you're behaving. Are The Pillars in Arrana already?” 
 
    He looked relieved at the easy question. “N-No, they’re on route. They’re supposed to be here by the last day of the exhibition.” 
 
    Damn! They found out about the sword! And that dumbass Bruce has already called them over. That makes things more difficult. We’ll have to wrap this whole mess up before they get here. I can’t have their filthy hands on such a powerful weapon. “Well done Arnie. Now, where are the pages at this moment?”  
 
    “They’re in my safe. In my home.” he said quietly, a defeated look in his eyes. 
 
    “Really? Why not in the family's artefact vault?” I quizzed him. 
 
    “I was waiting to get the set.” He started crying again. “Those idiots didn’t get all three. I needed all three before I could give them to Bruce. They were too much of a liability incomplete!” He looked at me with tears in his eyes, and I could see his slightly accusatory glare.  
 
    “He wouldn't help, he wouldn’t take them off me. All he did was send me to you for help!” the sobbing got louder. “But your potion didn’t work! I had it planned so well. Her partner had told us she was already set to steal the page. Some kind of special ops agent working for the government. All I had to do was drug her, and she’d get the page for me! Hell, she was pretty enough, I’d even have some fun with her after. B-but then it f-failed, and things went s-south a-a-again.” He went to full blubber mode. 
 
    I pressed the button again, eliciting more screams instead of tears. “Focus Arnie! I’m not your bloody shrink, I’m your tormentor. I don’t care about your sob story. I care about those pages. So they’re in your home. Good. Now what’s your address?” 
 
    “Twenty-five, Thorn Tree Hill. It’s a nice country home, I just bought it last year!” He sniffed once more, before continuing in a dispirited, quiet voice. I guess it was mostly for his own benefit, since his head hung low now. I wondered if he even realized he was speaking out loud.  
 
    “You know, get a bigger house, escape the city life. It’s a really nice house…” and then he dissolved into blubbering once more. I let him cry for a moment more before I grabbed his face, digging in my claws into his cheeks as I brought his eyes to look into mine.  
 
    “I don’t care. Now where in this nice country house of yours, is this safe?” I snarled, shaking his head a bit to punctuate my words, before releasing him so he could speak. 
 
    “It’s in my bedroom, on the second floor!” he sniffled. “It’s right at the top of the stairs, so you can see everyone who’s coming and going.” 
 
    “Good boy Arnie, now we’re really moving! So tell me, how did you hide it?” 
 
    “It’s behind the picture of me, and my Minotaur trophy!” I curled my lip in distaste. The sight of my displeasure made him shiver in terror again, afraid I’d give him another twist of the stakes. 
 
    “How completely ‘you.’” I sneered. “What’s the combination?” 
 
    “It’s my birthday.” he quipped out quickly. 
 
    I raised the controller to be eye level with him.” Now now, no avoiding the question! Tell me the numbers, Arnie.” I warned. 
 
    “Sixteen, eight, nineteen, seventy six!” He cried out hurriedly.  
 
    “Good. Now, one last thing. How much security is there?” He was back to hanging his head dejectedly, but his words were clear enough, if a bit shaky. 
 
    “T-there’s four guards patrolling the grounds. An...and six inside the house.” he shivered slightly. 
 
    “Good, now what about your security system? You wouldn’t want them to see me, now would you?” I smiled a vicious smile. 
 
    He looked down dejectedly. “Top of the line camera system. Two obvious ones at the gates, and hidden camera’s capturing every inch of my house, except my bedroom.” 
 
    “Except the bedroom? Oh Arnie, are you ashamed of what you do in there?” I laughed at him. He cringed, impulsively. “Oh but you're being so good. Now, one last question and I’ll leave.” He looked up, hopeful he’d survive this encounter. “Where is the security room and what’s the entry code?” I looked down at him expectantly. 
 
    “It...it’s in the pool house. Hidden. The access code is five-five-six-six.” He said quickly, hope blooming in his eyes. What a simple code, good goddess he really is an idiot!  
 
    “Good boy Arnie. Now I’m going to leave my good friend Alistair down here with you. He’s going to ask you some more questions. If you're a good boy for him, and answer every one of them, he’ll release you. If you don’t... well then, I’ll have to come back down here. That would make me very unhappy. You really don’t want that, do you?” I said, playing with the remote in my hands and eyeing my bloody handiwork. He shook his head back and forth quickly, fear in his eyes. 
 
    “Good.” I made a show of pocketing the remote, letting the meaning of my actions sink in with him before I started walking back to the door. 
 
    Now Alistair, I want you to get every bit of information you can out of him. The hierarchy of the Vermouri’s, the location of their artefact vault, Bruce’s accounts. But mostly, who killed Cyrene’s partner and what they did to him. Anything else is a nice bonus, but I want that at the minimum. I sent to Alistair through our link.  
 
    Of course mistress. He replied quickly. What shall I do with him once I have it all? I smiled. Have a nice snack. Then release him to Her. I could feel the vicious glee coming from him. Of course mistress. He sent, before climbing up to the ceiling on a strain of his enchanted silk. 
 
    When I got to the door and saw Cyrene, I hesitated. Hmmm. I hadn’t gotten him back yet for what Cyrene had gone through, now had I? Chuckling, I turned back to Arnold. As soon as he noticed he stiffened once more, panic coursing through him.  
 
    “You know what Arnie? I almost forgot. With all this talk about information I almost forgot you haven’t repented yet.” I smiled at him. Suddenly, there was a horrible, acidic smell to the room. Ah crap, he’s pissed himself. Frowning, I stalked closer to him once more.  
 
    “W-what! W-what a-are you talking about? W-what do you want me to do?” He asked fearing for his life again. 
 
    “Well, Arnie when you invaded my store, you criticised my potion, claiming it was faulty. And then your disgustingly filthy blood ruined my pet’s new outfit.”  I ran a nail down his cheek. “You haven’t repented for that yet.” 
 
    “But... but... but it happened when she beat me up! How is that my fault?” he cried in confusion. I shrugged, and pulled the remote back out. Beads of sweat trickled down the sides of his face as he eyed that device like it was the most horrifying thing in the room. 
 
    I calmly pressed the button again, drilling the spikes down further. The ones in his kneecaps and ankles had already shattered his bones there. Now the ones in his pelvis were ready to go through the bone. “You know Arnie... your legs are already useless to you, but if they drill through your pelvis? Well, let’s just say you won’t have any more need to hide things from security.” I smiled. “So tell me, whose fault was it?” 
 
    He started to gasp between screaming, before he managed to speak to me around the pain. “Mine, mine! It’s all my fault! Please no more! I’m so sorry, please... no more!” He cried out. 
 
    I smiled at Cyrene over my shoulder and gave her a wink, before turning my attention back to Arnold. “Good, now say it again and this time, with feeling!” I chuckled, raising my fist into the air for emphasis.  
 
    “I’m so very sorry! It’s all my fault, please I’m begging you no more! I’m so sorry.” He dissolved into hysterical tears, his sobs jerking his body as he gasped for air between tears. “That’s what I wanted to hear!” I said, smiling as I put the controller back down on the table. 
 
    I walked back to the door, this time opening it. “Come along my dear.” I said to Cyrene, enjoying the shock on Arnold’s face as she stepped out of the shadows and into the tunnel. “Now remember Arnie, tell Alistair everything. Or I will be back.”  
 
    And with that I slammed the door shut. 
 
    
    	 After retracting my fangs and returning my hand back to it’s more human form, I led the very quiet Cyrene back through the tunnels. We moved past the intersection which would have taken us into my underground home. I didn’t think now would be a good time to show her any more of this.  
 
   
 
    As we passed the intersection, I suddenly got a sharp mental image from my charge. She’d heard everything, and had decided on the price I had to pay for her assistance earlier. Thankfully, it was something I could easily accommodate. 
 
    I took Cyrene upstairs, back into the human part of my home. We emerged from the study floor, closing the trapdoor behind us and replacing the carpet by magic. We then made our way up the stairs again and into the kitchen. I needed to wash the blood off my hands. 
 
    We were both silent for a bit. I turned my back on her to wash up, as she leaned against my cupboards, watching me. I had no idea what was going through her head. The fact that she hadn’t questioned me about her partner or releasing Arnold was a good sign. I think she’s at least trying to trust me, and trust in me. That being said, neither of us wanted to start this conversation.  
 
    After a while, Cyrene finally broke the silence. “So... I’m guessing that wasn’t all Alistair's silk down there.” 
 
    I nodded. She swallowed hard, before starting again.  
 
    “Does this mean there’s more of him down there…?” She ventured. I shook my head.  
 
    “No, he’s the only one here. The rest of his kind are in another location further south, with one of my sisters.”  
 
    There was a long pause between us. I’d long since gotten all the blood off, but I picked at my nails under the stream of water anyway, as something to keep me focused on.  
 
    “So then, what kind of Fey are you?” She asked me, quietly.  
 
    I guess she needed to hear me say it, to believe it. I turned the water off now, reached for the hand towel and dried off my hands before turning around to look at her. I needed to see her face when I told her the truth. It still took me some time to work up the courage to say the words.  
 
    “I’m...a Drider.” 
 
    Phew! That wasn’t so bad. Ok, maybe I can be good with this. The weight wasn’t gone from my shoulders though, since Cyrene’s face hadn’t changed yet, and that meant she was working real hard at controlling herself.  
 
    Eventually, she spoke. “Drider’s are extinct.” she said, softly.  
 
    “No, we’re not.” I replied, just as softly. “Everyone only thinks we are, and that’s a good thing.” 
 
    There was another long pause, as we stared at each other. I had an idea of what was running through her head, and honestly, I was waiting for her to turn around and walk out on me. It’s a lot to take in. What little folk lore about us that had been leaked out over the centuries, was quite horrible reading. Something to do with partial truths, and a lot to do with history being in the perspective of the conquerors.  
 
    “I saw your true form though...There weren’t any extra appendages.” She didn’t look away from me, her gaze, while confused, wasn’t afraid. This was encouraging, so I stepped forward and reached out for her hand. She slipped hers in mine instantly, squeezing. That weight lifted, and I smiled as I pulled her close, our fingers entwined as I met her gaze.  
 
    “That’s my half form. It’s the only one I feel safe showing people, when I have to. It gets me by, and it is a true form of mine. It’s just, not all of me. It’s something my kind adapted to, when we went into hiding. I didn’t lie to you, little Fey.” 
 
    “Will you show me you’re other form?” She asked, her voice gentle and full of wonder. 
 
    “When you’ve had a chance to absorb all of this. It’s one thing to know something, but it’s very different to see it. I think you’ve seen enough of my secrets for one day, don’t you?” I smiled at her, hope in my eyes.  
 
    “Soon, then.” She confirmed, and I saw the moment when she just accepted it. Just like that. That’s Cyrene’s true magic, for me anyway. I felt my emotions threaten to choke me, so strong and rising up almost uncontrollably, I had to do something or I’d burst. So I closed those last few inches between us and kissed her. I melted when she returned the kiss.  
 
    “How did I get so lucky?” I said breathlessly, when I surfaced for air.  
 
    “I’ll tell you later.” Came her reply. I laughed in relief, just happy that she hadn’t run away from me. Bewildered, yeah, but happy. I’d analyse this another time, but right now I was going to enjoy it. She’d joined me in my laughter, and we stayed close together for a moment longer, before I drew her to the couch. 
 
    “You’re not really going to let him go, are you?” She suddenly asked, once we’d both settled in. 
 
    "Of course I am. I promised I’d release him, so I will. Or more accurately, Alistair will. He’s going to release him from this life so he can meet the next, once Alistair gets all the information he can out of him.” I said, chuckling, pleased with myself. 
 
    “Does that include information about Rael?” She asked timidly. I blinked and stared blankly at her for a moment, before I remembered. Right...I didn’t speak that part aloud. I forgot about that in the heat of the moment. While I understood, it did annoy me that she had to ask. 
 
    "Of course it does! I promised you, didn’t I? I’d never break a promise to you my dear. Don’t you ever think otherwise.” I reprimanded her. She gave a little laugh in return. "Of course not, I’m sorry Zelena.” 
 
    “Good. Anything else?” I raised an eyebrow at her, daring her to question my motives or actions again. She fluffed a hand through her hair again before looking at me through her fringe. “Well, that was kind of intense back there. Er, I mean, down there. But…” 
 
    She shrugged and smiled at me coyly. “While I’m no stranger to torture and interrogation, you’ve given me a lot to take in. I think I need some time to absorb it all, that’s all.” She smiled at me, and I felt some of my tension ease. Well, she’s not running for the hills, so this is a good thing!  
 
    “But I do have a question about what he said. Who are The Pillars? You seemed quite shocked when he mentioned them.” She asked me, in an obvious attempt to change the subject. I’m good with that. I shifted on the couch a bit, tucking my feet under me before I answered her.  
 
    “Well, the Pillars are a deeply devoted religious organisation, based in Europe. They’re the ones who originally formed the Crusaders to act as their military arm. It’s where ‘Sir’ Asmir was trained as a knight. They’re all Zealots, who see Fey as a blasphemy to their ‘one god’ doctrine.”  
 
    “When the Wars were waging, theirs was the strongest voice for full genocide of all Fey. Not just darker Fey, but light Fey as well. To them there’s no difference, we’re all just blasphemous demons. Asmir’s sword was fabled to be blessed to kill any dark Fey, so aside from wanting their precious sword back, they probably want to find his diary as well. He’s somewhat of a Saint to them, and getting their hands on the pages would mean they’d know just how successful his genocidal mission was.”  
 
    I took her hand in mine, holding it tightly as I searched her face. “Which, as you just found out, was not as complete as they were led to believe. I don’t need to stress to you just how bad things could get, if they knew my kind still existed.” 
 
    She nodded, listening. “I’ve heard about religious groups like that during my training. I was led to believe they were no longer active. The most they do these days is hand out pamphlets hoping people will listen to their crazy ramblings, right?” She looked like she was about to make light of it, but I guess my own sombre expression kept her quiet. 
 
    “Oh no, my dear. That’s their public face. The Pillars are one of few who’ve managed to keep their military arm alive. Naturally, they’ve got to keep it hidden, but if you know where to look, the signs are subtle, but still there. Nothing ever substantial, every hint has plausible deniability, but I don’t believe in coincidences. They can be quite insidious and very dangerous. Their arrival in Arrana complicates things.” I said contemplatively. 
 
    “If they’re arriving here in a week's time, we’ll have to move fast. We can get the pages from Arnold’s place tonight. He’s given us all the information we need. We’ll just have to get a moving van from a rental this afternoon.” I mused, my mind whirring from the adrenaline still, running through all my options and forming a plan. 
 
    “Why a moving van?” The sound of her voice broke my musings. I’d started to sink into my own thoughts and plans, almost forgetting she was here with me. I smiled at her and tucked some of her hair back behind her ear as I answered. “Just a favour I owe someone, that’s all. We’ll need it to transport our prisoners.” I smiled at her, hoping that would be enough of an explanation. 
 
    She crinkled her nose at me and humphed, but didn’t ask any more questions. “Why don’t you get ready, while I make a few phone calls?” I suggested to her, as I moved off the couch, my fingers already dialling the number I’d need as I turned my back to Cyrene, dismissing her for the  moment. I heard her moving behind me, heading for the bedroom.  
 
    It didn’t take me long to arrange for our transportation to be dropped off on the street side. A van would be much more inconspicuous than my Bugatti. By the time I’d finished, Cyrene had changed into something practical for what we were about to do.  
 
    She’d put her black combat boots back on, and was wearing her denim outfit once more, her hunting knife strapped to her hip again. She was also carrying her sword, strapped across her back, ready for whatever dangers awaited us. Her collar was in plain view in this outfit, and seeing her like this, ready and willing to follow me into the unknown, bearing my symbol, made my heart swell with happiness.  
 
    “That’s my girl! Keep an eye out for the van while I get ready.” I told her, grinning as I went downstairs, heading towards the trap door in my study. No need to pretend I live up here anymore, so I went back to my home to get changed. I had some special items down there I’d need for this little trip.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28: Beware The Spider 
 
    When we pulled up to the corner of the brick wall which bordered Arnold’s property, it was already past six o’clock. The thick, sand coloured walls easily surpassed the roof of the meat van we were in. Shouldn’t be too much of a problem in my natural form, I thought to myself. However, before I can entertain those thoughts, I have to set everything up nice and neat. 
 
    Picking up the small bag I’d packed for this, I rummaged through it until I pulled out a medium sized crystal ball, and it’s embossed, golden round stand. I placed the stand on the dashboard first, before putting the crystal in it’s place. Instantly, the crystal clouded over, white fluffy clouds in a beautiful twilight started turning dark and menacing. At the same time, the already darkened twilight around us became a thicker, more complete blackness, as storm clouds appeared overhead and the rumble of thunder promised that it would be quite spectacular.  
 
    The wind picked up, and I watched as some leaves rolled their way across the pavement, branches of nearby trees starting to sway, waving at the night. “Wicked.” Cyrene exclaimed, grinning at the cloudy crystal. “Thought you might like the weather sphere.” I said, grinning at her. 
 
    The next item I pulled out was a tan and brown dreamcatcher, a tangled web of magic imbued silk thread. Cyrene looked confused. “What’s that for?” She asked me. I turned it so she could see the faint glimmer of spelled thread which ran through the strands of silk, ready to be used. “It’s an illusion spell, to hide the both of us while I make my way to the pool house. It creates the illusion that everything’s fine. No one will know what’s going on, until it’s too late. Imagine putting the camera’s on repeat, hiding everything that’s happening from their eye.” 
 
    “That’s great! But I thought you were drained of magic, so how are you going to maintain such a complex spell?” She asked me.  
 
    “Not drained anymore my dear, simply low. Besides this is a pre-made magical item. It’s spelled specifically for this kind of purpose. So don’t fret, I have hundreds of these pre-made items stored back in my armory. Just in case I need them.” I shrugged, smiling as I hung the dreamcatcher on the rear-view mirror. 
 
    Cyrene’s eyebrows shot up. “Hundreds? Sweet Goddess, you really are paranoid, aren’t you!”  
 
    I sighed. “Just prepared, little Fey. When you’re species has spent hundreds of years being hunted down viciously and indiscriminately, you pick up a few survival tricks. Such as stocking up a well maintained armory.” I grinned at her.  
 
    “That’s where this came from as well.” I pulled a golden pyramid out of the bag, delicate and beautiful etchings covering every surface. “This little beauty here came from Egypt, and it has a single, fascinating trait. Come on, I’ll show you!”  
 
    Putting the bag aside, I jumped out of the van with it, Cyrene following after me as I walked around to the wall. Placing the item on the ground, I removed the top most piece and stepped back. The rest of the pyramid split into four parts, and each quarter was suddenly forced away from each other until I said, ‘stop’. Now, they formed a square which could easily surround a body or two. More to the point, could easily surround any of my forms.  
 
    “The pyramid always wants to be together. It’s designed to pull in anything the cap touches. Like this…” I put the flat of the cap to my shoulder. Suddenly, I disappeared. When I reappeared, I was standing in the space between the four pieces. “There we go! Instant transport. Now, part of your task tonight will be keeping this empty. I’ll be sending unconscious guards through this way, and I expect you to put them in the truck. Don’t worry about binding and gagging them, I’ll have that covered.”  
 
    “Wait, so I’m not coming with you?” 
 
    “No. I need you here. Moving all the prisoners into the van, as I send them through so there’s no delays. This will also be my escape route in case anything goes wrong, so keep it clear and the van ready to go at a moment's notice, alright?” 
 
    She sighed, but nodded. “I suppose so.” 
 
    “Besides, we don’t know what changes they made since Arnold’s disappearance, so it could be useful for you to be here just in case any of them happen to wander by.” I gave her a look that brooches no argument.  
 
    She eyed me for a moment, no doubt still weighing up my logic, before nodding, just as the rain started to fall. A splattering at first, gradually getting thicker as we stood there. "Of course, Zelena. I’ll trust you.” 
 
    “Good. Now come on, I’ve got one last thing to grab.” I said, moving back inside the cabin of the truck to where I’d left my bag of goodies. I pulled out a small drawstring bag filled with various pre-made, single use spells, which I attached to my belt.  
 
    Now that the rain had broken, it was coming down harder with each moment, and the wind wasn’t slowing down either. I’d made quite the gold star storm, and it would reach over the entire area, not just Arnold’s home. Perfect weather for my natural form.  
 
    Running a hand along the outside of the dreamcatcher, I activated the spell. It flared once, before going back to dull materials, a small tendril of grey burning it’s way merrily down one of the strands already. Time for me to get on with it.  
 
    “Oh, and Cyrene.” I commanded her to look at me. 
 
    “Yes?” She asked, as her eyes met my gaze. 
 
    “Don’t kill anyone tonight. I need them all alive, do you understand?” 
 
    “Sure, whatever you say.” She had a quizzical look on her face but I didn’t have the time to explain anymore, so with a last nod to Cyrene, I exited the van, leaving her to take control of it however she pleased.  
 
    In the growing darkness, I began changing form, starting with my hands so I could use my claws to scale that brick wall with ease. As soon as I was over the wall, I finished the transformation, pushing off gently, and landing silently in the grass with all six feet.  
 
    
    	 The world became brighter and sharper to me as I let all my natural eyes come to the surface. I felt the rush of adrenaline pumping through my veins, and took a deep breath of the night air, crisp with rain and musky with the scent of deadfall from the giant oak trees which framed Arnold’s property.  
 
   
 
    Now I could see what I’d be dealing with. Moving quickly, I glided silently over the deadfall under the trees, the tips of my many legs not so much as snapping a single twig. Thunder rolled in the sky above me, and a flash of sheet lightning followed, brightening up the meadow at the edge of the man-made forest for me, as I neared. I could see guards scurrying around, trying to find shelter. I could also see the unlucky two who were stuck out here with me, in the pouring rain.  
 
    Armed with flashlights, they swept their gaze over the manicured lawn. My sharper hearing picked up a few choice cuss words coming from their direction despite the wind, which made me chuckle and grin. Don’t worry, the rain is going to be the least of your problems... 
 
    Taking advantage of the night, I started to spin my enchanted web from tree to tree, taking in some of the surrounding bushes as well, pulling the webbing up into the trees, at a nice focal point. 
 
    Once the trap was complete, I maneuvered my way back into the centre of the web. Directly below from me was the small clear spot I’d chosen to suit my purposes. From my high vantage point, I could see the two guards left out in the rain. Easy targets. I waited until one of them got closer, listening for the thunder which would be my cue. I didn't have to wait long. As the next boom rolled over, I baited my trap.  
 
    As the lightning flashed, I deliberately selected and plucked at specific strings on the web, moving the bushes they were attached to. I had them move similarly as if someone was walking through them, keeping it up long enough after the flash so the guard couldn’t dismiss it as a wild bird. 
 
    “What the?” She flashed her light towards the movement. 
 
    When she started to come towards me, I reached for a different set of webbing, strumming it like an instrument, leading her further and further into the trees, and away from safety. When she got close to the middle, I used one of my back legs to pluck at a bush, further behind me, goading her to come closer. She seemed hesitant now, stepping cautiously in the darkness and rain, her short sword drawn and her flashlight in her other hand. “Who’s there!” She called out. 
 
    I rustled the bushes again. “Stop right there! I know you’re here, so come on out!” One more step...so close...I rustled the bushes again, this time making it look like someone was running away from her. “I said stop!” She barked, and charged right in after the movement.  
 
    I dived down from my treetop nest and scooped her up in two pairs of legs to stop her wriggling, one hand over her mouth, the claws of my other hand digging into her neck, injecting just the smallest amount of venom. With my last pair of legs, I started to wrap her up as I ascended back into the treetops. As soon as she was completely wrapped, I pressed the cap of the pyramid to her face, and she disappeared.  
 
    Once she was dealt with I started looking for my second victim. It wasn’t long before I spotted him too. Another well timed rustle of bushes caught his attention. The flashlight swivelled towards me. I twitched the bushes again in the full blast of his flashlight, and watched as the man got closer and closer. 
 
    “Marnie! Over here!” The man called out, unaware that Marnie was gone.  
 
    He drew his own short sword and hurried over. “Oi! Come on out now, nice and easy!” He barked, face grim as the rain fell down in rivets from his hair to drip over his nose. His feet splashed in the puddles which were forming in the grass, his stride aggressive. I moved them again, further in this time, making it look like the intruder was running away.  
 
    The guard gave chase. This one wasn’t as cautious as his partner, and he just dove straight into the trees, and into my waiting arms. He didn’t even have a chance to let out a small cry before he was unconscious, bundled up, and I’d zapped him off to Cyrene.  
 
    Staying in the tree line, I scurried along to the side where Arnold had said the security room was located. The trees stopped short of the place, but I had a good look at what I was up against from here. 
 
    The security room was set off from the main house to the left, next to a large swimming pool which separated them both. Around the pool the landscape had been artfully sculpted from poured cement and decorative pavestones all the way up to the wrought iron fence, with ceramic pots on all corners sporting brightly coloured flowers. 
 
    On the side of the pool house, two cameras were focused towards the pool, while only a single camera watched the backdoor to the security room. Sneaking over, I timed my moment carefully. When the guard turned his back, I snapped to the wall of the pool house, hiding in the camera’s blind spot. I’d need more cover here, since my dreamcatcher spell doesn’t work on the naked eye, only technology. Closing my eyes, I reached inside myself to the core of my Drider magic, and pulled on my race’s natural ability to bend shadows to my will. 
 
    I melted into the darkness, as if we were one entity. Patiently, I waited for the guard to come around once more, getting closer and closer to me. Once he walked past and had his back to me I pounced on him, striking swiftly with both hands, one covering his mouth, the other piercing his neck with my nails. Instantly he went limp, not a sound escaping his throat. Without skipping a beat, I bound the man in a cocoon of spider silk, before once more tapping the pyramid tip to my captive, vanishing him back to Cyrene. 
 
    With him out of the way, I could safely circle the pool house to the door of the security room within. Thunder rolled, and with it a fresh streak of lightning lit up the sky to expose the empty field before me, reflecting brilliantly off of the uncovered water of the large swimming pool. 
 
    I blinked rapidly to get rid of the ghost images as I walked confidently around in the open to the back of the building, trusting my spell to keep me hidden. Once I reached the back door, I found the security lock, exactly where Arnold said it would be. Bingo. 
 
    Out of the drawstring pouch, I pulled a small black glass ball, about the size of a golf ball. Keeping it ready in my left hand, I punched in the code Arnold had given me. The LED flashed green, and there was the click of the door unlocking. My keen hearing picked up the small pause in conversation beyond the door, so I acted fast. 
 
    Pushing the door open just enough to fit my hand through, I threw the glass ball inside, quickly hiding my face as it shattered against the floor. The room went dark, enveloped in a magical blackness that swallowed all sound and vision for everyone who’d been exposed. 
 
    I stepped inside swiftly, closing the door behind me. A quick glance showed two guards, one near the controls and one at a small table who had been in the middle of eating some sandwiches. The guard at the controls was my immediate concern.  
 
    I crossed the room, moving towards him swiftly as he was wildly trying to hit a panic button he couldn’t see. Grabbing him by the neck, I tossed him backwards, moments before a reeling swing of his arm would have connected with me. Materializing a fighting pole from my personal storage, I quickly used it to knock him out without compromising my stance, so I could focus my attention on the other blinded guard. 
 
    He’d managed to turn the small table over in anger, and was punching and kicking wildly at nothing, hoping to connect at some point. I slowly inched closer and started using my fighting pole to block and strike back at each of his attacks.  
 
    It didn’t take long for him to slow from pain, creating a nice opening. Striking him in the centre of his chest, he went flying into the wall. I quickly followed up, moving in with a solid strike to his head, knocking him out.  
 
    A quick survey of my surroundings was satisfying, both guards unconscious and no alarms triggered.  
 
    I removed their gear from their unconscious bodies, and dumped it all on the table after righting it again. The room was rather small in this form, so once I was sure no one was coming to their rescue, I started to bind up the men, and send them one by one to Cyrene. It was awkward as hell to do so in my Drider form, but I needed my spinnerette free. Once I was finished though, I shimmied my shoulders, and my skin rippled as I changed my lower Drider half for that of human legs again, so I could move about more freely. That was my only concession, though.  
 
    Once that was done I slid into one of the chairs at the control panel and took a look at what the cameras could offer. Hmmm...Looks like three more guards inside the front foyer. Easy enough. I grinned as I watched them pacing around the large room, their swords strapped to their hips and hands fidgeting from boredom. One was at the window, trying to see through the black storm and harsh winds, while another was poking his nose into the entryway to the kitchen. The last one was leaning against the stair rail, arms crossed across her chest and facing the front door.  
 
    Time to bring in some muscle. I shuffled through the electronics I’d taken from the guards and found two ear pieces which had embedded microphones in them.  After switching them to a different channel than the guards’ line, I zapped one to Cyrene. When I heard the crackle on the other end I spoke up. “Miss me?” 
 
    I heard her laugh at me through the earpiece. “Well, this is new for you.” She quipped. I couldn’t help but smile at that. “Hmm, quite. I have a present for you.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Mm hmm. Three tough looking guards, all in the foyer of the house. The way is so clear, it’s practically gift wrapped.” That got a laugh. “Aww, Zelena. You shouldn’t have.” I could hear the grin in her voice, she must have been feeling a bit left out, staying out there.  
 
    “I’ve got eyes everywhere now dear, and I’m about to cut the power to the main house, so they’ll most likely be on full alert, and the radio will become constantly active. I need you to stay on this channel while I mess with them. I’ll be switching from this to the guards so I can hear what’s going on. If I don’t answer straight away, just wait and try again.” 
 
    “No problem!” Came the chirpy reply, and the sound of a door slamming shut in the background. I switched my gaze to the front of the house now, and changed my channel to the one the guards were communicating with. As I kept watch on the screen, I saw one of the guards wander off deeper into the house. Curious, I followed her route through the mansion until I saw her heading for the bathroom. My grin widened, as I flicked the power switch off, a minute after I saw the door close behind her. Heh heh... 
 
    There was some scuffling scratching noises as the radio turned on, and then some choice cussing. I left my side silent, so they couldn’t hear me, and just listened. Turning on the camera’s night vision allowed me to continue monitoring the house.  
 
    “Dave, we’ve had a blackout.” Came the call from the house. 
 
    Silence. I started to giggle.  
 
    The radio squawked again. “Dave! C’mon man, turn the lights back on!” 
 
    My grin widened. I leaned forward and ran my gaze over the different camera views on the monitors. I could see Cyrene tracking through the lawn, keeping to the side of the house, out of the line of sight. My spell must have worn off. Oh well, doesn’t matter anymore anyway. 
 
    I glanced back at the two in the foyer. Oh, what the hell. Why not? I pressed the speaker button on my earpiece, and watched the little light go green under the monitor.  
 
    “Dave can’t come to the phone right now.” I said over the radio, in my smoothest voice. My eyes were glued to the screen, a wide grin on my face as I watched their reactions.  
 
    “Hey, get off the radio! We ain’t playing, so go put your clothes back on and get Dave, ok?” Came the barely restrained, annoyed tone. I giggled down the line. “He’s a bit tied up at the moment. I’m afraid he just simply can’t answer you.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “But I can.” I purred down the radio, drawing out the words.  
 
    “Who are you?” Ah, now it’s dawning on them. “What have you done with Dave?” They were moving around agitatedly, hands at their weapons. One guy seemed to be doing all the talking, and the one in the bathroom wasn’t back yet. I checked again, just in case. Nope, can’t see anything different.  
 
    “The same thing I’m going to do to you.” I replied, watching Cyrene’s progress. She was working the window up in the kitchen with her knife. I let the chuckle escape my lips, knowing what it would do to the two listening in.  
 
    “Now, who should go first?”  
 
    “How about you get your sorry ass off the radio and come over here where I can see you!” Came the angry retort. I saw him fiddle with his radio, and speak through it. I switched quickly through the channels to try and catch what he was saying, figuring out he was trying to reach toilet girl on the sly.  
 
    “...take that bitch down!” Damn. I didn’t catch everything, but there’s no mistaking intent there. Angry now, I switched back to their main channel, and searched for Cyrene to see how far away she was. She was stalking towards them through the kitchen, her sword already drawn, crouched low as she snuck up close. 
 
    “If I were you, I’d be more concerned with your immediate problems, than with me.” 
 
    More swearing came down the radio. I watched the two start to argue and draw their weapons, trying to see in the darkness what their light blinded eyes just couldn’t see. They’d not had as much time to adjust to the darkness, as Cyrene had. She knew it, too.  
 
    The first strike met no resistance at all. Inward she lunged, imbedding her serrated hunting knife into the closest guy’s spinal cord, severing the nerves and twisting the blade as she drew it back out in one fluid movement. He howled in pain over the radio, collapsing to the floor as he lost the ability to walk, and then there was radio silence.  
 
    I quickly switched to the other guard line and caught the second guys’ words in time. “Christine, we’re under attack! Abort! Abort! Get your fucking ass down here!” 
 
    Hmmm...Now that’s a fair point. Where is this Christine? I checked through the camera feeds, trying to locate this last guard. Ah, there she is. Gotcha. I spotted her halfway to the pool house, unfortunately for Christine, her form was glaringly obvious with the camera’s night vision. I watched her hesitate, clearly torn between getting rid of one serious threat, or backing up her colleagues.  
 
    I glanced back at the screen to see how Cyrene was doing. The guard she’d stabbed was unconscious on the floor now, and she was circling the last standing guard, darting in and out giving him shallow cuts, always moving just out of reach of his retaliation, moving in and out of the deeper shadows caused by the furniture. She’s fine. Looks like she’s having fun. 
 
    That decided me. A quick glance told me that Christine had made her choice, and was headed back to the house. Well, since I needed to be there too, I guess I can do the polite thing, and escort her there myself.  
 
    I drew the shadows to me once more, melding into the absolute blackness as I slipped silently out of the security room. Instantly my senses were assaulted by the pelting rain and howling wind, as the storm outside raged on. The shadows and I swiftly glided over the terrain, eating up the distance between myself and Christine as I dove towards her, my form rippling once again back to Drider. Six legs are better than two after all.  
 
    In the dark of the storm, she didn’t see me coming. I pounced from behind, tackling her to the ground and pinning her beneath me. I let go of the shadows, and my storm complimented my efforts by unleashing sheet lighting across the sky, giving light to my Drider form. Eight eyes glared down at her, my fangs fully exposed, the fuzz of my spider legs tickling her soaked skin as I pinner her down.  
 
    She screamed into the night, just as I leaned down to bite her. Before my teeth broke skin I remembered my promise, and pulled away from her tender flesh. Instead, I caressed the side of her frightened face with one clawed, venomous hand. Grinning down at her, my fangs so close I could bite her lips off, I commanded her to ‘sleep’, just as I dug my nails into the flesh of her cheek.  
 
    She went limp in my arms, and I made quick work of cocooning her unconscious body, before attaching a string to her feet and dragging her behind me to the mansion. When I got to the front porch, I attached my prize to the awning over the front door so it’d be easier to grab her again on the way out. She dangled in the wind, rocking to and fro, casting her shadow across the door during the brief flashes of lightning.  
 
    No need for subtly now. I reached a hand into the drawstring pouch once more and pulled out a small metal spike, which I slammed into the wood of the door, embedding it within the panel.  
 
    “Stay clear of the front door.” I quickly commanded Cyrene through the earpiece, before stepping back, my skin rippling once more and again, as I resumed my more human half form. Once I’d taken cover, I detonated the device.  
 
    The door blew open, exposing to me the sword fight going on inside between Cyrene and the last guard. He was covered in shallow bleeding cuts, and she had eyes only for her opponent. She flew at him, her blade arching in the lightning, raining blow after blow, wearing at his defence again and again. I could see his knees starting to buckle under him, I could see the sweat beading on his brow with the effort of keeping this demon woman away from him.  
 
    I was impressed that he was holding out for so long, from what I’d seen of her fighting she was deadly, and efficient. This should have been over by now. He made a last ditch effort to get under her guard by feigning right, before diving to the left to try and run up the stairs away from her.  
 
    Cyrene just shifted her grip on her broad sword, aimed, and threw the thing straight at him. The blade went through his back and out his chest, as easily as a hot knife through butter, embedded so deeply the only thing stopping it was the hilt.  
 
    I whistled. Man...Ok that’s hot. My gaze kept switching from her to the corpse halfway up the stairs. I wanted to go to her and rip her clothes off, spank her for killing one when I’d expressly forbidden it, and then fuck her gorgeous strong body senseless. I probably could do the last two, just not right now. But damn, it was hard to squish that feeling down.  
 
    “I thought I said not to kill them.” I barked, probably a bit harsher than I meant to, my voice had gone slightly husky from my emotions. She turned to me and brushed her hair out of her face with one hand, her tongue darting out across her lips as she grinned at me, and just shrugged. “He was getting away.”  
 
    I stared at her, my reaction to being in her presence probably still in my eyes, but I tried to stare her down anyway. “We will speak of this later. This is not done yet, do you understand?” She nodded, grinning. “Sure Zelena.” She walked past me and up the stairs to retrieve her sword, stepping on his back to pull it out of his spine. As I approached, she stepped aside so I could pass her on the way up to Arnold’s room. 
 
    “Whatever you say.”  
 
    Oooh, that minx! I’m going to have to beat the brattiness out of her, or at least have fun trying. 
 
    
    	 The double doors at the apex of the stairs opened up to a hallway instead of his actual bedroom. We walked down the hallway lined with paintings and tasteful table ends with exotic artworks and artefacts on display. Hmmm...I didn’t peg him for a rich henchman, considering how he reacted to the price of my magic. How could someone on Bruce’s payroll, have the money for all of this? Where did all this come from? 
 
   
 
    And then I saw something that stopped me in my tracks. “Hey! I was outbid on that! How does he have it?” Cyrene peered around my shoulder to look at what I was pointing at. It was a beautiful portrait of a famous, and reclusive Unseelie courtesan author. 
 
    The artist had really done a superb job capturing his likeness. Piercing emerald eyes gazed out from a sharp but beautiful face blessed with a strong nose and a defined cupid’s bow mouth. Long thick brown hair the colour of fir trees graced his head and shoulders, their tips ending in a brightness which glowed like embers in the light, perfectly captured by the skill of this artist's brushstroke.  
 
    “Why is this painting important to you?” Cyrene asked. I spoke without turning to her, as I remembered. “This is a portrait of Nyx of the Tanglethorn forest! He’s a writer, and one of the best fey novelists and historians out there. Nyx has always had a feral quality about him, preferring to be on his own in the woods, away from even the Fey, but he has this burning passion to convey knowledge. His books are few and far between, but each is a treasure beyond description to me! I have every single one down in my family’s library. No one has seen Nyx for almost a hundred years now, so when this came onto the market, I had to have it!” 
 
    “Is that all? He’s just your favourite writer?” She enquired. I frowned at her. “Not just that, little Fey.” I sighed. “There is much more, but perhaps another time?” I waved my hand and vanished the portrait into my magical space, determined to take it with me.  
 
    As I walked down the hallways to get to Arnold’s safe, where the two pages were being kept, I found the odd item here and there that I vanished away for safekeeping. We approached the room at the far end of the house that had golden handles, carved in elaborate designs. Cyrene and I shared a look.  
 
    “This one.” We both said, in union. Then we shared a giggle. I opened the door and led the way inside, Cyrene following close behind me. The room was very lavish, and very classic. There wasn’t much furniture here, but what was here screamed opulence. I ignored everything and headed over to the obscene portrait of Arnold and some other person both standing over the corpse of a decapitated Minotaur. They were each grasping a horn, to hold the head high, big smiles on their faces and guns in their free hands.  
 
    I felt the rage bubble inside me, and I did nothing to quell the fury. With a wave of my hand, I set the portrait on fire. It gave me a sense of satisfaction to watch his face burn away, even though he’s already dead. He can’t feel it, but watching him die again felt good. We stood there and watched the flames, Cyrene holding my hand in silence until they burned out, leaving a blank frame behind as testimony to the vileness it used to hold. 
 
    The safe was now in plain sight. I punched the code in using the LED buttons, and it clicked open on the first go. Inside, was a soft leather satchel big enough to hold the pages and protect them. After retrieving the satchel, I quickly peeked inside, and there they were. Gently, I brushed a finger over the paper to confirm their authenticity. True enough, these are the originals.  
 
    “Just one more to go.” I half whispered, almost cooing at them. Cyrene placed a hand on my shoulder and I looked up at her. “Don’t worry, we’ll get that page before the Pillars do.” She reassured me. I smiled in return, as I vanished the pages, satchel and all.  
 
    “Now, I believe I still have some cleaning up to do. We have two more bodies to collect, before we can go.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s right! I’ve left him unconscious downstairs!”  
 
    “Mm hmm. And I have one curing on the porch. So, before we go, is there anything else you want from this place?” 
 
    She looked around her, taking her time to think about everything she’d passed. Then she turned back to me. “No. I have you, don’t I?” Then she smiled at me and placed two fingers gently on her collar. That damn near melted my self-control, right there.  
 
    “Come here.” I managed to choke out through the emotion which rose in my throat. She came into my embrace, and I held her there for a moment, stroking her hair. Then I swung her away at arm’s length, smiling at her, I touched the pyramid tip to her shoulder. She vanished. 
 
    I used the moment alone to blink rapidly, and collect myself once more. I had to finish what I’d started. Rummaging in the drawstring pouch, I pulled out a larger crystal orb with an orange centre which flickered on it’s own. I threw it on the ground in Arnold’s bedroom, before leaving the room and closing the door behind me, leaving the erupting flames to begin devouring the place alone.  
 
    I wrapped up both the dead man and the unconscious one, before tapping the pyramid cap to both, and finally to the one dangling from the awning outside. Heat from the magical flames was starting to follow me. Not fast enough. I pulled one more fire orb from my bag and threw it onto the floor on the foyer.  
 
    That fire would burn until there was nothing left of this place but ashes. No rain was going to be stopping this magical flame. I left the doomed building behind me as I made for the security room, throwing yet another flame orb in through the open door to destroy its contents. 
 
    Lightning struck again, lighting up my way as I headed back to the trees, towards the web I’d created there. I rummaged around for one more item once I got to the first thick strand of enchanted webbing. A small blue crystal found it’s way into my palm. Yes, that will do nicely.  
 
    I attached the crystal to my webbing, and whispered to it, ‘burn’. Then I walked away to the backdrop of silver ashes, as my webbing dissolved into dust which was swept away by the storm. No trace of me would be left behind.  
 
    Satisfied, I placed the pyramid cap to my own chest and reappeared outside the wall and facing a worried Cyrene. “I saw the flames!” She spoke, as she crushed me to her, her lips found mine as she held me in a bear hug, the rain beating down as the thunder echoed above us.  
 
    I kissed her back, my hands cradling her face as I poured my love for her into my touch. When we broke for air we were both gasping and laughing. “I’m alright, little Fey. But we should go now.” She nodded and let go of me reluctantly. I let the tip of the pyramid drop in the centre of the transport area and it formed up again. As I picked it up, we both headed back to the cabin of the van, seeking refuge from the storm. 
 
    As we pulled away from the curve and set off down the road towards home, I quickly glanced at Cyrene and asked her, “so, are you up for disposing the bodies with me?” She gave me a curious look. “Disposing? Weren’t we supposed to be keeping them alive?” She asked me. I grinned at her, showing my teeth. “Oh yes, fresh is best.” I laughed as we hit the highway.  
 
      
 
    Indeed, fresh food is best. 
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