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Chapter
One


 


How
would I react if I was exiled from my homeland and my best friend got to
tour it?  I hesitated before pressing “dial” on my cell, euphoria
transforming into anxiety.   My heart still pounded, but I couldn’t
make that call. I took the coward’s way out and sent a text instead.  [I
need to talk to you, in person. Preferably tonight.]


I
waited for a moment for a reply, took a deep breath, then put the phone with
its cracked screen in my pocket.  I frowned, determined to keep my hands
busy while I waited.  My living room certainly deserved some TLC… stacks
of class notebooks and textbooks were scattered across the wooden floor. 
I’d graduated with my Master of Science in Interdimensional Life five months
ago, a span of time that should have been plenty to organize my things,
considering I only had a part time job at the game store.


I
flipped through the old blue notebook I’d used for Fey Influence &
Exo-Anthropology, scanning my carefully structured classroom notes framed in
doodles, ideas, notes to myself, and surreptitious notes to my classmates. I
couldn’t imagine the exact scenario where I’d need this, but I couldn’t bear to
toss it, either.  I heaved a sigh and put it back on its pile.  This
is why nothing ever got clean.  Was I in the very early stages of
hoarding?  Or did I finally just own enough stuff to notice?


My
iPhone saved me from further contemplation of my bad habits by vibrating in my
pocket. [Everything ok?]


[Yeah,
just need to talk.] I typed back.


He
responded instantly.  [My studio’s a biohazard right now.  Unless you
want to wear a gas mask or get really high, I’d recommend Ahromah.  I can
be there in 15.]


[C
u there ^.^]


I
stuffed my feet into orange flip-flops and threw on my old varsity jacket
against the October chill of Virginia.  I really needed to start dressing
myself like an adult.  Wasn’t that what a Master’s meant, that I was an
adult now?  I grabbed the letter causing all my turmoil from the coffee
table on my way out.


Within
the short drive to the coffee shop, the town transformed from blue-collar
suburbia to bustling college town with vintage clothing shops, pizza parlors,
bars, and numerous coffee shops.  Parking for Ahromah could be a tricky
business, with the one-way streets and parallel parking.  Luckily, I knew
a secret parking lot meant for the building’s tenants, hidden down an unmarked
alley.  No sign threatened visitors with towing, or perhaps a less honest
individual had done away with them years ago.  Either way, I helped myself
to a spot.  Such was the reward for more or less having lived in
Charlottesville my whole life, what we natives tended to call “shawsville” in
our slight Southern drawl.


The
late afternoon sun hid behind layers of grey, depressing clouds.  At least
it didn’t look like rain.  I hustled around the building, jacket held
tight against the cold. Ahromah’s door chimed politely as I entered.  Soft
light illuminated small tables and chairs, an impressive number of knickknacks
hanging from the decorative wood framing that gave character to the brick
square of a shop.  Jack sat comfortably on the squishy brown couch against
the back wall, where we’d first met four years ago.  I’d been in my final
year of undergraduate study at the University of Virginia, studying a book by a
prominent fey author that caught his eye.  He’d asked how it was, and
actually had the knowledge to keep up with my tangents about fey culture and
politics.  We’d been friends ever since.


I
detoured to the counter, where a good line had already developed for a Thursday
evening.  I ordered a double espresso over ice (“for here, please”),
waived hello to Lisa, a former classmate, and joined Jack on the couch. 
He was in his late 30s, so it seemed, with shiny black hair that reached past
his shoulders.  His features were vaguely Native American, and his Western
style of dress seemed to try to make a point of it.  I swear, he was one
bad day away from wearing spurs, but he’d be damned if we ever caught him with
a cowboy hat.  He smelled vaguely of aerosol, and I wondered what his
latest project entailed.


His
bright emerald eyes were the only indicator that he was at least part
fey.  Their unblinking intensity made me suspect he’d recently been
spending time near the gate.  When the gates to Azry first opened around
the world, humans had called the visitors ‘elves’ and ‘Sidhe’ and ‘fairies’ and
‘fey’, just as when Columbus discovered the New World and called the Native
Americans ‘Indians’.  ‘Fey’ stuck, probably because it was the
shortest.  Even the Azry had given up and called themselves ‘fey’ to
prevent further confusion.  And it more likely than not that the Azry were
the source of all those myths.  Not that any of them had admitted that, of
course.


“What’s
up?” he asked, concerned yet relaxed despite how quickly he’d arrived. 
His melodic accent was the second clue that he was more than part fey, and one
that most people missed.  Did he run here? 


“You
probably won’t believe this,” I said, and drew out the carefully folded
envelope out of my coat pocket.   The white paper had about three
times as many stamps as was appropriate for its light weight, with my name,
“Jan Leeman”, and address in child-like handwriting.  The postman had
misread the apartment number (#10 instead of #16) and given it my elderly neighbor,
Eleanor.  By the time she both had checked her mailbox and had given the
letter to me, a week had passed.  Of course, she also graciously shared
with me a long explanation of how great the postal service used to be “in her
day”.  


This
morning felt eons ago.  I hadn’t had the chance to open the letter until
after a long, annoying day at work, so the poor letter had endured being
stuffed into my coat pocket, acquired three tell-tale coffee rings (I did not
have a caffeine problem), and stained from a leaking tube of pink lip gloss in
my purse. Plus, it still smelled like the lavender perfume that permeated
Eleanor’s apartment.  My coat pocket had been safer.


Jack
frowned at the damage and opened it as if it were made of tissue paper. 
As soon as he started reading, his eyes widened, and his face slowly closed up
on me.  I felt my stomach drop even further.  I had no idea how to
measure our friendship against this opportunity.  Was I willing to
sacrifice one for the other?  


He
finished the letter, but said nothing, going back to the top and tracing his
finger along the paper.  He quietly read, “It is with the greatest
pleasure, in light of your record of high scholastic achievement and
contributions in the field of Interdimensional Travel and Relations, that we
are able to offer you a place in the first guided tour of Azry, to begin the 28th
of October.”


“I
don’t know why they picked me, I never asked,” I blurted.


He
chuckled, and I breathed a quiet sigh of relief.  “I’m surprised they’re
letting anyone in.  I’m guessing enough fey have enjoyed the
pleasures of the human world as tourists by this point that they’re starting to
want to get some human tech on their side, and that wouldn’t happen without
humans actually building and maintaining in Azry.”


“Why
wouldn’t the fey just learn here?  We could set up a university in the
Outer Circle.”  The Outer Circle was entertainment and novelty for
fey.  Nice and enclosed to keep the crazy humans out.  Humans kept
the area safe by making sure that everyone allowed into the area had a pass,
which could be obtained either through the U.S. Department of Interdimensional
Affairs or a qualifying business on the site.  Like a Visa.


He
wrinkled his nose.  “Trust me, there are reasons.”


I
sighed.  Jack could enlighten one moment, and stonewall the next.  He
kept me on my toes.  And curious.  And asking questions.


He
finished reading the letter for the second time.  “They didn’t give you a
lot of time, either.  Two weeks?  Humans are remarkably slow
preparing for expeditions.”  His nose twitched and he held the letter a
little further from his face.  “How long did this stay with your
neighbor?”


“A
week.  But… I was worried that you’d be upset.”


His
face darkened.  “Yes, now that you mention it, I’m thrilled you get to
visit and that I’m barred from ever seeing my home again.  Thank you for
the reminder.”  His voice dripped with sarcasm.


My
throat tightened.  I wanted this trip, more than I’d ever wanted anything
before.  But if it ruined my relationship with Jack… sixteen days in Azry
vs. years of friendship?  He saw my expression and his tense anger
softened.  “It’s not your fault.  And I recognize that.  But I
am… apprehensive… about this.  Fey don’t like visitors.  You know
this, you’ve been studying us for years.  There’s something about this
that is…” he searched for the word, “unsettling.  Dangerous, even.”


I
tried to be optimistic.  “Perhaps there’s finally enough popular fey
support that the Queens had to start thinking ahead to a stronger relationship
with humankind.”


“I
wish it worked like that.”  He gently placed his hand on my
arm.  “But I’d rather not find out that it’s a trap.  Especially with
you.”  His lips tightened.  “I wish like hell I could go with you to
watch your back.  Of course, it would give them all a heart attack to see
me.”  His eyes twinkled with mischief.  “That alone would make it
worth it.”


“Double
espresso over ice?”  A perky brunette offered me a steaming cup of black
deliciousness.


“Thanks,
Suzanne.”   I sipped, pleased it was already at the right
temperature.


“Jan,
I don’t know how you do it.”  Jack made a face.  “No cream, no
sugar.  It’s beyond me.”  He grew serious and considered me. “If
anyone was to help build bridges with Azry, it would be you.  You know,
you might be the first human to ever officially be their guest.”


“Officially?” 
I raised an eyebrow at him.


“The
Druids kept doing that changeling thing till they got caught by the Council of
Queens.  They have a bizarre human fetish.  The Anowir may have
stolen people from time to time, but they usually gave them back.  The
Anowir better keep up the habit, and make sure that you get back in one piece.”


The
Anowir were the local, ruling collection of clans in Azry.  By default,
the land that they possessed held their name.  No linguistic delineation
existed between Anowir, the people, and Anowir, their land.  Or Anowir,
their language.  Learning it had been a headache and a half.  Few
words, odd grammar, much of the understanding purely contextual.  Half of
my graduate school classes had been dedicated to the language alone.


I
nodded.  “I’ll come back and write a book about it, become a millionaire,
and then retire in the Outer Circle.”  My private fantasy, to live among
the fey with all the pleasures of humankind.


“As
long as you share the wealth,” he teased, but the sadness in his eyes refused
to leave.  The sadness was not new, he just hid
it more successfully at times.  Now was not one of them.  As Jack
handed the letter back to me, the envelope caught his eye.  “You know, I think the fey tried to mail this from the
Circle.  Look at the handwriting.”


I
giggled into my espresso.  “And the stamps!  So many stamps!”











Chapter Two


 


Refreshed
after a solid night’s sleep, I wondered if the whole thing might be a cruel prank:
the letter had no return address and no contact number.  Lucky for me, I
knew who to call.   Though, “DIDA” didn’t sound nearly as sexy as “Ghostbusters”.


At
9am sharp, I dialed the Department of Interdimensional Affairs (DIDA). 
I’d interned with them for three months, full time, the summer before I
graduated with my Master’s.  Half of my work had been stereotypical:
filing papers, making coffee, and setting up meetings.  The other half had
been fascinating: summarizing lengthy requests from Exiles, researching
individuals applying for Outer Circle permits, and creating tourism information
packets for fey visitors.


I’d
gotten some attention when I’d streamlined the request process for Exiles by
redesigning the form to conform to Anowir logic.  Jack had pointed out to
me how hard the form had been for even him to fill out, and we’d worked
together to improve it. I’d even added little voiceovers in Anowir describing
what exactly the form was looking for.  We’d reduced confused calls by
40%.  I probably would have gotten a job out of it, too, if it wasn’t for
budget cuts.


The
mechanical voice welcomed me.  I pressed ‘3’ for the administrative
offices, avoiding the runaround associated with ‘1’ for Exile-related issues or
‘2’ for Circle passes.


Kelsey,
as usual, answered the phone, and didn’t believe me when I told her about the
letter.  My stomach started to sink.  This was a prank, wasn’t it?
 I tried to imagine which of my friends would have been behind it. 
Maybe Shawn, my ex.  I’d thought we’d broken up on relatively good terms,
but it wouldn’t be the first time I’d misjudged him. 


“Can
you ask Briana?” I insisted.  Briana always knew what was going on.


Kelsey
sighed loudly into the phone, ensuring I knew what a terrible inconvenience I
was.  “Fine.  I’ll check if she’s even here.”  She put me on
hold.  Apparently, DIDA’s reduced unwelcome phone calls by placing the least
pleasant person as the general contact.  Or, being the general contact
transformed an otherwise congenial lady into a bitter, grumpy bitch.  I
would hate to find out… I wanted to work there full-time.  If I didn’t
retire a millionaire first.  Maybe I’d just contract with them.


“Jan?” 
Briana picked up.  “I’m between meetings.  What do you need?”


“Have
you heard anything about a trip to Azry?”  I asked tentatively.


“There
was never any official release about it here, so I assumed it wasn’t
happening.  How did you hear about it?”


When
I’d finished telling her about the letter, I heard muffled curses, then she
spoke politely into the phone.  “Let me get you to someone who knows
what’s going on.”  Her anger was gone as quickly as it had come.  I’m
not sure whether her unusual temper was a gift, or just downright
unsettling.  Or both.


She
put me on hold, and I stayed there.  And stayed there.  I picked at
my fingers, then rifled through my cabinets for breakfast.  I’d given up
hope when my phone suddenly came back to life, and I almost choked on my
cereal.


“Jan,
this is Deputy Director Kim Hyun.” His voice was warm yet professional.


“Good
morning, sir,” I coughed out.  Kim was famous for coming up with inventive
solutions to fey/human points of conflict.  He’d been with Homeland
Security in the early days of the negotiation process, and transferred to DIDA
when the government created the agency a year later.  He had publicly
insisted that the Exiles were not to be interfered with, and I secretly wished
that I would be like him when I grew up.


He
continued, “This is the real deal.  We knew the candidates had received
letters, but we never received the final list of who the fey selected. 
I’m pleased you are going.”  


“So
DIDA’s not behind this?” I asked, hoping I wasn’t being rude.


“Not
exactly.”  Kim didn’t sound very happy about being kept in the dark. 
“We provided a list of candidates based on their criteria, and they took it
from there.  In addition, we helped guide them on what activities humans
generally do on tours and what might alarm them.  Beyond that, the fey
have not communicated.”


“Oh. 
Well, thank you for putting me on the list!”


“I’ll
be seeing you soon, then.  I’m also going.”


My
shoulders relaxed with tension I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.  Kim
could handle any fey situation we ran into with grace.  Plus, it gave me
the opportunity to pick his brain to pieces.  Maybe even get myself a job
while I was at it, if I managed to impress him enough.  “I’m so
glad!  Any packing suggestions?”


He
didn’t have anything to suggest that I hadn’t already packed at least
one of.  I thanked him profusely for his time before we hung
up.   This was actually happening.  And the fey didn’t really
seem to care one way or the other about DIDA.  Typical.


 


Confident
I wasn’t being pranked, I invited my best friend and partner in crime to my apartment
with cryptic, teasing text messages.  [Rose, I have super big news. 
I just told my parents.  I want to tell you in person.]


[I’m
@ work.  ur the worst] she kindly replied.


[When
do you get off?]


[that’s
what she said!  gimme an hour.]


Rose
burst into my apartment almost two hours later like she owned the place. 
Wispy blonde hair framed a cherub-like face, accented with pink lipstick and
dimples. Her cornflower-blue eyes were wide.  “Are you pregnant?” she
exclaimed, half horrified and half thrilled.


“Nope,
not it!”  I grinned at her from where I sat cross-legged on the couch, in
the middle of my Ramen lunch.  “Two more guesses.”


She
plopped down beside me.  “Did you get a new job?”


“Nope.” 
I shook my head.  “One more.”


She
searched the ceiling for ideas.  “Did you get back together with Shawn or
are you dating Jack?”


I
counted on my fingers.  “One, that’s two questions.  Two, Shawn is
never happening again.  Three, Jack isn’t interested, and neither am
I.”  I pouted at her.  “Come on, you of all people know that.”


She
shrugged, and stole my fork for a bite of my noodles.  “Yeah, but admit
it, you see each other all the time and you’re both single.  It’s not a
stretch.”


I’d
had this argument before.  With my parents.  With Shawn.  With
Rose, at least half a dozen times.  “Yeah, and one day a man will come
along and you’ll give up your lesbian ways,” I shot back a little harsher than
I meant to.


“Point
taken,” she accepted, then winked at me as she chewed on her stolen
Ramen.  “So you gonna tell me or what?”


I
waited for the suspense to build.  Then: “I’m going to Azry.”


She
stared at me, frozen in place.  “Are you shitting me?”


I
couldn’t hide my massive grin, and she let loose with shrieks of delight. 
After she calmed down, Rose demanded that I write long journal entries every
day for the sixteen days I was scheduled to be touring.  She had strong
fey blood in her (“probably on my mom’s side, she loves fairies”), and since
she’d discovered that, she’d been almost as obsessed as I was about Azry.


Most
humans were at least a little bit fey, since Azry had been exiling their
criminal population to Earth for the past millennium, although few humans had
the chance to find out how much, if any, fey blood they had.  When I’d
given Rose a guided tour of the Outer Circle, right after I’d gotten my job
there, we’d both noticed her ears getting pointy and her eyes slowly
slanting.  She’d been delighted that the magic leaking from the gate had a
definite impact on her.  “I can feel it!” she’d exclaimed, over and
over again, until I wanted to strangle the life out of her.  I wasn’t
nearly as fortunate.


I
was one of the rare people who was indeed 100% human, and hadn’t felt a thing
despite the years I’d been working in the gate’s magical shadow.  When I
started working in the Outer Circle at 20 years old, during my lunch breaks I
would lurk near the Inner Circle doors and compulsively feel the tips of my
ears for any change.  After a few weeks of disappointment, I bitterly
abandoned the idea that I had fey blood.  I could have tested for it, I
suppose, but it came with a hefty price tag.  And if I couldn’t feel it
that close to the gate, what use was it anyway?


The
gate to Azry leaked invisible magic for a square mile or more into our
world.  Fey, Exiles, and mixed-bloods could detect magic, as well as a few
pieces of sensitive technology designed for picking up unusual energy
signatures.  According to Jack, the magic dissipated fairly quickly, and
the spill size wouldn’t continue to grow.  I’m sure if DIDA knew that, they’d
probably breathe a sigh of relief.  The expensive electronics they used to
detect magic were primitive compared to Jack’s senses.


The
Inner Circle protecting the gate had been built as soon as humans noticed a
portal sitting wide open on their front porch.  It wasn’t enough. 
So, a grand Outer Circle had been built for three reasons: one, to give fey
visitors a safe place to come; two, to keep most humans at arms’ length; and
three, to ensure that the criminals exiled from Azry didn’t have a chance to
sneak back in or soak up too much magic.


Both
Anowir and humans closely guarded the portal itself.  The partnership
worked well.  Humans wanted to ensure that the fey didn’t run unchecked
over the world, although the Anowir didn’t seem to have any desire whatsoever
to do that.  They tended to think that our world was a kind of special
hell.  They guarded the gate on our side, and we had to assume they
guarded it on their side as well.


Rose
had enrolled in a mixed-blood education course last fall, open only to those
who showed physical signs.  The Saturday morning seminars, a collaboration
between both cultures, educated mixed-bloods about their special heritage. I
personally suspected it had much more to do with both humans and fey wondering
what the magical potential of these descendants might be, but considering I
hadn’t actually seen any magic (either from mixed-blood or Exile), I
assumed that magic didn’t work here.


Rose
shared everything she learned at the Academy, which gave me a definite
advantage in graduate school.  That, and Jack’s invaluable (although
sporadic) input.  He was generally more tight-lipped about his far more
personal connection to Azry.  Exiles weren’t beloved among humans in
general, and tried to stay under the radar as much as they could.  Exiles looked
human rather than fey, but I wasn’t sure at what point or why they
transformed.  Undoubtedly, it was an advantage.


Jack
didn’t share that he was an Exile until months after we met.  By that
time, I’d already pieced it together from his unusual features, uncanny
knowledge of the fey, and odd accent.  When he had cautiously revealed his
secret, I’d seen the raw pain in his eyes.  I never asked what
happened.  Exiles were supposed to be condemned criminals, and I couldn’t
but guess what he must have done.  Jack was more inclined toward mischief
than murder.  Whatever it was, I was sure, had been a conscious decision
on his part.  That was the Jack I knew.


 


I
stopped by my folks’ place late that afternoon to break the news to my mother
and stepfather.  The small, two-story building was nestled at the edge of
town, uncomfortably close to a set of railroad tracks.  I’d lived there
for ten years, and had every corner of the house memorized.  Nicholas, my
stepfather, had gotten a head start on Halloween, and had spread spiderwebs
over the hedges in front of the covered porch.  Little skeletons blew in
the wind like chimes.  No one I knew could match Nick’s enthusiasm for
holiday home décor.


Nicholas
answered the door and welcomed me in, hollering to the kitchen that I was
home.  My timing during the dinner hour was intentional – I wasn’t above
trying to wheedle free meals (and maybe even leftovers!) out of my mom. 
Nick offered me a beer and we set the table together.  Dinner was a casual
affair most days of the week, but this was Shabbat.


Nick
had been my father since I was 7, but that hadn’t stopped him from spoiling me
rotten.  I’d really, really hated him when he first joined the
family.  My biological father, Ishmael, had separated from my mother when
I was 5, and I had kept hoping they would make up and he would come back. 
Nicholas meant an end to that hope, and boy did that hope go screaming to the
grave.


By
the time I was 10, I’d warmed up to him, but he still enjoyed spoiling
me.  He was six years older than my mom, now in his late 50s, with
grey-speckled dark hair and a close-cut beard that was mostly grey.  When
I’d first met him, he’d been lean and fit, but years at a desk and my mom’s
delicious cooking had worked their evil magic.


Thomas,
my brother, loudly thumped his way out of his upstairs room and took the stairs
three at a time as soon as dinner was announced.  Tossing long, curly hair
out of his eyes, he welcomed me with a casual, “Sup, Jan?”, but the tiny smile
he let slip reminded me so much of when he was little.  Since he was eight
years younger than me, I’d spent a disproportionate amount of time babysitting
him.  I would come back from junior high, mobbed by a baby brother who
wanted nothing more than to hang out with me and play video games.  These
days, depending on his mood, either he was ‘too cool’ to be associated with me
or he saw me as the hip older sister who could not only buy him ‘M’ rated games
at a discount, but also give him the cheat codes for the boss.  


We
settled in our seats politely as Mom lit the two candles, waived her hands over
them, and covered her eyes for the short Friday Shabbat prayer.  A few
seconds later, we were digging into a giant meatloaf that was far from Kosher
and heaping piles of garlic mashed potatoes on our plates.  


Mom
was tall, with light brown hair touched with grey that fell in waves to her
shoulders.  An aquiline nose didn’t detract from her piercing, ice-blue
eyes.  “Motherly” was not a word I’d ever used to describe her. 
“Self-sacrificing,” yes.  “Tenacious,” absolutely.  Her father had
had early-onset Alzheimer’s, and her mother had relied on her entirely. 
She’d paused her career plans for them, and then she’d paused them for
me.  I had the sneaking suspicion if it wasn’t for her family, she’d be
the CEO of a Fortune 500 company by now.


Silence
fell while everyone stuffed their faces, and when the hunger started to recede,
I broke the news.  Nick congratulated me and demanded that I use his
credit card to buy myself whatever I needed for the trip.  I promised
myself I would actually use the credit card to buy something small.  He
would be disappointed if I didn’t.


Thomas
was thrilled.  I could tell because he used words instead of noncommittal
grunts and shrugs.  “That’s cool.  Want me to look after your
apartment while you’re gone?”  Granted, I’m not sure if he was more
excited about the “secret” house party he was planning or the fact he got to
use my car for the whole time.  He had come down with a bad case of
senioritis, and after my 6 years of higher education, I sympathized and wished
him the most non-alcoholic, platonic fun a young man could get into.


 
My mother patiently waited until Thomas and Nick had both said their piece,
then zeroed in on me.  “I don’t like it.  Can you go with a second
group?”


I
suspected something like this would happen.  “No, Mom.  I’m going.”


“Are
they sending any human guards with you?  Do you have any assurance that it
isn’t a trap?”


I
wanted so badly to roll my eyes at her and tell her that she was
overreacting.  I took a deep breath instead.  “No, and no.  This
is the chance of a lifetime.”


“When
I said for you to get a job, I did not mean making a trip into a land of
savages!”  Her hands were in fists.


“Penny!”
Nick snapped.  “I believe Jan is educated enough to make this decision for
herself.”  He met my mother’s glare, and a long moment passed before peace
settled again.  I was immensely grateful he had my back, although he had a
rather inaccurate, sunny view of the fey.  He thought they were as
harmless as the Keebler
elf.                       



No
one else mentioned my upcoming trip again at the table.  Stuffed beyond
belief, I thanked my mother profusely and took home a good portion of
leftovers.  I wanted to tell her everything would be fine, but couldn’t
find the heart to lie.











Chapter Three


 


Leaving
this world kept me busier than I anticipated.  It took me three full days
to pin down my boss to request leave.  I stopped in to talk on Saturday,
but he was on an extended conference call with Home Office.  Without any
other responsibilities that day, Rose came over to my apartment and we chatted
away about what I might expect in Azry while I fought to save the universe
playing Halo 5.  Jack eventually joined us, bringing a couple
drinks, and I enjoyed the simple pleasure of being with two of my favorite
people.


Sunday,
the store was closed.  I considered calling my boss, Darren, but I hated
to bother him on his day off.  Every Sunday, he went to church, then spent
the rest of the day with his pregnant fiancé.  Darren liked me, but if he
had to hire someone else to fill in, my hours might be cut when I got
back.  Then again, as Rose pointed out, needing to pay the rent ought to
light the fire under me that I needed.  I should have been job-hunting
months ago for something that I wasn’t horrifically overqualified for and
paid a living wage.


I
spent most of the day with Jack at his art gallery.  The small space
doubled as his home, tiny, dried flecks of every medium imaginable on every
surface.  He worked primarily in acrylic, but could produce some stunning
watercolors.  His style wasn’t quite my taste, as much as I respected
him.  I liked personal, but technically coherent works of art.  Many
of his pieces, I had no idea what was going on or what it was trying to
display.  Except that he was in pain.  Or angry.  Or sad. 
Jack may have been a modern artist, but his fundamentals were solid.  He’d
done a lovely forest scene for my birthday last year.  He’d never painted
anything of our world with such care… it had to be his home in Anowir.


Sometimes
when I’d come over, I’d discover empty liquor bottles or the place would smell
like weed.  Twice now, I’d spotted other drugs… once, small tablets, and
once, dried mushrooms.  If I ever found evidence that he was using harder
stuff like heroin or cocaine, I’d rip him a new one.  Then send him
dog-tied to rehab.


The
numerous fans, all on high speed, couldn’t get rid of the sharp odor from
Jack’s newest experiment, creating paint.  He bent over his writing desk,
muttering about how I needed to be sure not to eat any nightshade, ignoring his
long hair blowing into his face.  Did he not own a hair tie?  He
precisely sketched out the sigils from the three prominent clans in Anowir:
Becot, Toran, and Kusay.  


“Where
did you learn to be an artist?”  I asked instead.  I was treading on
a sensitive area, but Jack was divulging more now than he ever had
before.  


“It’s
complicated.”


“You
didn’t learn this overnight,” I pointed out.


“No. 
Art… made the most sense when I got here.  It’s not what I did
before.  But it’s a piece of what I used to be.”  Jack finally looked
up at me, and a smile touched the corners of his mouth.  “Besides, it’s
not like I had a birth certificate or driver’s license when I came here. 
I needed cash.  And English is not easy to pick up quickly.”


 


He
returned to sketching the sigils, diligently instructing me in the dangers of his
land and his people.  Azry social structure centered on oaths, family
alliances, and debts.  I had more to fear from owing a fey than I did from
a dark alley.  Casual agreements could become binding oaths if I wasn’t
careful.


“If
possible, get someone to swear to defend your life,” he repeated for the fourth
time, as if I would forget.  I hated to tell him that I wasn’t likely to
find a willing knight in shining armor on my vacation.


“Also,”
he told me, “there’s something extremely important for you to know that the fey
have managed to keep a secret.”  And by fey, he was obviously including
himself.  Sometimes fey was ‘we’ with him, sometimes it was ‘they’. 
I don’t think even he knew anymore.  “We don’t work with four elements, we work with five.  The fifth allows fey a
degree of telepathy.”


That
was definitely news to me.  Psychic elves had not been in any of my
textbooks.  “How has no one spilled the beans on that one?” 
Five elements did explain some of the odd symbolism I’d seen on recovered fey
relics.  


His
dark eyes sparkled.  “Because nagali can find out who spilled
the beans and extract their pound of flesh.”


I
shuddered.  “Any other scary elements I should know about?  Also,
should I be worried that you told me?” I wish I could do a study on it when I
got back, but I wasn’t sure if nagali boogeymen would get me. 
Better safe than sorry.


He
laughed then, deep and rich.  “Jan, I should be the last person you
worry about.  Half of Exiles lose their minds within the first year. 
You think a nagali psychic can crack me that easily?  I’m a needle
in a big human haystack.”


It
wasn’t what he said that convinced me not to worry, it was how utterly
confident he was on the matter.  Jack was guaranteed to be full of
surprises and secrets, and it took hard, long work to get them, usually. 
He was a master of getting other people to talk and evading direct
questions.  I treasured the secret.  I hadn’t even needed to fight
for it. 


I
understood why the Exiles would want to hide it.  If it scared me, it
would terrify the general public.  And panicked crowds were known to do
terrible things.  They had, when the gates first opened.  The first
three months after we realized Exiles were among us was a black stain on
America’s history.  Worst of all, likely to be buried in textbooks thirty
years from now as a sad accident and nothing more.


 


Monday
came around, and I went in to work, passing security at the Outer Circle so
second nature to me I barely blinked.  The Outer Circle was a 15-foot high
steel-reinforced concrete wall with barbed wire at the top, with state of the
art security I could only guess at.  The wall stretched the 40 miles
around the compound and had cost tens of millions of dollars.  The fey, at
least, had contributed toward it.  On first sight, it seemed like a jail,
and in the first years after the gate opened, it really was.  Two years
passed before tensions relaxed enough for stores to open and the fey tourism
business to start. 


The
Outer Circle clearly valued safety first, convenience second.  One guarded
entrance was available for traffic, the other, for pedestrians.  Parking
was a nightmare inside, so most of the employees (including me) left their cars
in the vast lot outside of the gate and walked, biked, or skated the rest of
the way.  Some entrepreneur offered golf cart rides for a fee, a very
popular choice in poor weather.


Another
reason not to drive in the Outer Circle?  Fey.  Fey everywhere. 
Fey, who didn’t know that green meant go and red meant stop.  Many of them
couldn’t even read a “STOP” sign, period.  The idea of getting hit by a
moving vehicle was a brand-new concept.  After a few minor accidents, the
speed limit had been lowered from 20 mph to 10 mph, and bilingual road signs
installed throughout.  Fey roadkill was an interdimensional incident ripe
for exploding into an ugly mess.


The
game store, with its shiny cutouts of action heroes and colorful displays of
the newest first-person shooter, was not busy for 2 in the afternoon.
 Today I had the 2-9:30 shift.  It was unusual for a store of our
type to close as early as 9pm, but considering most of our customers were fey,
they tended to head back through the gate after the 8pm fireworks… like a
reversed Disneyworld.  Most of our sales came from rent-by-the-minute
video gaming stations set up along one wall.  Occasionally, fey wanted to
purchase a game as a souvenir or a game manual to practice their English. 
We had a small stock of board and card games, but since most of those were in
English, they didn’t sell much better than the gaming guides.  A new
selection of miniature gaming figurines had recently gotten some attention from
the fey, and we hoped to see those sales increase.


My
photo ID, color-coded red (for full human), hung on the lanyard around my
neck.  I wasn’t shy about it.  Fey had blue badges, but tourists were
unmistakable anyway.  Both genders wore their hair long, bold colors
declaring their elemental aptitude.  Their eyes slanted upwards, ears
ending in a stereotypical point.  Legends had at least gotten that part right. 
Fey were as tall or taller than the average human, but their build was slight,
and as my ex, Shawn, would say, “not made for moving heavy objects.”


Darren,
my boss, waited for me to clock in before he gave me the rundown of the day,
what needed restocking, and what games I should try out in my down time this
week.  He had a purple badge, indicating he’d tested positive for fey
traits, but he tended to stick it on his belt or in the least obtrusive place
he could find.  Darren was in his 40s, skinny with sandy blonde hair, and
since I had known him, Cheetos and Pop Tarts had not managed to put a pound on
his frame.  I wondered how much of that might be related to his fey
heritage.


“Did
you finally get to 110?” I asked about his Warcraft avatar.


He
grinned.  “Of course.”


I
had guessed that.  “So, the fey invited me to Azry.”


The
smile vanished from his face as he gaped at me.  “NO frelling way. 
Seriously?  When?”


“Saturday. 
Through November 12th.”  I held my breath.


He
groaned.  “I’m supposed to be mad at you for asking for that much leave
that soon, but I can’t not be happy for you.  That’s
incredible.  But do you know someone who could sub for you?  Alex is
already taking the 1st-14th off to see his mother. 
And I mean actually sub, someone who speaks Anowir.”  


I
breathed out, relieved I wasn’t fired, then frowned.  After the first two
months of wild gestures and frustration, we’d all had to make a concerted
effort to learn the language of the North American fey. Jack had been an
enormous help expanding my vocabulary and correcting my grammar, but there was
no way he’d qualify for the security pass… being an Exile and all.  Rose
was nowhere near fluent.  I wrinkled my nose.  “Ask Shawn.  He’s
in here all the time.”  


“Ask
me what?”


I
hadn’t heard him come in.  Shawn was my height, with curly brown hair, a
mostly charming personality, except for a distinct lack of punctuality,
ambition, and communication skills.  Ironic, since he was
tri-lingual.  We’d tried dating when I graduated in May, but after five
months of mutually half-assing the relationship, we’d ended it a few weeks ago.


“Do
you think you could work while Jan’s gone?  We can work around your
schedule from Schuman’s.”  Schuman’s, the ice cream parlor three doors
down, was how he’d lured me in the first place.  Handsome smiles and
chocolate ice cream.  I still had a gallon in my freezer on standby for
the next time I had PMS.


“Sure,
where are you going, Jan?”  Shawn asked casually.


“Azry,
believe it or not.”  I tried not to gloat.


“Sweeeeet.” 
His voice cooled.  “Is Jack good with that and everything?”  He still
assumed I’d left him for Jack.  He’d never told me outright that he knew
that Jack was an Exile, but anyone who spent enough time around the fey in the
Outer Circle could spot an Exile when they saw one.  Not calling them out
on it was a matter of politeness, and a matter of safety for the Exile in
question.


“I
think he expects me to be drugged, murdered, then brainwashed, possibly in that
order, but he’s not freaking out… too much.”  No one laughed, and I rolled
my eyes.  “Come on guys, do you seriously think the fey would take out
their first official guests?”


Darren
spoke quietly.  “You know, if you don’t come back, that might really set
him off.”


I
hadn’t seen Jack angry.  I’d seen him sad, amused, frustrated, and three
sheets to the wind, but never angry.  Considering how he’d been trying to
pick up as much spare magic as possible hanging around the Circles, I didn’t
favor the idea.  Hell, I didn’t even know what element he favored.  I
was coming back. “Darren, no amount of beautiful elven castles will stop
me from coming back to spend my days in this exemplar of human ingenuity and
creativity,” I teased him.


He
took it in good humor.  When employees that could pass a security check
and speak Anowir were as few and as far between as they were, keeping them
happy was high on his priority list.  He kept trying to get the Home
Office to pay us more because we had such a specialized skill.  They
refused on the basis that bilingualism didn’t pay more at any other store, and
it would be discrimination.  We wished together their internet would cut
out in the middle of their next Call of Duty campaign.


“So
they’ve never done this… trip thing before?”  Shawn asked.


“They’ve
invited important people into the Inner Circle, but never through the
gate.  Exiles have been calling them out on their excuses.” Not that what
the Exiles said mattered one iota to the fey.  Politics mattered. 
The fey must want an alliance.  Was Oradim, the land to their north, causing
them trouble?  Oradim didn’t have a gate, but that could always
change.  A couple new gates popped up every year around the world. 
We knew the fey made them intentionally, just not how.  Or why.


 


A
few hours later, business still dragged.  The door dinged, and I hastily
put back the strategy guide I’d been absorbed in before Darren noticed,
although he was preoccupied getting Shawn’s employment paperwork squared
away.  A customer?


Nope,
definitely nope.  A primly dressed woman in a black skirt and blue
button-up entered the store, followed by a burly man delicately maneuvering a
full-size camera and tripod.  “Channel 9 News” was emblazoned across his
chest in a rainbow of colors.


“What
the hell?”  I murmured, exchanging glances with Shawn and Darren.  Darren
gestured me forward, and Shawn disappeared into a shelf of Assassin’s Creed
figurines.  Abandoned by my friends, I did my version of charging forward
into the fray. “Can I help you, ma’am?” I asked while helping the cameraman get
through the door.  He muttered his thanks shyly.


“Yes,
Shaundra Meyers, Channel 9 News.”  Her voice was beautiful and
melodic.  “Are you Jan Leeman?”


Oh
shit.


 











Chapter Four


 


I
should have worn makeup today.  “I am, if you have Photoshop in that
camera.”


Her
laugh was genuine, despite my terrible joke.  “I’m so glad we caught up
with you.  Do you have a minute to speak with us about your upcoming
adventure?”


“As
long as it’s ok with my boss.”  I turned to Darren and he nodded
happily.  He probably thought the publicity would be good for our
paychecks.  “Sure.” I shrugged, pretending nonchalance.


Shaundra
thanked me and steered me around the room to find the best lighting and
background, conferring with her cameraman about angles while I anxiously tried
to flatten my brown hair, ending up tying it back into a ponytail.  She
gently shuffled me into the right place, murmuring comforting words about “just
a few questions” and “you’ll be great at this” and “don’t be nervous”.  I
stole a glance at Shawn, silently pleading for an escape route.  He
grinned and gave me two thumbs up.  Yup, this was one reason we didn’t
work out.  Thanks, Shawn, I mouthed at him.


Shaundra
popped in an earpiece, and asked me if I was ready.  I nodded and
swallowed hard, and she positioned herself in the bright light of the camera.
 An awkward pause, then she spoke with clear, practiced enunciation.
 “Thank you, Lauren.  We are here with Jan Leeman, one of the first
humans to ever go to Azry.  Jan, how do you feel about that?”  She
pointed her slim microphone at my face.  The light suddenly seemed very
bright. 


I’m
not actually the first human, they’ve been kidnapping people long before now.  Nope,
couldn’t say that.


Scared
shitless that they’ll drug me, murder me, and brainwash me, possibly in that
order?  Nope, bad idea.


“I’m
honored that I was chosen for this opportunity,” I said slowly.  “I hope
to set a positive precedent that will enhance interdimensional
communication.”  I pretended I was doing a surprise thesis defense in my
work clothes.  


“When
did you find out, and how did your family react?”  


“Actually,
I only got the news three days ago.  My family’s very happy that I’m
getting recognized for my work on Azry.”  Well, Nick and Thomas were.


“You
must have had some time to start planning.  Can you give us some
insight into what you’ll be bringing?”


“Coffee,”
I responded instantly. I’d gotten about that far on my packing list. 
“Definitely coffee.”


Shaundra
gave another genuine laugh, then asked me seriously, “How do you believe that
Exiles will react to the news of this expedition?”


I
shifted uneasily.  “It depends on the Exile.  I think that whatever
their feelings are on the matter, allowing humans to visit is a good step to
increase travel and commerce between worlds.  Trust will hopefully lead to
a mutually agreeable compromise on where the Exile can reside.”  I
couldn’t see it happening in my lifetime, though.  I felt a little guilty.


“Last,
do you have anything to share with those who believe the fey are dangerous, and
that interdimensional travel should be banned?”


Oh
hell yes.  “I think this line of thinking is xenophobic, and
despite the violence that occurred in the first month of the Gates being
opened, I think we’ve learned incredible things about our universe, humanity,
and could make some amazing things happen if we keep up dialogue and
sharing.  Fear is the enemy, not Azry.”


She
heard the edge of heat in my voice and backed off.  “I don’t think America
could have a better ambassador for this trip.  Thank you, Jan, and on
behalf of all of us at Channel 9, we wish you safe travels.”


I
tried to give her my best smile and prayed there wasn’t any spinach in my
teeth.  “Thank you!”


“Shaundra
Meyers, Channel 9 News.  Back to you, Lauren.”  The light switched
off, and she smiled at me.  “Thanks, Jan.  I appreciate you talking
to us.  We have to sprint back, but if you’re willing, we’d love to have
you come to the studio and have an in-depth interview with you. “


I
was honestly surprised her visit was that fast.  “I’ll think about
it.”  


We
all helped the cameraman out the door this time around. I bid her goodbye and
breathed a sigh of relief as the door shut behind her.


“Well,
I hope that’s the last of that,” I muttered to Darren.  I doubted this
would be my last brush with the media, but I’d already had my fill of it.


 


I
dodged all other attempts at interviews.  When I did get requests, I
referred them to DIDA.  I knew exactly who to sic the reporters on. 
Granted, it was Kelsey’s job to deal with these sorts of inquiries, but I’d
never liked her in the first place so didn’t feel terribly guilty when I
mischievously told them that persistence was key.


The
whole thing seemed unreal.  Azry had always seemed so far away, and I’d
never considered I’d actually get the chance to go there.  It was a dream,
a figment of my imagination.  A bit of underdone potato, I thought
in an English accent, thinking of the old movie Scrooge.  Even the
media seemed like they had a hard time believing it.  Experts crowded the
news stations with opinions about what this invitation implied, making what was
first a straightforward idea into another point of controversy.


I
made the mistake of flipping through the channels, and getting plenty of
perspectives on the issue.  “…American citizens we’re talking about, we
can’t just send them without any protection…“ Flip. 
“…brainwash them, or send back sleeper agents or…” Flip.  “…Exiles
might protest…” Flip.  “…great step forward for Azry/Earth
relations…” Flip.  “…China and Russia are protesting DIDA’s
approval of the trip, claiming the U.S. does not have jurisdiction over
interdimensional agreements….”  Flip.  I wasn’t sure if it
terrified me or exhausted me that so many people were so invested in my little
trip.


I
spent the next few days awkwardly training Shawn, making lists of what I needed
to take, and spending time with Jack.  Jack did his best to prepare me,
and at least I had a solid foundation from all my studies.  I’d be
surprised if any of the other tourists knew what they were walking into better
than I did right then, with the exception of Kim.  


I
stopped by Daedalus Bookshop, one of my favorite local spots, and chose an
ornate journal to be my one true love on the trip.  I packed three pencils
(I lost them on a weekly basis), bought a lovely French press, and squeezed
four pounds of ground coffee into my backpack.  If I ran out, it would be
a dark day indeed.


Was
I taking too much?  A Google search of “what to bring to Azry” was not at
all productive.  General travel checklists asked me questions such as
‘will you be swimming?’ and ‘will you be attending formal events?’, none of
which I could answer with any confidence.  Shawn procured an Epi-Pen for
me, in case I was allergic to high doses of magic (although I’d never heard of
such a thing).  Jack gave me a thin, 6” stiletto spring-assisted
switchblade, and, winking, told me I could slip it past security.


“No
way the fey will miss this,” I told him flatly.


“Yes,
they will,” he insisted. “The last thing a fey would do to a new guest is pat them
down.  I guarantee it.  Just make sure it doesn’t show when you go
through security.  Then again, if you insist on a pat down, there’s going
to be a mortified fey.  If it wasn’t so important for you to have this,
I’d highly encourage you to try that.  Mortified fey are so entertaining.”


“Remind
me to mortify you sometime.”


He
grinned.  “I dare you.”


I
didn’t take the bait, but filed it away in the back of my head.  There had
got to be some dirt on him I could dig up. I shook my head at the knife
in my hand and tried to pass it back to him.  “And what exactly am I
supposed to do with this, other than maybe open packages?  It’s more like
a letter opener on steroids than a weapon.”


“I
hope you don’t have to use it, but if you do, aim for the
kidneys.”  He touched his sides, in the same places as human
kidneys.  It was nice to know that fey biology more or less matched
ours.  “Keep in mind the knife will probably just bounce off the ribcage
if you aim for the heart,” he added helpfully.


“How
the hell do you know that?”  I exclaimed, and wondered who had pissed him
off.


“I
took martial arts classes.”


“Uh
huh.  I don’t think Tao Kwon Do teaches knife fighting.”


Jack
chewed on that before answering.  “I took a few extra classes in other
things, too,” he admitted, but then sighed loudly.  “I can practically
hear you thinking, Jan… this wasn’t something I knew before I came here. 
This is something I learned because Earth is fucking violent.”


I
could accept that, although Azry had its moments too.  It was a sign of
how much I trusted him that I actually took the knife.  My boot would be
an easy giveaway if they made me take off my shoes, so I clipped it handily
against the back of my jeans.  The folded knife lay unobtrusively against
the small of my back, and my shirt disguised even the clip itself.


By
the time my departure came around, I had one large rolling suitcase that I
probably could have lived in, and my grad school backpack stuffed to the
gills.  Darren gave me a pile of coupons for the store that apparently I
was supposed to distribute to the fey.  Somehow.  I considered
leaving them in the recycling bin at home, but ended up putting them in my
pack.  Fey were very partial to bargains, that much was true.  The
amount of money they generally spent at our store was almost sad.  They
didn’t even have electricity in Azry, much less WiFi.


But
they always had cash.  It had taken quite a bit of nosing around to figure
out how that worked.  Fey mages that worked with the earth, elohi,
extracted some of the rare metals in their world that we needed for tech in our
world.  They sold yttrium, neodymium, europium, dysprosium, and terbium to
us at very reasonable prices, since the metal had no particular value to
them.  What they must think of us, that we were so obsessed with shiny
rocks.


The
metals funded the goodwill that kept the gate open.  Without them, the fey
presented nothing but the dangerous unknown to the general public.  The
government was quite fond of the economic advantages the steady supply
provided.  In turn, the fey seemed happy enough with the status quo, even
if they craved our technology.  Why possibly rock the boat by sending in
tourists?  Did the fey have another agenda?


My
mother asked nervous questions: where was I going?  Who else was going?
Was I sure I was safe?  I bent the truth as far as I could to reassure her
I was returning in one piece.  Nicholas had done a good job calming her
down and keeping her that way.  Thomas sent me text messages about how if
I got hurt, our mom would never let him leave the house again, so I had better
come back for his sake.  I wasn’t offended in the slightest by his
self-centered behavior… I read between the lines well enough to know he was
genuinely concerned.  He was certainly looking forward to having my place
to himself, so much so I was a little nervous.  Maybe I should have let
Jack or Rose look after my place.


The
afternoon before I left, my mother stopped by the apartment to hug me until I
thought my ribs would crack and then demanded that I follow all of Jack’s
instructions.  Of course she’d been talking to him.


The
year I’d met Jack, I’d invited him to Christmas dinner with the family. 
Clarifying afterwards that the older man I’d brought was not a potential
boyfriend had been a lengthy (and in the case of my mother, an ongoing)
process.  Yet, through most of grad school, when she couldn’t get a hold
of me, she’d called Jack instead of Rose.  Considering Rose lied through
her teeth to get me out of trouble, it was probably a smart idea.  Poor
Jack.


The
night before I left, Rose tearfully presented me a
finely-crafted necklace of woven metal in the shape of interconnected roses.
 Small pearls dotted the center of each tiny rose.  I was surprised
to learn she’d made it herself; she’d clearly been learning in her weekend fey
classes.  “I wanted you to have something from home.”  She tried to
justify spoiling me.  “And let me guess, you don’t have a single piece of
jewelry packed, do you?”


I
grinned at her.  “You know me all too well.  Thank you.”


Rose
cried a lot in general… at movies, when she was happy, when she was sad, when a
kitten was too cute, so that didn’t surprise me.  “I’m so happy for you!”
she sobbed into my chest as she wished me goodbye.  But it was the way she
gripped me that clued me in she was nervous.  I held her closely, our
unspoken fears hanging in the air alongside my wildest hopes.











Chapter Five


 


I
blearily opened my eyes and peeked at the alarm clock.  ‘5:14’ stared at
me in glowing, evil red light.  “Come on,” I pleaded.  My alarm
wasn’t set to go off till 6am.  I’d only had five hours, but if I stayed
in bed, I’d be counting sheep.  I wondered how many sheep I could count in
46 minutes.  


I
packed my last remaining items, ran through my list two more times, and filled
my foot-tall steel thermos with a pot of hot coffee.  If I lost Jack’s
knife, the thermos would do in a pinch.  I did another go-over through the
house, turning off lights, unplugging electronics, carefully stowing my
valuables, such as my laptop.  I imagined Thomas having full run of my
apartment and removed the alcohol from the kitchen cabinet.  I hesitated,
arms full of Captain Morgan and Barefoot Wine.  Where would Thomas not look? 
I placed the bottles lovingly at the bottom of my laundry bin.  In case he
got any ideas.


Packed,
apartment readied, I sat restlessly on my old floral-print couch.  Leg
bouncing, I thumbed through my phone, trying not to check the time every other
minute.  I almost succeeded.


At
6:30am sharp, Jack arrived at my doorstep in his trademark jeans, boots, and
flannel shirt.  I’d asked Jack because I was nervous, and I wanted the
person who dropped me off to get that.  My mother wouldn’t have done it,
my brother wouldn’t have showed up on time, and Rose would’ve cried again. 
Although Jack didn’t have his own car, he did have a driver’s
license.  Getting one, for an Exile, was a monumental achievement. 
The government had implemented a path to legal residency (Blue Cards instead of
Green Cards), but that didn’t mean that it wasn’t rigged with obstacles. 
I was proud that part of my internship at DIDA had made that process marginally
easier.


Jack
raised an eyebrow at my massive suitcase coupled with my bulging
backpack.  “Is that all you’re taking?  Sure you’re not missing
anything?”  His sarcasm was dry enough that some folk might have thought
he was serious.


“Well,
it’s not like I know what to expect.”  I steeled myself and hoisted my
backpack.


Jack
grabbed the larger luggage, I locked the door, and tucked the key wrapped in a
note for Thomas (“Don’t fuck up my shit”) under the doormat.  My doormat
was the only touch of character visible from the outside, a worn one I’d gotten
in college: “There’s no place like 127.0.0.1”, geekspeak for ‘home’. 
I hefted my backpack and headed down the four flights of stairs to the
parking lot.  My diet was crap, but my legs were in amazing shape. 
Before I got in the car, I gazed up at the dark red brick apartment complex,
unable to shake a hunch that I wouldn’t see it again for a long time.  I
spent longer than necessary wishing my home goodbye, until Jack cleared his
throat to get my attention.


On
autopilot, I drove us the 45 minutes to the Outer Circle, right by Scottsville.
 Jack managed to refrain from testing my knowledge, and instead told me
about all the beautiful things I would see there.  “Make sure you look at
the night sky,” he advised.  “And don’t drink the tea, it’s terrible, but
you must try the mastodon milk.”  He wasn’t bitter about any of the
things he missed, but I could still see his longing.


The
pedestrian gate was already crowded, and I groaned as I pulled up.  How
was I supposed to get through that mess incognito?  But before I had to
consider flying solo any further, the guard at the vehicular gate waived me
over.  I glanced at Jack, but we both shrugged and I carefully pulled the
car to the booth.


The
guard, Corey, recognized me and smiled.  He had a vague Boston accent;
perhaps he’d moved down here just for the fey. “Hey, our special ambassador,
yeah?  That’s awesome.  Really wishing you the best.”


“Thanks!
But, this is as far as I can take the car.  My friend doesn’t have a
pass.”


He
visibly hesitated.  “Can I check your ID?” he asked Jack, who shrugged and
dug through his wallet.  I saw Jack hold the license for a moment before
he passed it, and frowned.  What was that for?


“K.
Jack, I’m gonna have you drive her to the Inner Circle, so long as you swear to
come right back.”


“Why-“ I sputtered as Jack nodded.


“Trust
me on this one,” Corey said.


 


I
promised myself I would get Corey a very nice souvenir over in Azry.  Vans
from local and national broadcasters packed the streets.  If I’d tried to
walk, I’d have been a deer surrounded by the hounds of sensationalism. 
Jack was silent, and I wondered how the increasing magic this close to the gate
affected him.


Driving
at a snail’s pace, I steered around the news crews and their equipment. 
Usually the only cars that drove through the Outer Circle’s narrow roads belonged
to the local employees.  Storekeeps frowned at the commotion as they
opened their bakeries and gift shops.


I
glanced at Jack, and my heart skipped a beat.  His eyes were already
losing their human aspect, a Jack I’d never seen
before.  His breath was controlled, deep, slow, and steady.  Someone
shouted at me and I snapped my focus back to where I was going.  I’d
narrowly missed a camera set up in the middle of the road.  Right. 
Driving.


As
much as I tried to rush to the Inner Circle for Jack’s sake, it took twice as
long as it should have for us to reach the entrance.  The guards, human
and fey, were doing a good job of keeping the curious at bay, a cordoned-off
area just outside the gate.  I carefully pulled up to their blockage, and
I was about to get out to introduce myself, but they took one look at me and
waved me through.  The crowd’s volume jumped as they realized one of the
human tourists had arrived.


I
pulled up as close as I dared to the gate to the Inner Circle and slipped out
of the car.  Grabbing my backpack, I clumsily dragged out my suitcase,
keeping my head down to avoid facing the media.  Jack got out and moved
gracefully to my side of the car, swiftly taking the offered keys.  He
needed to leave before his fey nature started to manifest in earnest and the
guards removed him with extreme prejudice.  I honestly had no idea how the
fey would react to an Exile within their protected Circle, in their midst, and
really didn’t want to find out.  


Even
with the clock ticking, and plenty of television cameras pointed at us, he
paused before getting into the car. Jack’s dark eyes sparkled with light,
reminding me of the night sky.  He moved with calm confidence to hug me
tightly, a little awkwardly.  Neither of us were demonstrative people. 
“The Great Mage keep you safe,” he murmured.


“And
may she bless your days,” I replied in kind to the Anowir blessing, face
pressed against his chest.  He smelled like fall to me, and the flannel of
his shirt was soft against my skin.  For a brief moment, I felt safe in
the chaos.


And
then he was getting into the car, and I was hauling my things toward the Inner
Circle gates, alone.


If
the Outer Circle gates had been built to let large trucks pass each other
simultaneously, the Inner gate looked like it was built to let a single pickup
squeeze through on a good day.   I hustled up, heart hammering, and
showed my ID to the small swarm of guards milling uneasily at the
entrance.  They peered at me, then the ID, then back to me, before
deciding I was without a doubt Jan Leeman.  They ushered me through, one
of the fey falling in beside me as a personal escort.


The
one-lane roads of the Inner Circle were void of the throngs of people or the
storefronts.  Instead, I passed an odd compilation of offices and
agencies, one right after the other.  A currency exchange stood next to a
military-style mess hall, flanked by a ‘Transdimensional Observatory’. 
That, I would love to visit.  Not so much the next unmarked building we
passed, however, which bristled with extra security.  CIA? 
DIDA?  Neither?


My
fey escort, a lean woman with green eyes and blonde hair, guided me into a
building on the right, declaring itself the “Security and Pass Headquarters”
above the door.  The architect clearly hadn’t been feeling adventurous,
and it reminded me of a post office from the 60’s, a whitewashed concrete block
exterior and utilitarian, boxy interior.  I peeked at my watch; I was an
hour and 20 minutes early.  Corey and the drive across the Outer Circle
really saved me time.  Yet I wasn’t the first to arrive in the small lobby
lined with plastic chairs.  


Two
others relaxed as comfortably as they could, illuminated by the morning light
pouring through the singular window.  I recognized one, a thin man in his
late 50s, as Kim Hyun, the deputy director of DIDA.  The other was a
well-muscled woman with several piercings, athletic attire, and a thermos that
almost matched mine.  I suspected we would be great friends.


The
office was devoid of activity, except for a quiet human security guard at the
intake desk.  She glanced up at me casually but said nothing and returned
to her work. My fey escort dispassionately informed me, “At 10am, you will
proceed through security for an 11am brief on this trip.  Three other
humans will be joining you.”  She left, and I gritted my teeth a
little.  They already had planned on having us wait around for an
hour?  I could have brought a real breakfast with me.


I
turned my attention to the other travelers.  “Mr. Hyun, a pleasure to meet
you in person.”  Kim wore a freshly pressed suit with an American flag
lapel pin.  He shook my hand with a slight smile and wished me good
morning.  I desperately tried not to grin like an idiot or fangirl over
him.


I
shifted toward the woman to hide my silly reaction.  “Hi, I’m Jan Leeman.”


“Isabel
Santiago.”  She gripped my hand with enthusiasm.  “Aren’t you the one
who wrote that brilliant paper on aging, time travel, and interdimensional
communications?”


I
blushed a little, nodded, and took a seat between them, but it had piqued Kim’s
attention.  “What was the premise?” he inquired.


I
couldn’t help but grin.  This was my favorite subject; the challenge would
be not going off on a tangent.  “I figured out that contrary to the
legends popular in European folklore, time moves at the same pace in Azry as it
does here, based on carbon-dating methods of fey artifacts and the length of
days there.  It means you can’t use either dimension to time travel, and
the human communication infrastructure is capable of greatly increasing fey
dialogue around the planet.”


He
nodded approvingly.  “How about you, Isabel?  What is your fey
involvement?”


 


 


“I’ve
been studying fey design, clothing, architecture, etc, and seeking what I call
a “nexus of influence”, trying to determine which aspects of human culture and
art may have been influenced by early fey Exiles.”  She was clearly proud
of her accomplishments.  No wonder she was excited.  This trip was
HUGE for her career.


“Wow,”
I murmured, and took a good swig of coffee.  Kim made approving noises about
Isabel’s work, and neither of us asked why he was there; it was pretty
self-explanatory.


The
next traveler to join us was Erikah Hunter, a well-connected fey rights
advocate with gorgeous curls she had coaxed into a black, shining halo.  A
cream blouse and teal capris contrasted nicely against her deep chocolate
skin.  Brown eyes evaluated all of us critically as soon as she saw
us.  We introduced ourselves politely, Erikah stiffly greeting us in
return.  She looked to be only in her early 30s, but she’d been one of the
key icons in the fight for Exile rights since the very beginning. 
Isabel’s good humor slowly relaxed her, and glimpses of her enthusiasm for the
trip began to break through her formal façade.  She was shy, I
realized.  Erikah must have cared deeply about the fey to have overcome
that.  


Joining
us at 9:00am on the dot was television personality Peter Schroder.  He was
shorter than I’d imagined him, with carefully styled brown hair and sharp blue
eyes.  His sharp sports coat and khakis fit him precisely, and I suspected
he’d rather enjoyed the attention of the media on his way here.  Peter
hosted his own nationally syndicated daytime fey talk show, and this was free
advertising.  I’d only caught the show a few times, and from what I heard
from my classmates, half the time he addressed good questions about fey society
and magic.  The other half was devoted to Exiles setting the record
straight on our legends and fairytales.  Apparently, the Brothers Grimm
and Hans Christian Anderson had both been Exiles, but I wasn’t sure how his
guests knew that.  Peter’s natural energy and boisterous manner dominated
the waiting room and held our attention like a magnet.


The
last to join us, at 9:55am, panting and slightly sweaty in blue jeans and a Hawaiian
shirt, was Dr. Neville Sweeney.  The doc specialized in fey medical care
in the Outer Circle, and had saved plenty of lives without ever having the
opportunity to learn their biology.  Officially, at least.  I
suspected that, like me, he had an Exiled friend who was giving him the 411.
Neville apologized breathlessly for the delay, and explained that the media
attention had delayed him every 15 steps.  I thanked my lucky stars again
for Corey.


The
security check was thorough.  I tried not to sweat bullets as the fey
who’d guided us here and her male counterpart poked, prodded, and scanned my
luggage.  They eyeballed us and asked us to turn out our pockets and
remove our shoes, but didn’t touch us.  The knife sat heavy against my
back, and I prayed they didn’t notice it.  But, Jack was right.  No
pat down, no metal detector.  I tried not to breathe a sigh of relief as
they gave me the go-ahead to proceed.  Although, I would have bet, if
they’d gotten DIDA more involved, that would have been the end of the line for
Jack’s knife and possibly my hopes.


Isabel
sadly forfeited her snack of sunflower seeds (they claimed it would create an
invasive species) and Peter was forced to give up a large box of cigarettes.
“Azry is a non-smoking world,” our fey guard scolded him.  Really? 
I knew for a fact they smoked far less noxious but far more potent plants,
and thought it was rather unfair.


 


The
fey led us through several doors while we hauled our luggage behind us. 
Erikah hadn’t been able to make her suitcase close fully again and t-shirts
hung out of the top.  The echoing linoleum floors and florescent
lightbulbs killed our enthusiasm and fed the butterflies in my stomach.


The
briefing room was set up for a much larger group, so we settled in relatively
comfortably into the plastic chairs, their metal legs squeaking on the
floor.  I thought I’d escaped the college life…


“Hello
everyone!”  A short fey female with fluffy, white-blonde hair burst into
the room.  “Are you EXCITED?”  She wore traditional fey attire, a
linen tunic with a woven leather belt, paired with flowing pants.  
The belt’s tails were colorfully beaded and swung when she walked.  Around
her neck was a heavy necklace of bright blue stones, almost gaudy in comparison
to her short stature.


After
the hours of waiting and the security check, her energy blindsided us. 
“Yeah,” we all murmured to one extent or another.


“My
name is Hazel Grace, and I’m going to be your guide for the next 15 days. 
We’re all so pleased to have you visiting our world and giving us the
opportunity to start building a better relationship across the gate. 
Before we get started, I’d like to introduce my co-host, Riven Mist.” 
Entering from the far door was an athletic fey, with long, bold red hair tied
back with a pair of thin braids.  His clothes were loose and casual, but
his gait was all but that.


Riven
Mist?  “No way!”  I giggled, and peeked at my
companions to see if they got the joke.  No?  Come on now,
those games were classics!


Riven
did not appreciate my laughter.  “Good afternoon,” he greeted us icily,
his Anowir accent thick and unmistakable.  He stared pointedly back at
Hazel, refusing to say any more.  


She
blundered on ahead as if nothing had happened, pulling out a piece of paper from
a pocket in her pants.  “So, we’ll be spending the first five days in
Emor, a midsize Anowir city and the seat of law.”  She read off the page:
“Today, you’ll settle into your quarters and we’ll all get to know each other
over some fine Anowir cuisine.  Tomorrow, we’ll see live demonstrations of
fire and earth magic.  Monday is a tour through Emor’s gardens and zoo,
and an introduction to our native flora and fauna.  The day will conclude
with a private concert by some of our best musicians. “


“Tuesday,
you’ll experience our markets up close and later enjoy our festival celebrating
Earth Magic, a significant holiday among the Anowir.  The fun begins at
sundown and ends when the sun rises again.  Wednesday is a rest day, and
Thursday we’ll travel to the Citadel of Fountains, deep in the forest. 
Friday we’ll explore fey astrology and astronomy, and participate in the formal
Full Moon Rites that evening.”


“Saturday,
we will confer with a member of a royal family about the future of our two
peoples and enjoy the Citadel’s many pleasures.  Sunday, we’ll take a long
forest hike to explore some early fey settlements, and the next day ride back
to Emor.  Tuesday, we’ll take a closer look at Anowir history, with a
visit to our Halls of Law, our library, and our museums.   Wednesday,
Thursday, and Friday, we’ll offer a variety of hands-on activities to choose
from in Emor.  Saturday, we’ll reflect on our journey and pack up, and
Sunday you’ll be returned safe and sound back to the human realm.” 


We
nodded, and I tried to hide my grin.  Each and every day sounded like an
incredible adventure.  Hazel put away her cheat sheet and clasped her
hands together. “All right!  So, before we jump through, we ought to give
you a few rules to ensure you have a great time.  Riven?”


Riven
peered at us, as if slightly disappointed in what he saw.  “We have four
important rules for you to follow to ensure your safety.  First, and most
importantly, stay with your assigned guide at all times.  Do not go
anywhere without an escort.  Second, we will be speaking in English
throughout this trip for your comfort.  So everyone in our group can
understand you, please refrain from speaking Anowir publicly.”  I bet that
was because they didn’t want fey eavesdropping on offensive questions.


“Third,
do not drink or eat anything that has not been cleared for human
consumption.   We have been very careful in this regard to ensure
food safety.  Fourth, be courteous and respectful in all dealings with
fey.  If you are having any issues, alert your guide and they will address
it.  We will do our utmost to ensure your safe travel until you return
through this gate.”


“Do
you swear it?”  Jack’s advice somewhere in my subconscious made me stick
my foot in my mouth.


An
awkward silence fell.  Riven stared at me as if I’d grown a second head,
but as he realized I was serious, his jaw set and his eyes flashed.  I
raised my chin, challenging him.  Neither of us budged. Well, I did want
to be safe.


His
eyes were blue, mixed with purple, almost pretty but unsettlingly alien. I’d
been selling video games to fey for years, but I’d never faced an angry fey
before, not even an Exile.  This one looked like he wanted to strangle
me.  My stomach did a little flip, the kind you
get right at the top of a rollercoaster before it plunges down.  I didn’t
lower my gaze, but felt my cheeks warming in embarrassment.


“Fey
do not take oaths lightly.”  His voice was quiet, yet harsh.


“Well,
I don’t take my safety lightly, either,” I shot back, and dug in my heels as
our contest of wills grew from a momentary clash to a full-out tug-of-war.


His
expression softened somewhat.  “Yes,” he said, begrudgingly monotone, as
if sentencing himself to something very unpleasant.  “I swear to protect
you until you return through this gate.”  He broke our staring contest
with an effort and I breathed a sigh of relief.


“Great!” 
Hazel jumped in, scanning Riven worriedly out of the corner of her eye. 
“We know being the first human through the gate is a big deal.”  She
offered us a small, lightweight bag.  “Pick one, it’ll tell you what order
you go in!”


I
dug my hand into the white silk bag, felt a thin domino, and drew it out. 
I examined it as everyone else took their turn at the bag.  Six
dots.  Last.  Bummer.


Hazel
peered at everyone’s domino-ettes, and declared “Neville, Kim, Erikah, Isabel,
Peter, and Jan, in that order. Congrats, Neville, you’ll be the first human
guest in Anowir!” She led all of us in brief applause.  “Let’s go,
everyone!  Make sure you have everything.”


Chairs
squeaked, we gathered our luggage, and followed her out the far door.  We
tramped down another hallway, then through a secure door (judging by its thick
locks) guarded by yet another fey.  He checked everyone’s IDs one last
time, then cranked open the door to reveal a gorgeous, manicured garden
courtyard.  In the center of the garden, unmistakably alien, was the
gate.  I’d heard about it before from Jack, and seen the pictures from
when it first opened, but so few humans had actually encountered it up
close.  Two fey guards stood to each side, one long red hair like Riven,
the other with blue hair drawn up into a complex bun.  Glass beads in
their hair flashed as they caught the sun.


The
gate itself was a jagged rip in our reality, an oval 7 feet tall and 4 feet
wide.  The edges reminded me of broken ice, the shadowed, opaque blue
surface of the gate almost entirely still except for faint ripples.


“It’s
beautiful,” I murmured, taking it all in, while the others hurried forward in their
excitement.  I wanted to treasure this moment.


Riven
appeared behind me, to my left. “Reconsidering?”


Insulted,
I frowned at him, and replied in Anowir.  “No, but you?”


“Yes. 
Now go.”


I
hoped his behavior wasn’t going to be like that for the whole trip.  I
wished Jack was here; he would have had a witty response.


I
followed the others through the garden, past flowering bushes and fruit
trees.  Fey influence, of course.  They had insisted on this garden
around the gate.  Their love of nature was unparalleled.


Once
we were assembled, the guards nodded, and Hazel stepped forward into the
gate.  The surface barely rippled as she passed through it, simply
vanishing from our world.  Neville cleared his throat, wiped sweat off his
brow, then purposefully strode forward and through.  The rest of my
companions slowly followed suit.  The gate made no noise as it swallowed
them up.  After all the science fiction I’d seen, I’d expected some sort
of “wormhole noise”.  I walked up to the shimmering blue, almost the blue
of the sky, and hesitated one last second.  I couldn’t take my eyes off
it, wished that I could stand here forever just gazing. 


“Go,
will you?”  Riven muttered. 


I
glared at him.  “This gate is beautiful, and it’s a shame if you take it
for granted.”  To prove I wasn’t afraid, I gripped all my belongings hard
and braced myself.  Then I took two steps forward… and through.











Chapter Six


 


Disorientation
slammed into me.  Up and down no longer existed.  My nerves screamed
as if I’d been hit by lightning.  Only flashes of light and stars consumed
my vision.  Like a puppet cut from its strings, I collapsed, gasping for
breath, all my limbs prickling like I’d just woken them up.  Distinctly
unpleasant.  My stomach roiled in protest, and I gripped the stone floor
to try to stop the world from spinning.  I would die of embarrassment if I
puked as my first action in Azry.


A
sudden painful impact jolted my ribs, and I automatically turned, causing
another wave of vertigo.  Riven sailed over me, barely catching his
momentum in time to turn it into a graceful forward roll.  He’d tripped
over my kneeling body.  He rose, brushing himself off, and sent me a
venomous glare.  What was it that Jack had said?  “Mortified fey are
so entertaining”?  Right now I didn’t see it.


My
eyes began to focus again.  “Wow, wish I’d been warned about that.” I
groaned, then took in my companions, all of whom seemed rather perplexed. 
They seemed to be standing, not clutching the earth like newborn kittens. 
Was I allergic to Azry?  Next time I’d consider using that Epi Pen. 
As the prickling subsided, I slowly got to my feet.  “I’m not sure if
interdimensional travel agrees with me.”  My stomach confirmed my
suspicions.


Hazel
shifted uncertainly, looking to Riven for reassurance.  I could
practically see the gears turning in his head.  Apparently, gatesickness
was not normal. I really hoped it didn’t mean I’d have to go back through the
gate and leave the trip, or worse, become a guinea pig for trying to find a
cure.


Thick,
braided glass tubes walled the round gate chamber, bubbles of water rising
through their centers.  Stone pedestals, seamless with the polished marble
floor, rose up in a ring at exact intervals.  Here the rulers and judges
had sentenced fey to exile, until the day the gate had refused to close. 
Here magic started to leak into the human realm; here all our problems
began.  Azry was discovered and their justice system thrown into
chaos.  For the most part, countries didn’t like the idea of being a
prison colony.  Australia was the only country that had welcomed Exiles
with open arms.  


“Welcome
to Azry,” Hazel told us. I could hear how much she loved her world from those
three words.  “You are in the Judgement Hall in the Citadel of Glass,
within the city of Emor.  On most other days, this place is full of fey on
their way to visit your world.” She failed to mention what the Anowir currently
did with their criminals.


She
turned slightly to introduce the four other fey in the room.  I’d been
concentrating so hard on making the world stop spinning I’d missed them
entirely until she pointed them out.  “Two adail from each clan,
fey recognized for their skill in the magic arts, are always present
here at the gate.  Two on Earth, four here.  Today they are led by
Kaebris.”  She gestured at a raven-haired older man, who scrunched his
nose as if enduring something rather unpleasant.


Adail
were
a lot more than just “skilled in the magic arts”.  Adail were the
fighters, bodyguards, architects, and masterminds of each clan, sworn to lifelong
service.  They came from the ranks of both the nobility and common
folk, granted that they could prove their worth.  Hazel had simply glossed
over a large component of fey society; adail were to the fey what
military leaders and Ph.D’s were to humankind.  I
doubted any adail wanted guard duty, and none of these looked thrilled
about it.


While
the hairstyles of the adail varied, they all featured at least one lock
of hair with glass beads.  Yet, Kaebris’s black hair threw me off.
 I’d assumed that Jack’s appearance had come from years on Earth. 
What element was black hair?  Was it a variation of elohi?  I
couldn’t remember any fey customers at the game store who’d had black hair; I
was sure I would have noticed.  It stuck out the same way pink hair did
for humans.


Kaebris’s
dark eyes met mine and the world swam again.  Voices and memories echoed
in my head, fading as quickly as they came.  The moment passed, as he
scrutinized each of the humans before nodding ever so slightly to Riven and
Hazel. What the hell?  It was like he had read my mind.


Oh.


I
concentrated very hard on studying the floors and the ceiling. 
Nothing to see here.  Nope, nothing at all.  Look at that pretty
glass!  Such beauty!  I love Azry!  


Hazel,
bless her, started to lead the way out of the chamber and away from the guards,
including Kaebris.  “Please follow me, I will be happy to show you to your
rooms.”


The
walls of the Citadel, more of the same multicolored glass tubing, obscured adjoining
rooms but did not entirely hide them.  Fey stopped in their errands to
stare at us curiously, yet without surprise.  Some of their faces were
more closed off than others.  Not all the fey were great fans of
humankind.


I
still wobbled, so Riven took my suitcase and backpack, trying to hustle me as
much as possible to keep up with the others.  Every few minutes I had to
anchor myself on a wall and breathe.


As
soon as I was confident we’d left behind Kaebris and the Judgement Hall, I let my
thoughts wander again.  So that was a nagali.  I felt vaguely
violated… a complete stranger had just poked around in my brain without my
consent.  Granted, I didn’t know how much he tried to get out of me… he
certainly hadn’t picked up on the knife.  My confused and sickened state
probably helped me.  I doubted the other humans realized what had
happened, and I wasn’t about to tell them.


And
by all appearances, Jack was a nagali.  Had he ever read my
mind?  Was that possible without magic?  I suddenly remembered Jack
fussing with his pass before showing it to Corey.  I hadn’t thought Corey
was the type to let an Exile get into the Circle, swarming paparazzi or
no.  Jack had done something, and that thought sent a shiver down my
spine.  How many times had that happened before?


I
walked for several minutes in silence, consumed with my own thoughts, before
Riven interrupted.  “I apologize for tripping over you,” he said
reluctantly.  We lagged behind enough that the others couldn’t hear.


“It’s
ok.” Although, my ribs did hurt and I was pretty sure I was going to have a
decent bruise.


“Are
you part fey?” he inquired, curious, as we toured through a gorgeous lobby with
a silk carpet, golden accents, and crystal chandelier.  Erikah reflected
the most fey heritage, although her blatant changes
were not dramatic enough to confuse her with an Azry native.  Isabel,
Peter, and Neville had subtle changes to their facial structure and ears. 
Kim and I remained unchanged.  Well, except for the sickened and weak
thing that I had going on.


“I
don’t think so.  I’ve been working near the Outer Gate for years and never
noticed a thing.  Do you know why going through the gate disagreed with me
so much?”  I eyeballed a long, low couch, and wondered if I could get away
with a 5-minute break.


“I’ve
never heard of someone having a reaction like that.  Perhaps one of our
healers can take a look at you and determine if it is caused by an illness.”


Well,
shucks.  I hoped that didn’t translate to “abducted by fey for medical
experimentation”.


We
walked about ten minutes from the gate’s chamber through the glass maze, then
up several stories of twisted staircases to arrive at our rooms.  Our
lodgings reminded me of a college dormitory, with four bedrooms in each dorm
opening into a common area.  Hazel, Isabel, Erikah, and I took one, the
boys took the other.  The doors didn’t fit properly in the frames, and
tapestries covered the walls.  Someone must have told them that humans
liked more privacy than the average fey, but our walls were still riddled with
peepholes.  Well, ‘honor system’ it was.


Several
of the long, low couches occupied the common area, with a coffee table and a
tall, thin table against a wall.  A dark blue, woven rug covered most of
the floor.  Light poured through a window at the back of the room. 
Isabel and Erikah rushed to it, gasping in delight at the view.  As much
as I wanted to join them, lying down took precedence.


I
claimed the first bedroom, relieved that the glass here was darker and provided
an extra layer of privacy.  The finely crafted stand-alone wardrobe and
sink would have fit right in at an Amish furniture store.  The bed was
lower than I was used to, but I fell into mine nonetheless and barely had the
energy to pull the blue quilt up to my chin.


 


I
woke up disoriented, but feeling impressively better.  I stretched out,
closed my eyes, and listened.  Isabel was already quizzing Hazel on fey
architecture.  Their conversation was interesting enough that I dragged
myself out of bed to join them in the common area.


“And,
since this was built early, by the Second Queen, you won’t see as many of the
Anowir motifs here as you’ll see in the market areas,” Hazel explained, then
smiled to greet me.  “Jan, how are you feeling?”


“So
much better,” I assured her.  “I was wondering, how do you do heating and
cooling here?  I don’t see fans or fireplaces.”


Hazel
stood up from the low couch and gestured us over to the wall.  “Feel the
pipes.”


I
placed my hand on the glass and yanked it back immediately.  The glass
tubes were almost hot enough to burn. Hazel informed us, “The bubbles you see
going through the pipes aren’t just for aesthetic purposes.  We have large
underground cauldrons, continually heated by our fire mages, our atsili. 
The hot water rises through these, providing heat to the entire
structure.  The bubbles indicate if a branch is clogged.  In addition
to the magical protections to strengthen the glass, the heat also helps it from
becoming too brittle.”


“Fascinating.” 
This was entirely new to me.


“Well,
we’re about to go to dinner, if you’d like to prepare,” she concluded.  We
wandered back to our rooms to decide how fancy we were going to get.


I
chose my knee-length floral skirt, black flats, a cream V-neck blouse, and
added Rose’s necklace for flair.  We were a hodgepodge of styles… Isabel
at the height of bohemian style, and Erikah looking professional as hell. 
Her new fey features gave her an exotic edge.  I felt like a misplaced
librarian.  Maybe I should have used Nicholas’ money for a new outfit
instead of the French press.  Then again, who was I kidding?


The
fey held dinner in a spacious hall decorated with tall, painted sculptures of
queens, each with real jewelry that caught the light and made them almost
lifelike.  I gave them a wide berth; I couldn’t imagine any of them
approving of humans in their halls, had they lived to see this day.


The
long mahogany table would comfortably have seated over a dozen, so the eight of
us had plenty of elbow room.  The hall echoed with conversation and
laughter shortly after we settled in.  Our waiters for the evening were
helpful fey, younger and slighter than others I’d seen, almost
androgynous.  Teenagers?  The first course was a small salad
with tomatoes, an unidentifiable dressing, and pinto beans.  I picked
around the beans.  


Erikah
had a snarky, subtle sense of humor that was hard to catch but piercingly
funny.  She reminded me a little of Jack.  I’m not entirely sure if
Isabel always picked up on her humor.  Then again, Isabel was entirely
absorbed with the architecture, the craftsmanship of the table, and the
decoration on the silver plates and utensils.  The design certainly echoed
some Native American art that I had seen, but codified and structured. 
Animal and plant motifs were connected to each other and to symbols that might
have represented fire or water.  Yet, what struck me the most was how
everything flowed from one object to the next.  Is that what magic felt
like?  Everything connected?  Isabel peppered Hazel with questions,
only half of which I understood.  Nevertheless, Hazel seemed just as happy
to share with her.


Neville
and Kim conferred quietly.  Was Kim trying to recruit him to DIDA?  I
hadn’t had the time to corner him, but I wanted a job.  I’d figure
out how to get his attention later.  Kim wasn’t cold or particularly
unapproachable; I just needed to get over my nerves.


Peter
seemed adrift in this sea of new experiences.  “So, do you watch my show?”
he asked me and Erikah.


Just
as I shook my head, Erikah spoke up.  “All the time, Peter.  My sister
is addicted to it.”


His
eyes lit up.  They lost me soon enough; I’d only caught a few episodes,
and Erikah was full of questions about his Exiled guests.  I glanced
surreptitiously at Riven, unsure whether we should be talking so loudly about
Exiles.  Riven ignored all of us from his seat at the end of the table,
solely occupied with his meal.


I
turned my attention back on Hazel, who was pointing out one of the stone queens
around us.  “That is the First Queen, Anowir.  She pulled the six
clans together to defeat the Oradim four hundred years ago.  She herself
was from a very minor clan, and there was some turmoil when she died. 
After a hundred years of instability, the leaders came together and created the
three clans as we know them now, with three Queens who equally share
responsibility and leadership.”


I
knew this, but it was nice to confirm it.  Toran, Kusay, and Becot,
I recited to myself.  Originally named after the heroes who had founded
each.  Emor, according to Jack, was solidly in Toran territory.  I
wondered which clans Hazel and Riven belonged to.  The more
subtle differences that a fey might pick up on were beyond me.


“I
heard you mention Second Queen earlier.”  I asked.  “The Queen who
built this castle.  Which clan did she belong to?”


Hazel
brightened.  “Toran, of course.  Technically, she was one of three
queens, but the only one that did anything of note around here.”


Riven
coughed loudly without looking up, and Hazel’s cheeks reddened. 
“Although, that’s just around here.  The Becot Second Queen formed the
Citadel of Trees, and the Kusay Second Queen created the Citadel of
Fountains.  You’ll visit it soon.”


“I
love the stonework here, but this all looks like it was created by the same artist. 
Are these intended to be portraits?”  Isabel asked.


Hazel
frowned.  “Portraits?  They are stone.”


I
recognized the error in translation and jumped in, speaking in Anowir. 
“Life-like representations.  She’s asking if they looked like that in real
life.”


“Oh!” 
Hazel smiled.  “Yes, quite.  The artist was very talented… he used
scrying and meditation to touch their spirit.”  Hazel indicated the
jewelry on each Queen.  “Their jewelry – and yes, that was actually theirs
– provided the conduit.”


“Huh.” 
Isabel mused. “I wonder if human spirits would also respond.”


Hazel
shook her head.  “Unlikely.  Magic is what links them, and humans
would have no magical link to the stone.”


Isabel’s
shoulders slumped, and she refocused on her dinner.


“So,
Isabel,” I asked.  “Do you know if there’s a way to tell one clan member
apart from another clan?”  I carefully didn’t look at Hazel. 


Isabel
perked up.  “Yup!  Toran tends to wear more colorful clothes,
especially greens and golds.  The Queen is an earth mage, an elohi,
so the fashion tends to follow her.  They’ve also started incorporating
some modern human styles, when they have the chance to import alternative
fabrics.”  She swiveled toward Hazel.  “Let me guess, you’re a
Toran?”


I
internally winced.  Getting that wrong could have consequences, but Hazel
only smiled and nodded.  “My family has been in clan Toran since the
founding.  I’m a descendant of the Fourth Queen.”


With
Hazel’s accidental encouragement, Isabel continued.  “Becot likes flowing
clothes, often in light colors, since their territory predominantly covers the
Gulf states.  Kusay is more conservative, preferring layered clothes for
flexibility, since their territory is essentially the Appalachians.  Both
Kusay and Becot Queens are water mages, amayi, but Kusay’s accent colors
tend to be the blue-green spectrum while Becot favors the blue-purple
spectrum.”


I
couldn’t help but peek at the end of the table, where Riven had paused in his
meal to watch us intently.  Becot, Jack had told me, was not friendly toward
humans.  I didn’t think Toran would send two of their own, since that
would likely antagonize Kusay and Becot. He carried himself confidently, and
Hazel deferred to him more than she probably realized.  She’d told us they
were co-hosts, but I wasn’t feeling it.  


I
weighed the two choices in my mind.  From Jack’s obsessive attention to
fey politics, I knew clan alliance was incredibly important.  I scanned
him for clues.  His tunic was light brown, with intricate blue
embroidery.  No layers, not particularly flowing.  Not Toran, I was
more and more convinced of it.  Kusay was unpredictable; Becot was
unfriendly.  Either one didn’t leave me much room for trust.


Riven
must have felt my scrutiny, and met my eyes, quirking an eyebrow.  I
shrugged apologetically.  I couldn’t help that I was curious.


Isabel
noticed my gaze.  “Riven, which clan are you from?” she asked him,
straight-out.  She really should start thinking before she opened
her mouth.


He
took a long drink before he answered.  “That’s an interesting
question.  Why do you ask?”


“I’m
just curious,” she claimed.


“It’s
currently irrelevant,” he asserted, and returned promptly to his meal. He’d
managed to avoid the question entirely.  I imagined him and Jack trying to
pry information out of each other and tried to hide my sudden grin.


Isabel
snorted.  “What’s his problem?”


“The
fey are trying to give us a unified front.”  I lowered my voice. 
“We’re not supposed to be interested in their clan differences.  If we’re
too curious, we might start taking sides.  See?”


“Ooooh.” 
Isabel suddenly smiled, distracted by dinner. “That smells good!”


While
the young fey served us a venison and corn casserole, Hazel nodded to me
appreciatively, and added in Anowir, “Thank you for understanding.”


Yet
another course followed: fresh trout from the river.  I couldn’t
eat a bite more by the time they offered the last course, plump raspberries
dipped in chocolate.


The
food coma fast approaching, we happily returned to our rooms and prepped for
bed.  I buried myself under the covers with a smile.  I’d never
thought of myself as an explorer, but here I was in fairyland.  And this
was just the start.









Chapter Seven


 


I
woke fully alert without any sense of time.  No sunlight illuminated the
glass.  I rolled over in the covers, unwilling to accept that I wasn’t
going back to sleep.  Without a window in my room, my internal clock was
off, but my watch said 5:54am.   No thanks to my previous
midafternoon nap, I had the privilege of two early mornings in a row. 
That hadn’t happened since high school.


Restless
and energized, I gave to consciousness and slipped quietly out of bed. 
Tiptoeing around my room, I quietly went through an abbreviated version of my
morning routine.  I shrugged on my leather jacket over an old Halo
t-shirt, Jack’s knife sitting snugly against my back, hidden from sight.
  While the inside of this glass castle was toasty, the marketplace
would be seasonably chillier.  I crept into the common area, hoping to
find enough light to read by.


No
lanterns or fires illuminated the room.  Faint light poured in from the
window, and my eyes widened in excitement as I approached it.  My first real
view of Emor.  I carefully leaned on the warm glass ledge, hugging my
jacket close about me against the chilly air.  The sun stained the sky
with the promise of day, only the brightest of stars still visible.  


The
view of the city stole my breath.  For a dizzying moment, the height of
the Citadel registered with me.  I could see all of Emor, from the stone
mansions near the Citadel to the distant, smaller adobe homes at the
fringes.  The roads and buildings adapted with surprising care to the
hills and valleys of Anowir, waterways allowed to follow their natural course,
streets twisting around the sharpest inclines.  Scattered trees added
splashes of red wherever they still hung on to their leaves.


While
I’d anticipated the architecture, and to an extent, the lay of the land, the
sheer number of fey that lived here raised the hair on my arms.  The fey
downplayed their numbers.  Speaking of three clans made it sound as if
they were thriving families, not established ruling houses.


I
heard movement behind me, and turned to look.  Erikah padded to me on
stocking feet, in penguin pajamas, hair sticking out in odd directions. 
“Isn’t this amazing?” she whispered and joined me at the window.  “I feel
like I’m going to wake up at any second from this dream.”


I
nodded mutely.  We stood for a long time in companionable, awed silence
before it finally grew light enough for us to function.  Erikah
disappeared back into her room to get dressed, and I settled myself on the
couch with Neil Gaiman’s American Gods. 


Isabel
joined us an hour later, dark circles under her eyes. “I need hot water for coffee,
where do I find it,” she muttered.  Ah, happy, chipper Isabel was caffeinated
Isabel.


We
cast longing glances at the walls, full of bubbling hot water with nary a
spout.  So close, but so far.  Then it occurred to me.  “Riven
is a fire mage.”  The red hair was a dead giveaway.  “He might be
able to do it.”


Hope
lit up Isabel’s eyes.  “Please.”  As if she was dying of thirst in
the desert.  I bit back a remark along the lines of If you want it, why
don’t you ask him? I hadn’t endeared myself to Riven by maneuvering him
into a vow.  The fact I’d tripped him when he’d walked through the gate
was just the icing on the cake.


I
dutifully dug out my French press and filled it with ground coffee and
water.  No one else looked brave enough to ask.  “Riven!”  I
called.  Hazel and Riven ought to be awake, and if they weren’t, well, it
was about time.


Riven
appeared mere seconds later, with Hazel on his heels.  “Is something
amiss?” he asked, cautiously alert.  I probably should have told him we
weren’t in any danger.  But coffee was indeed a critical need.


“Can
you heat some water for us?”  I tried to smile encouragingly.


He
gave me a flat look that screamed seriously? The other humans, including
Kim, begged him with puppy-dog eyes.  I hopefully offered him the press. 



He
visibly relented.  “How hot do you want it?”


“Boiling,
if you can.”  I had no idea what a fire mage could do with water.


“If
I can?” he scoffed as he sat on the floor in front of the (aptly-named) coffee
table.  Riven refocused on the press as he set it carefully down.  He
took a breath, his hands glowing orange, and the water erupted.  With a
slight hiss, he yanked his hands back from the glass.  I took note: fire
mages not immune to heat.


So
far, I’d only heard what magic was capable of, and this subtle but undeniable
demonstration had me grinning like an idiot. Riven’s careful approach to
heating the water, followed by its violent reaction, made me realize that it
wasn’t boiling the water that was the challenge, it was not setting all of us
on fire with it too. Once we filled Isabel’s thermos, we begged Riven to heat
the press two more times.  Our combined effort (and my French press) had
gotten us hot coffee.  We were a team.


“Want
to try some?”  I offered Riven my thermos.


He
grasped it hesitantly, then blinked in surprise.  “This object is
remarkable.  I can barely sense the heat from the outside.  Is this a
common human device?”


Riven’s
legitimate interest heralded a solid fifteen-minute discussion about vacuums
and thermodynamics.  His English vocabulary was outstanding, although his
accent was as thick as molasses and he regularly mispronounced words.  Why
had he learned it? But I didn’t spend too much time on that,
considering most of my brain was consumed with attempting to draw parallels to
how magic affected the laws of physics.  


Kim
gently interrupted us just as Riven was getting to how fire mages, atsili, worked
with earth mages, elohi, in blacksmithing and metallurgy.  “Jan,
you haven’t actually let him try the coffee yet.”


“Oh,”
I said, embarrassed.  We’d been chattering away like we were the only ones
in the room, our curiosity slowly transforming into outright enthusiasm. 
Riven’s reaction was hard to read, but I thought he seemed disappointed as I
offered him the thermos.  “Please, try it.”


He
raised it to his lips and sipped carefully, then carefully handed the thermos
back to me, struggling to hold back his distaste.  “I think I will decline
any more of this coffee.”


He
reminded me of Jack.  Did all fey have a sweet tooth?  I suddenly
recalled the old Celtic legends of the Fair Folk who so enjoyed cakes and
milk.  So there was some truth to it!  “I don’t have cream or
sugar, but I think you’d like it if I added those.”


Riven
leaned away from me.  “Maybe.”  It sounded a lot like ‘no’.


Young
fey brought us a small buffet of fruit, cheese, milk, and bread for breakfast,
and at 11am (and at least a fifth of the way through Gods), we left to
go see magic up close.  We’d already gotten a great preview, although,
coffee aside, I was surprised they were going to show us the most unique aspect
of Azry on the first day.  It would be good to get it out of our system.


Enjoying
each other’s company, we noisily marched down the stairs, out of the halls and
across the narrow green lawn that separated the Citadel from the nearest
homes.  The Citadel was on a slight hill, but not enough I could actually
see anything beyond the nearest homes. Fine stonework knit seamlessly with
etched glass windows that looked out over the spacious cobbled streets. 
The red tiled roofs reminded me of an odd cross between Roman and adobe-style
architecture.  Curious fey stopped in their errands to watch us, but
remained a careful distance apart.  Mothers summoned their children to
them politely, tracking us with their eyes while we passed.


The
piercing blue sky made me think sadly of the gate.  I wish I could have
stayed in the garden to study it.  Perhaps I could convince DIDA to give
me a job doing just that.  Then I realized with a pang, as the sole person
who got gatesick, I would be unlikely to ever get that position.


Hazel
led us about a mile to an impressive structure that reminded me of a square
Coliseum, dwarfing the homes around it.  Up the narrow stone staircase we went, four stories without a railing, before we
came out at the top of the balcony.  Neville and Peter panted for breath,
but Isabel didn’t even break a sweat.  Riven topped the stairs last,
bringing up the rear as he had been all day, carefully scanning the other fey
and watching our back.  Climbing the stairs had no effect on him; his face
twitched from restraining his disdain for the wheezing humans.


We
all gathered around Hazel as she gestured toward the interior, the size of
perhaps half a football field, ringed with tall, black stone pillars. 
“These are the Testing Grounds.  Most fey in Anowir, including me, were
down there at some point testing our magic and our will.”  She pointed to
the pillars.  “We use the pillars as anchors to protect the
audience.  Obsidian is very hard for elohi to work with, and the
other elements can’t budge them.  Depending on the contest, we usually
have between 5 to 10 professional mages monitoring the contest, at least one of
each element.”


How
did they judge nagali battles?  Until someone passed
out?  How did nagali fight?  I tried not to growl too loudly
with frustration.  Too many things we didn’t know.


“We’re
going to watch three matches today.  The first is a teacher testing a
young student, the most common use of this arena.  In order to unlock
potential, the young often need the security of the pillars to let loose and
understand their capability.  Since Emor is a long journey for many fey,
they usually will duel daily for a week or more.  This is the student’s
third day practicing here.


“The
second match is between a pair of local mages who have secured the space to
practice with each other in good faith.  These mages want to join the
ranks of the adail for the honor of their clans.  The third match
will be between two feuding members of clan Becot, a contest that requires ten
mages protecting the audience.” I noticed she didn’t mention protecting the
duelists themselves as she scanned the field for signs of activity. 
“Looks like we’re about five minutes out from the first match, so I encourage
everyone to get comfortable.”


I
dubiously eyeballed the stone benches.  Comfort was not going to happen,
but I took a seat anyway next to Isabel.  From our perch in the second
tier, I could see the few scattered audience members in the first level. 
Our guides were obviously keeping us from having too close an encounter
with magic.


“Once
we’re done here,” Hazel continued, “We’ll have a chance for those with fey
blood to try out some magic.”


I’d
never seen Erikah so excited.  She practically bounced.  The “cool
girl” vibe evaporated like water on a hot day.  I sighed with irritation,
once again reminded of my deficiency.


No
loudspeaker system announced the matches, so I was caught by surprise when I
saw two figures, as small as my hand from this far away, stride onto the field,
bow briefly, and then… magic happened.  One of them wobbled against
a strong breeze, then the other fell down for no reason I could see. 
Hazel narrated for us.  “As you can see, the student is a wind mage, a kawoli,
and his teacher is elohi.  Aside from its myriad practical uses,
such as creating roads, earth magic is ideal for quickly constructing
fortifications and destabilizing the enemy.”


Their
match was sadly unimpressive.  The teacher wobbled, trying to stand up to
winds and gusts, and the student fell down.  A lot.  Riven’s demo had
been better, and I almost told him so before I caught myself.


For
the next match, a pair of fey placed a large trough in the middle of the arena,
and an amayi with blue hair spent ten minutes coaxing water up from the
earth before the match even started.  She (or he, I wasn’t entirely sure)
fought another elohi, but this one bent the earth to their will much
more efficiently, so much that it cracked the ground here and there.  The amayi
manipulated water like a whip; their fellow mage winced and tried to shield
themselves by building a wall in front of them.  From the pure amount of
water being thrown around, the ground slowly turned into a mud pit, and the elohi
took advantage, making the amayi fight for each step.  In
retaliation, the amayi threw icicles and froze the ground until they had
immobilized each other.  As the elohi started to create another
wall of protection from the flying ice shards, the amayi threw her hands
out, a whip once again appearing.  It reached over the wall, wrapping
itself around the elohi’s neck and dragging them out from behind
it.  The elohi clawed at the water, but their fingers simply passed
through it.  I shuddered a little, glad when the horn blew, signaling the
match was over.


We
broke for lunch, and I was relieved to have a reason to move around…the stone
was decidedly painful on my tailbone. We trudged down all those steps to find a
buffet of fresh food laid out for us, including an absolutely delicious raisin
bread. Afterward we climbed back up, some of us slower and straggling behind.


A
larger crowd had gathered for the Becot match.  The two combatants both
had the trademark red hair of atsili.  I walked up to stand right
at the edge of the balcony, tired of sitting.  This should be
fun.  


Oh
boy, was I right.  Flames erupted from the ground, flames shot from their
hands, and I could almost feel the ground shaking with the force of their
explosions.  The maelstrom of their own creation obscured them except for
brief moments.  The flames suddenly winked out only three minutes into the
match, and as the smoke cleared, I could make out two fey scraping a prone mage
off the ground.  Meanwhile, the victor strutted around the arena,
encouraging cheers from the crowd.


“How
did the fire get extinguished so quickly?”  I asked Hazel.


“If
the team of mages down there see someone go down, they immediately halt the
match,” she explained. ‘Try to’ being the operative words, I thought.


“Damn.” 
Too bad there weren’t more matches.  Then I thought of Jack, and the other
Exiles, never able to use magic again, and my heart sank.


Riven
emerged from the stairwell, sweaty and breathing hard.  I hadn’t noticed
him leave.  Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen him join us after
lunch.   “Damn good thing I was there, otherwise that shecoa
would have burned,” he muttered in Anowir to Hazel as he took a seat on a
bench.  I knew the translation of ‘damn’ in Anowir, but shecoa was
a new one.  Jack would need to translate for me.  I doubted any fey
around here would share its actual meaning.


“You
didn’t have to,” she pointed out.


“You
go teach the mutts.  I’m tired.”  Riven stretched out along the bench
and closed his eyes.


Hazel
rolled her eyes before returning to her perky disposition.  “Everybody
with fey blood, follow me, let’s go see what you can do!”


Everyone
left, including Kim.  Perhaps he’d tested to have a trace amount of fey
blood.  Though I’d never gotten the blood work done, I knew well enough
based on my exposure to magic.  Aside from the fact that those tests were
really expensive, even if I had a few drops, it wouldn’t have made much
difference.  It likely would’ve meant I’d be frustrated and angry trying
vainly to make magic happen down there, instead of frustrated and angry up
here.  I was 100% human, and I was just going to have to get used to
that.  Eventually.


Unfortunately,
that left just me and Riven watching from the second tier. “I can go down, if
you’d like to join them,” I offered.


He
wrinkled his nose without opening his eyes.  Got it.  


I
stuck my hands in my coat pockets and tried to shift to a more comfortable
position as I gazed down at my companions.  Hazel had arranged them in a circle,
each holding what looked like a large stone.  From this distance, I could
hear her voice, but not make out what she was saying.


“I
didn’t think atsili were very common in Anowir,” I commented.  Fire
magic tended to be dominant in northern areas, such a Scandinavia, Russia, and
other places where creating heat out of nothing gave them an evolutionary
edge.  Earth magic, a more dominant gene, from my understanding, generally
made up the majority of the fey in America, with a good number as well throughout
the rest of the world. Amayi, water mages, tended to come from either
extremely arid regions (like deserts) or particularly
wet ones, like swamps and rainforests, where again, it could make the
difference between life and death.  Wind mages, kawoli, were most
often found in Asia, particularly East Asia, but weren’t rare enough to call
attention to themselves in other areas of the world.


Riven
scowled.  “I heard humans do a thing called a ‘census’.  We do not do
this thing and do not know how many atsili are born to us.  Atsili
are prized for their fighting abilities, and are more likely to die during
training or combat.”


“Your
training can kill you?”  I was aghast.  What was this, Sparta?


He
sighed impatiently.  “Lack of control can kill us.  We spend years
learning how to protect our focus points.  If we fail, we might be lucky,
and just lose a hand or an arm.  If we’re not, we die in our own inferno.”


Riven’s
accent was thick, but his superb vocabulary had just given me very ugly images. 
Riven, screaming as he died in his own fire.  I shuddered.  No wonder
atsili weren’t common here.


“Why
are you here?”  Riven asked, still lying on his back.  His voice had
a nasty edge, and I wondered if I’d said something to offend him before anger
ran away with my tongue.


“I’m
sorry, could you be more specific?  Do you mean, why don’t I have
magic?”  I crossed my arms. “Or, do you mean, why did I get picked for
this trip?  Or better yet, do you mean, why do I exist at all?”


Irritation
flashed across his face.  “Why are you obsessed with the fey in the first
place?”


“Obsessed?” 
My eyebrows rose.  “Pardon me if I’m not rather curious about an entirely
new species that shows up on my doorstep with a portal to an entirely
new world.  I don’t know why more humans aren’t learning.”


“Curiosity
generally doesn’t lead to possibly lethal vacations.” He met my eyes.


“What
do you mean, lethal?” My breath caught.  Was my own guide admitting to my
face that my life was in danger?  I’d been hoping Jack was wrong about
this trip.


“I
got the impression from your thesis that you weren’t stupid for a human,” he
growled.


“You
read my thesis?”  I wasn’t sure whether to be embarrassed or not. 
Did he just call me stupid?  Was that what passed for a compliment?


“Yes,
but that’s beside the point.  Remember, you made me swear to
protect you.  Which I don’t appreciate.  At all.”


He
had me there.  I had laid it out within two minutes of meeting him that I
thought I needed protection.  Well, shit.  I tried to actually think
my answer through this time, before I stuck my foot in my mouth. 
Again.  “Well, first of all, I am legitimately curious.  And I
want to know why I was picked to go on this trip.  Plus, it’ll give me a
much greater chance of securing a job at DIDA.”


“Why
DIDA?” The fact he actually knew what DIDA was made me take note
again.  He’d been studying us.  Probably the same way I’d been
studying them.


“Because
it’s obvious a lot of good could come of it.  Anowir could use our tech,
we could use the skills of the mages.  Just think, mages could come and
build a road in just a few days.”  If he did know as much as I was
beginning to suspect he did, the opportunity should be apparent.


“Not
going to happen.”  Riven was confident.


“Why
not?”  Did he have to rain on all of my parades?


“We
don’t like living in hell.”  His conversational tone made it less of an
insult, and more a matter of bad translation.  Maybe.


Nevertheless,
I shut up.  I didn’t think our world was hell.  I rather liked it.


Riven
continued.  “And there’s a far greater chance that humans will become
violent and start massacring fey, like they tried to do when the gates
broke.  I think it would have been better if we’d never opened portals in
the first place.”


That
hurt.  I didn’t want to think about that.  If we gave up on the fey,
the deaths of the Exiles, the beatings of the humans who tried to defend them,
and the chaos the world had suffered would be for nothing.  Fey and humans
had amazing things to share.  Even the simplest pleasures.


“Ever
eaten pizza?”  I asked.


“No,”
he replied carefully, as though unsure whether this was a good thing or a bad
thing.


“Then
your opinion is invalid.  Until you’ve had pizza, you don’t know what
you’re missing.”


Riven
grunted and turned to observe the field below, then swiftly sat up.  “Look
at that,” he called softly, and I came to sit next to him.  Erikah was
rolling a small rock around without touching it, and Isabel and Peter looked
like they were deep in concentration but I didn’t see any evidence they were using
magic.  Kim and Neville were leaving the field, and from their gestures I
suspected they were lamenting their lack of magical aptitude.


“Erikah
can do some magic after all,” I observed.


“Yes.” 
Riven sighed.  “So growing up in the human world doesn’t kill magical
talent completely.  That’s going to complicate matters.”


I
followed his train of thought.  “Which means that the fey lose their
monopoly on using magic.  But I’ve never seen it used on Earth.”


“It’s
not impossible.”  Riven answered vaguely.


Were
the gates originally opened with magic?  I sucked in my
breath.  Oh, no wonder the fey were curious what mixed-blood humans could
do.









Chapter Eight


 


As
evening fell, we headed back to our lodgings.  Erikah was rather put out
that she wasn’t allowed to do magic outside of the arena (for now, at least),
and Isabel and Peter lamented that they hadn’t been able to get in touch with
their inner fey mages.  


“What
did it feel like?”  Peter asked Erikah.


“A
little like trying to hold water in my hands,” she struggled to explain. 
“Or maybe strings going in a bunch of different directions.  When I close
my eyes, I can feel the magic here.  It’s like the air we breathe. 
There are little eddies and ripples, and it’s constantly moving.”


“It
is a form of energy,” Kim confirmed.  “We know that much, at least.
 Perhaps it behaves like the magnetic field.”


Erikah
shrugged.  “I wouldn’t know.  I think I could get the hang of
harnessing it in time.  Like Hazel said, I grabbed as much as I could, and
tried to move the magic around.  It’s like trying to explain colors. 
I’ll figure out eventually how to describe it.”


“Isabel,
Peter, did they give you any water to try to work with?”  I
asked.   “Fire?  Maybe it’s just you’re not elohi or kawoli.”


Peter
snorted.  “Yeah, they gave us a bowl of water.”  A small smile played
at the edges of his mouth.  “No fire, though.”


That,
I understood.  I didn’t want to think of any of my new friends
accidentally frying themselves.  I also failed to mention nagali,
although how one would practice that skill without pissing people off?
 Jack had trusted me with that secret, and I was going to keep it.


 


We
enjoyed another dinner in the great hall and spent the rest of the night in
better spirits, sharing the strange and very different journeys our lives had
taken us to find ourselves in Azry.  Neville had been a zoologist before
he’d tired of his charges trying to bite him and switched careers to become a
doctor.  It still happened, but less often.


“Jan,
what about you?”  Kim asked, after sharing a bit about his difficult early
years at Homeland Security.


I
laughed.  “Nothing compared to an irate military officer telling me how to
negotiate a peace process.”  Yet. I would love that job.  “I’ve
lived my whole life in Charlottesville, went to college for both my undergrad
and Master’s at the University of Virginia.  Best thing was my internship
at DIDA last summer.”  I grinned at Kim, then turned my attention to
Peter.  “So, Erikah told me that you were an actor before you hosted Answers
to Azry.”


Peter
enthusiastically described his early career, starring in terrible
direct-to-cable featurettes. Though his performances didn’t win him any awards
then, his comic retelling had us all in stitches.  I couldn’t remember the
last time I’d had that much fun around near-strangers without copious amounts
of alcohol.  I was still wiping tears of laughter from my eyes when we
finally turned in for the night.


 


Breakfast
dared me to try new foods.  I succumbed to an unidentifiable pastry that
tasted like rye but had the consistency of a cinnamon roll.  I wasn’t sure
if I liked it, but treasured the strange favor for the simple fact that it
belonged entirely to this world.


As
promised, we visited Emor’s gardens and zoo.  The gardens weaved around
and through the city, small parks dotted with trees and plants of all kinds.
Late-blooming flowers lent crimson, yellow, and purple to the streets. 
Simple landscaping was transformed by a botanical cornucopia.  Elohi
saw to the ongoing cultivation, including weeding and planting.  We
encountered two mages meditating in the middle of their work, but when
they saw us approaching, they excused themselves with haste.  So far, we
hadn’t had a single opportunity to interact with fey other than Riven and
Hazel.  As disappointed as I was now, I trusted we’d get the chance later.


The
zoo was laid out formally, with earthenworks and nasty, dense thorn bushes
separating sets of herbivores from carnivores.  About five minutes into
the tour, I desperately wished I’d brought a camera.  The Emor Zoo held
not only local species, but also featured life from the width and breadth of
North America.  I couldn’t imagine how long it must have taken to compile
this collection without motorized transport.


Neville
was beside himself with joy to see the diversity and numbers of so many
creatures that fought for survival in our world.  He pointed out the
flocks of passenger pigeons, a bird extinct in our world for some time but here
served as the fey’s main form of long-distance communication.  When we
encountered a mastodon, my jaw dropped.  It was massive.


“We
sometimes ride them,” Riven informed me.  Was he gloating?


“No
shit.  I wanna ride one.”  I imagined riding one through traffic with
relish.


He
shrugged.  “We might have some retired ones that are docile enough for a
human.  I’ll check if the opportunity presents itself.”


I
blinked at him.  “Seriously?  Thank you.”  I pointedly ignored
the implication that humans couldn’t handle a younger one.  I could
vividly imagine Riven finding the most ornery mastodon
around for me to ride if I protested.  And as much as fun as that might
be, I’d rather not start off riding in Challenge Mode.


“Again,
if I see the chance.”   Despite his tone, he did seem pleased
with the idea.  My estimation of him climbed slightly.  Just
slightly.


About
to move on, I realized Neville still hadn’t moved, one hand over his mouth
either in grief or awe.  Perhaps both.  “Neville?” I prompted him.


He
couldn’t wrench his gaze from the animal.  “There’s hope for every
creature we’ve driven to extinction.  There’s a chance we can fix what
we’ve destroyed.”


I
rubbed his shoulder awkwardly.  I loved the idea, but I wasn’t having the
same reaction to it as he was.  I knew how unlikely it was that we’d ever
see the reintroduction of even one species.  But, I hadn’t spent half my
life pursuing zoology, either.  I tried to imagine how I’d respond if we’d
encountered the Library of Alexandria here in Azry.  Yup, I’d probably be
a sobbing mess on the floor.


Another
highlight of the zoo was the Great Northern Cat, a smaller descendant of a
saber-toothed tiger.  Its canines only hung out an inch or so past its
lower jaw.  I eyed the feline, making sure to keep a good distance. 
No barrier protected us from the predator.  It stretched out in the sun,
watching us through slitted, lazy yellow eyes.  I think it decided we
would be too much effort to hunt; it looked pretty well-fed.


 


For
the evening meal, we visited a fey restaurant that closed its doors except for
our small party.  The seating evoked Middle-Eastern dining, with long, low
tables and embroidered cushions for us to sit on.  Our hosts, a
husband-wife pair of older elohi, welcomed us in Anowir, and we replied
in kind, making an effort to be on our best behavior.  They generously
presented us with a three-course meal, and I deduced that dinner was the
primary meal for the Anowir.  I bet they fed us lunch only because humans
were accustomed to three square meals a day.


As
we polished off dessert, a team of four musicians joined us.  They handed
us rattles and drums and set up a much larger drum for themselves, a stringed
instrument that looked like the bastard of a guitar and a bass (the orchestral
kind), a wooden xylophone, and a long flute.  The musicians introduced
themselves in broken English as Chime, Flower, Shine, and Wren, probably the
closest translations they could find of their Anowir names.  They led us
through some participatory music, some of their original work, and what they
told us were Anowir classics. 


I
wished I’d brought my phone to record them.  Beautiful and so entirely
different. The original works experimented with contrasting rhythms and time
signatures.  Sometimes a little discordant, it kept me on my toes. 
Isabel whispered to me that it reminded her vaguely of jazz, but with an
entirely new set of instruments.  Their classics were more like human
music, and we happily joined in on the steady beat.  Neville recovered
fully from his emotional experience at the zoo.  Even Peter’s growing
attitude problem from nicotine withdrawal vanished for the duration of the
concert.  Hazel genuinely loved it and couldn’t stop thanking the
musicians afterwards.


We
left well after sunset, carefully watching our footing to make sure we didn’t
trip over the rare obstacle in the road.  The elohi did a fine job
maintaining the city, down to the stones of the streets.


As
I drifted to sleep, studying the glass ceiling in the faint light, I mused how the
Anowir carefully shaped our experience with their world.  Out of all the
fey, they had chosen Hazel and Riven as guides.  Hazel happily opened up
about her life.  Her love of her world was contagious, yet struck me as
terribly vulnerable.  She obediently followed a plan that ensured we saw
only the best of their country.  Riven, on the other hand…  Why on
earth would he have been picked for this mission?  Because of his
English proficiency?  If he’d deferred to Hazel, I’d have written him off
as the muscle of the operation.  But he was sharp, calculating, and Hazel
treated him like the leader.  Yet he didn’t seem to give a damn what we
thought about Azry.  Had someone strongarmed him into being a guide?
 He certainly felt no obligation to play along with their sanitized tour
of his world.  That was what made him such a good guide.  As
aggravating as he was, I’d rather spend a day with him than Hazel.


No
wonder Jack had been so preoccupied with fey politics.  Who had forced
Riven to go, and why?   Plus, why on Earth had he read my
thesis?  Only Jack, Rose, my parents, and the obligatory professors had
read it before.  And what type of fey was he, that he even had access? 
Who was he?  I flopped over in frustration, plumping my pillow with
force.


 


Tuesday
was only our fourth day in Anowir, although it seemed like we had been there
for weeks.  My entire thesis had been built around the concept that days
in Anowir were the same length as days on Earth, but this was truly putting my
theory to the test.  How had we done so much in so little time? 
Hazel encouraged us to sleep in, since we would have a late night… if we could
stay up long enough.


The
day began with a trip to the markets.  Hazel provided each of us a small
allowance of Anowir currency, gold and silver rings strung on a chain.  “A
gift,” she told us.  I gave her some coupons to the game store in return,
and she threw her head back and laughed.  “Is your way to make sure I’ll
come and visit you in the Outer Circle?” Her eyes crinkled up in amusement and
delight.


I
grinned back at her.  “I’d love to return the favor and personally give
you a tour.”


“We
have an accord.”  Happiness radiated from her.


 


The
market had more color and life to it than any other I’d seen before.  Fey
hustled about on their business, wearing festival garb of bright reds and
greens and blues.  The stores were painted with fresh shades in a myriad
of colors, accented by small banners of contrasting colors flapping in the
breeze.  We split into two groups based on interest:  Erikah, Isabel,
and Peter went with Hazel on a tour featuring fey religion and entertainment,
while Kim, Neville, and I went with Riven on a whirlwind tour of fey
manufacturing and commerce.  I mostly chose the second tour because Kim
was going, and a little bit because I was curious about Riven.


Riven
walked us from merchant to merchant, translating as needed, letting us explore
fey wares and converse with the storekeeps.  Isabel might have preferred
this tour, since our first stop was a Weaving Home.  Fey of all ages and
abilities, atsili, elohi, amayi, and kawoli labored side by side
to create beautiful fabrics and clothing. Over fifty worked in the building
every day, from expert craftsmen to young apprentices.  Even a few
children helped here.


 
I drifted from our host, only half-listening to his technical description of
their methods.  Amiable chatter filled the air of the tall, stone
building, drowning out the swishing of looms and the humming of spinning
wheels.  Skylights and windows cast a muted glow, illuminating the dust
motes that drifted through the air, reminding me of a cathedral.  I ran my
hand over the cloth, admiring the colorful patterns woven into the
fabric.  Most of the staff ignored us, but like most of the fey we’d
encountered, watched us from the corners of their eyes or cast curious glances
our way.  A young child peered at me from behind their mother with open
eyes, and I winked.  They giggled and disappeared. 


Turns
out, the hand-powered cotton gin had been obtained by the fey a mere 75 years
ago.  Plant matter was difficult for even an elohi to
manipulate.  The magical element of clothing production was in their dye
process, since an amayi could evenly color fabric with just a small
amount of dye.  The hum of the wheels relaxed me, and I hesitated to
leave.  I hoped to return to this special place.


We
visited a jeweler, where I ogled artwork that would have made Rose cry in
envy.  Fey jewelry predominately featured gemstones and crystals, and both
men and women wore it.  Even Riven had a pair of silver cuffs ringed with
inset amber.  I peered at the selection, and realized that one of the
small baskets held diamonds.  I delicately touched them in wonder. 


The
owner, an older fey with brown hair and eyes, peered at me over the rims of his
glasses from the other side of the display table.  He must have visited
our world at some point to have purchased them, but the lenses were scratched
and worn.  “Ah, diamonds.  I hear humans are fond of them.  I
guarantee mine are the best foci for meditation and scrying.”  He reached
under the table, and I heard him pushing stones around on the shelf.  He
produced a yellow diamond the size of a ping pong ball, and I tried not to fall
over in shock.


Riven
appeared at my shoulder, giving me a start.  “She can’t afford that,” he
chided the fey, then cocked his head at me and switched to English.  “I
thought you weren’t interested in scrying.  I don’t even know if humans
can do that.”


“Huh? 
A diamond that size would allow me to build my own mansion and never have to
work again.”


He
frowned in confusion.  “You won’t inherit your parents’ holdings?”


I
gave up with a sigh and turned to speak to the jeweler.  “Sir, if you ever
return to Earth for a new pair of glasses, these gems are extremely
valuable.”  I picked a small diamond out of the pile.  “This one
alone would pay for new glasses.”


This
was news to him, and he smiled in appreciation.  “May I give you a
discount on one of my smaller pieces, then?”


Riven
interrupted.  “She’d probably do better with tiger’s eye than diamond.”


The
fey nodded in agreement.  “I’ve got a lovely tiger’s eye necklace that I
just got in last week.  I normally wouldn’t show it, but this lady has
been kind to me.”  He turned to rummage through the shelves behind the
counter.


I
tried to figure out how to say I wasn’t interested without offending either of
them.  Riven reached out and gently took the offered necklace, turning it
over in his hands, and I bent in closer to inspect the beautiful stone.


“Tiger’s
eye is best for protection and problem solving.  It’s not directly tied to
an element, which may be beneficial in your case as a passive user,” Riven
explained.


This
also gave me the chance to peer at his cuffs.  “What’s amber for?”


“Amber
is for fire.”  He shrugged off my question. 


Oh,
no, I had plenty of practice playing that game with Jack.  “Yeah,
but I’m guessing a lot of stones are.  Why amber?”


My
persistence threw him off.  “I chose it as my main focus when I was
young.  Amber is used for confidence, luck, and love.  In some ways,
like your necklace.”  He took the opportunity to show off his knowledge
about the human world.  “Roses are a symbol of love on Earth – I assume
your necklace was a gift?”


I
self-consciously raised my hand to my throat.  “From my best friend. 
Her name is Rose.  I think she was making it for herself when she found
out that I was leaving so she gave it to me instead.”  It really shouldn’t
have been important to me that Riven knew I was single.


The
jeweler, not understanding our English, feared his sale was about to walk away,
and jumped back into the conversation.  “I can give you the necklace for
just five gold, as a gesture of goodwill.”


Riven
was handing the necklace back, but if I was going to go spend my money, it
might as well be on something lasting.  “Yes.”  I produced my only
five gold rings.  “Thank you, sir.”


As
we walked away from the booth, Riven handed me the
necklace.  “You are aware you won’t receive additional funds, yes? 
For the rest of the trip?”


“He
said it was a gesture of goodwill.”  I secured the thick leather string
around my neck.  The stone hung several inches below Rose’s work, and
settled comfortably right where my cleavage started.  “I assume it was a
good deal.”


“Well,
no part of my oath to protect you includes providing loans or gifts,” Riven
grumbled.  “I’m here to keep you alive.  I will admit it’ll be
easier to look after you if you’ve got at least some magical defense, as weak
as this is on a passive.”


“A
passive?” 


“Yes,
even fey now and then are as magically-deficient as you are.  Now, help me
find Kim and Neville.”  He took off down the street, and I followed,
glaring at his back.  I’d show him passive, all right.


 


Our
next stop was a grocery, where we learned about their refrigeration
process.  Individual farms sent their produce to the city in carts. 
Water mages, amayi, kept the food fresh; they earned lucrative stipends
creating iceboxes for food preservation.  This grocery could sustain a
large inventory due to the fact the grocer himself was amayi, and he personally
ensured the quality of his stock, especially for meat products. The fey only
kept livestock and poultry for dairy and eggs, and meat was considered a fickle
and somewhat distasteful addition to a meal.  I got the impression they
saw meat consumption the same way some Americans saw sushi, frog legs, or
haggis.  We ate lunch there, the grocer providing samples of fresh Anowir
delicacies.


As
the day grew longer, Kim and I explored, separately wandering ever farther from
our guide and Neville.  Riven was forced to keep bouncing between me (who
kept trying to talk to the locals) and Kim (who was trying to learn more about
the technical aspects of their economy).  Fey bustled about, the booths
and shops closing in preparation for the festival, and some revelers pre-gamed
in full view.  Liquor laws and public intoxication were clearly not an
issue.  Yet all the fey, drunk or sober, steered clear of our small band,
watching us covertly or even staring openly as we passed them.


As
dusk fell in earnest, we rejoined our companions in the main square. 
They’d been waiting for us, and I slowed as I realized something was off. 
Hazel was pale and visibly shaken. Peter and Isabel were not much better off.
 I wondered what had happened, and apparently, so did Riven.  He
beelined for Hazel, gesturing for us to follow.  I joined Erikah as we
began the long walk back to the Citadel; she didn’t look as rattled as the
others.


“I
love your necklace,” she exclaimed as soon as she saw it.


“Thanks! 
It didn’t cost too much, either,” I replied loudly for Riven’s benefit, then
lowered my voice.  “What happened?  Ya’ll seem unnerved.”


“I
wish I’d picked your trip, Jan,” Erikah lamented.  “I was trying to be
more adventurous.  Usually the technical stuff appeals to me.”


“You’re
still not telling me what happened.”


Erikah
glanced to Hazel, who conferred quietly with Riven ahead of us.  Hazel
kept looking over her shoulder nervously. “Well, the last event of our tour
didn’t go as planned.  We visited their temple for a purification
rite.  Hazel says it’s a fairly common ritual, especially for people who
have traveled a long way.  The idea was to align our personal
energies with the flow of magic in preparation for the festival tonight. 
If I hadn’t already felt magic before this, I’d probably have written it off as
a bunch of bullshit.”  Her eyes were slightly glassy, and her speech was
slower than usual.  Was she high?


She
confirmed my suspicions.  “Apparently this ceremony requires some lovely
plants that still haven’t worn off.  I think Peter and Isabel are a bit
more susceptible than I am. I might have a tolerance to that sort of
thing.”


I
raised my eyebrow.  I enjoyed the occasional recreational substance, but
not enough to ‘have a tolerance’.  Erikah saw my face and shrugged
apologetically.  “Weed helps me relax before a big speaking event.  I
get anxiety.”


“Believe
me, no judgement.  But that doesn’t explain why everyone is freaked out.”


“Yeaaaaaah,”
she drawled.  “So the priest who was conducting the ceremony, once he
started trying to redirect our energies, started shaking and almost having a
seizure.  He sounded like he was having a horrific nightmare.”


“Is
he ok?”


“He
recovered after a few minutes.  By that time, Isabel and Peter were
completely freaked out.  Hazel hadn’t seemed that high, but she was
practically fucking panicking.  Once he came to, and started waving
his arms and ranting in Anowir about fire and death and destruction, she sent
us all outside.  She was in there for a looong time dealing with
him.”


“That
would do it,” I muttered. 


Isabel
joined us, still skittish and bright-eyed.  “Do you have any snacks?” she
asked, and I couldn’t help but grin.


“Hang
in there, Isabel.”  I gave her shoulders a squeeze.  “Everything will
be ok.”


“I
bet you it’s a Halloween prank.”  Erikah confided to her with a
wink.  Bless her. Isabel took a deep breath and nodded, confidence slowly
returning.


I
peered at Riven, trying to gauge his reaction.  He turned to scan the
street behind us, his lips pressed together in a tight grimace.  Our eyes
met, and his jaw set, hands glowing briefly.  My stomach sank as my heart
lifted.  Riven obviously thought the threat was warranted; he would fight
to protect us.


I’d
never felt so vulnerable.











Chapter Nine


 


We
took a short siesta back in our rooms, and I seized the opportunity to jump
into the shower.  The glass arched above my head, tiny holes in the pipes
creating an omnidirectional spray.  A wicker mat was the only precaution
against falling.  The water was infused with a familiar, relaxing
fragrance. Lavender?  I didn’t bother with soap; no one could shower here
and not come out smelling like roses.  Besides, I wasn’t sure what their
water treatment facilities could handle.  What did they use for
water treatment? 


As
I made my way back to our rooms, I caught Hazel’s pitched voice from a
previously unexplored hall.  Curiosity warred with apprehension, and
curiosity won a resounding victory. I crept closer to eavesdrop, and peeked
through a sliver between two green glass pipes.


They
stood in the narrow hall, Riven’s back to me, Hazel emphasizing her points with
her hands.  Riven spoke so quietly I couldn’t pick out his words, but
Hazel shook her head vehemently.  “I know, but he saw fire.  If you
weren’t sworn to protect them, I would assume it was you.” She was speaking
quickly in Anowir, and although some of the grammar was slightly unfamiliar, I
could follow the gist.  “You’re the only atsili I know that’s
strong enough. The priest said that he was pulled into the vision as soon as he
started to try to align our energies.  He thought all of us combined caused
it, but when he recovered enough just to try to align my energy, he still got
an echo.  It really is all of us.  Riven, don’t you think we
should change our plans somehow?  The priest’s reading was so strong.”


Riven
raised his voice.  “He can’t prove the humans are the victims here. 
The humans might have skewed the flow of magic enough to change his
perception.”


“That’s
why I asked him to tell me exactly what he saw.”  Hazel sounded like she
was repeating herself.  “Fire, death, blood, two gates, and two
Exiles.  Even he couldn’t make heads or tails out of it.”


This
vision intrigued me.  Two gates?  Regular gates or
transdimensional gates?  Did the fey plan on creating another
portal?  If they made one in a densely populated area like DC, it might
trigger violence.  Again.


“Relax,”
Riven soothed her.  “I swore to do my utmost to get the humans back
through the portal safely, and I intend to uphold that vow, as foolish as it
was.”


“If
there is some type of attack being planned, they’re probably thinking to do it
before meeting your cousin, Riven.  If we don’t change-“
Hazel was passionate, almost afraid.


Riven
suddenly gestured her to be silent and spun on his heel, eyes searching the
glass where I eavesdropped.  No way could he see me through the thin space
between the pipes.  He strode toward me, and I desperately looked for
somewhere to hide.  The hallway was barren.  Riven turned the corner
of the hallway, face dark with anger, Hazel only a step behind him.  For a
moment his hands glowed.  For a terrifying second, I was convinced he was
going to kill me.  But once he realized it was me, he growled, and the
dangerous edge of his expression vanished.


“I’m
incredibly, truly sorry.”  I apologized in elaborate Anowir.  “How
did you know I was here?”


“I’m
obviously atsili.”  Riven switched to English.  “I could sense
your heat.”  Unsure if that translated the way he intended it to, I felt
my cheeks warm.  


Riven’s
indigo eyes were cold as he assessed me.  “You listened in when you should
not have.  Knowledge for knowledge.  Fair exchange of
information.  Otherwise you will be in our debt.”


Being
in debt to a fairy was a bad, bad thing.  I couldn’t ask them what they
wanted to know, otherwise they’d have me searching out military secrets or some
such.  I tried to think of something they’d consider of equal value to me
snooping around.


This
wasn’t going to be pleasant.


“Um,
you probably won’t be very happy about this.  My friend thought it was a
good idea.”  I reached to my back and carefully revealed Jack’s
knife.  Silence fell.  Riven squinted.  “What is it?”


“It’s
a knife.  You open it like this.”  I carefully pointed it away us and
pulled the lever.  Both fey jerked, startled, as the blade jumped out with
a snick.  I offered it to them, hilt first, and Riven accepted it
ever so gently. 


“Who
gave you this, and why?” Riven challenged me, inspecting the knife carefully,
passing it to Hazel for her to examine.


“I
have a friend, back on Earth.  He was worried about me.”


“A
friend.”  Riven chewed on the words.  “And how did you know how to
get this past security?”


“Uhhhh…”


“Is
your friend an Exile?” he pressed.


I
winced.  This was getting worse by the second.  “Yeah.  I know I
shouldn’t have it.”


Hazel
made a slightly strangled noise.  Was she connecting Jack to the
vision?  I wish I’d had a chance to speak with the priest myself. 
Could it be Jack?  If so, why?  I didn’t actually know any other
Exiles lurking this close to the gate.  Generally, they stayed in dense
cities where odd accents and behaviors went unremarked, and under-the-table
jobs were plentiful.  Some Exiles lost their minds, and were found on
street corners, harassing pedestrians with shouts about the “Kool-Aid man” and
magic.  They didn’t last very long.  Other Exiles found solace in the
wild places in the world.  As long as they kept their heads low, they did
well, or so Jack told me.


Riven
took the blade back from Hazel, turning it over and over in his hands, as if to
make sure he didn’t miss anything.  To my utter surprise, he offered it
back to me, and I reached out to take it in disbelief.  However, he didn’t
let go, and I looked up.


“Swear
you will use this only in self-defense.”  Riven challenged me.


“I
swear,” I replied with confidence, and held his gaze.


The
corner of Riven’s mouth quirked in a smile, he let go of the weapon, and I
closed the knife and tucked it again at the small of my back.  “Hopefully
you won’t need it,” he told me with a hint of apology.  “But we should
return to the group.  The festival will distract them from omens, yes?”


As
we started back, I couldn’t help but correct him.  “Actually, in human
cultures, Halloween is generally considered haunted.”


“Trust
me, there is nothing ominous about this night.” Hazel reassured me, but I
wasn’t sure if she was saying that for my benefit or for her own.


Everyone
was ready to go when we returned.  Isabel gave me an odd glance. 
“What’s up?” she asked me, as I threw on my jacket.


“They
had some specific questions about Halloween,” I lied.  “They wanted to
make sure we would have a good time.”


Isabel
shrugged.  “Okay.”


Erikah
overheard me, and sniffed loudly.  I don’t think she was convinced.


The
sun had set a while ago. Light from the quarter-moon weakly illuminated our
path as we walked for almost an hour across the now-quiet town.  As much
as I’d enjoyed my shower, my wet hair practically freezing to my skull was
making me think that perhaps it had been a bad idea.  Eventually, we
picked up the sounds of drumming and following them to a giant field, where
bonfires lit up the night and dancing fey cast flickering shadows.  Our
guides led us to a log bench, where everyone settled in.


“You
are all welcome to dance,” Hazel told us loudly.  “But we strongly advise
against consuming any beverages here, as they are very often spiked with magic
that can have unusual effects.  Please stay with a partner, and return
here within the hour.”


Isabel
immediately beelined for the dancing, dragging Erikah with her.  I think
she would have dragged me too if I had been within arm’s reach.  Peter
followed Hazel to the buffet, asking questions about the food.  Neville
and Kim relaxed on the bench.  I had the impression that Kim had won his
recruitment battle and now they were developing a friendship.


I
huddled next to one of the fires, hoping my hair would dry faster.  I was
still edgy from the conversation with the fey barely an hour ago.  I
shifted so I could feel my knife against the small of my back; it gave me a
modicum of comfort.


“If
you do that too much, it’ll become obvious that you either are hiding something
or have an illness of itching.”  I hadn’t heard Riven come up beside me
over the crackle of the flames.  He really needed to stop doing that.
 “Your friend must be concerned for you.  Did they also instruct you
to get a fey to swear to your safety?”  The firelight made his red hair
almost glow.


I
nodded.  “He’s a wonderful friend.”  I continued before he had a
chance to ask more about Jack.  “So who’s your cousin?”


He
elbowed me, catching me where he had tripped over me.  I winced. “I heard
that elbowing someone in the ribs in the human world indicates the need for
silence,” he muttered.


“Yeah,
yeah it does.”  A thought occurred to me.  “Why don’t fey touch each
other?  I mean, that’s why no one knew the knife was there.”


He
looked about as embarrassed as I felt when he told me he could sense my heat and
fell into Anowir.  “Customarily, touching is reserved for moments of
intimacy.  I apologize deeply, I was attempting a human gesture.”


I
hadn’t meant to call him out on that, I was just curious.  “No, no, you
used it perfectly.”  I stammered, but then thought back to Jack’s
hug.  Suddenly it had a whole new dimension.  What had it meant to
him?  Was something going on in his head I didn’t know about?  I
really hoped not.  That would be too weird.  “Do you make exceptions for
wrestling, horsing around, tickling, that sort of thing?”  I spoke in
English, not knowing the correct translation in Anowir.  Riven just looked
at me blankly.  “Fighting?”  I tried.


“Fighting
is done with magic.  Why would we attempt physical contact when it is much
easier to roast your opponent, drown them, bury them, or blow them away?” 
Riven sounded as if he were merely pointing out the obvious.


“So
you’re saying that fey don’t know how to fight?” I exclaimed.  Suddenly
their fear of us made a bit more sense.  Not only did we have guns, we
were stronger and heavier.  Their villages and castles were protected
magically, but not physically.  If humans could fit a tank or a jet
through a gate, or build one on this side, it was game over.  That chilled
me more than any hallucinating priest could have.


Riven’s
indigo eyes narrowed; he took an intimidating step toward me.  “We have
spent thousands of years perfecting the magic arts.  Far before any human
learned to build a cannon, we have been learning to fight each other quite
effectively with just the elements at hand.  I’d advise you not to insult
fey in that manner, especially if you would prefer not to get an unpleasant
demonstration of our power,” he grated, and my breath caught.  I didn’t
doubt that he could more than handle himself.  I caught a flash of
violence just under his calm demeanor.


The
flames in the bonfire echoed his reaction, jumping several feet higher with a
roar.  Startled, I jumped away, adrenaline flooding my system.  I
glanced back to Riven in alarm, but he’d abruptly stalked off.  I let out
the breath I’d been holding.  I hadn’t meant to insult him.  I
concluded that my fey communication skills sucked and I should just stick to
the tour for now.


I
spent most of my time at the festival enjoying the environment and taking in
the sounds and sights of the celebration.  The fey’s impromptu
call-and-response style between songs was interesting to watch and the music
was pleasant, but after two hours, I was ready to turn in.  Riven failed
to reappear, much to Hazel’s irritation.


I
wandered away from the crowd, letting my eyes adjust from the light of the
bonfires to the darkness of the night sky.  The fresh air and the privacy
felt good. Thinking of Jack, I looked up to take in the Azry night sky.


I’d
never seen so many stars, so bright.  A universe I’d never seen
before.  The immensity of that hit me like a truck: was it just our planet
that was paralleled, or was the entire universe like that?  How
many universes were out there?  How many cultures?  Were there other
universes besides ours and the fey’s?  Would we ever be able to know?


I
returned to the festival shortly afterwards, and was slightly disturbed no one
noticed my absence.  Or, apparently, Riven’s.  Wasn’t he supposed to
keep track of us?


The
humans slowly clustered together; our innate herd instincts took over as worry
shadowed the night.  We had originally planned to stay up until dawn,
participating in the elohi earth magic festival along with the rest of
the fey, but Hazel took us back after only four hours.  Riven was still
nowhere to be found.











Chapter Ten


 


The
next morning Hazel informed us of a slight change of plans, “based on the
weather forecast and the royal family’s preferences”.  Since we’d turned
in early, she said, it only made sense that we take the opportunity to travel
to the Citadel of Fountains now.  Could Riven’s cousin be a member of the
royal family?  I wasn’t sure how the word “cousin”
translated.  It could have been his 3rd cousin 2 times removed,
for all I knew.  In either case, it explained why Riven was the decision
maker of the group.  Fey loved to emphasize bloodlines.


We
packed up all of our luggage and hauled our belongings back through the
beautiful halls of the Citadel.  Kim was animated, and I noticed his
growing familiarity with Neville… perhaps becoming more than just friends. I
grinned.  Meanwhile, Peter’s attempt to power through nicotine withdrawal
with his positive personality had failed.  He sullenly followed us, shoulders
slumped.


Riven
impatiently waited for us in the courtyard with our transportation.  Two
teams of four solidly-built horses with thick coats stood ready and hitched to
the carriages.  Neville, Kim, Isabel, and Hazel chose the first carriage
while the rest of us shuffled around indecisively.  An elohi fey
with almost human features checked over the horses, conferring with Riven, then
introduced himself as Meadow, omitting any clan name.  He kindly helped us
secure our belongings on top of our respective carriages with thick hemp
ropes.  His green eyes lingered on Isabel, and but Hazel made a slight
noise at him and shook her head.


I
hoped I wouldn’t need anything from my bags as we got everything set.  I’d
stuffed my pockets full of trail mix, and filled my water bottle. 
Portions were smaller here than in America, and I could see why so many fey
lost their minds when they were introduced to fast food. We hadn’t had enough
time to make coffee, hustled along as we’d been this morning.  A headache
already haunted my temples.


 


Meadow
drove the first carriage, and Riven took the reins of the second.  As the
horses took off at an easy trot, Peter stretched out across his seat, muttering
about naps and being carsick.  Erikah and I watched Emor roll by in a
comfortable silence, absorbing the sights and sounds of the city.  The
stone mansions of Emor’s rich denizens slowly transitioned to the brick, wood,
and adobe homes of the common folk.  Few fey were up and about at this
hour, most likely still sleeping off the festivities.  That was something
fey and humans certainly shared in common.  Did the fey have any handy
hangover cures?  I think it would be a fair trade if we offered them
Advil.


The
shops and homes became increasingly scattered, until the forest swallowed the road
whole.  I continued to watch out the window, while Erikah dug out a book
written in Anowir she must have purchased yesterday.  I didn’t ask what it
was… I couldn’t actually read any Anowir, and I wasn’t ready to let that become
public knowledge.  Reading and writing in Anowir was still a very uncommon
skill, and one that hadn’t been taught at any of the universities I’d
attended.  The complexity of their characters generally meant that even
the Exiles were rusty, at best.  I felt slightly vindicated when it took
Erikah a full ten minutes to turn the page.


Eventually,
I grew bored of the trees, and buried my nose in American Gods.  I
would probably finish it by the time we arrived, at this rate.  After
about an hour and a half since we left Emor, by my watch, I stuck my head out
of the carriage window and shouted up to Riven.  “How long is this trip,
anyways?”


“Seven
hours, if the weather does not turn foul.”


Damn.
American Gods would definitely not last.


We
stopped a little while later to give the horses some rest, but from what I
could tell, they were barely winded from hours of trotting.  While humans
had been busy with the combustion engine and five-star safety ratings, the fey
had been figuring out how to magically enhance equine bloodlines.  It
helped that the road was straight, with a slight incline at most.  Elohi
had simply carved out a flat path for miles on end.  I wonder if that took
more effort than the human approach.


The
beauty of the forest was shifting from fall’s brilliant colors of orange and
red to the austere peace of winter.   I felt I was going back in
time, when a squirrel could have gone from the Atlantic to the Mississippi
simply by jumping from tree to tree.  I mused about getting a hang-glider
into the fey world.  What did the land look like from above?  And the
animals… we’d need to get a proper DNA analysis on shared species to determine
the differences, and see what effect magic had on their evolution.  Could
we implant mastodon embryos in elephants and bring them back to life on Earth? 


Another
two hours passed before we stopped again at a small, one-room wooden cabin on
the side of the road to give us all an opportunity to relieve ourselves, eat,
and refill our water bottles.  The horses, let loose from their harnesses,
drank greedily from a small stream that ran alongside the road.


Hazel
produced a small buffet of bread, cheese, and fruit, as seemed to be the norm
for most informal meals with the fey.  I bet the “Fey 15” would be one of
my souvenirs.  Their cheese was delicious.


As
I munched on a piece that reminded me vaguely of gouda, I closed my eyes and
listened.  My ears almost rang with the silence.  No cars, no
industry, nothing that clouded the music of the forest.  I recognized bird
calls: sparrows, juncos, mourning doves, and crows. Isabel’s laughter pealed
through the quiet, and I smiled.  What an incredible experience.


I
caught a hint of distant clattering.  Horses?  My heart skipped a
beat, and I looked for the nearest fey.   Riven was patiently
listening to Neville chatter amiably, but I rudely interrupted by grabbing his
arm.  “Listen!”  I commanded.


He
stiffened at my touch, but he cocked his head and closed his eyes.  Then
he was in motion, rising from the earthenwork bench to command the
others.  “Hazel, Meadow, hitch the horses, now.  Everyone else, we
need to leave.  Gather your things and remain in the carriages.”


Kim
and Erikah protested, demanding to know what was going on, but Riven ignored
them, striding off down the road toward the noise.  Hazel half-pushed,
half-coerced them to the carriages.  Our horses threw their heads in
agitation and refused to settle into their harnesses.  I stayed back, not
intending to get into the second carriage until they’d finished hitching the
horses.  The hoofbeats continued to grow louder.  My amulet had
warmed; I could feel it through my shirt.  The hair on my arms rose.


Five
riders came into view.  They wore the standard tunic and baggy breeches of
most fey, and I didn’t see any weapons. 
Bizarrely, their hair was cut short, from shoulder-length to almost a pixie
cut.  I’d never seen that before on a fey.


“Everyone
stay calm,” Hazel instructed as Meadow finished getting one carriage ready to
go.


At
about 200 feet, the riders pulled up, horses wheezing.  Riven stood between
us and the newcomers, while Hazel helped Meadow with the second carriage.


“What’s
your business?”  Riven bellowed down the road.  His hands glowed
faintly as he held them at his sides.


A
woman dismounted, expressionless, and began walking casually toward Riven. Her
hair was glossy black, and reminded me vaguely of Jack’s.  Nagali?


“I
warn you, if you mean these humans harm, I am of Clan Kusay and will not take
mercy on you.  I have sworn an oath to protect them.”  I was suddenly
glad I’d made him swear.  I don’t know what he would have done otherwise. 


She
cocked her head, as if listening for something.  For a tense moment, all
was still.  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the other fey working
furiously to hitch the last, rebellious horse.


Riven’s
chuckles broke the silence.  “You’re not going to master me, nagali. 
I will not hesitate to shed your blood.”  


Then,
as one, the strange fey struck in uncanny coordination.  The earth heaved,
and Riven’s tunic flapped madly in a powerful gust.  Two mages, atsili,
launched fireballs in unison.  Riven threw his hands in front of him, and
one fireball sizzling out halfway to the carriages, the other diverted,
exploding into the brush on the other side of the road.  “Hazel, GO!” he
bellowed.


I
should be getting into the carriage.  The amulet flared
hot before I could move, a wave of fear paralyzing me.  I watched in awe
as Riven carefully danced around quicksand and hurricane-force winds, while
still managing to keep the atsili’s fire at bay.  The horse
screamed at the flames, and Hazel and Meadow desperately tried to finish
hitching it.


The
calm of the storm allowed Riven to ground himself, and then the earth
roared.  A fountain of dirt and rock violently erupted from the road,
spraying all of us with flying debris and blasting us with sand.  Riven
ducked, but it gave the atsili the chance they needed. Riven’s desperate
gesture eliminated one of the fireballs, but the other bypassed his invisible
defenses, flying another twenty feet in a flaming arc.  The flames impacted
on the side of a carriage with a ground-shaking roar. Within the bright flash,
I saw the startled expressions of Peter and Erikah still clawing for the door.
 Confusion and desperation twisted their faces before the flames took
them, and they disappeared within the inferno. The force of the explosion
rocked me on my feet and made my ears ring.  It wasn’t supposed to be like
this; we were protected. We were supposed to be safe. I fumbled desperately for
my knife, snapped it open and gripped it in my right hand.  I couldn’t
take my eyes off the burning remains of the carriage.  They were
dead.  My friends were dead.  I could make out their unmoving corpses
burning through the smoke.


Hazel
froze in fear and indecision, then furiously bellowed a war cry I would never
had thought her capable of. Her normally cheerful demeanor disappeared in an
instant to become an avatar of focused violence, using all the force of her
will to launch a tornado the size of a building towards our attackers. Rocks,
tree limbs, and the flaming debris of the carriage were pulled into the vortex,
engulfing the attackers in a chaotic maelstrom.  Their formation broke, as
each became overwhelmed with simply protecting themselves. A branch smacked one
of our foes right between the eyes and he went down like a sack of potatoes.


Riven
took advantage of the chaos and launched his own flaming offensive as the
tornado dissipated, sending an inferno into the middle of their group.  A
moment of panicked shrieks, and then the flames went out with a puff of
smoke.  Riven, forced to defend again, rolled easily when an elohi
jerked the ground from under him.  I heard the crack of reins as Meadow
managed to get the other carriage moving. He urged the horses into a full
gallop, straining the harness in his absolute need for speed. As the carriage
took off, one of the assassins yelled something incomprehensible, and another
with brown hair dashed towards me.  I clutched my knife in panic,
unprepared for a direct fight. What would I do against someone who could use
the earth against me? He stopped suddenly and planted his feet, straining
against unseen forces as he made a lifting motion with his hands, and the
escaping carriage with the rest of my companions crashed into a sudden wall,
wood splintering.  It grew, rising like a wave, then violently smashed
down on the remains of the carriage.  The fey wasn’t focused on me at all;
it was as if he didn’t consider me even worth noticing.  


Hell,
I wasn’t going down.  Not like this, not when I’d been the one giving
Riven shit that they couldn’t fight.  Wind buffeting me, I ran directly at
the elohi who had murdered my friends, ignoring the chaos.   A
few strides covered the five feet between us, and his eyes widened in
surprise.  He obviously hadn’t expected me to attack.  I ploughed
into him, knife first, knocking him over onto his back.  I was only
vaguely aware of screaming. Rage and fear poured out of me in a high pitched
cry that tore at my throat. Terrified he was still alive, I stabbed him again,
then again, as the roar of the flaming carriage burned all other thoughts from
my mind.  His eyes were still wide with fear and surprise when the life
escaped them.  My hands dripped with his blue blood, splotches and streaks
all over my clothes.


Riven
and Hazel squared off evenly with the two remaining fey. Atsili fought atsili
as each tried to overcome the mastery of the other. Riven matched each attack
with a counter, driving forward with each step. His breathing matched with his
footfalls, each movement deliberate and flowing. The remaining atsili began to
panic, his clothes singeing in multiple places as he began to lose his focus. 


The
nagali stepped back and low, taking advantage of the protection of the
fire mage. Her eyes lost focus once more, and Hazel ceased her movement. Riven
was ripped from his meditative focus by the small smirk of the nagali,
whipping his head around to see Hazel go blank a moment too late. Glassy eyes
turned toward Riven without recognition, and a sudden gust of wind knocked
Riven flat on his back.  The enemy atsili hastily spread flames
from both hands, a clumsy attack.  I heard Hazel scream as the flames hit
her, smashing her into the remains of the second carriage.  Riven, already
back on his feet, and two other mages were left, the rest bleeding or burning
on the earthen road. One surviving mage was atsili, while the other, the
nagali, stayed back.  


Sweat
poured off of Riven, his cheeks were flushed with effort.  His expression
was focused, his movements methodical, but his eyes; his eyes were bright with
a strange emotion I couldn’t place.  Pleasure?  Fury?  The
frustrated nagali seemed on the edge of panic. Unable to affect Riven’s
graceful patterns, she edged farther and farther away from the flames of the
mages.  The remaining atsili was clearly fighting for his life,
Riven’s defense transforming into a full-fledged offense.  Each attack
warded off by less and less distance. Desperate, the assassin looked to his
now-dead companion for aid, and instead found me sitting in a puddle of his
blood.  With a hoarse yell, his hands flashed, and I knew what was
coming.  I scrambled to my feet in a panic, and with all of my strength,
leapt from the side of the road into the woods, as the heat from a fireball
singed my back.


I
fell a bit longer than I expected, but I was still alive.  Panting, my
ears rang, and I staggered to my feet.  I must have landed wrong on my
fall; my whole body was prickling uncomfortably. I could hear nothing but my
own gasping.  I turned my attention to the road and saw…


Forest. 
No road, no dead fey, no fire.


And
about seven feet above my head, a shimmering blue “hole in the ice”.  A
gate.











Chapter Eleven


 


“OH
FUCK. Fucking fuck!”  I panted creatively, and immediately sprinted away,
crashing through the woods like an elephant.  Was it something about the
knife I still clutched in my hand?  Fey blood?  The force of the
explosions? Had Riven opened it to save my life?  Either way, that gate
was staying open.  Fuck, DIDA was going to kill me.  If the fey
didn’t first.


Eventually,
legs and lungs burning, I realized that my headlong rush was more of a giveaway
than anything else, and I stopped to breathe and listen for pursuit.


Nothing
but birdsong and the sound of the wind rattling the few stubborn leaves that
hung onto the trees.  Their fallen comrades crunched and rustled underfoot
with every movement.  The cold air hurt my lungs as I still struggled to
catch my breath and slow my hammering heart.


I’m
completely and utterly lost.


Perhaps
if I sat very, very still I would hear traffic.  I glanced up to the sky,
and was relieved to see puffy white clouds.  The forecast of rain in the
fey realm didn’t seem to be mirrored here.  Guessing by where the sun
slanted to the west, it was around two in the afternoon.  A November
night, dressed as I was, without shelter, could be deadly.  I wished I’d
taken Girl Scouts more seriously.  Or zombie survival tests, when they
said I’d be the one to die within the first ten minutes.  I should have
looked into that a bit more.


I
wiped my face, trying to think straight, and wondered at the wetness on my
hand.  I looked.  It was a mistake.


The
blue blood from the fey I’d murdered was darkening.  A wave of intense
nausea hit me, and I bent over.  I’d killed someone.  I’d
killed a fey.  I shouldn’t even be alive at this point.  Panic
edged my thoughts.  I was always the one who was prepared, the one who
studied, and one who could think logically and figure out
compromises.   Think!  I commanded myself, and forced
myself to straighten.


I
took in my surroundings.  I didn’t hear any water, and the oak and maple
trees were majestic and not of very much help.  The trail mix in my jacket
wouldn’t last very long.  I needed shelter.  Then water.  And
not found by fey assassins.  


I
cleaned my knife as best I could on my shirt, which was already hopelessly
stained with fey blood and torn from my mad dash.  Slipping the blade in
my coat pocket, I made my way downhill.  Downhill should bring me to
water, right?  I kept an ear out for anything from pursuit to
vehicles, and focused on spotting shelter or food.


Hours
passed.


The
adrenaline wore off, leaving me with an unshakable exhaustion.  My limbs
felt like I’d strapped on gym weights.  I found a walking stick, and
followed a dry gully for about a mile before it hit a dead end and I was forced
to backtrack to climb out, skinning my knee when I slipped on the sharp
slope.  My feet ached, but I focused on shelter.  Water. 
Nothing else mattered.  I blocked out the fey realm entirely.  A
caffeine-withdrawal headache started to pound against my temples. 
Shelter.  Water.  I wasn’t a survivalist, and I’d gone hiking maybe
two times in my life.  I knew water was important.  And I was desperate
to wash off the blood.


The
sky darkened, and it grew harder to see my way.  The cold cut through my
clothes, and I hugged my jacket tighter.  Eventually, I collapsed at the
foot of a maple tree, pushing leaves out of the way and clearing a space for a
fire.  After some careful exploration, I collected a few sticks, dried
grass, and the remains of a log.  I placed them in front of me, and did my
best for about an hour and a half to coax a flame from my extensive knowledge
from watching movies.  I used Jack’s knife, and with a piece of flint I
found on the hillside, struck at it again and again and again.  The knife
was soon scarred from all of my vain attempts.


When
I managed to finally coax forth a small flame, I unexpectedly froze in
place.  The image of the burning carriage filled my vision, paralyzing
me.  I wanted nothing more than to stamp out my meagre fire.  I
forced myself to breathe.  This flame was of my own making.  I could
die without it.


I
dozed without the satisfaction of sleep, shivering on the bare ground next to
my campfire.  The cold air got inside my bones, and my headache increased
in intensity.  I wondered at what point I’d get hypothermia, and what the
signs were.  Would I even notice I was dying?  Was I being
melodramatic?  Was I already dead?


Dead. 
I jerked to full alertness at least four times within the space of a few hours,
vivid memories of fire and earth playing out of horrific slow motion. 
Twice I relived stabbing the fey with a clarity that bordered on
hallucination.  Were they all dead?  I hadn’t seen the bodies. 
Was Riven dead?  It was two against one when I left.  Had they chased
me down?


The
deep navy fey blood stained my hands, and every time I fed the fire, it trapped
me in the reality of what had happened.  I’d just started to doze off once
again when a crack of a stick brought me fully awake.  I sucked in a
breath.  It was just the fire, right?  Another crack, and it was
definitely in the woods.  A bear? I rose into a crouch, prepared to
flee.


Instead,
I met a pair of very fey eyes, and my heart leapt into my mouth.  I
fumbled for my knife, and sidestepped away from the fire so my vision could
adjust.


“Were
the assassins after you, gatewright?”  It almost sounded like Riven, but I
couldn’t be sure, and gripped the dagger harder.


“I
don’t know what you’re talking about.”  A few steps farther away from the
fire.  Did magic work in this world?  I wasn’t willing to find out.


“Or
did you simply come to Azry to mock us?” The voice said in Anowir,
furious.  It had to be Riven, I was sure of it now.  Otherwise I’d
probably be dead.  


“I
don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about!”  I shouted at him in his
own language, weighing my chances if I fled.  The biggest danger would be
tripping and breaking something.  Did fey have good night vision? 
Could I outrun him?


The
answer was no.  Riven crossed the twenty feet between us, and I only
managed to stumble backwards and almost fall in surprise.  He used my
momentum to grab my shirt and slam me backwards into a tree.  I gasped,
fighting to get air back into my lungs.


The
flickering light of my campfire illuminated his face, white with anger. 
His jaw muscles twitched.  “Why didn’t you shut the gate behind you? Were
you trying to get me in this realm?  I’m bound by an oath to
protect you, but that doesn’t stop me from dragging you to Emor by the hair and
throwing you back through your damned gate.”  Protection obviously didn’t
cover quite a lot of things.  Including getting slammed into trees.


He
was fast, but I was strong.  Even with his taller stature, I doubted he
weighed much more than I did.  I shoved him away from me violently and he
stumbled in surprise.  “I didn’t open that gate, it just appeared
there.”  Staring him down, I dared him to try to push me again.


He
snorted in disbelief but kept his distance.  “I saw you make a gate. 
You’re a gatewright, not nagali.”


“I
don’t know what a gatewright is.”  I spoke slowly, emphasizing
every word.  Maybe I could get it through his thick head.


A
long moment of silence passed while he assessed me.  “Then how do you
explain the gate?” he challenged me.


“I
know literally nothing about gates.  Do explosions cause
them?  Fey blood?”  I gripped the stone on my chest.  “Tiger’s
eye?  If I could open gates, do you think I would have just sat there and
let my friends die?  What kind of monster do you think I am?” 
One that kills fey, a part of me answered, and I shuddered.


“Humans
don’t make gates.”  Riven spelled it out for me slowly, as if I didn’t
understand his Anowir. 


I
stared at him helplessly.  How could he not understand?


He
consciously took a deep breath.  “I truly can’t wrap my mind around the
concept that you just impulsively made a gate.  You are a
gatewright.”  Our eyes met, and his tone gentled.  “But I don’t
believe you meant any harm.  Nothing that I know of you – nothing that
I’ve seen from you – has made me think you would harm your friends.  The
blood on your hands proves it.”


Silence
fell, and I struggled with the urge to scrub my hands.  Murderer. 
Gatewright.  Both words rang in my ears, words alien to me. 
Words that now were me.  The fire crackled and popped in the
quiet.  “I’m glad you don’t think I’m a criminal mastermind,” I snapped,
at last.  “How the hell did you find me, anyway?”


“Well,
you did light a fire.  I may be magically neutered right now, but
that doesn’t mean I can’t sense one from a mile away.”  He stepped closer
to the light, away from me, and my eyes widened in shock.  He was worse
off than I expected.  He had a black eye and his clothes were covered in
dirt, blood, and slightly scorched.  With a barely audible groan, he sat
down next to the fire.


“You
look terrible,” I informed him without mercy, easing away from the tree. 
Fleeing right now was likely the smartest thing, but I wasn’t willing to
abandon my fire quite yet.  And if he could sense heat, sleeping would be
impossible.


“I
didn’t land on this side of the portal as gently as you did.” Riven assessed me
suspiciously before he continued.  “Someone wants to destroy our delicate
friendship with humans,” he stated matter-of-factly.  “If it wasn’t my
sworn oath to see to your safety, I would be riding back to Emor, finding
whoever organized this, and slowly roasting them alive.”


I
shared his sentiment regarding retribution, and knelt next to him.  “Did
anyone survive?”  I doubted he would have joined me here alone if they
had.


He
shook his head slowly.  “I’d hoped that even one survived the elohi’s
attack.  I was wrong.  At least they had a quick death.”


 My
eyes started to burn.  “But, why?  They were good people… they did nothing
but help the fey!  Neville has saved lives, for God’s sake!”  I
was breathing quickly and my throat kept catching.


“There
are a lot of reasons that they could have been targeted, and almost all of them
have nothing to do with any of you personally.” Riven’s face darkened. 
Grief?  Anger?  I couldn’t tell.


Tears
leaked down my cheeks as I fought to keep my composure.  What could I
say?  I’d only known them for five days, but it still shocked me to the
core.  My shoulders began shaking, disregarding my feeble attempts at
self-control.  The reality of my nightmare crashed into me, and I sank
back onto the forest floor.  I hugged my knees, silently grieving my
companions.  Tears rolled freely down my cheeks.  Riven was kind
enough to give me my privacy.  He stared intently into the fire, its light
reflected in his eyes, his face hard and haunted.


Eventually,
we both drifted off to sleep.  This time, exhaustion overwhelmed the
memories, and I managed to sleep in short bursts, only interrupted by violent
dreams.


 


The
next morning, Riven and I shared the little trail mix I had.  At least my
headache was slowly starting to fade.  “You could go back through the
gate,” I offered to Riven before we left the campsite.  “No one else is
alive that heard you swear an oath.”


Riven
moved stiffly, rummaging through the brush in search of something.  “Not
an option.”  He didn’t even look at me.


“Why?” 
I snapped.  “Is this an honor thing?  Then I release you from your
oath.”


Riven
snorted in derision.  “Yes, it’s ‘an honor thing’.  You think I’d let
you release me from that vow considering five of the six people I swore to
protect are dead?  You think the Great Mage didn’t hear me the
first time when I swore?”


“Exile…
does things to fey.”  Physical changes happened, but I wasn’t sure how
fast, or whether they were reversible.  I was sure that the Jack I knew
wasn’t the Jack that had lived in Anowir.


“I
failed them.  I refuse to fail you.”  Riven sounded cold, bracing
himself.  Afraid?  “Aya!  Here is a good one.”  He
stood up, brandishing a sturdy walking stick.  Noting his attempt to
distract me failed, he shut down any further discussion of the subject. 
“I have other reasons, too.  This is my choice, and Jan Leeman, you are
going to let me make it.  Now, which way to the nearest human settlement?”


“I
don’t know,” I told him frankly.


His
eyes widened.  It apparently hadn’t occurred to him that we were lost.


 











Chapter
Twelve


 


By
midmorning the next day, hunger joined my exhaustion and terror.  My brain
circled aimlessly between hopelessness for my situation, horror at killing a
fey, grief for my friends, and fear that fey still hunted me.  Every
movement in the forest made me start, and hold my knife and walking stick in
front of me, as if that would ward off a fireball.


The
third time that happened, Riven sighed loudly at
me.  “No fey are coming.”


“How
do you know?”  The words were out of my mouth before I could think them
through.


“Because
I killed them, Jan.”  Riven was angry again, and I wondered if he’d
ever had to kill before.  Whether he felt the same way about the blood on
his clothes as I did about mine.


“I’m
sorry.”  I wanted to hug him, make it better, show him he wasn’t alone.


“For
what?” He shrugged dismissively.  “They knew the risks attacking me. 
I just regret I wasn’t able to get any information from them.”


I
had no idea which clan our attackers had come from, and wasn’t sure I wanted to
find out.  Riven said he was Kusay, and considering (according to Jack)
their loyalties shifted with the wind, it could have been his own people. 
I doubted it was Toran, just because of their long reputation of warm human
relations.  An unhappy Toran splinter group?  Becot?


“I’ve
never seen fey with short hair before,” I observed as we climbed up yet another
hill.  “Why do fey keep their hair long?”  Time with Jack had honed
my skills to finding answers ‘sideways’, so to speak.


“Our
hair is the best reflection of our abilities, as you know.”  Riven
reflexively touched a lock of his own long bright red hair.  “And how we
style it can indicate a variety of meanings.”


“So
what does yours mean?”  I asked.  Two thin braids ran along the sides
of his head, then tied back the rest of his hair in place in a complex knot.


He
hesitated, and I paused at the top of the hill, waiting pointedly.  I
could use a breather anyway.  “It’s got to do with my rank within the
clan,” he finally told me, evasive.  “Hair styles also indicate marital
status and a few other things.”


I
suddenly remembered the adail at the gate.  “Glass beads meaning adail?”


His
mouth quirked in a smile.  “Yes.”


“What
does a braid mean?” I pressed, trying to capitalize on his good humor.


“I
suppose you’ll figure this out sooner or later,” he relented.  “You asked
before who my cousins were.  They are the heirs to the Kusay clan.  I
am two steps away by blood from the Queen, fifth in the line of
succession.  Hence, two braids.”  Riven paused and lowered his voice. 
“I make them small so my cousins know that I know my place.”


I
whistled.  “But if you’re royalty, how did you get roped into the tour?”


“I’m
not royalty,” he protested.  “And I would really rather not get
into that.” He gestured me forward.  “Come on, break’s over.  Don’t
humans get any physical activity?”


Oh,
I could just strangle him.  I peered at the knot holding his hair
in place.  “So what’s the knot mean?”


“That’s
just to keep everything in place.  Unmarried fey don’t let their hair
down.”


A
smile threatened, and I tried to chase it away.  Silence fell as I tried
to convince myself that exhaustion was addling my brains.  The forest
rolled onwards, trees impassively stretching toward the sky.  Leaves
crunched underfoot, and a rabbit startled us by dashing from the undergrowth.


“That
could have been dinner if I’d had more magic,” Riven complained.


“You’d
also set this whole damn forest on fire.”


Riven
mumbled as if that jogged his memory. “I’m guessing you didn’t have any ill
effects creating a portal in midair, did you?”


“A
little.” I struggled to climb over a fallen tree he gracefully maneuvered
around.  “It wasn’t like when I came through the original portal back in
Emor.  This time, I just felt sick and prickly.  Will you tell me
what a gatewright is now?  Seriously, cross-my-heart-and-hope-to-die, I
have never heard of gatewrights before.”


“Hope
to die?”  Riven frowned at me, concerned.  “Is this a human saying or
do you actually pray for death?”


“A
saying,” I hurried to clarify.  “A vow of honesty.”


“Oh!” 
Riven understood that well enough.  “A gatewright is a creature who
can jump between the worlds,” he explained. 


“Is
it a fey thing or a human thing?”  I asked nervously.


“Neither. 
We know little about it.  I personally suspect gatewrights are not human,
but I don’t have evidence to support that guess,” Riven informed me.


“My
parents are very human.”  I certainly felt human. If I hadn’t gone
to Azry, I might never have noticed. “You think I’m not?” My voice rose.


“Calm
yourself. You’re at least half-human.”


I
took a breath and thought a bit harder about it.  It certainly wasn’t my
mom. I’d bet on my father. Would others be able to tell? Did I need to hide?
Was that why my father left?


Riven
continued. “Being identified as a gatewright bodes poorly for your
survival.  Gatewrights have destabilized fey society for a long time, and
fey have been doing as much as they can to kill them when they catch
them.”  He paused and gave me a sly smile.  “Of course, gatewrights
are quite useful when controlled, but that control is incredibly
difficult.  And unethical.”


“I’m
glad you think so,” I drawled at him.  Asshole.


Still,
the implications of my newfound ability loomed before me, larger than any mountain. 
DIDA would need to create a whole new security site there in the woods. 
If I kept making gates, they could never keep up.  Hell, I could make
gates for humans to go to the fey world without permission.  So, fey would
want to kill or enslave me, humans would want to either magically neuter me or
imprison me (which, was that even possible?), and Exiles saw me as their
get-out-of-jail-free card.


“Can
I close gates?” THAT also had all sorts of implications.


“From
what I have heard, it depends on the strength of the gatewright.  It’s
harder to repair something than it is to break it.  I certainly wouldn’t
expect you to be able to do that, if this was indeed your very first gate.”


As
we quietly journeyed together, our occasional jibes at each other grew less
heated and more companionable, despite our pain and growing anxiety.  My
knees started to hurt, and then my hips.  Blisters formed on my
feet.  I was already dreading night when I heard a distant whooshing, that
brought me back into the here and now from the dark places I’d been wandering
in my mind.  Water?


We
hurried towards it, a game of “warmer…. Waaaarmer…. No, cooler!”, and finally
came out on a rushing stream.  It probably was related to the same one on
the fey side, but the fey had diverted theirs when they built the road.  I
lunged forward, putting my whole head under the freezing water, then using my
hands to greedily cup the water and suck it into my parched mouth.  I knew
drinking river water in this area was a terrible idea; I just didn’t have a
better one.  I crossed my fingers that I wasn’t killing myself in a much
more mundane fashion.  Gatewright survives carefully planned fey
attack; dies of dysentery.


We
spent most of the next hour drinking the potentially hazardous water and
letting our joints and muscles relax.  The water dulled the fierce hunger
in my stomach.  I had no idea how our human ancestors wandered about
without the constant panic.  The river showed no signs of life. 
Although, even if I caught a fish, I wasn’t sure what I’d do with it, although
Riven might have been able to roast it.


I
had water.  I would live; I tried to convince myself.  All
water goes to the ocean.  I’d just have to walk a bit, but I’d get there,
even if I had to walk all the way to Richmond.  Even though my stomach
felt like a black hole, I didn’t think starvation would kick in for a
while.  But sooner or later, I’d start eating random plants in the forest.


Riven
found a spot on the side of the stream where the earth made a natural shelter
from the wind.  “Can you collect some brush for a fire?” he asked, and I
painfully pulled myself to my feet.  How had resting made everything worse? 
I took off my shoes, unable to bear the blisters anymore, and hobbled
about, careful not to step on any poisonous plants or thorn bushes.  When
I returned, Riven had collected some larger pieces of
wood for the foundation.  He discarded a third of what I’d collected with
a frown, and I couldn’t restrain an irritated sigh.  Riven raised his
eyebrow, challenging me to correct him on what would or would not
burn.  I declined to take the bait.


“Can
you start the fire or do you need flint?”  I asked.  “Does magic even
work here?”


He
gritted his teeth.  “The flow of magic here does not move.  It is
brittle,” he tried vainly to describe it.  “Sleeping.  I have to use
the magic of Azry that is tied to my soul to do anything.  And that is
limited.  I do not know how long it will last, so I will be very
careful.”  Saying that, he touched the tinder delicately with his
forefinger.  A small flame flickered into life, consuming the twigs and
leaves.  Riven carefully fanned it until it caught on the thicker pieces
of wood.  So magic does work in this world. It showed me just how
little he had left that he was rationing it like that.


“Have
you known any other gatewrights?”  I asked as we shared a handful of
mushrooms that Riven assured me were safe for consumption.  I crossed my
fingers as I bit down.  At least it didn’t taste as terrible as I feared.


He
shook his head.  “No fey has caught a gatewright in over two hundred
years.  Gatewrights are a favored excuse for mayhem, and so it’s hard to
tell how many times your kind has actually been seen in the years since. 
You are the first I’ve met.”  He studied me with curiosity.


“I’m
a special fucking snowflake right now, that’s for sure,” I muttered
unhappily.  Another fey secret the Exiles protected.  I don’t think
the fey actually realized how loyal the Exiles were, even after banishment.


 


The
temperatures dropped that night from chilly to downright cold.  I crawled
as close as I could to the fire without catching on fire myself, but it did
little against the bitter cold that leeched away my body heat.  Shivering
overtook me, and when I heard Riven move, shame warmed my face.  I hadn’t
meant to wake him.  I just couldn’t stop shaking.


His
footsteps stopped behind me.  What was he doing?  More shuffling in
the leaves, then warmth at my back.  He’d lain down behind me. His arm
reached over, around my waist, squeezing me against him.  Sandwiching me
solidly between the fire and his warm body.


“You…
should be closer… to the fire,” I stammered out through chattering teeth.


“I
have enough magic that the cold doesn’t bother me.  It’s almost killing
you.”  Riven’s breath tickled my ear.


A
faint smile tugged at the corners of my mouth and I snuggled closer to
him.  He was bony, that was for sure.  But warm.  And
warm is what mattered.  Slowly, my shivering subsided.  Tension
uncoiled from my shoulders and neck until I was finally able to sleep.


Yet,
I still woke up shortly after, running from nightmares that threatened to
swallow me whole.  I was afraid to sleep… I was afraid not to sleep.


 


We
stamped out the fire in the morning and started following the stream.  I steeled
my expression against the wince that followed every step.  The likelihood
fey still hunted us declined by the hour.  Yet I couldn’t shake the
fear.  Fey didn’t like to be on this side, and I couldn’t imagine a gate
that small would leak very much magic.  Mine was perhaps a third of the
size of the one near Scottsville.  I’d keep following the river downstream
until I found people.  And then I’d beg a phone call, get my mom on the
phone, and have someone come and get me.  Then this whole nightmare would
be over, and I would spend the rest of my life in therapy.


Riven
would be allowed back through the gate to Azry, right?


Not
going to think like that.  Can’t afford to worry.


After
a few miles, we walked up a high ridge, looking for signs of human habitation
in the valley beyond.  I almost cried with happiness when I spotted a
distant town.  Before I started charging down the slope after it, Riven took careful note of landmarks and the position of the
sun in the sky in order to make sure that we didn’t get lost again.  The
rough terrain, our agonizing, blistered feet and inflamed joints slowed us
down.  Dizzy with hunger, the cold got into my head and confused me. 
My stomach ached constantly.  We’d left the river, and thirst burned my
throat again.  I felt queasy, and hoped the river water wasn’t catching up
with me.


Pain,
thirst, hunger, exhaustion, and cold beat at my consciousness.  I forced
myself to keep moving, one step after another.  Riven’s grim expression
reflected how I felt.  We’d survive as long as we kept moving, but right
now, it was hell.  


 


We
finally staggered into Nellysford that afternoon.  We got odd looks (and
no offers for rides) as we approached the center of town, past farms,
cul-de-sacs, new homes, and ranch houses.  Every step hurt.  My shirt
was still stained navy from fey blood, I was covered in dirt, my boots were
scarred and worn, and I probably stank.  Riven wasn’t much better
off.  The first promising building I spotted was a white church with a car
sitting in the gravel parking lot.  A modest steeple rose above the
pitched roof, and thick, unkempt hedges lined the sides.  The paint needed
work, and it struck me as cared for but suffering from the rampant poverty that
plagued rural, Appalachian America. Of all places, I hoped a church would let
me make a phone call.


I
thought about making Riven stay outside, in case they were one of the
denominations that were utterly convinced fey were devils.  The opposite
side of the coin was leaving Riven alone, defenseless, when he was so easily
identifiable, in his fey clothes and long hair, ripe for the pummeling by a
roaming band of human supremacists.  Small town Virginia was not generally
known for its tolerance.  I figured it would insult him less to just bring
him with me.


“What
manner of residence is this?”  Riven asked as I knocked on the front door.


“It’s
a temple.”  I explained in Anowir.  “A temple to the god that most
humans worship.”  Even if they disagreed about the specifics.


I
knocked at the door of the church again, waited another minute.  I scouted
around the building when I still didn’t get a response until I found a worn
wooden side door with vintage doorbell.  I heard it ‘ding’ inside, then
shuffling.  An older woman with grey, almost white hair, opened the
door.  She squinted at us with clear, pale blue eyes.  “Come in,
welcome to the Church of Jesus our Savior.  You both look like you have
come a great way.”  Her movements were stiff, the beginnings of
osteoporosis hunching her over, but not hindering her energy.  She
completely ignored how rough we both looked.  At least fey blood was a
different color, so it wasn’t totally obvious I was a killer.  “May I
offer you some dinner?”


“Thank
you,” I told her earnestly, stunned she’d taken the six-foot elf on her door in
such stride.  “Yes, please.”  It had been over two days since my last
actual meal outside of trail mix, mushrooms, and berries.


As
she led us to the kitchen, Riven whispered, “Is she a
priestess?”


“No,
I think she’s the church scribe.”


The
woman continued to chatter on.  “We had a potluck yesterday to celebrate
Pastor Ken’s 50th birthday, and the Mitchells forgot to take their
pot roast home with them so I stuck it in the fridge.  I can heat that up
in a jiffy if you’ll wait just a few minutes.”


I
would have gnawed on it frozen, but manners got the best of me.  “Thank
you so much, you have no idea what we’ve been through.”


“Well,
I saw you didn’t have a car, so I assumed you must have walked here.  You
must be pilgrims.”  She smiled when she saw the hesitation on my face, and
continued with sticking the pot roast Tupperware in the old microwave. 
“Whether you realize it or not.  Almighty God brought you here, and I’ll be
taking care of you.”


I
was perfectly ok with that.  Being inside for the first day in so long
felt bizarre, as if I’d stepped through to yet another alternate reality. 
Our host, Mary, pointed us toward the bathrooms, and I gladly dragged myself to
the ladies’ room.


The
facilities were simple, with two stalls and ancient plumbing.  The mirror
was pocked with age, but didn’t conceal my own reflection.  I blinked in
horror.  How had my face become so gaunt so fast?  I washed my hands
and face as best I could, rubbing them until they were raw and pink.  The
skin on my face was peeling… I hadn’t realized that I’d been sunburned on top
of everything else.  The only thing I couldn’t get out were the dark blue
stains under my fingernails.  I returned to the kitchen to take a seat in
supreme relief.


Silence
settled as we ate the rest of the Mitchells’ pot roast; I struggled desperately
to eat slowly enough that I wouldn’t be horribly sick.  I barely refrained
from licking my bowl clean, and thanked her profusely.  Riven bested me on
that one, with formal thanks and bowing that I suspected was a bit excessive
even for the fey.  Human culture was definitely new to him.


“Could
I trouble you for one more thing?”  I asked our host, Mary.  “Could I
use your phone?”


She
led us upstairs to the church office, regaling us with stories about her five
grandchildren.  I excused myself for privacy, and dialed home.  It
was the only number I knew by heart anymore.


“Hello?” 
My stepfather’s voice, Nicholas.


“Um,
hi, this is Jan.  Is Mom there?”


“Jan! 
What are you doing back?  We expected you to be gone for another week.”


“Is. 
Mom.  There.” I repeated.


I
heard him holler for her, and I waited, tapping a lone paperclip against the
wood of the church’s desk.  Finally she picked
up.  “Jan?  What happened?”


“I
kinda need a pickup.  I’m in Nellysford.”


“How
did you end up there?  Shouldn’t you still be in Azry?”


“Um.
 Sort of.  And I have a friend with me.  It’s kind of a long
story, and honestly, I don’t get half of it myself.  But essentially, I
don’t have my wallet, and I need to get home.  The church lady has been
very nice to let me use the phone.”


I
heard Nick’s voice in the background as he demanded to know what was going on,
then Mom’s muffled voice as she told him to get the keys.


“Jan,
do you know the address?” she asked me calmly.


I
read her the address on the business cards on the desk.  


“Okay. 
Stay there, honey.  We’ll be there as soon as we can.”


I
thanked her and hung up the phone.


Alone
in the office, tears of relief ran down my face.  This ordeal was finally
over… or so I hoped.


 


I
caught up to Mary and Riven in the sanctuary, a lone “Happy 50th
Birthday” balloon drifting near the ceiling.  Riven listened politely,
kindly, as Mary told a 15-minute condensed version of the gospels to a fey who
literally had not heard the Good News.  I think she was having the time of
her life, and I waited until she was done, that awkward moment where she’d be
forced to ask Riven if he wanted to become a believer, to interrupt them. 
“My mom and Nick are on their way here to pick us up.”


Riven
acknowledged it, then turned back to Mary.  “What kind of magic did this
Jesus use?  None of our magic is able to transmute water to wine, although
I’m confident amayi could work with both.”


“Speaking
of which, what can magic do?”  I asked.  I had the time, and
at this point, it would probably be a good idea for me to know.


Riven
sounded like he was reciting a textbook.  “Manipulate the elements and touch
the…” he looked helplessly at me, and asked in Anowir, “What is the translation
of lianti?”


I
frowned.  “It’s sort of like the essence of a person, right?”


He
nodded.  “It’s the part of the person that is anchored to the flow of
magic and the part that disappears when they die.”


“Soul,”
I decided.  “Maybe spirit?  But soul translates from what it sounds
like.”


Riven
turned back to Mary, who had watched our exchange in blank confusion. 
“Yes.  We can touch the soul.”


“So
the fey believe in the soul?”  Mary mused, and Riven nodded.


I
wondered if ‘touch the soul’ was nagali, but wasn’t confident. 
Jack had probably left something out in his explanation.  Again.  “How
did you know you were atsili?”  I asked, curious.  We knew so
little about magic.


“Mages
listen to the flow of magic.  Some of us hear different sounds, you might
say.  I hear best the flow of fire.  If I listen closely, I may be
able to hear a little bit of the flow of water, but nothing of wind, and
certainly not anything of earth.  Earth is the element most distant from
fire.”  His eyes crinkled with a smile and he switched to Anowir
again.  “At least for me, my ability was far from a surprise. 
Accidentally making a portal?  Now that’s something else.”


I
couldn’t help but return his smile, a moment of warmth after days of
cold.  Maybe everything would be ok.  I had my parents, Jack, Riven, Rose… we’d figure this out.  We were alive.









Chapter Thirteen


 


Riven
and I stepped outside to wait, but we didn’t have to sit on the old concrete
stairs for long.  Just half an hour after I’d called, my mom pulled up
with Nicholas in the Jeep.  They must have broken the speed limit the
whole way.  The gravel flew as they pulled in to the church parking lot,
and Riven looked about ready to firebomb the strange, roaring metal machine.
 My mother was out of the car before it fully stopped, running forward
with a cry to grip me like I was going to slip out of her fingers. 
Breathing was difficult, but I savored the smell of her shampoo and relaxed a little.


As
soon as she was satisfied I was indeed physically present, she stood back to
inspect me.  I couldn’t help but grin with giddy relief.  Nick jogged
up to join her.  “What happened?” she asked.  I guess I didn’t seem
too traumatized, because she added, “you look like hell swallowed you up and
spat you out.”


Riven
jumped in, speaking in Anowir.  “Don’t tell her that you made the
gate.  Blame it on me.”


The
attention of both of Mom and Nick snapped to Riven, really seeing him for the
first time.  My mother surveyed him up and down with a raised eyebrow, and
she gripped my shoulder protectively.


“Gonna
take all the credit, huh?”  I growled at him.  “Why can’t they know?”


“Just
do it,” he said, exasperated.


I
muttered something impolite and turned back to my cautious, bewildered parents.
 Hadn’t they ever heard me speak Anowir before?  “Mom, Nick, this is
Riven, one of our fey guides.  He made a gate because there was an
emergency in Azry.”  I looked back to Riven, trying to find a way to
explain our strange relationship.  Indigo eyes met mine, patiently
listening, allowing me to take the lead.  I needed to convince my parents
that he was a friend, but his vow was far too personal to wave in their faces. 
“Riven saved my life.”  A slight smile flickered across his face, and I
couldn’t help but respond in kind. 


 I
thought for a moment before continuing, trying to figure out how to keep my
mother calm. “We’ve been walking through the woods for a little longer than we
would have liked.  Right now, three things sound absolutely amazing: a
shower, a beer, and my bed.”  I hid my pain as best as I could; they
didn’t need to know how long and how far we’d walked.  Invoking
hypothermia and starvation would not improve the situation.


“That
can be arranged,” Nicholas declared, and stepped forward to offer Riven a
handshake.  “Thank you for protecting Jan.”


Riven
opened and closed his hand a few times, almost in practice, before delicately
holding Nicholas’ sturdier grip.  Nick was forced to do the actual shaking
himself, and Riven’s face twitched with distaste.  Nick sized him up
suspiciously, not oblivious to Riven’s discomfort.


Nick
was kind and thoughtful enough to leave a generous donation at the church,
after I briefly introduced them to Mary and thanked her for her
hospitality.  I limped into the back seat of the yellow Jeep, one step
closer to home.  Riven followed, cautiously examining the vehicle and its
interior.  “I assume this is what is called a ‘car’?” he asked.


I
explained to Riven how to use a seatbelt, and once we hit 30 mph, his eyes grew
wide.  By the time we hit 50, he was gripping the panic bar.  He put
on a brave face, but it reminded me distinctly of when I had to drive my
roommate’s cat across town.  If he had had claws, they would have been
firmly embedded in the upholstery.


 


Thomas
panicked as soon as he saw who was knocking, and for good reason.  He’d
only opened the door a crack, trying to block my apartment from view, but I
shoved him out of the way in irritation.  My mouth hung open as I took in
my dear, tiny home.  I’d thought my place was a mess when I’d left. 
Now it had graduated to spectacular disaster.  My brother’s dirty
clothes were spread everywhere, along with empty PBR cans and my entire set of
mismatched dishware.  I was glad I’d hidden the liquor and wine, but if
he’d drunk my last beer I would have his head on a pike.


“Jan,
what the hell?”  Thomas protested.  “You said you wouldn’t be back
for weeks yet!  And why is Mom with you?”  He squinted past me and
saw Nick and Riven.  “And Dad?  And who the hell is
that?  Is that a FEY?”  He refocused on me.  “And you
look like shit.  What is that blue stuff on you?”  His brows furrowed
as he began to get the idea that things had not gone as planned.


“Now
you ask,” I breathed.  


My
mother suddenly recovered from gaping in horror at my apartment, zeroing in on
her wayward son.  “Thomas Lawrence, get your things now.  You
are going home.”


He
instantly dived into the room, trying in vain to toss PBR cans without his
parents noticing, but stealth had never been his strong suit.  My mother,
like the Terminator on a mission, walked after him, shoulders stiff with fury.
 Hands full of clothes, he dashed into the bedroom, Mom hot on his heels. 
My eye twitched slightly.  I was definitely changing the sheets before I
laid down in there.


Nick
left Riven with me and went to join the rest of the family in my bedroom,
shutting the door behind him.  My mother’s voice started to rise, and I
grimaced, recalling her wrath all too well.  I’d done worse, but I hadn’t
gotten caught, thanks to Rose.


Riven
stared at my apartment in wide-eyed wonder.  “Is this a standard human
lodging?” 


“Well,
it’s never this much of a mess.  But if you mean as far as size, I can’t
afford anything better.”  I kicked off my shoes in profound relief, then
dug through a pile of sports magazines to find my long-neglected
cellphone.  “I only work part-time.”  As I waited for my phone to
boot up, I tried to offer him a better perspective.  “In some places in
the world, this would be luxury.  In America, this is standard for the
poor.”


“I’ve
never been to other lands in Azry,” Riven admitted wistfully.  “Although I
think this latest adventure of ours should count for quite a lot.”


My
phone finally started warbling with a storm of notifications. Ten voicemails,
twelve text messages, and almost fifty emails.  That was going to have to
wait.  “What’s that?” Riven asked.  I hadn’t heard him approach, and
now he was looking over my shoulder, peering at the display.


“A
cellphone.  We use it for long-distance communication.”


“I’ve
heard of those!” he exclaimed.  “How far does it reach?”


“Pretty
much anywhere in the world, if you’re willing to pay the bill.” I answered
frankly.


“In
the world?”  Riven’s eyebrows shot up. “Not just in this county, but
reaches others?  How long does it take the message to reach?”


“Instantly. 
You can have a conversation as if you were in the same room.”


Riven
paled, and looked vaguely sick.  “Mass coordination without distance as a
factor.”


I
nodded, disturbed by how seriously he was taking in my phone.  It wasn’t
like we were planning an invasion.  Oh, shit, were we?  I’d
been out of the loop for a couple of weeks.


My
bedroom door opened to reveal Thomas with a duffel of all of his things, face
dark with teenage rage.  Honestly, he took after my mother more than I
did.  Nicholas almost forcibly dragged him out of the house and
potentially into rehab.  For better or worse, Nick had always cut me a
good deal of slack.  From his face, Thomas wasn’t getting that
privilege.  


My
mother’s eyes still flashed as she saw them out of the door.  “I sent them
home.  Thomas will be back soon to clean up.”  I translated that to
“free maid service for a year” with a smile.


“Mom,
you should go home with them,” I encouraged her.


Her
eyes darted to Riven.  “I don’t want to leave you alone here.  He may
have helped you before, but that doesn’t mean he’s got your best interests at heart. 
He might just have been trying to save his own skin.”


Oh,
shit.  She didn’t know Riven spoke English. She’d only
heard him speaking Anowir.  I carefully refused to check his reaction and
chose my words carefully.  “He’s following the fey code of honor.  He
is currently my guest.  He won’t harm me.  You should go home,
Mom.  Please.”


“You
call me if you need anything.  Anything at all.  I’m only
fifteen minutes away.”  She frowned at Riven in warning and reluctantly
left, shutting the door quietly behind her.  


“I’m
sorry about that, Riven.”


He
shrugged.  “You are her child.  It’s understandable.”


I
breathed out in relief. “If you’ll excuse me, I desperately need a
shower.  Please feel free to help yourself to whatever you find.”  I
ducked out of the room, grabbed a change of clothes from the bedroom.  At
least it wasn’t a disaster like the living room and kitchen.  It was more
or less how I’d left it.  I shrugged out of my coat, and realized Jack’s
knife was still in my coat pocket.  I’d gotten so used to its weight I’d
almost tossed it.  The coat itself went into the trash can, as much as it
pained me.  There was no way I was ever getting the dark stains out.


I
held the knife, torn.  On one hand, I’d survived because of it.  On
the other hand, I’d killed a fey.  I wanted to clutch it to my chest and
never let go; I wanted to throw it out of the window.  Throwing away
this knife won’t bring them back.  And it might save my life
again.  With the knife and my change of clothes, I shut myself in the
bathroom, and enjoyed the wonderful world of an actual shower.  It may
have been the longest shower I’d ever taken.  I tossed the rest of my
bloodstained clothes.


 


I
came out refreshed, rubbing my face to get the last of the grime off.  My
joints and muscles still ached painfully, but I’d bandaged my tattered feet
thoroughly enough that at least I didn’t feel the sharp pain of the blisters.
 After I’d scrubbed and dried Jack’s knife, I’d considered putting away my
tiger’s eye necklace, the only other object that had survived Azry with
me.  Yet, I couldn’t help but wonder if it was indeed a good luck
charm.  A memory flashed, the stone warm on my chest when I’d considered
jumping into the carriages.  Perhaps it was magic after all.  I
fastened it securely on my neck, after I scrubbed the last of dried blue blood
from its setting.  The knife fit snugly in the front pocket of my cargo
pants.


Riven
sat stiffly at the kitchen table, uneasy in the strange environment.  His
eyes flicked to the knife and the stone, noting both without expression. 
Behind him, all of my dishes sparkled from the drying rack.  So that’s why
the shower had suddenly run cool a few times.  “Hey, thanks for doing the
dishes!”  I exclaimed.  “Did you eat?”


He
shook his head.


“There’s
food in the refrigerator.”  I pointed, in case he hadn’t gotten that in
his English primer.  “Also in the cabinets.  We use a lot of packaging, you can just throw it away.  You are welcome
to sleep on the bed, since you are my guest.  I’ll sleep on the couch,” I
offered.


“Guest?”
He shook his head. “Guardian, perhaps.  Sleep in your own bed.” I didn’t
argue.  I liked my bed.  A lot.


I
brought him my baggiest tee and a pair of my sweatpants.  Nothing else I
had would remotely fit him, unless I gave him a dress. I wasn’t sure if he
would accept my clothes, bright yellow, polka dots and all, but I wanted to
give him the chance to get out of his fey clothes and into something
fresher.  Specifically, something that didn’t smell of unwashed fey.


Without
hesitation, he stripped off his stained tunic.  I’d never seen a fey
shirtless before, and couldn’t help but stare openly.  His ribs were
clearly visibly under his pale skin.  He might have been skinny for a fey
to start with, and a few days of starvation had obviously taken their
toll.  Disturbed, I was almost glad when my t-shirt went over his
head.  What I didn’t expect was that he would strip off his pants then and
there.  I spun away as soon as I realized he’d grasped his waistband.


“Why
are you peering at the wall?” he asked me curiously.


Of
course.  Fey were entirely comfortable with nudity.  How to explain
it?  “Um, it’s not polite to view a naked person.”  Well, that wasn’t
entirely true.  “In America.  Nakedness is generally reserved
for intimacy,” I stammered.


“I
am clothed,” he reassured me a moment later, and when I turned around, I had to
struggle not to giggle at the bright yellow sweatpants.  They were the
biggest I had, and fit snugly around his hips, but ended mid-calf.  “I
apologize if I offended.”


“No
offense taken!  Learn something new every day, right?”  I went
straight to the kitchen, looking for something to feed him.  “Say, you
hungry?”


My
beer was indeed all gone, thanks to Thomas and perhaps a few of his friends,
but he had left a box of semi-stale donuts.  We dug in, and I couldn’t
help but feel sorrow for the half-starved fey inhaling junk food.  In
between bites, I rested my hand on his arm.  “We’ll get you home,” I
assured him.


He
looked from me to my hand in confusion, and I belatedly remembered how the fey
interpreted physical contact.  I yanked my hand back, and felt the impulse
to justify myself.  “I just want you to be comfortable.”


He
chuckled sadly.  “Well, that’s probably not going to happen until I can
set things on fire again.”  His hands flexed in vain, cuffs glinting in
the light, the amber helpless against my world.  “Being without magic
feels like… suffocating.  Slowly.”


I
shuddered.  “I’m sorry.”  I meant it.


He
hesitantly placed his own hand on my arm, a mirror of the gesture I’d just used,
and I slowly let go of the tension I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.  As
he saw the strain lift from my shoulders, his warm grip tightened on my
forearm.  A companionable silence settled.  I’d never thought
someone’s simple presence could be so comforting.  My reality had been
turned upside down, but despite everything, I wasn’t facing it alone.


Loud
knocking at the door jerked me out of my reverie.  Riven leaped to his
feet, flexing his hands desperately.   “It’s probably my mom,” I
reassured him as I hauled myself to my feet to answer the door.  It
already felt like a long day, although it must not have been much past five in
the afternoon.  I wasn’t sure if I was up to kicking her out again.


I
opened the door, and beamed as soon as I realized it was Jack, not my
mother.  No doubt she’d called him as soon as she’d left my apartment.


And
was almost immediately shoved to the side as Riven put himself between
us.  “He’s an Exile,” he hissed.


“Yeah,
that’s the Exile that saved my life.”  I yelled at him in Anowir for extra
emphasis.


Jack
pushed past both of us.  “Close the door, you idiots.  And speak in
English.”  He wore his usual outfit, but a large, bright blue stone I
didn’t recognize hung around his neck.  It didn’t look cheap.


I
bristled at his tone, but did what he said.  Jack’s eyes darted over me,
quickly assessing.  He nodded slightly, as if in approval, when he
registered my tiger’s eye necklace, but frowned at my bandaged feet.


Assured
that I wasn’t bleeding out, Jack turned his attention to Riven, puzzled. 
Then his eyes widened in recognition. “I’ll be damned.  Kusay Vaal. 
Your mother’s face is written all over you.  And yes, I know it’s you,
because there’s only one atsili in that lineage.  What the fuck are
you doing here?”


Kusay
Vaal?  I could see how that could translate vaguely to the unfortunate
name of Riven Mist.  The fey in question didn’t flinch at Jack’s
assessment.  “I’m oath-bound to protect her,” Riven muttered, glaring at Jack
harshly.  “No thanks to you, Exile.  Who are you?  How do you
know my mother?”


“You
got a Kusay to swear to protect you?”  Jack raised his eyebrows at
me.  “And not just any old Kusay.  Good work.”


Riven
took a step closer to Jack, visibly angry.  He was slightly shorter, and
Jack had a much wider frame.  Riven was certainly trying his best to
intimidate Jack, with reasonable success considering his emaciated figure and
yellow sweatpants.  “Who are you?” he demanded.


Jack
met his eyes.  “Becot Ashad,” he told him, and waited for Riven’s
reaction.  My eyebrows shot up: Becot was one of the three ruling clans of
Anowir. He certainly failed to mention that before.


Riven
blinked.  “The one exiled without witness?” he inquired softly.  


Jack
breathed out slowly, old anger flickering under the surface.  “Yes. 
For now, Kusay, concentrate on fulfilling your oath.  Jan, what happened?”


I
hesitated before I answered.  “You were right; fey attacked us while we
were on the road.”


Jack
growled.  “Who?”  His intense green eyes promised murder to our
foes.  I’d never seen him like this.  Any trace of humor had been
wiped from his face.


“I
don’t know,” I lamented.


Riven
interrupted.  “I attempted to capture the remaining assassin, but he let
his fire consume his flesh before I had a chance to contain it.”


Jack
waved at him in irritation, dismissing his comment.  “How did you end up
on this side?  Were you carrying a Hellstone?  That seems unlikely.”


Riven
would lie for me, I knew that.  But I trusted Jack.  “I’m a
gatewright.”  It was almost a whisper.  


Jack
jerked back as if I’d slapped him.  Stunned silence followed, and I
squirmed.


“You
never told me,” Jack accused at last.


“I
didn’t know what a gatewright even was until after I accidentally made a
gate in the middle of the woods,” I protested.


Jack
literally turned from us, braced himself against the wall, and thunked his head
against the drywall.  “The Great Mage save us. Do you have any idea
how much danger you blundering morons got yourselves into?”


“I
trust you, I would have told you if I even suspected,” I pleaded, although a
small part of me felt vindicated for all the secrets Jack kept from me.


He
waived for me to calm myself.  “You’re awful at keeping secrets, Jan. 
Hell, you couldn’t even keep my birthday present a secret.”


Impulsively,
I hugged him.  “Thank you for trusting me.”  Jack was warm, and
solid.  I wished he’d been with me in Azry; I had the feeling he could
have dealt some serious damage.


He
ruffled my hair affectionately.  “All the trust in the world isn’t going
to save your little gatewright skin if we don’t get you back to where you’re
supposed to be,” he teased.  “Jan Leeman doesn’t make gates.”


“I
don’t even know how to make a gate,” I lamented, letting him go. 
Right now, the last thing I wanted to do was leave the comfort of my home yet
again for an adventure.


“Well,
hate to break it to you, but your life depends on you learning rather quickly,”
Jack observed.  “Your mother would have my hide if anything happened to
you.  On the other hand, I could do an entire series of artworks just
about your untimely demise.  I think those would sell rather well, don’t
you think?”  Trust Jack to make a joke out of it.


Riven
wasn’t amused.  “You will find her an instructor,” he commanded,
and I knew it wasn’t just for my sake.  He needed to get home, ASAP. 
Before Earth started to take its toll on him.


“Watch
your tone, Kusay.” Jack growled at him.  “Or else I’ll cut your precious
braids right off.”


“Chill
out, both of you!” I exclaimed in exasperation.  “Sit your butts down and
let’s figure this out.”


So
much for sleeping.











Chapter
Fourteen


 


We
settled around the kitchen table to brainstorm, Riven and Jack sitting opposite
each other.  The cheap table was shoved against one wall so I had room to
open the oven.  Not that I used it, mind.  Each kept the other in his
field of vision, never turning his back. Now and then I had to remind Riven to
mind his manners so he didn’t use the last of his magic to set Jack on fire, or
had to kick Jack under the table when he started taunting Riven.  The
sweatpants were not going unremarked.


Riven
and I tried to share an old bag of wasabi peas.  I had three before Riven
practically inhaled the rest of the bag.  Jack didn’t say anything about
it, but grimaced when Riven tossed the bag to replace it with a can of
pineapple chunks.  “Not a good sign,” I thought I heard him whisper, but
wasn’t sure if it was meant for my ears or not.


Not
a good sign is that boy’s rib cage right now, buddy. 
Out loud, I suggested we order pizza.


Riven
perked up immediately.  “You said this pizza was an example of the appeal
of your world?”


As
Jack ordered three different pies from the local pizza joint, I prayed they’d
live up to the high bar I’d set for them.  Jack ordered pickup, and I
peered at him quizzically.  He gave me an irritated look as he rattled off
his credit card information.  Right.  Jack + my address was not a
connection we wanted to make.  I needed to be more careful before I made
an irreversible mistake.


Jack
left shortly afterward to get our food, not without casting a warning glare at
Riven.  As soon as the door shut behind him, Riven
let out a long sigh.  “Dealing with Becot is always a challenge.”


“I
didn’t think you knew him.”


“Any
Becot.  I’ve dealt with his kin.  Irritating, all of them.” 
Riven relaxed slowly.  “How do you know him, anyway?”


“We
met years ago when I was in school.  He noticed my keen interest in Azry
and liked to listen to my ideas.  Eventually, when he corrected me one too
many times, I figured out that he had to be an Exile.  He didn’t tell me
himself until much later.  Maybe his neighbors and a few of his clients
might suspect, but he’s kept a really low profile.”


“Do
many Exiles live here?”


“No. 
Jack thinks the temptation of the gate drives them nuts.”  I sucked in my
breath.  Was I supposed to say that?  Shit!


 “Interesting,”
was all Riven shared in return.  “So tell me, how do you study the fey
without talking to them?”


We
easily filled the next thirty minutes bickering about whether inductive
reasoning could be expected to produce accurate knowledge regarding the fey.


“As
I was saying,” I argued, “Anowir fey may be the exception to the rule,
as demonstrated by the Indian and Greek figures of Gaia and Gau and the Yaka
Azry figure of Gaiu.  Please, if there’s a compendium of international Azry
history, point me to it!”


Riven’s
reply was cut short as we heard Jack’s heavy footsteps coming up the
stairs.  Riven rudely snapped at me to stay put and opened the door a
crack to confirm who it was before opening it the rest of the way.  His
bad attitude melted as he caught a whiff of what Jack was carrying.


“Keep
busy while I was gone?”  Jack inquired.


“What
does ‘compendium’ mean?” Riven asked him.


Jack
raised his eyebrow at me.  “What did you do to piss her off?  She
only brings out the big words when she’s trying to beat you over the head with
an argument.”


“Where’s
the pepperoni?” I evaded, and Jack laughed outright.


 


Luckily
(or unluckily, depending on who you asked), Riven’s taste in pizza mirrored
Jack’s.  The veggie delight lay forgotten to the side while I munched
slowly on my very own pepperoni pizza.  Jack and Riven lay into the
chicken teriyaki.  Riven’s eyes practically rolled back in his head as he
had his very first bite of American pizza.  “I admit, I think you have a
point about the pizza,” he grinned at me.


“You’ll
find I’m right about a lot of things,” I challenged him playfully.


“Try
the veggie one next,” Jack suggested, watching his favorite pizza disappearing
to Riven’s voracious appetite.


When
we managed to focus on our predicament, we made some decent headway.  “Do
we have any clue to who might know how to teach her?”  Riven popped the
last piece of one of the pepperoni slices into his mouth.


Jack
tapped his fingers thoughtfully against his tall mug of post-pizza
coffee.  “Jan, do you know where your father is?”


I
knew he didn’t mean Nick.  “Nope.  Burning in hell maybe?  Mom’s
cursed him enough that’s a likely possibility.  You think he’s a
gatewright?”


“Most
likely.  I know your mother.”  He looked pointedly at me. 


“Yeah,
yeah, I know you had to find me like, what, five times in grad school because I
wouldn’t pick up my phone?”  I rolled my eyes dramatically.


“Exactly. 
You think she’d ‘forget’ to tell you?  If you mother had the slightest
inkling you could accidentally fall into Azry, she’d have slapped a radio
collar on you and possibly a baby monitor.”


He
was right.  “Fucking worthless piece of shit for a father,” I muttered,
getting up to make more coffee.


“Anyone
else that might be of help?” Riven pressed.


Jack
hesitated one moment too long before changing the subject. “Riven,” Jack asked,
“where are your holdings?”  Dammit.  He was hiding something again.


“Peregare.” 
Riven recognized my expression and clarified.  “Southwest of here, near
the end of the vast valley between the mountains.”


“Isn’t
Peregare the house of the royal family?”  Jack challenged him.


“Yes
and no,” Riven corrected him through gritted teeth.  “And, Queen
Kusay Essint moved the royal family to the Citadel of Fountains about ten years
ago, shortly after the Emor gate opened.”


“That’s
interesting,” Jack mused, sipping his coffee.


“Essint
left Peregare in the care of my mother and me.  Eventually, I assume one
of my cousins will come to claim it.  So it’s ours only in trust.” 
Bitterness clouded his face.  “Thus I have no true holdings.”


A
flicker of sympathy from Jack. “Well, it’s a good thing you’re atsili.” 
Jack cocked his head slightly, the sympathy gone as quickly as it had
appeared.  “Is this why you studied English so much?  Because you’re
landless?”


“No.” 
Riven almost dared him to ask more, and I couldn’t help but grin.  Oh, it
was so good to watch Jack get a taste of his own medicine.


Jack
grunted, the same noise my mother made when I’d told her an obvious lie. 
He turned his attention to me.  “Can we take a look on Google Earth?” 


I
nodded and went to grab my laptop as I heard Riven ask what Google was. I
grinned and looked forward to introducing him to the Internet.


My
Dell was originally a gift from Nicholas before I went to grad school, and two
years of heavy wear had taken its toll.  While it booted up (processing a
lengthy update, of course), Riven tried to explain where his homestead was, in
relation to fey landmarks, magical hotspots, and other Anowir holdings. 
He kept getting distracted, fascinated by the computer (“How does this
work?  How is this not magic?”).  Jack listened patiently, politely,
but I knew him well enough that most of what Riven was describing (when he did
manage to stay on topic) was not that helpful.


It
took us perhaps an hour to determine where the equivalent location to Peregare
was in our world.  Our best guess was Roanoke, but choosing the best place
to try to launch us back into Azry was difficult.  We needed enough
privacy that passersby had no chance of stumbling over a wide-open gate, but
close enough to Peregare so that we wouldn’t have to walk for days.  Anything
too close to human construction wasn’t a great bet, since humans changed the
terrain when they built cities.  I wouldn’t want to create a gate and fall
into a river or fall off a cliff or find myself buried in a hill.


Explore
Park was just off the Blue Ridge Parkway, 1,200 acres of green hills, wildlife,
and streams.  Riven confidently declared that if we landed within 10 miles
of Peregare, he’d be able to find it based on magic ley lines in relationship
to the Roanoke River.  More than likely, however, -if we got through-, it
would be a long hike.  I wasn’t particularly fond of the concept, but at
least this time we’d prepared.


There
was one issue that didn’t present an easy answer: we didn’t have much
money.  Jack was an artist, and a successful one at that.  But even
with that success, he had just enough to pay his rent and keep food on the
table.


Which
meant one thing.


“Hi
Mom.”  I used Jack’s cell.  I didn’t want to alert the phone company
that I was up and about, beyond what could reasonably be blamed on Thomas.


“Hi
sweetie, is everything ok?”


“Pretty
much.  Have you told anyone that I’m back yet?”


“Jack
hasn’t showed up yet?” she answered in alarm, and I sighed.


“No,
Jack’s here.  I mean people other than Jack.”


“I
haven’t.  I wanted to make sure you were ok before your friends bothered
you.  I told Jack because there is that other fey with you and I wanted to
make sure you were safe.  I looked up what color fey blood is, Jan. 
You were covered in it.”


“Yeah.”
 This was the last thing I wanted to talk about. I glanced at Jack, who
sat across the table from me.  “Don’t worry, Jack’s got my back. 
Speaking of which, apparently there are issues with Riven’s
emergency-gate-making.  I need to make sure that you and Thomas and Nick
don’t tell anyone.  It’s super important, it could get me in serious
trouble.”


Mom
muttered something incomprehensible before she spoke up again. “Okay,
hun.  I’ll talk to them.”


“Even
if the authorities say I’m dead, you can’t tell them you know better.” I
emphasized.


“I
don’t like the way that sounds.”


“There’s
another thing,” I continued.  “We’re going to try to get back to the fey
world to make it look like we didn’t break their rules.”  


“No. 
You aren’t going back there.  Especially after what happened.”


“Mom,
if I don’t go back there, it’s going to put my life in danger here, forever. 
And it might even cause trouble with Azry, a type of trouble we haven’t seen
yet.  People will die.”


My
mother was silent for a long minute.  “How much do you need?” She asked,
fear and defeat warring in her voice.


I
glanced at the hastily assembled checklist of what we would need.  “About
$400 in cash,” I ventured.  “I can’t withdraw it from my account without
leaving a trail, and I’ll pay you back as soon I get home again.”  Four
hundred was the entirety of my savings account.  I’d paid November’s rent
before I left for Azry, but I refused to consider how I would be paying
December’s.


This
time her silence was not as friendly.  “You owe me an explanation, young
lady.”


Perhaps
I should have just spoken to Nicholas, but Mom would have just called anyway
when she found out.  “I can’t use my credit cards or run to the bank
without tipping off the wrong people.  We’ll probably need to stay at a
hotel for a few days to lay low before we’re able to make the jump back. 
And a little money for gas and food.  Riven doesn’t have a penny to his
name-“ I saw him stiffen and I shrugged
apologetically, “And Jack… hell, this wasn’t even his mess to start with.” Yeah,
Mom, you’re the one who dragged him into this.


She
acquiesced, and said she would stop over first thing in the morning.  I
could hear the worry in her voice.


Jack
headed home, promising to be back in the morning as well with some non-fey
clothes for Riven.  I packed once again, mourning the loss of my suitcase,
backpack, and most of my favorite travel items.  I also took the chance to
change my sheets with a slight shudder.  They stank like a teen who’d
forgotten deodorant for several days.


I
came out with a stuffed old duffel bag, and found Riven eating… again. 
His attention was focused wholly on the laptop, as he carefully maneuvered the
mouse and clicked hesitantly.  He’d been ravenous all day, and I’d put it
down to the whole starving-in-the-forest thing.  I watched him for a
moment, as I realized that he looked… different.  His slight frame was…
thicker.  He’d barely had time to digest, much less put on weight. 
Even his cheekbones were less pronounced, and the half-moon c’s of his ears
were shorter.  He was turning into a human, just like an Exile, I realized
with a pang.  If he was putting on mass, he had to get it from
somewhere.  I quietly poked my nose into the fridge to see the damage and
my eyes widened.  He’d eaten the rest of the pizza, half a loaf of bread,
an entire block of cheddar cheese, and most of a jar of peanut butter. 
Impressive!


“Are
you and Jack a couple?”  Riven asked.  He’d set aside to laptop to
focus on me.


Surprised,
my cheeks reddened.  Why did everyone think that?!  “No.  He’s
my friend.”


“He’s
very familiar with you,” Riven growled quietly.  “His actions are
inappropriate for a fey who is not courting you.”


“What,
a hug?”  I sat down across from him.  I’d rather deal with this now,
than later.  “He has shown signs of affection that are culturally normal
for our relationship as friends. We’ve never been interested in each other as
anything else.”  I prayed this would be the end of the story.


Riven
leaned back, thinking.  “I’ll accept that.  But if he ever makes you
uncomfortable, I’ll fry him.”  A flash of anger in his eyes gave me
pause.  That was new.


Currently,
I was a little dubious as to whether Riven actually could, but I appreciated
the sentiment.  “I will tell you if that happens,” I promised.


He
grunted, not entirely satisfied, and dug back into his meal.  “Besides
that, he’s married.”


“WHAT?”
I almost shouted.  “That goddamned fey never tells me anything! 
How the fuck do you know, anyway?”


“His
hair is not tied back?” Riven pointed it out, as if it was obvious.


Had
I ever seen him with his hair up?  Not that I could remember.  “Well,
I didn’t know about the hair thing till you told me,” I growled.  “I’m
just mad because he pulls this kind of shit all the time.”  Riven scowled
in disapproval, and I felt the need to justify my outburst.  “I mean, he
only told me that nagali existed before I left, and left out the part
where he was one.  I figured out that when I got to Azry.”


“He
told you about nagali?”  Riven gripped the table in alarm. 
“Do you think he’s told anyone else?”


“Not
a chance.”  I shook my head.  “Getting information out of him is like
trying to squeeze water out of a rock.  He doesn’t talk about his life
before Exile, ever.  Like it doesn’t exist.”


Riven
seemed slightly comforted at that. “Well, I can tell you he hasn’t forsaken his
marriage vows.”


God,
that was romantic.  It made a lot more sense why I’d
never seen him trying to date anyone.  I’d had so many guesses over the
years about why he’d remained staunchly uninterested in women.  Was he
gay?  I’d thought.  Is he not attracted to humans? Do fey not
have a sex drive?  I’d wondered if he’d had a special someone back in
Azry, but I’d never thought of Jack as a married man.  Was he single out
of habit now?  No way he’d been celibate for eleven years.  Or had
he?  Had his wife remarried?  Did she miss him?  How long were
they married?  Was he a father?


A
million other questions ran through my head.  Once again, I couldn’t
conceive what he’d lost when he’d been exiled.  Just imagining the pain
broke my heart.  Did I even know him?


Exhaustion
crept up on me despite the coffee.  After another minute, I wished Riven
goodnight, and buried my face in my pillows.  Perhaps finally sleeping in
my own bed would ward off the dreams.


It
didn’t.  Fire, death, and blood woke me, sweating, panicked, and shaking,
again and again.  At least I didn’t scream… I didn’t want to alarm
Riven.  The fourth time I woke up, I knew sleeping pills were in
order.  The seventh time, I knew therapy was.


 


Jack
returned early, as promised, with a blue Virginia is for Lovers t-shirt
I’d never seen him wear and a pair of paint-stained baggy jeans.  Riven
disappeared into the bathroom after I provided him a towel and showed him how
to turn the shower on and off, without setting the water so hot he’d scald
himself.  My shower was pretty damn sensitive.


As
was Riven.  Several times already this morning he’d bristled at even the
most jovial insult from Jack, hands clenching in the habit I now recognized as
a grasp for the magic he couldn’t reach.  Particularly after his shower,
his expression was stone, although now and then I could catch a muscle
twitching in his jaw.  Not that I spent much time studying his
jawline.  I didn’t know what was bothering him, and when I peered
questioningly at Jack, he gave me an infinitesimal frown and shake of his head.


I
was going over our checklist with Jack when my mother showed up, rapping
sharply at the door.  I welcomed her inside as she made disparaging remarks
about the way my brother “took care of” my apartment.  Jack excused
himself to the kitchen, where Riven was enraptured by the power of the Internet
and my laptop.  I’d taught Riven ALT-CTR-DEL this morning; he was catching
on at a frightening pace.  At least that seemed to be going well.


“Now
will you tell me what happened?”  My mother probed, and I felt an edge to
her question.  Then she looked down.  “Jesus, your feet!”


I
waved her to a seat on the couch and joined her.  “Contrary to the song,
these boots were not made for walkin’.”  I tried to comfort her with a
winning smile.  “I can’t exactly tell you what went on in Azry, Mom, I’m
sorry.  I’m still trying to figure it all out myself.  Honestly, from
everything I’ve heard, it might be safer for you and the family not to be
involved.”


She
sighed in exasperation.  “Dammit, Jan, you’re being just like your
father!”


“Why?”
I wasn’t going to let it go, even if it was a sore subject.  I had to know
more.


“He
was always off places, and wouldn’t tell me where he’d gone.  I
thought at first it was drugs or alcohol, but he always seemed ok, never high
or drunk.  I wondered if he was selling drugs, but he was always broke.  Every time he managed to get a job, he’d end up
fired, or quit, a few months later.”  Her eyes welled with angry
tears.  “I was trying to raise my daughter, you were just a little one,
and daycare was too expensive.  And he had the balls to quit!” 
She paused to regain her self-composure.  My mother was not normally this
emotionally raw… my adventure must be stressing her more than she let on. 
“I’ll never know why he kept disappearing, sometimes for days at a time. 
Was he cheating?  He never told me.”


Distant
memories of shouting, my mother throwing books, and me, a small child, wailing
at them to stop.  I barely remembered what my dad looked like.


“So,
I got fed up with his bullshit, and told him to either be there for me and his own
daughter, or to get the hell out of our lives.  So don’t you start
pulling that-“ she broke off as she saw Riven and Jack
emerge from the kitchen.


With
his new clothes, Riven’s physical changes were even more apparent.  At
this point, he almost could pass as a human.  “Thank you for your
assistance, Mrs. Leeman,” he bowed his head.


“Actually,
it’s Mrs. Jenkins,” she corrected him, not entirely happy with his
presence.  I had no idea what she imagined his role in all this was, but
it wasn’t so sunny that she hadn’t sent Jack in.


A
flash of confusion passed across Riven’s face.  Jack interjected. 
“Sometimes when a woman remarries she takes her new husband’s name but the
child does not.”


“Humanity
is utterly confusing,” he sighed, resigned, and excused himself to rummage in
the kitchen cupboards for more food.  At this rate, I wouldn’t have to
worry about anything going bad.


Jack
and I accepted the large wad of cash my mother produced with many thanks. 
I promised repeatedly to pay her back, then gently shooed her out the
door.  As soon as the door shut behind her, Jack pulled me aside.


“Riven’s
going through a rough time,” he informed me gently, keeping an eye on the
doorway to the kitchen.  “Be careful.”


I
blinked, confused.  “The plan is to take him home, right?  What’s
bothering him so much?  He’s going to get his magic back one way or the
other.”


“It’s
not that simple.  Without magic, his body adapts to this world.  With
that, there are a lot of physical changes.  To put it bluntly, he’s never
had to deal with that much testosterone in his blood stream before.”


“So
you’re telling me, Riven is going through puberty.”  If Riven hadn’t
seemed so irritable, I would have laughed.   I’d been very
entertained when Thomas went through puberty.  Granted, I hadn’t been the
one living with him.  I could guarantee my mother had a different
perspective on the experience.


Jack
grinned.  “I’m sure he’ll appreciate that analogy. He’s demonstrated
incredibly good self-control so far, more than I did when I was first exiled,
that’s for sure.” He paused to shake off a memory.  “You’ve been seeing
his changes appear gradually, but I bet you anything looking in the mirror this
morning was an unpleasant surprise for him.  Fey don’t like surprises, fey
don’t like changes, and Earth is full of those.  This is why fey visit
only here for a day or two at most.  Anything more than that, slow torture,”
Jack started to rant. “Because the fey justice system is fucking lazy.  No
second chances.”


“This
container of peanut butter has been emptied,” I heard Riven holler from the
kitchen.


I
caught Jack by his arm as he started to move toward the kitchen to address the
tragic loss of our condiment.  “The changes… do they reverse themselves
when you go back?”


“It’s
easier to break something than to repair it,” he murmured quietly, a shadow of
pain in his eyes.


Did
Riven think that he was being slowly broken?  I shuddered, and made a
mental note to be gentle with him.











Chapter Fifteen


 


Later
that morning, we took off for Explore Park, taking 64 West through Waynesboro,
merging with 81 South near Staunton.  Riven sat in the backseat, eyes
glued to the window.  He murmured appreciatively as we passed small towns
and farms, markedly calmer than his first car ride.  Jack drove, since I
didn’t have an ID and didn’t want to get ID’d, either.  He was a
bit rusty, and some of his merges made me nervous.  I loved my trusty
Sadie, an old Mercedes-Benz that Nicholas had bought off of one his business
partners and passed to me as a high school graduation present/not-so-concealed
leverage to get me to visit on weekends.


Nicholas
was an entrepreneur who sold his dot com when he got married to Mom in 1999,
just before the dot com bubble burst.  The money from that sale provided
much of our family stability, and allowed my mother to go back to school and
get her Associates degree in graphic design.  He’d gone on to own a small
web consulting business, which Mom helped him with and kept both of them happy,
employed, and busy.


I’d
been gloating far more than desirable when I’d been 18 with a (used)
Mercedes.  Rose had dubbed her “Sadie” after the fourth time I’d crowed
about going to the store ‘in my Mercedes’.  “She’s not a status symbol, so
don’t treat her like one,” Rose had declared with perhaps a tinge of
jealousy.  “She’s more than just her looks, you know.”


I’d
failed to convince her that Sadie wasn’t a good opportunity to make an analogy
about feminism.  ‘Sadie’ she remained.  Now, with having clocked over
160,000 miles, she was more than a little senile.  I crossed my fingers
that she wouldn’t decide to quit on me.  


 


Visitors
crammed the asphalt parking lot of Explore Park.  Blue collar and white
collar workers alike fled the monotony of daily life to savor a Saturday
afternoon in the open air.  The crisp breeze smelled of fall and
harvests.  I gladly stretched my legs, free of the car.  I’d moved my
seat up to accommodate Riven’s longer legs during the ride, and now I paid the
price.  The voices of families serenaded my ears, from the pitched shrieks
of children let loose to the vibrant laughter of college students.  A
visitor’s center, a long L-shaped farmhouse with a sharply slanted grey roof,
offered warmth and a bit of history to the curious resident or tourist.  A
park staff member in a polo shirt was peeling Halloween decals from the
center’s windows and replacing them with cornucopias and turkeys.


I
turned to smile at Riven, proud of this little patch of happiness in the midst
of our world, but my joy faded just as quickly.  His face was clouded and
intense, far from the subtly animated Riven that had teased and challenged me
in Anowir.  He absently touched the hair above his ear.  Jack had
brutally insisted that Riven couldn’t wear his braids in public, and only after
Jack had invoked Riven’s vow to me had he angrily undone them.  Braids
would give him away, and thereby, give me away.  Jack was right… but it
still pained me to watch Riven’s identity slowly ripped from him.  But
at least the new hairstyle is only temporary.


Jack
pointed us in the direction of the trailhead, and scavenged a walking stick as soon
as we arrived at the treeline.  We took the ‘Old Salem Turnpike’ to
‘Palmer’s Pond Trail’ to ‘Deer Run Trail’ to ‘Turkey Scratch Loop’, a mile’s
walk we hiked in relative silence.  I’d wrapped my feet in enough blister
packs and gauze that I couldn’t even feel my old pair of sneakers through
it.  I’d been worried I’d end up aggravating my feet, but only my muscles
and joints ached.


At
least this time, I’d brought a thicker winter coat, and I snugged the hood
around my ears against the November cold.  Riven carried our food and
water supply easily in Jack’s old backpack.  He’d tried to decline a puffy
winter coat I’d dug out of my closet, but I unkindly reminded him he didn’t
have any fire to keep himself warm.  Riven had scowled at me and grabbed
the coat, no more grateful than I was kind.


“What
is that?” Riven interrupted me from my thoughts.


“Huh?” 
I followed his gaze to a couple with a young child and beagle.


“THAT!” 
He pointed.


“The
beagle?”


“But
what is it?”


“A
dog?”


“I
thought dogs were tamed wolves.  That is not remotely related to a wolf.”


I
exchanged a look with Jack.  His mouth twitched and we simultaneously lost
our composure.  “Wait till you see a Chihuahua!” I gasped between waves of
giggles.  Jack’s belly laugh rang out, as refreshing as the forest air
itself.


 


At
the farthest point from the visitor’s center trail network, at the peak of
Turkey Scratch Trail, Jack led us deeper into the forest on what seemed to be a
deer path.  The leaves crunched under us, and birdsong echoed through the trees,
calming my nerves.  When we came to a slight clearing, Jack nodded. 
“This’ll do,” he said, and set down his small pack.  “Jan, I want you to
take some time and carefully remember exactly what it felt like to open a
gate.  I want you to just capture that feeling for the present.”


“I
literally jumped out of the way,” I sighed.  “I jumped, and fell
through.  I didn’t even feel myself make it.”  Other than the
nails-on-a-blackboard feeling I couldn’t explain.


“Ok,
so start jumping.  Jump for an hour, if that’s how you do it.”  He
growled at me.  His patience was wearing thin, probably used up dealing
with Riven.  “Go!”


I
scowled at him, but what the hell, that’s what I said. Maybe jumping would do
the trick.


It
didn’t.  I jumped up and down, I jumped over a log, I jumped backwards and
forwards and every direction I could think of.  My body complained each
time.  I was profoundly glad we had privacy.  I must have looked
ridiculous.  Meanwhile, Jack apparently had convinced Riven to work out
with him.  Seeing the pair of them trying to do pushups and jumping-jacks
was entertaining, and I got the sense that Jack was trying to tire Riven out
and Riven was trying to best the older Exile.  Good of them to keep busy.


As
noon approached, I was gasping, dripping in sweat, angry, and frustrated. 
My coat was long-abandoned on a nearby log.  “This isn’t doing
shit.”  Well, it was a great cardio exercise.  My doctor would be so
proud of me.


“Then
let’s try it my way.  Meditate,” Jack suggested benignly.


“I’ve
never meditated in my life,” I wheezed, but gladly plopped down onto the log
and closed my eyes.


 


Jack
nudged me.  “I don’t think sleeping is meditating.”


“Oops.” 
I blinked.  How long had I been asleep?


Jack
sat next to me and waved Riven over.  Riven had broken a sweat, whatever
they’d been doing while I was ‘meditating’, and he didn’t seem that pleased
about it.  He collapsed onto the log next to me.  Jack chewed on a
piece of grass.  “Tell me exactly how it felt when you jumped over.”


I
shrugged helplessly.  “I had your knife, Jack.  I’d just finished….”
I took a breath and forged onwards. “Killing.  I killed a fey,
Jack.”  My voice shook as a sudden wave of emotion crashed into me. 
The memory was as clear, as fresh, and as painful as if it had happened just
moments ago.


Jack’s
shoulders slumped.  “I had hoped you wouldn’t need to use it.  I’m
sorry, Jan.  But you did the right thing.”


I
kept talking.  I wanted to talk about anything but that.  “One
of the other attackers zeroed in on me, and I saw his hands glowing, like yours
do, Riven.”


“Like
mine did,” he muttered.  Oops, again.


“I
saw them lighting up and I knew that I was about to be toast, so I jumped out
of the way as far and as fast as I could.”


“Were
you aiming at anything?” Jack inquired.


“No,
I was pushing, or reaching, or both.  I thought I was going to die.” 
I sighed, defeated.  I’d tried jumping with every mindset I could
summon.  Each time more ridiculous than the last.


“So
did I.”  Riven added, stretched out on his back.  “You should have
seen all of our faces, Jan.  It’s like when you throw a snowball to a wolf
and it lands in the snow.  They knew you were there, somewhere, they saw
you jump, but they couldn’t see you.  It broke their focus.  
That gave me the chance I needed to end the nagali.  The atsili
blew himself up when he saw I was going to try and interrogate him.  That
was inconvenient.  If I hadn’t been atsili myself and able to
dampen the flames, I would have been severely injured.”  Riven squinted
over at me. “Speaking of which, I don’t think I ever expressed my appreciation
for you slaying my enemy.  Instead of running, you grasped an inferior
weapon and attempted a suicidal attempt to avenge your companions.”


 “Inferior
weapon?”  Jack muttered incredulously, striding off.


Riven’s
indigo eyes met my own as he smiled at me, and I felt my stomach flop. 
Oh, that was not cool.  I felt my cheeks warming, and his smile
started to spread.  Then his face froze, and his eye practically
twitched.  Something had just happened in Riven’s brain, and it had a
chilling effect.


Jack
moved, and before I could react, swung his walking stick down with force,
stopping precisely at Riven’s temple.  Riven’s hands clenched desperately
as he snarled at Jack.


“Death
comes in many forms,” Jack said.  “Apparently, the fey didn’t teach you
that.  Human ancestors started killing each other with rocks and clubs a
long time ago.  While we’ve always leaned on magic, they’ve perfected
the art of killing.  You’re confined to thinking of combat always in
relationship to magic.  But magic has its limits, it’s predictable, and
fey power structures are entirely built on who has the most magical
muscle.”  He pushed against Riven’s chest roughly with the end of the
stick.  “Remember: even the Queens rely on magic alone to keep their clans
in check.”  He brought the staff upright again, and Riven jerked to his
feet, fuming.  “You don’t need magic to hide a weapon.  We bleed just
the same as humans, and humans are really fucking good at killing.”  He
paused.  “Hit me.”


Riven
didn’t need to be asked twice.  He rose to his feet in a fluid movement,
but almost overbalanced.  “What is the stance used without magic?” Riven
asked, and I applauded him silently.


Jack
stepped back, eyes dancing.  “Hit me,” he repeated.


Riven’s
swing was wild and Jack easily moved around it, pulling his arm behind him into
a lock.  “You’re dead.  Again,” he said jovially, almost sing-song.


As
soon as Jack let go, Riven shook out his arm
angrily.  “I am atsili, not a brawler,” he growled.


“Then
be atsili, Kusay.  See how that works here.”  Jack aimed a
punch, and Riven easily dodged it, moving quickly to the side.  Jack
followed up with another, faster one, stepping closer, but Riven maneuvered
around it again.  The fey’s movement was practiced but entirely defensive.


“You
move well,” Jack commented, not even short of breath while he continued to
smoothly deliver attacks that Riven evaded.


“Atsili
must move or die.  Not all attacks can be countered with fire,” Riven
explained, switching to his native language.  His focus was very obviously
on not getting hit.


“The
same principles of movement apply to offense,” Jack offered.  “Placement
of the body in relationship to another.  Start blocking my attacks.”


“With
what?” Riven exclaimed.  “I don’t have magic!”


Jack
paused, and sighed heavily.  “With your body.”  He
demonstrated an arm block that reminded me strongly of ‘wax on, wax off’. 
“Maintain your distance.  Use your arms.”


After
a few clumsy attempts, Riven got the hang of the
simple movement, and fell into a rhythm with Jack leading.  I watched for
a little while, but as soon as I caught myself admiring Riven, I removed myself
entirely from the small grove, splashed some water on my face, and experimented
with jumping toward and jumping away.  A few times I thought
I felt my fingers tingle.  It was fleeting, and infuriating.  Had I
imagined it?


As
the sun set, we gathered our things, exhausted, sweaty, and hungry.  We
took hurried showers in our hotel room, and piled back into the car.  We
wisely chose the Chinese buffet for dinner.  Riven decimated the teriyaki
chicken.  I was glad that the buffet was a flat rate and not by the
pound.  Jack and I had the opportunity to introduce him to ice cream
cones, which fascinated him to no end.


We
arrived at the hotel well into the night.  Our lodgings had seen better
days, but at least were a step above a rent-by-the-hour motel.  Two
stories of rooms opened on a concrete and ironwork balcony that wrapped its way
around the U of the building.  Riven paused to take it all in before he
followed us to the office.


Jack
checked in under his name, while the front desk attendant eyeballed his odd
companions.  Riven still looked fey enough that he probably flagged in her
mind as an Exile, and she squinted at me, trying to place where she might know
me from.  Whatever her conclusion, she didn’t say anything to us, and kept
her business strictly professional.


A
few minutes later, with three key cards, we hailed the elevator, hauling our
meager luggage.  Riven followed us into the small space, confused. 
“What’s in here?” he asked, right before the elevator lurched upwards, and he
lunged out to brace himself.


“It’s
an elevator,” Jack stated simply. “It’s how humans reach the top floors without
stairs.”


“I
was wondering about that,” Riven commented through gritted teeth.


We
also got to explain how the door to our hotel room worked.  Riven
concluded that he must learn more of this magic we called “magnetism” and asked
if he could speak with a “magnetist” at some point.  I desperately tried
not to laugh at him while Jack took it all in uncharacteristically patient
stride.  “We call them “scientists” here,” he explained. 
“Scientists, like mages, come in many varieties.  Those who study magnetics
are called “physicists”.  They are rare and generally considered of high
esteem.”


Riven
nodded seriously.  I would give him credit, he
was catching on rather quickly.  Hard to believe that it was just 24 hours
after we’d gotten back from our trial in the Appalachians.


 


Considering
Riven and I were truly exhausted, Jack left us to grab a few things from the
store for Riven (like deodorant, and a toothbrush).


I
don’t remember the last time I exercised that much, if I didn’t count wandering
aimlessly through the woods.  Sleep wasn’t too far off.  “Are you
doing ok?”  I asked Riven as I settled into bed.  His shirt was nasty
enough that I was pretty sure it was fumigating the bathroom, and he was
borrowing Jack’s pants.  Even in such a short time, his chest had filled
out considerably.  He no longer looked starved, but healthy and
lean.  I consciously redirected my wandering gaze to his face.


“Yes,”
he grumbled, then realized the irony of his tone and reconsidered.  “I
don’t know.”  He contemplated his next words.  “I don’t think the fey
realize what Exile actually means.  I know I didn’t, or ever will like
Jack does.  It’s not even about being home, it’s that this experience… it
strips away your entire identity.”  He met my eyes.  “I won’t be the
same.  Ever.”


“I’m
sorry,” I whispered.  “It’s my fault you came through the gate after
me.  I made you swear.”


He
wrinkled his nose and came to sit on the side of my bed. “I made my
choice.  It’s not actually bad.  It’s just different. 
Fey don’t handle change well.  And what I’ve learned here could be
extremely useful back home.  For example, this chemical that Jack says
magic can repress, ‘testosterone’.  It’s a very unusual experience. 
If all human males feel this way, I understand your culture much better now. 
There is such an intense need for physical contact.”


I
didn’t think he was asking, but I reached out and gingerly put my hand on his
leg.  He closed his eyes, putting his own hand on mine, caressing the top
gently. Did he not get any hugs as a child?  A soft smile touched the
corners of his mouth.  Ok, that had an effect on me.


I
lost track of time.  In that touch was friendship, yes.  Even
affection.  But something else, too.  I hung in a strange balance,
trying to quantify an experience that refused quick explanation.  


I
should really have just removed my hand and wished him good night, but all the
little strands of affection tied me down stronger than any rope.  He was a
fey, and a member of the royal family.  Not an Exile, even if he looked
it.  He was going through culture shock, in the middle of strangers, and
had a bad case of testosterone, to boot.  My overtired brain was having
adventures it really shouldn’t.  I would be his friend, I
vowed.  For both our sakes. 


When
Jack returned, Riven shot to his feet like he’d been caught with his hand in
the cookie jar.  Jack paused before he put down a large bag from
Target.  “Uh-HUH.”  He raised his eyebrow at me as he went about
setting himself up for bed, and threw a new white shirt at Riven.  “Here,
cover yourself up before you catch a cold.”


“Catch
a cold?”  Riven was confused but did what he said.  “That makes no
sense.  I’m atsili, I don’t control cold.  And what would a
shirt have to do with that?”


I
snickered and pulled up the blanket closer around my chin.


 


There
was the slight issue of beds.


We
had gotten a room with double beds, and I had assumed that Riven and Jack would
be ok bunking with each other.   Well, I was wrong.  The
prospect of sleeping in such proximity to Jack distinctly unnerved Riven. 
I wasn’t sure if it was a Kusay vs. Becot issue, a fey vs. Exile issue, or a
plain old personal space issue.  Jack refused to sleep in the same bed as
me, claiming he heard I kicked viciously in my sleep. I had the sneaking
suspicion Shawn had started that rumor, but it wasn’t like I could contradict
him with any degree of certainty.


Exasperated,
I told them to work it out and tried to sleep.  I thought it slightly
ridiculous, considering how much room that Jack and I both had.  Back in
college, we’d piled 3 to a bed and 8 to a room when we’d escaped the dry
“underage” dorm for a night of illegal revels.  Ah, those were the good
times… if only I could remember them clearly.


Riven
reached for the pillow on the other side of my bed, about to toss it on the
floor, when I caught his eye and frowned, shaking my head.  “You hurt as
least as much as me.  I don’t bite.”  Much.  Now I was
just messing with my self-control.  Maybe I’d just hold his hand before I
fell asleep.  I think he would like that.  Stop that!


He
squinted slightly, and I could see him calculating if it was a trap or
not.  Whatever verdict he reached, he decided to take the risk and climbed
in.


I
purposefully turned away from him, toward the other bed.  Jack sat alone
at the window, pouring himself a glass of bourbon, looking out over the parking
lot.  The first glass went down in a single gulp.  He set the glass
down gently before refilling it, contemplative and almost sad.  Jack must
have felt my eyes on him, and he turned slightly.  His eyes flicked to
Riven lying next to me and he raised his eyebrow.  Through a series of
subtle gestures, he indicated that if Riven didn’t behave himself, he would
break him.  What Jack didn’t know was that I was probably more likely to
be the offender.  Grinning, I closed my eyes and was asleep almost
immediately.


I
woke twice from dreams where I watched carriages burning with my hands steeped
in gore, and once with a strangled yelp from jumping through a gate and forty feet
to my death.  My breath was loud in the silence of the night.  I was
here.  For now, I was safe.  Jack and Riven were both here with
me.  Yet, I still felt like I was on the brink of panic.  I had to
get back to Azry to survive, but I couldn’t stop the terror that going back
would mean my death.  Or worse.  A horrific image of Riven burning to
death flashed through my mind.  Nausea flooded through me and breathing
grew difficult.  I felt like I was suffocating and overheating at the same
time, smothered by the devils in my own imagination.


“Jan?”
Riven whispered.


“Just
a nightmare.”  I shuddered and hoped he wouldn’t notice my panic. 
What if I did open a gate and died falling?  I wished I could
actually look before I leaped through.  Maybe that was Advanced
Gatewrighting, if I even survived to get to that level.


A
long moment passed as I concentrated on breathing in and out.  Then, to my
surprise, the sheets rustled as Riven drew one hand out of the covers and
carefully placed his hand on my shoulder.  An unexpected wave of warmth
filled me from head to toe.  Not the kind of hot-summer warmth, but the
kind found nestling in blankets with hot cocoa, or huddled next to a campfire,
or laying out in the sun in black clothes when the air is still cool.  The
panic drained out of me in a rush and I couldn’t help but smile.  “What
was that?” I whispered.


“Magic,”
he murmured, falling back asleep again.









Chapter Sixteen


 


I
didn’t dream again that night and woke up more refreshed than since I went to
Azry.  My aches and pains were almost gone, except for my feet, which I
wrapped in simple but effective bandages.  I was going to have some badass
callouses after all this was over.


Riven
massacred the scant continental breakfast in the motel lobby.  Sausage and
bacon were both new to him, and he put away almost 2 full plates of that alone. 
The staff looked on in alarm as he methodically ate his way through the
buffet.  


“No
wonder most fey don’t like meat.  It doesn’t taste half as good as this,”
Riven muttered.


Jack
agreed wholeheartedly.  “Be glad you weren’t subjected to the Anowir idea
of roast beef,” he told me.  “It’s stringy and tough-“


“And
tasteless-“ Riven gestured emphatically with his fork.


“And
usually has gristle or too much fat or even a tendon.”  Jack shared a rare
smile with his new friend.  “I will recommend that you do stay away from
the coffee, however.”


Riven
peered into Jack’s cup.  “Cream and sugar?”


“How
did you know?”


“May
I try it?  Jan tried to give me coffee when we were in Emor and I found it
not to my taste.  She suggested these additions might make it palatable.”


Jack
handed Riven his mug, and frowned at me.  “Please note, fey are
particularly sensitive to caffeine.  You should be glad he didn’t like
it.”


Riven
sipped, then nodded appreciatively before returning the mug.  “You were
correct.  Cream and sugar do make a significant difference.  Now the
fey just need to learn how to cook meat properly.  You said this was made
of pig?”


As
Jack continued to explain, I sucked down my third cup of black coffee. 
Considering that the fey hadn’t domesticated pigs, they would need to import
them.  I tried to imagine thousands of pigs herded through the Emor gate
and through the fancy halls of the Citadel of Glass and giggled. 
Although, if I could get this gatewright thing down, I could open a gate at
a pig farm one day.  I shoved the possibility from my mind.  The
ability to open gates anywhere still terrified me.


Re-energized,
I set out toward our grove with exuberance in the chilly morning air.  A
fine layer of frost covered the ground, slowly thawing in the weak
sunlight.  I think Jack was a little suspicious of my good mood, and
evaluated Riven coldly from the corner of his eye.  We piled our
belongings in a corner of the clearing, but I waved both Jack and Riven over
before they got to work.


“So,
um, I know I’m supposed to be a gatewright… but do either of you know how gates
actually work?  I mean, I can’t sense magic, so I feel like I’m blundering
around in the dark.”


Both
of them frowned in thought, and Riven answered first.  “I’ll tell you what
I know, although I’m not sure if it’ll be of much help.  The flow of magic
in Azry is uninterrupted around a gate… it flows into it instead of
around.  No magic flows out of it on the opposite side of the gate
here.  It all flows through to Earth.”  He scratched his head. 
“I know that gatewrights or a team of mages using a hellstone can open a
gate.  But I don’t know anything about hellstones besides the mere fact of
their existence.”  Riven raised his eyebrow at Jack.  “Perhaps you
know more?”


Jack
glared at him and muttered something about Kusay arrogance.  “Hellstones
do something to the flow of magic, but I don’t understand how or why.” 
Riven’s mouth twitched in a cocky smile, and Jack grudgingly added, “however, I
did hear once that they reverse the current.”


“Okay.”
Riven was right… I wasn’t sure how any of that helped me.  “Then why did
the gates stop closing?”


Riven
shook his head.  “I wish I knew.”


Jack
shrugged.


I
chewed on my lip, disappointed.  Here I’d hoped to have some kind of
enlightening tidbit.  “I guess I’ll just keep trying what I was doing
before.” Not that my life depended on me making a gate or anything.  I
drifted off to the privacy of the woods, a few dozen yards from the fey.
 Enough we weren’t tripping over each other and I could still keep an eye
on them.


While
I threw myself around, vainly trying to jump into another dimension, Jack
focused on improving Riven’s coordination and agility. I often paused,
distracted from the task at hand, to watch them appreciatively.  Before
Riven came along, I’d never seen Jack interact with one of his own.  I
couldn’t help take mental notes for research I had no hope of ever
pursuing.  Jack seemed to relish teasing Riven, eyes dancing as he mocked
any slip of Riven’s composure or balance.  Riven doggedly ignored him,
occasionally casting him an utterly disdainful look that soured Jack’s humor.


Each
stepped through predefined patterns of rolls, dodges, and evasions.  Jack
occasionally broke the forms, laughing at his poor memory of what he claimed
had been beaten into him.  Riven’s face clouded with frustration as he
failed to perform with the precision he was accustomed to.  His occasional
clumsiness betrayed that he was having trouble adjusting to his new center of
balance.  I could see why… it looked like he’d gained 20 pounds of solid
bone and muscle since he’d arrived on Earth.


I
felt the odd tingle a few more times, more keenly than before, but I couldn’t
reproduce it with any consistency.  Eventually, frustrated and sweaty, I
sat myself down to try some meditation.  I imagined jumping, recalling the
tingle as clearly as I could.  After deep concentration, my hands buzzed
slightly and I grinned.  Finally, a step in the right direction.


Between
jumping and focused concentration, I managed to get a more-or-less reliable
buzzing in my hands.  My elation at my progress turned to frustration as I
couldn’t achieve anything past a buzz for the rest of the morning.  I was
fed up and bordering on despair.  What would more days jumping around like
an idiot in the woods get me?  What if the fey found the gate and figured
it out?


“We’re
going home,” I snapped at the fey.  “I can’t do this.  Nothing is
happening.”


“Fuck
that,” Jack scolded me.  “You’re not giving up.  Do you know how long
it takes a fey to control their abilities?  Not two days, that’s
for sure.  Hell, you gave Fallout 3 far more patience than this.”


I
fumed at him silently.  He was right.  Jack judged my mood and
declared we ought to break for lunch.  That’s when Riven grudgingly
admitted he’d ‘accidentally’ eaten his lunch as a second breakfast.  Since
Jack had thoughtfully stashed some extra food in the car, Riven
unhappily set off on the 3 mile round trip to fetch it.  We were left
alone in the quiet grove to munch away on our sandwiches, Jack oddly silent,
shrugging off my jovial attempts at conversation.  I couldn’t read his
dark eyes, but I could tell he was thinking, calculating.  I’d seen this
look when he was evaluating a painting, or trying to figure out how I’d managed
to kill him yet again in Soul Caliber. The unsettling part was that I
was pretty sure that I was the one being analyzed.  “What’s the matter?”


He
brushed the final crumbs from his fingers.  “You know your mother called
me.  She’s the reason I’m here.”


“Duh. 
I knew that when you showed up on my doorstep.”  No one else had known I
was back, and I didn’t think that nagali powers included that
kind of psychic.


“Because
I was the only person she knew that could take on a fey and not cause a public
disturbance,” he elaborated.


“Well,
obviously Riven hasn’t attacked me yet.”  I finished off my sandwich but
it sat poorly in my stomach.


“How
else is he going to get home?”  Jack pointed out.  “He’s not going to
lift a finger until he’s got his magic back again.  Let me guess, he was a
real charmer in Anowir,” he drawled sarcastically, and let the silence that
followed force me to think about it.


Was
Riven’s kindness to me just because he wanted a way back?  He didn’t need
to come through in the first place. He’d even made the choice to stay.
 But everyone else who saw him make that vow was dead… except me.  So
once he got me on the other side again, would he murder me?  “It doesn’t
make sense,” I declared.  Riven could have slain me in the woods and
popped right back through the gate, no questions asked.  I knew so little
about Riven, but I was utterly confident he kept his oaths.


“I
assume you also realize that you’ve put me in grave danger, right?” he
muttered.  “This entire ‘adventure’ puts my life at risk, possibly
destroys the life I’ve spent eleven years making here.  If humans decide
that I was involved in your death, how long do you think I’ll be alive?”  Jack’s
anger was closer to the surface than I’d ever seen it.


I
froze.  “What the hell, Jack, I thought you wanted to help.” 
Fear nagged the back of my mind.  Had Riven set him off somehow?  Had
he lied when he told me that my trip wouldn’t destroy our friendship?


“Sure,
I want to help a member of the royal family of my clan’s archrival and help a
gatewright who can’t make a gate.”  He put his sandwich down and leaned
forward.  “I’m married, you know.  I have a son.  He’s three
years older than Thomas.  But you never knew that, did you?  You
never asked.”


I
was at a total loss for words.  I had no idea where this was coming
from.  Tears started to burn my eyes.  “I… you didn’t seem to want to
talk…”


“I
lied to you, you know.  For your thesis.  To hide the secrets of the
fey,” he pressed.  


The
words were like needles in my heart, and I snapped, leaping to my feet. 
“Jack, you piece of shit.  What the fuck?  I thought you were
my friend.”  My heart was hammering in my chest and my hands shook.  


“If
you can’t make a gate, you are of no use to either me or Riven.”  His eyes
were so dark the whites were almost gone as he rose to his feet as well.
 Reflexively, I backed away.  I’d never seen him like this,
ever.  Has he lost his mind?  “You know too much.  You’re
a risk I can’t allow,” he spat, and lunged at me.  Panicked, falling over
myself, I sprinted away towards the woods.  Had he just been biding his
time until he could catch me away from Riven?  I heard his footfalls a few
steps behind my own, and I fought against the disbelief that Jack, my friend,
would turn on me like this.


“JUMP!” 
He suddenly bellowed at me, and without a second thought, I propelled myself
forward with everything I had.  I felt as if I slammed through an
electrical fence. My face smashed into the dirt, and I scrambled to my feet,
still intent on running.  Before I could pitch myself forward, Jack caught
me, picking me up from behind.  The world spun as he twirled in a circle,
squeezing me, laughing, almost crying.


Emotionally
whiplashed, I stood unsteadily as he set me down on my feet, staring at a slim,
narrow portal in the woods directly behind me.  Jack kissed my forehead,
hugged me again, then dropped to his knees.  As if nothing he’d just said
just mattered.  As if his words hadn’t stung like a swarm of bees.


Azry
looked exactly like the human side, except for a few odd plants I didn’t
recognize and trees with more interesting shades of bark.  I watched Jack,
enraptured, as his skin shimmered, tiny, subtle changes all over his body as he
absorbed the magic of the fey realm.  “Blessed is the Mage who gives us
magic,” he murmured, closing his eyes.  A tear rolled down his
cheek.  {Blessed is the Mage who guides our hand}.   I
heard his voice inside of my skull and I jerked.  He opened one eye and
winked.  {I’m nagali, or did you miss that when you were
drooling after Riven?}


I’d
figured out he was nagali earlier, so that wasn’t a surprise. 
Still, my cheeks flushed with embarrassment; I was not drooling after
Riven.  I felt a little silly using my voice to tell him so, but I wasn’t
a psychic.


{Oh,
you clever thing.  Also, you really don’t need to think so loudly.}   


He
could read my thoughts?  An image of Riven without his shirt popped into
my head and Jack visibly winced, and switched to using his voice again. “I need
psychic earplugs around you.  So yes, you’ll need to use your voice,
because you have zero control, and I’m not willing to listen to you mentally
shouting about whatever the hell floats through your brain.”


“Well,
I’m used to talking,” I grumbled.  “Will Riven be able to find us?”


“He
should be able to sense the magic leaking through.”  Jack hesitated. 
“Although, in all seriousness, Jan, remember that Kusay Vaal is fey, and royal
fey at that.  For your sake and his.  I don’t want to have to remind
you again.”


I
reddened further.  “I know that.”  To escape the awkward silence that
followed, I stepped back through the gate, back to my world. It tingled much
less than opening it had. I shook my hands to try to get it to stop.  Definitely
unpleasant.  I hoped creating gates wasn’t a result of direct emotional
trauma, because that would get miserable real
quick.  I still hurt from Jack’s words, doubt nagging me.  Had he
meant any of it?  What would have happened if I hadn’t made the gate?


After
I stepped through, I saw Riven running toward us, his eyes alight with
happiness.  He dropped his lunch beside him as soon as saw the gate,
gazing at it in wonder.  “You did it,” he told me in awe as Jack stepped
through.  “You actually did it.”


Jack
and I exchanged a look.  I couldn’t take all the credit.  I prayed
I’d never need to do it again.  Either way, DIDA would have my hide if
they ever realized I’d opened two extra gates.  I wondered what had
happened to the one in the woods.  A shiver of fear: if the fey had
discovered it, going back to Azry was a terrible idea.


Riven
walked up to the gate, admiring it.  “I see what you mean, Jan.  It is
beautiful.”


I
chanted Jack’s advice in my head.  Kusay Vaal, not Riven.  I
distracted myself by picking up his abandoned lunch while Jack hastily gathered
our things.


“Come
on, let’s go.” Jack practically dived back through the portal as soon as he was
confident we had left nothing behind, but Riven hesitated, oddly silent, before
he followed.


Two
steps after we reappeared in Anowir, Riven charged up
a small fireball and exploded an offending bush.  I winced against the
blast of heat.  “Oh, that’s so much better,” he sighed in his native
tongue, the same way I did when I got into a hot tub.  His head suddenly
snapped towards Jack, who seemed slightly stunned.  “Don’t try that on
me.  I know even listening to you gives you an edge into my brain.”


Listening
to him gave Jack an edge?  I made a mental note to ask Riven how to ignore
a voice in one’s head.  Or, I could ask a psychiatric patient.  They
might have some good ideas too.


“Oh,
but it’s so much fun to poke your brain.  I do apologize, it’s been eleven
years without getting to eavesdrop on anyone’s thoughts.”  Jack didn’t seem
that apologetic, despite his words.


 “Well,
mine are off limits,” Riven shot back, and I wondered if he was going to become
an asshole again.


“Shall
we go?”  I tried to distract them.


“As
much as I’d like to accompany you, there’s a slight issue,” Jack wavered. 
“Your car is still parked over there.  If we’re to keep up the guise that
you’re a perfectly normal human, I need to return the car to your home.”


“And
more importantly, an Exile can’t suddenly reappear in the fey realm without all
hell breaking loose,” Riven pointed out.  He was technically correct, but
I was sure that Jack didn’t appreciate it.


Jack
planted his feet.  “And a fey can’t reappear with the traits of an Exile
without ‘all hell breaking loose’, either.”


Riven’s
hands glowed faintly, and Jack’s eyes were ever-so-dark.  I sighed loudly
at them and resisted the urge to bash their heads together.  “Fine. 
I’ll wander up to Peregare by myself.”


“That
won’t be necessary,” Jack relented, without breaking eye contact with
Riven.  “I’m willing to make a deal with you, Kusay.”


“What
is that?” he asked suspiciously.


“I
can place a binding on you that will conceal your recent changes that will last
for at least two weeks.”


My
eyebrows shot up at Jack’s confidence.  That was a level of psychic I did not
expect.  Impressive.


Riven’s
eyes narrowed.  “Why not disguise yourself?”


Jack
sighed in frustration.  “It’s a hell of a lot harder to hide a person’s
whole identity than just an aspect of their appearance.  And Jan’s car is
here.  And, if I disappear suddenly, it might bring suspicion.
 Believe me, I’ve thought this one out.  You think I want to
go back to Earth?  Find out where my wife is.  Jan will bring me
there.  Safer to travel on the human side of the universe, for now.”


Well,
I hadn’t volunteered to take him back, especially after what he just
said to me to get me to make a gate.  Dammit.  I couldn’t tell him no,
either.  Still, I felt he hadn’t told me the whole story about why he was
staying.  Which wasn’t exactly out of character for him, either.


“And
in return?”  Riven was saying.


Jack
struggled to speak.  The words came slowly, as if dredged from some secret
place deep within.  “Find my family and ensure they are safe.  Tell
them I love them, I’ve never forgotten them, and I will see them soon.” 
His eyes grew darker, literally, his pupil swallowing the brown of his iris
whole.  He switched to speak in Anowir.  “You have had what is truly
a unique experience.  No fey has understood Exile and returned in a
thousand years.  Exile has never been an appropriate punishment, and never
will be, but no fey has been willing to accept that.”  He barely
restrained his frustration.


Riven
frowned.  “I’m not sure what you expect me to do about this. 
We have a new system.”


Jack
wavered before he continued.  “What you do not know is that many those of
us who are exiled are instigators who made the mistake of appearing stronger
than the Queens or questioning their rule.  The judges force the innocent
to confess to crimes they never committed.”


I
covered my mouth in shock.  “That’s horrible!”


Jack
turned to me.  “I was a judge,” he spoke softly, and for the first time, I
saw his pain clear as day.  He hadn’t forgiven himself.  He might never
forgive himself.  Jack forced himself to continue.  “I was a judge
for perhaps a month in that special court before I couldn’t stomach it any
longer.  Of course, I was exiled in an illegal, closed trial because they
knew they couldn’t break my mind.”  He paused, collecting his thoughts.
“When I became a judge, I swore an oath: to reveal the truth and administer
justice.  All the years I’ve been trapped on Earth,
I’ve never had the chance to change anything.  Riven, you have that
chance.”


I
exchanged a brief glance with Riven, chilled.


Jack
continued.  “By Anowir law, every trial that resulted in Exile deserves an
appeal. Those that attempted to falsify the truth before the Great Mage, and
those who were complicit in the act, must face an impartial trial of their
own.”  Jack’s eyes grew dark again, and I didn’t doubt his resolve.


Riven
was very, very still.  “You are not simply a nagali, but a nagayos,”
he observed.


“Yes. 
And I will stand trial for it.”


Silence
fell.  I burned with the desire to ask what a nagayos was, but knew
to ask would be horribly inappropriate.


Riven
broke the quiet indecision.  “My mother insisted, from when I was very
young, that I learn to resist nagali because of how easily a careless
mind can break a clan.  My aunt, as you deduced when you met me, is one of
the reigning Queens of Anowir, and oversees that same special court.” 
Riven shook his head slowly.  “Blood would demand that I defend her honor,
but honor would demand her blood if this is indeed true.”


“You
must intervene!” Jack protested.


“No,”
Riven snapped.  “I don’t.  I will ensure your wife and child are
safe, and I will pass them your message.  My oath is to Jan.  Your
oath is to justice.”


“Fuck
you,” Jack snarled.


Neither
moved.


“Jack,
if Riven doesn’t take me to Peregare, it’s game over,” I emphasized.


Jack
swore again, then placed a hand high on his chest, almost at his neck, giving a
tiny bow.  “I will help you, Kusay.  For Jan’s sake.”


Riven
returned the gesture.  “For Jan’s sake,” he repeated, and met my eyes for
a brief moment, expression inscrutable.


Moment
over, Jack walked over to carefully place his hands on Riven’s head. 
After a long minute of concentration, he leaned back and squinted, pleased with
whatever he had done. 


“Is
he supposed to look different?”  I asked nervously.


“Not
to you.  It’s not an illusion, it’s a…” Jack failed to find the
word.  “I’ve tied the magic around him so that no one will notice
something they do not expect.  You expect to see him as he is; thus, that
is how he appears.  No one will expect him to have human features; thus, they
will not see.”


“You
do not see because you do not wish to see,” I quoted Prince of Egypt with
a smile.


Riven
stared at me in confusion.


“Try
not to test it too much,” Jack advised.  “It’s going to be freshest for
the next few days, so I highly suggest you find fey clothes before then.” 
He winked.  “And don’t take it personally if others ignore you now and
then.  I know that’ll be the hardest part for you.”


Riven
scowled as Jack reached over and squeezed my hand.  “And I’ll see you
soon, troublesome little wright.”  And without any more ado, he turned and
disappeared back through the gate.











Chapter
Seventeen


 


The
wake of his exit left an oppressive silence.  Mood dampened, Riven and I
hiked north and shortly encountered the Roanoke River, more of a large stream
than an actual waterway.  Riven jerked his head for me to keep up, and we
marched alongside the sparkling water, following it upstream.


“Do
you feel it?” he asked.  “The magic?”


I
shrugged.  “No more than the last time I was here.  Going through the
gate is always unpleasant, but other than that, I can’t sense a thing.”


“Bizarre,”
he murmured.  We crossed the river where it flattened out to mere inches
and just managed to keep our shoes dry.  The foliage here was as barren as
back on Earth, except for tiny splashes of color, small flowers that fought
back against winter, or tiny birds that disappeared as soon as we spotted them.


Until
now, I had been mostly concerned with surviving.  Now, I couldn’t help but
wonder if our attackers were connected to what might be a broken justice
system.  When we met the fey, they had told us the clans selected Queens
by unanimous decision, which represented popular opinion.  They said that
free speech was available to all, regardless of rank or lineage.  Oh, the
lies they told, disguised as truths, those fair folk.  We should have
listened to our legends.


“How
are gates usually made?” I asked at last. The question of the century, and the
one I’d wished I could have written a thesis on.  No one I’d spoken to
ever had the slightest clue.  I’d been holding on to my curiosity,
carrying it close to my chest, and this was likely the best chance I would ever
have at getting it answered.  “What are hellstones?”


Riven
thought for a long minute before answering. “Once, this was a secret of the
royal families.”  I waited for him to continue; a strategy I’d learned
from Jack.  He finally spoke, right before I burst with
impatience.  “I have determined that it does not violate my vow to conceal
this from humans, as you are a gatewright.”  I was not going to
argue with him on that point.  Maybe in every other situation, but for
once, my new abilities had given me an advantage.  “The Queens activate
hellstones to create the portals.  I don’t know the mechanics, other than
that it does require a very powerful mage.”  He grinned a
little.  “I’d love to test myself against one, some day.”


Hellstones
sounded distinctly unpleasant.  “Have you seen them?  What do they
look like?”


“Pocked,
uneven,” he mused.  “A mix of strange metals.  An elohi could
give you a better description.”


“Where
do you find them?”  I pressed.  Did these stones exist, undiscovered,
in our world?


“I
would tell you if I knew,” he smiled wanly at me.  “And the same as to why
the gates have remained open… no one seems to understand it.  Some suspect
that the Great Mage cursed us for our carelessness.  Some say the Queens
are not strong enough to close them.  Some say that the humans or an Exile
did something to the stones.”


“Thank
you for sharing this with me,” I told him earnestly.  His trust in me
buoyed my flagging spirits.  


I
saw something twitch in his brain, as it had when we were training in the
clearing, and his face shuttered.  Whatever distracted him continued to
preoccupy his thoughts.  Occasionally, he asked questions about my life,
prompting explanations of our school system, religions, and economy.  Our
conversations were short but congenial, and the silence between us comfortable. 
I decided, in the abundant time I had inside my own head, that I preferred
Riven’s attitude toward hiking, versus someone like Rose who would have had us
both singing show tunes.  


His
ears had grown back to their normal length, and the angles of his face seemed
sharper.  Now and then, as he led the way, I gave in to my own boredom and
simply let myself admire him.  It was strictly for entertainment purposes,
of course. He was handsome, especially now with those human features, but he
was fey, and a jerk, and nobility, and that was the end of the story.  Kusay
Vaal, not Riven.  It almost became a chant in my head.  I was
sure I would convince myself sooner or later.


Unanswered
questions hung in the air.  How was it that he spoke English so
well?  Did he know who wanted to kill us?  What did mean when he said
Jack was the one ‘exiled without witness’?  What was a nagayos?  I
finally got up the courage to ask the question that haunted me the most.


“Riven,
who attacked us?”


He
didn’t slow, and refused to meet my eyes. I knew he’d heard me. 
Eventually, he sighed.  “They were hired.”


“You
know that’s not what I meant.  Why was their hair so short?”


He
shook his head.  “That’s not something I’m at liberty to share. 
Suffice to say, stay far away from them.”


I
almost lost my temper then.  “Riven, they almost killed me.  Killed
us.  I deserve to know.  On your oath, who are they?”


That
got his attention.  His eyes flashed and he practically hissed at
me.  “Criminals, Jan.  Thanks to your kind – sorry, human kind
– guarding the gate, we can no longer exile them.  Thus, they are outcast,
all rank, family, and holdings stripped from them, and their head shaved so
that all will know.”


I’d
known in my gut it was something like that, I just hadn’t wanted to contemplate
it.  At least Exiles generally were able to rebuild their lives in on
earth, so long as they didn’t succumb to madness.  “So are they just
mercenaries then?  Where do they live?  How do they survive?”


Riven’s
eyes narrowed even further as I kept asking questions, but he didn’t seem to be
in any hurry for me to invoke his oath again.  “They are supposed to
be in the care of the temples, who see to their rehabilitation.  Those fit
to rejoin society are allowed to grow their hair back as a sign they have atoned. 
Others do not have that hope.  I suspect the mercenaries we saw are
runaways.  I would believe my own clan tried to kill me before I believe
that the temple is hiring out their charges as assassins.”


I
let that process for a moment.  At least here in Anowir, they’d found an
alternate punishment system, although it didn’t seem to work very well. 
Perhaps in concept, but when the rubber hit the road, the outcasts escaped the
temple and created a new criminal underclass.


“Fuck. 
That means we have no idea who hired them,” I realized.


Riven
muttered the Anowir equivalent of “No shit, Sherlock,” and we lapsed into
silence again.


 


Once
he started to recognize landmarks, Riven toasted
everything we’d brought with us from the human realm with a slight smile of
pleasure.  Was he a pyromaniac?  How did the fey handle atsili
who got overexcited?  We picked up our pace, since it was already late
afternoon and we had more miles to cover.


I
had no idea what to expect when Riven and Jack had spoken about his holdings. 
I’d imagined a middle-ages fiefdom, with a castle, moat, and poor
villagers.  Or perhaps like a manor out of Jane Austen.


I
was wrong on both counts.  The closest I could compare it to was
Versaille, the French center of power for hundreds of years and an extravagant
show of wealth.  Carefully manicured gardens with strategically-placed
fountains stretched as far as my eye could see.  We followed an elohi-made
road toward a massive marble building, perhaps half a mile wide, late afternoon
sun casting long shadows across our path as we approached.  Tall windows
arched every few feet across the front, carved doors punctuating the façade at
regular intervals. Intricate inlaid silver and gold filigree decorated the
doorposts.


“The
fountains serve a dual purpose.”  Riven explained in Anowir as I took in
the estate with wide eyes.  “Readily accessible water is a requirement for
our amayi for defense.  The house itself is entirely made of stone,
and extremely hard for atsili to scar.  Kawoli can blow
around tumbleweeds and perhaps break some windows, but other than a high-level kawoli
who has the time to whip up a tornado, the house is strong.”


“So
Hazel was strong?”


“Yes. 
Not one of the best, but a force to be reckoned with.  She was training to
become an adail.  I’m still baffled why they only sent 5
assassins.  They had no margin for error… no margin for a human with a
knife.  You realized you saved both our lives?”  He slowed a
little.  Now that we were so close, I could tell he wasn’t in any rush to
dive back in to his fey life.  “We make a good team,” he smiled at me.


I
needed to change the subject before my brain starting dancing to its own
music.  “Has there been a lot of conflict here?”  I asked, and
started moving toward the house again, prompting Riven to fall in beside
me.  Before the First Queen’s leadership birthed Anowir, the clans had
fought each other enough to make much of Virginia a bloodbath.


“Long
ago.  Now, we keep vigilant against Toran and Becot.  Occasionally,
the Oradim send down a raiding party from their lands to the north.  They
feel that since the majority of their population are atsili, unlike
ours, we should be easy to conquer.” He shook his head. “Jack has ruined my
concept of fighting.  I see so many more opportunities now to secure
Peregare.”


“Who
owns all this?”


“Clan
Kusay, strong in the power of water.”  His voice changed as he started to
tell the story, speaking not about himself but as of people he had never
met.  “My grandfather, the Great Mage hold him in honor, had two daughters
and no sons.  His daughters, Essint and Irvad, both were ambitious and
wanted many things from life.  Essint, the elder, focused on her magical
powers and became the best amayi of all of the Kusay and was rewarded
when she won the title of Queen.  She has two sons who bring honor to the
Kusay name.  Irvad, quieter than her sister, never married, since her
heart had been captured by an Oradim atsili and the Kusay line must be
protected at all costs.”  We began to close on the doors.  “Thus, my
mother holds this land for her sister and for her sister’s children.  When
they come of age, I, my cousins, and our spouses will all live here
together.”  He hesitated before knocking against the pale wood door, and
added, almost too quietly for me to hear, “As long as my cousins see it fit
that I number among them.”


We
must have been spotted approaching.  The door opened immediately and a
young fey welcomed us in.  “Master Vaal, we are so pleased you have
returned.  We had dreadful news that the humans were massacred and
yourself nowhere to be found.  We feared the worst.”  Pure relief
filled her voice.


I
gaped at the hall that stretched before me.  Fine carpet covered white
marble floors, and dark wood walls arched up for twenty feet to meet in a
peak.  Bright pottery sat on stone pedestals at regular intervals 
It reminded me of a cathedral, and this was just their hallway.


“Yes,
it has been an exhausting journey.”  Riven affirmed.  “Have the
bodies of our attackers been identified?”


“Bodies
of the attackers?”  She shook her head.  “The letter told of much
blood spilled, but no bodies to be found other than your companions.”


“And
nothing else?” he pressed, and I realized, there was no news of a gate. 
Had they simply missed the gate?  Was this some kind of test?


The
servant shook her head again. “No, truly, it was almost as if…”


“Go
on.”


“In
my opinion, though I am but a servant, from the news it sounded as if the
attackers had already been to the site and removed any evidence.”


“That
is unfortunate,” Riven replied gravely.  “But we have come far, and must
rest.  For, as I was sworn to defend this human’s life, I was honor-bound
to flee with her.  Julip, please see to my companion’s comfort on my
behalf.  Jan Leeman has endured much.  I must find my mother.”


And
just like that, he took off like I was that much luggage, leaving me with
Julip.  Thanks, dude.











Chapter Eighteen


 


With
bows and courtesies, Julip led me through the marble halls, carpets soaking up any
sound of our passing.  She (I think it was ‘she’, so hard to tell
with young fey) was barely my height, with gorgeous blond hair that flowed with
her gait.  Her English was very poor, I discovered quickly.


“How
old are you, Julip?” I asked.  I was dying to know why all the servants
seemed so young.


“I
15 in summer.”


“Why
are so many young fey servants?”  I hoped I didn’t offend.


Julip
brightened.  “Fey no ‘school’.  Elders teach.  Here best.” She
lowered her voice.  “Becot no elder serve.”  I could hear her
disdain.


“I
see.” Did Riven have to serve?  I could just imagine it and it made
me smile a little.


 


We
walked for a long time through the quiet halls, other fey openly staring at us in
shock and curiosity.  I encouraged Julip to switch to speaking in Anowir,
which she did with obvious relief.  She introduced me to the guest chamber
that was to serve as my bedroom; it was larger than my entire apartment. 
Rich reds and yellows echoed from the curtains to the bed canopy to the
embroidered rugs and tapestries.  Remembering what I had learned in the
Weaving House in what felt like another life, I knew this must have all cost a
fortune.  The curtains opened to the sunset, and the room glowed with
golden light.


Julip
excused herself to fetch water and other amenities.  I took off my shoes
and rubbed my newly-calloused, aching feet into the rough, wool-like carpet.
 I lay back on the surprisingly soft bed and closed my eyes… just for a
moment.


When
I opened them, a pitcher of water and a teapot sat on a silver tray on the
dresser. The sun had entirely disappeared, the room lit only by a pair of oil
lamps.  I appraised the drink with apprehension.  The fey had been
very careful on my trip to find food that wouldn’t mess up a human too
badly.  I’m pretty sure Julip was treating me just like she would a fey
guest, which I suppose was a good thing, but I would need to remember to be on
my toes.  I chose the tea over the water, since the boiling process made
it marginally safer, so long as the herbs didn’t have any odd effects.


Julip
returned shortly later with a large book and fresh clothes.  The tome was
an English version of The Complete Works of William Shakespeare, rather
worn.  I smiled. Riven had been thinking of me, and knew I couldn’t read
Anowir.  Ok, maybe that part didn’t fill me with joy, but at least I had
something to distract me that was in my native tongue.  Speaking in Anowir
all the time was exhausting.


The
outfit was the standard fey style: baggy linen trousers and a long, belted
tunic that reminded me of something a Jedi would wear. Except that the tunic
was a very un-Jedi-like pastel blue, with a bright yellow sash, and brown
pants. Soft as cashmere, flexible enough for easy movement, though not nearly
warm enough for the weather. That gave me an excuse to wear my coat, and have
pockets in which to hide Jack’s knife.  Hopefully I wouldn’t need the
knife indoors.  And I wasn’t about to turn down the fey clothes.  Isabel
had been right… we did need more fey style in the
human world.


Isabel. 
Now that we were back in Azry, Riven and I needed to find out who murdered
humans… and tried to start a war between the realms.  I considered waiting
for Riven to check in on me, but the light was poor enough that I simply
crawled into bed and passed out again.  I didn’t sleep for long, of
course… my nightmares jolted me away several times.  Each time, I found
myself staring into the blackness of my bedroom, desperately willing my body to
relax.


 


I
slept in to the point where Julip, concerned that I was in a coma or something,
woke me with many apologies.  “Breakfast is much,” she tried in English. Kudos
to her for trying.


She
was accurate, if nothing else.  The dining room arrangement was clearly similar
to Emor’s, but for some different design elements that I was sure Isabel would
have been able to point out and categorize.  Arched windows let in
plentiful light, and I realized it must be later in the morning than I
thought.  More of a brunch than a breakfast.  Three fey were
already eating heartily at the table, dressed in the blues and greens of the
Kusay clan.  They struck me as older and experienced, nodding a brief
welcome to me that felt distinctly unwelcome.  Riven was picking at
his food, and I suspected he had been waiting for me.  While his appetite
seemed to have subsided, he looked refreshed, better than I’d seen him
yet.  His red hair shone in the morning light, and I knew without a doubt
Jack had been absolutely right to cast his binding.  He very clearly, to
my eyes, was not the same brand of fey as his fellows.  Stronger, more
solid, less graceful.  More human.  Very attractive.  Sexy,
even.


Riven’s
smile when he saw me touched his eyes more than his mouth and only reinforced
my conclusions. “Jan, pleased you could join us,” he greeted me warmly.


A
lance of fear speared me.  Had I given myself away?  I need to check
myself, STAT.  I wasn’t sure which was worse: if he wasn’t interested in
me, I’d be horribly embarrassed and potentially creating an interdimensional
incident.  If he was, we were doomed from the outset.  At least one
of us had to be sensible, and I couldn’t trust him to do that right now, not
with all the changes flooding his system and his occasional lack of self-preservation.


He
offered me a seat to his right, but I detoured to the buffet table to collect
myself and filled my plate full of fruits, cheeses, and breads.  Only then
did I join them.  Once I was settled, he introduced the other fey as
Dulien, Tanhem, and Salth.  “Pleased to meet you all.”  I replied in
the most courteous Anowir I knew.


That
did catch their attention a little.  Now that I was present, Riven began his meeting, yet I was mystified why he’d waited
for me.  As I powered through the fresh fruit and a multigrain muffinish
munchie, I tried to follow along.  The harvest had gone well, except for
some crops in the valley that had succumbed to flooding.  Amayi
were on schedule making deliveries of perishables, and elohi were busy
rebuilding some damaged roads and bridges from last month’s rains.  The
Oradim had been quiet so far this year, just setting a few fires in the north
when they were feeling unloved.  Snow had fallen in the higher elevations,
but hadn’t stuck around for more than a day or so.


“Who
do you think sent the attack on the humans?” Riven finally asked them outright,
and my eyebrows shot up.


They
exchanged a look.  “You said they looked like outcasts,” Dulien spoke,
cocking his head to the side like a bird.  Feathers, woven in his pale
hair, only reinforced the similarity.  “The temple would never condone
murder.”


“No,
but the temple’s left much to be desired in regards to keeping outcasts in
line.” Tanhem’s voice was gravelly for a fey.  Brown hair streaked with
white hung in waves far past his shoulders.  His frame seemed heavier than
the other fey, and I wondered if he had human ancestry.


“Let’s
consider the possibilities,” Salth mused, her voice light and sweet.  One
side of her light blue hair was divided into four thin braids.  A relative
of Riven’s?  “If the outcasts did not act on the temple’s orders, then
whose?  News of our visitors remained fairly secret.  The outcasts
would not have obtained this information without help.  Moreover, the
bodies of the attackers were burnt after Riven left.  Which indicates a
larger conspiracy, and not independent actors.”


I
sucked in a breath.  No evidence.  Either the gate collapsed on its
own, or another gatewright was involved.  I should have put that together
sooner.  Too bad it didn’t shed any helpful light on the situation.


Riven
noted my reaction but misinterpreted.  “We will protect you.”


I
glared at him.  I was not a helpless princess.


“What
I find interesting,” Salth continued, “is that you said that they raced to
catch up with you since you left early.  For some reason, they chose to
chase you down instead of waiting to catch you on your return.”


“So
someone didn’t want the humans at the Citadel of Fountains,” Dulien
concluded.  “That certainly points the finger at Becot.  They had the
most to lose by a Kusay-human treaty.”


“But
Becot wouldn’t have known the details of the trip without help from Kusay or
Toran,” Tanhem countered.


“Who
would benefit from Kusay?” I protested. “Riven’s one of your own.”


A
heavy silence followed. 


“Do
you think…” Salth whispered.


“I’ve
considered the possibility,” Riven growled through clenched teeth.


“Ashki
wouldn’t do that,” Dulien scoffed.


“Jetay,”
Riven almost spat the name.  “Jetay would do something like this.” 
He clenched his hand on the table, and there was a small hiss of scorching
wood.


His
team looked positively shocked.  “Riven, I highly suggest you rest some
more.  You must be exhausted,” Dulien pleaded with him. 


Before
he had a chance to reply, the door swung open, and Riven’s advisors shot to
their feet to bow to the woman who entered.  I scrambled to follow suit;
I’d recognized her instantly.  Jack was right… Riven did have his mother’s
lineage written all over him.  Irvad had gorgeous blue hair, smooth skin,
and piercing eyes the same indigo as her son’s.  The simple style of her
finely embroidered dress suited her graceful figure, the neckline a deep V that
showed off her porcelain skin and collarbones.


“Be
seated,” she commanded us, and we all instantly obeyed.  Riven was very
still.  Could she see through the spell?  Could she sense anything
was wrong?


“Mother,
this is Jan Leeman, the human I spoke to you about.”  He had a slight edge
to his voice.  What was that about?  Had I already managed to
put myself on her shit list?


“Greetings,
Jan, to Peregare,” she welcomed me politely and took a seat at the opposite end
of the table, beckoning to one of the servants to bring her food.  “I hope
you will find your short stay here amenable.”


Short
stay?  I looked to Riven, questioning, but he avoided eye
contact.  Did he sell me out, day one of being back in Azry?


“I
am truly impressed with the beauty of your estates,” I replied cautiously in my
best, most respectful Anowir.  “I hope not to impose on you any longer
than is warranted.”


Irvad
smoothed her gown before replying.  “Riven and I discussed your stay at
length last night.  Azry and Earth would think you dead, if we said
nothing.  Today is Tuesday on the American calendar, and Toran will have
to announce that there was an attack before Sunday.  We sent a bird to
Emor early this morning announcing that you are here and well.”


“Thank
you.”  That gave my brain something else to worry at besides the usual
death, murder, fire, etc.  But why would Riven have an issue?  We
knew that my parents and Jack knew the truth.  


“We
need to be on our guard.  Now that our foes know we are alive and well,
they may target us again,” Riven explained coldly.  “As sworn protector,
it troubles my oath to put you in harm’s way.”  He focused hard on his
breakfast, but I could feel the heat simmering under the surface, in a very
literal way.


“Except
if you hadn’t told them I survived, there could be war,” I pointed out as
politely as I could in front of his mother.  “If humans get angry, they’re
going to start attacking the Exiles.  Remember the violence when the gates
first opened?  There are so many Exiles who are now known that weren’t
known before.  They’ll be lynched.  They’ll be murdered for no other
reason than humans are crying out for blood.”


Riven
practically had steam coming out of his ears.  “Humans are-“


“Humans
are like what?”  I asked, pointedly, hoping he would get the
message.  He was acting very un-fey like.  


He
closed his eyes, and slowly, the anger drained out of him.  I realized
everyone was watching us, and I flushed with embarrassment.  I prayed I
hadn’t publicly embarrassed Riven, as short as our exchange had been.


Irvad
chuckled, breaking the tension in the room.  “I apologize for my son’s behavior, he is often very narrow-minded when it comes to
oaths.  I appreciate your understanding of the situation, and rest assured
we will do our best to protect you.  We expect word shortly outlining the
conditions of your return to Earth.”


“Thank
you again, Lady Irvad.  I am looking forward to returning to my home soon,
but I gladly accept the generous hospitality you have offered me.”


Irvad
nodded to Riven to continue, and started to work on her breakfast. 
Instead of continuing the conversation, he rose to his feet.  “Dulien
recommended that I rest earlier.  I still have not recovered from my
journey.  Jan, may I escort you back to your room?”


I
nodded, gave my politest goodbyes, and followed Riven out into the hall, almost
scrambling to keep up with his long strides.  Riven’s jaw muscle twitched,
and his hands were in fists, faintly glowing.  I grimaced, and hoped he
had enough self-control not to set anything on fire, including himself.


He
finally let loose, growling through gritted teeth.  “I’m a mage-blasted
idiot.  It makes sense, though.  Jetay has always been coddled, and
Becot probably played Jetay like a fiddle.  Becot would never make such an
aggressive move unless they had more support, and there is no way Toran would
be involved.  I don’t know why I didn’t see it before,” he spat, furious.


“Who
is Jetay and why would he be involved?”


“Jetay
is my cousin, the second son of Queen Essint and a few years older than
me.  His mother is blind to his faults.  He didn’t like that she
selected me to be the guide on the trip, even though I was far more
qualified.  I’ve heard rumors that he’s been seen with the Becot queen,
but I don’t know how it connects the outcast.  I’ll bet you my focus
stones that he’s wrapped up in this somehow.”  He smirked coldly. 
“For once, I’m glad my cousin is an incompetent git.  If they’d succeeded,
we’d be dead.”


“Hey,
we’re alive!”  I made jazz hands, and he stared at me in bewildered
confusion.  


“And
for that,” he told me, “I am grateful.”  Riven slowed as we arrived at my
room, and he kindly opened the door for me.  “More than you know.”


“Cause I saved your sorry fey skin?”  I teased as I
stepped through.


Instead
of wishing me goodbye, Riven came in after me and shut
the door behind us.  Us vs. the worlds, I thought sadly.


He
nodded for me to sit down next to the fireplace, then gestured at it.  A
blast of heat hit me as the fire exploded into life.  He planted himself
in the chair opposite me.  “My emotional control is shoddy.  I’m
easily distracted.”  He flexed his hand.  “It’s bizarre.  My fey
self is back, but the human-ness is still there.  I can’t believe I
changed that much that quickly… I mean, I was in the human realm, what, less
than a week?”  He shook his head in disgust.


“Something
like that.  I’m sorry.”  It had been five days.  No wonder
Exiles blended in so quickly when they arrived.


He
sighed, rubbing his hands on his face as if to wake himself up.  “It’s not
your fault.  I’m the one who swore to protect you in the first place.”


“Why
did you swear?”


He
rolled his shoulders and leaned back.  “I’ve had quite a bit of time to
think about that.  It’s rather a long explanation… remind me to tell you
one day.”  


I
added it to the list of questions accumulating inside my head.  I lowered
my voice and switched to English.  “Is Jack’s fix holding up?”


“Completely. 
The outside doesn’t help the inside, though,” he concluded, frustration clear
in his voice.  “Losing control like this is embarrassing.  Yet, it’s
not as if it’s for nothing.  If we are forced to return you pre-emptively
to the human world, you would be even more defenseless than you are here with
me.” Riven got to his feet to pace the room.


“If
I have to go through the portal, I can come back.  Just with a bit of
hiking.  And Jack will watch out for me, too,” I reassured him.


“A
bit of hiking almost killed us both last week. And Jack’s not me.”  He
cocked his head as if he just heard what he said, and a faint smile softened
his eyes.  “Humans are possessive, territorial creatures, aren’t they?”


I
couldn’t help but grin.  “Oh, sure, blame it on the human-side of
you.  ‘The devil made me do it’.  I’ve read enough Azry history to
know the fey are just as bad about it.”


“Written
by Exiles trying to slander their home,” Riven countered, meeting my
eyes.  Reflexively, I licked my lips.  Someone needed to slap me back
to my senses before I did something we both regretted.


“You’re
saying that you don’t fight over land?”  I faked shock, rising to my feet.
 His restless pacing made sitting still impossible. “But what about all
those glorious talents the atsili have, oh, what will they do with them
now that the fey love to share with each other?”  I mean, I was
into him, but that was strictly in my own head.  Unless Jack had ratted me
out?  No, Jack would cut his tongue out before he ever encouraged Riven in
that way. 


I
looked my Bad Idea right in his indigo eyes and held my ground.  We stood
in a Mexican standoff for a long moment, then Riven gently stepped
forward.  “I’m sure I’ll find a use for my talents.  I’ll have plenty
of opportunities… my life is going to be interesting now, thanks to you.” 
He was calculating something and there was mischief in his eye.  Mischief
was a good look on him.


“How
interesting?”  I asked.  “Good interesting?”  Focusing was
difficult with him this near to me.  Was it mischief?  Or
something else?  


“You tell me” he said, leaning in as if he smelled
something good, gently lifting my chin.  I closed my eyes, willing my heart
rate to go down.  Right then, I was pretty sure he could feel it against
his skin, and he didn’t need that sort of encouragement.  Hell, I didn’t
need that sort of encouragement.  He smelled slightly smoky, even in his
fresh clothes, and he was warm.  Before I knew it, powerful warmth was
radiating through my body, and I realized he was channeling his magic.  


I savored it.  Eventually, I opened my eyes. His
face was barely a foot from mine, so close I could feel his breath.  He
was waiting for something.  I had no idea what fey courtship rituals were,
and I needed to stop indulging this fantasy of mine.  Meanwhile, the part
of my brain that was responsible for cognition ran a loop of ‘Warning, Warning
Will Robinson’.


Instead, I gently took his face in my hands, closed my
eyes, and kissed him softly on the lips.  My heart was beating so fast it
felt like it would break my ribs.  I opened my eyes again, hoping that I
hadn’t just made a horrible human fool of myself.  I’d probably broken half
a dozen fey social norms.


In answer, Riven grabbed both
sides of my waist and dived in for a passionate, deeper kiss.  I savored
every second of sensation.  Had our hormones completely overrun our common
sense? I stretched my arms around his neck, enjoying the soft skin of his neck
and his smell.  Our enthusiasm increased.  I ran my hands over the
muscles in his back, over the tips of his ears, while he gripped my hips hard
and our kiss grew more sensual.  Physically, he was eager but clumsy, but
made up for it with magic.  Warmed from head to toe, and I couldn’t tell
or care if he was actually controlling it or not.  We were both losing
ourselves to the moment, and at least one of us should have cared.


We might have hurtled our way into bed, if Julip
hadn’t entered.  Seeing our embrace, her eyes just about fell out of her
head.  Her mouth fell open as she choked back a shriek, then immediately
slammed the door shut.


I immediately broke down giggling, shattering the
spell before our heads got any more befuddled.  “Oh my god,” I wheezed,
still giddy.  “I can’t even… her face…”


“She’s probably never seen that before,” he answered
frankly, not quite as amused as I was.  Still breathless, his ears
were turning pink.


“Art?  Theater?  Anything?”  I asked
incredulously.


Now it was his turn to look utterly shocked. 
“Public portrayals of intimacy?”


I couldn’t help it.  His expression had me
laughing so hard I started to feel lightheaded.  “We can talk about that
some other time.  It’s an important part of human culture.”  Breathing,
I had to focus on that.


“I do need more information on human courtship
rituals.”  He nodded to The Complete Works on my desk.  “I had
heard it was full of great romances, but I found most of the lovers either
foolish, idiotic, or cowardly.”


“You read all of Complete Works?”  I
asked, incredulous.


“The vocabulary was exceedingly challenging. 
It’s one way I improved my English beyond basic usage.”


“Ah.  Well, that’ll do it.”


He paused, glancing at the door.  “I should
probably go,” he sighed.  “If I stay here, others might infer that…”


I nodded.  “Okay.  I get it.”


He smiled apologetically as he left and shut the door
behind him.


My heart was still racing, and all I wanted to do was chase
him down and find out where those kisses could lead.  I hadn’t been this
ridiculous since I was a teen.


But lucky for me, I also had a brain attached to my
hormones.  He may have been onboard with getting attached to a
gatewright.  His family, however, thought I was just some lowly
human.  Knowing teenage girls and gossip, I had little hope Julip would
keep what she’d seen a secret.  I just prayed it wouldn’t have any
consequences for Riven.











Chapter Nineteen


 


Thanks
to Julip’s unfortunate entrance, I didn’t see Riven for two days
straight.  Julip told me stiffly that he had been sent away to inspect
boundaries of the territory. I failed to be invited to breakfast with the
family again, but received a generous helping delivered to my door. 
Julip, to my exasperation, refused to look me in the eye.  So, naturally,
I insisted on daily tours of the grounds.  As soon as I sensed her warming
up to me again, I wheedled her into teaching me Anowir characters.  I
couldn’t shake the feeling that I was in more of a prison than protective
custody.


The
rest of the time, I relaxed next to the fireplace in the oddly-shaped recliners
that reminded me of the bastard child of IKEA and a camping chair.  I kept
the fire burning.  I told myself that it was practically winter, and I
didn’t have any matches to re-start it, but it was Riven’s fire.  He’d
started it for me, and I wasn’t about to let it go out.


 Choosing
a play from Shakespeare to begin had been difficult… It was a close call
between A Midsummer Night’s Dream and one of the shipwreck plays (Twelfth
Night, Pericles, etc), and as I read Titania’s metered speeches, I wondered
if Shakespeare’s muse had been fey.   Wouldn’t that throw scholars
for a loop?


Each
night, after dinner alone in my room, I amused myself by trying to open a gate
without extreme stress. I focused on the gates late in the evening in case the
other side was populated. My hands buzzed, but that was it.


When
I finally did see Riven, a ‘chance’ meeting in the gardens, he was utterly
poised and showed no hint of emotion.  My heart sank, and I stuck to
reading King Lear and Hamlet afterward.  Good plays, high
body counts.  


The
good news was that it upset me enough to make a proper gate.  Burning with
frustration, I finally broke through after an hour of trying to push myself
through the worlds.  As the wicked prickling danced through my body, I
stumbled out of Azry…. and almost into a yellow slide. The dim back porch light
of the modern two-story house not far off illuminated the swing set and a sandbox.
 Light from their dining room poured through the picture window, and I
could make out a father trying to convince a small child to eat something, by
his waving of the spoon.  The rest of the dining room table was hidden
from me, and I hesitated before returning to Azry.  Had my life looked
like this, before my father had left?  I carefully stepped back into the
realm where I was supposed to be but didn’t belong.


Closing
the gate was my next challenge. I spent most of the night nervously glancing at
the door, praying Julip had no reason to check in on me.  I’d never had
time to examine a gate before, and I took advantage of the opportunity, poking
it from every angle.  The surface was a dark blue, reflecting little
light, giving it a matte finish.  A good thing; I didn’t want the family
to look out their window and panic.


Passing
my hand in and out of the gate made my flesh tingle down to the bone, but never
as badly as creating the gate in the first place.  I attempted to gently
touch the edge, unsure of whether it would instantly cut me, but the air
thickened around the border, making the edge itself impossible to touch. I
tried pushing harder.  My eyes widened in awe as I pushed the gate
wider.  I tried to capture the feeling, the odd pressure against my
hand.  Was this the answer to creating gates?  Turning away, I closed
my eyes and pushed, ever so gently, trying to remember the exact sensation,
trying to combine that sensation with the intention and force of my jumping
exercises.  My hand tingled wildly, and I cracked open one eye and beheld
the tiniest, cutest portal I could imagine.  It was perhaps the size of my
hand.  I got it!  Thrilled, I made two more of the
miniature portals, grinning at them stupidly.


There
was still the matter of closing the gates.  Jack had been right, it
was harder to repair something than to break it, but at least I knew what I
was trying to repair instead of waving a metaphorical stick hoping there was a
piñata somewhere out there that would crack open a gate.  Pulling at the
seams worked, but it was a long process that felt like a massive tug of
war.  Every time I relaxed my mental grip, the portal started slipping
back toward its widest point.  Eventually, I yanked it shut with a grunt,
wiping sweaty hair off my face.  My hands were numb with buzzing by the
time I finished closing my tiny gates.  Closing the largest one took the
last of my energy, and for a frightening moment, I feared I wouldn’t be able to
close it at all.  “You’re dead if they find this,” I reminded myself, and
hauled on the edges for all I was worth.  Pure relief flooded me when I
finally managed to seal it shut.


 


 


 


 


I’d
gotten a solid night of sleep after Riven’s kiss, but not since then. 
Even my inexplicable exhaustion from gatewrighting didn’t help fend off the
nightmares.  Forging portals must draw on some other ability. 
Magic?  Something intrinsic to being a gatewright?


The
next morning, the fourth since I’d arrived at Peregare, Julip handed me a note
with my breakfast tray.  “It’s from Master Vaal.”


Humans
demand your safe return.  We leave tomorrow.  This will conclude my
oath to protect you.


Riven’s
handwriting was comically poor.  “Well, that’s cold,” I muttered, and read
Macbeth.  I hoped his tone would be different with me if we ever
got the chance to speak in person.  Wait, could we?  Walls and doors
shouldn’t matter to a gatewright.  That afternoon, I asked Julip to take
me on a detailed tour of the interior of the manor.  Getting the location
of Riven’s bedroom wasn’t the easiest or least awkward thing I could have done,
and Julip was certainly suspicious when she bid her farewell.  I think she
would have locked me in my room, if there had been a lock.


As
soon as Julip left, I changed into my own clothes, cracked a small gate into
the family’s backyard, and carefully sealed it behind me.  I gloated over
how easy opening gates had become… although just as uncomfortable. 
Carefully counting my steps, I passed through several backyards, squeezing
through a hedge to emerge on a residential road.  Leaves rustled in the
wind, their fallen brethren dancing down the quiet street.  Well-manicured
lawns surrounded the small houses, a humble suburbia that felt like home. 
No streetlights messed with my night vision, either.


“Young
lady, what on earth are you doing?”


My
breath caught, and I spun to find an elderly man, out for a walk with an
adorable pug, staring at me in bewilderment.  I was immensely glad I had not
chosen to wear fey clothes, although my own human ones were permanently
stained from hiking.


“Um. 
Geocaching.” That sounded plausible, right?  At least I had my gender
working for me.  A young lady wandering the streets at night had a very
different connotation than a young man, and was much less likely to get the
cops called on me.


He
shook his head and nudged his dog forward along their walk.  “Best be
careful,” he called after me, and I breathed a sigh of relief.


Carefully
keeping an eye out for anyone else, I continued to count my steps diagonally
across the street and yet again in someone’s yard, clumsily crawling over a
fence to a construction site.  The frame of a home stood starkly against
the night sky, equipment frozen in mid-action until the morning.  Another
thirty steps and I thought I’d made it to Riven’s bedroom, but my calculations
were not exact.  My first attempt landed me in a closet, and then in a
hallway (luckily I closed that one quickly, pretty sure that was a
record).  That gave me my bearings, and I opened the last one in Riven’s
quarters.


I
popped out literally right in front of him, to the surprise of us both. 
Riven stumbled backward with a curse, hands flaring briefly, bracing himself
against a tall armchair.  The upholstery beneath his hands caught fire,
but he snapped his wrist at it and the flames died instantly.  He wasn’t
fast enough to stop it from smoking, and I grinned without mercy at him. 


Riven
was not nearly as amused as I was.  “I assume you received my note,” he
told me in English.


I
left the gate open behind me.  I only had enough juice for closing two
more gates at most, and even that was a guess.  I raised my eyebrow at him
and crossed my arms.  “Yes,” I sighed.  “But what I’m here about has
nothing to do with that.”


He
rubbed his neck and smiled wanly.  “My mother is furious.  Not
quite angry enough to kill me, but it was a close call.  You must
understand, she still regrets mating with an Oradim atsili, and made
significant sacrifices to ensure I was only recognized by her bloodline and not
his.  She’ll be damned if I get involved with some human.”


Well,
that was not what I had been hoping to hear, and my cheeks reddened.  I’d
known his family wouldn’t be pleased, but I hadn’t expected him to take their
side so unapologetically.  Was it my fault?  Had I misread him? 
 “Well, I’m sure there are plenty of fey who won’t piss off your mom,” I
shot back.


Riven
scowled and switched to Anowir.  “What I’m trying to say is that I’m not
trying to use you.  I’m trying to keep you out of fey politics,
which you know all too well tend to be fatal.”  He growled in
frustration.  “This humanity makes me impatient.  I shouldn’t have
brought attention to you as more than a victim.  I know better. 
It’s almost a violation of my oath to you.”


“Riven,
you will always be in fey politics.  You’ve got two goddamned
braids showing that.  There is literally no place in your life for
me.”  Were my eyes stinging?  Oh, hell no.  I hadn’t shed a tear
when I’d broken up with Shawn, and Riven and I had only shared a single kiss.
“If you just want a fuckbuddy, I’m probably the wrong person for it.” 
There.  I’d said it.  Jack would be proud.


Riven
looked like I’d just stabbed him in the gut.  Shock turned to pain turned
to anger.  His mouth worked before he exploded in a slew of Anowir curses
I barely understood.  “You think I am trying to make you my whore? 
That I’m simply indulging human urges?  I’m not sure whether to pity you
for your world or be offended you would even think I would be capable of
doing such a thing to you.  Dammit, Jan, you think I share my magic with
just anyone?”


My
heart sunk.  I hadn’t meant to offend him.  I’d wanted to be clear
that anything lasting between us was beyond unrealistic, and it had come out
all wrong.  “Um.  I hoped it wasn’t the case,” I stammered
apologetically.  “But in all reality, I don’t see how this would
work.  I’m human at best.  You have a duty to your clan.” 
An
awkward silence fell.  Words hung on the tip on my tongue.  If either
of us had half a brain, we’d forget that kiss ever happened.


Riven
searched my face, saddened by what he found there.  He approached me to
brush a stray hair out of my face. “I don’t regret it, Jan.  I regret
making you a target.  I’ll remember what it is to be fey, and to be
patient, to get you to safety.”  His mouth quirked in a smile. 
“Remember, I’m fey, ‘at best’.  My future is just as murky as yours.”


“That’s
my fault,” I lamented.


“Hardly. 
But first, I need to honor my promise to Jack.  You need to try to stop
your kind from lashing out.  We need to root out the fey who murdered Hazel,
Meadow, and the humans.  And then we test Jack’s accusations that
our justice system is corrupt.”


I
exhaled.  “That’s a lot.”


He
squeezed my hands, and bent in for a kiss that completely derailed any thought I
had.  Breaking off after only a moment, Riven
rested his forehead against mine, and I could feel him struggling with his
self-control by his uneven breaths and clenched hands.  I felt my soul
warm, chasing all the cold out of my body.  “Hang in there with me. 
And shut the damn gate behind you!”


Happy,
relieved, but at the same time overwhelmed at the challenges facing both of us,
I reluctantly bade him goodbye, stepped through the gate into the construction
site, and closed it with a grunt behind me.


I
didn’t move for a good minute, savoring the memory of his touch and the feel of
his magic.  Every time I tried to take a step back from Azry I just got
myself in deeper.  My escape had turned into a desperate attempt to
return; my challenge for an oath from Riven had turned into his transformation;
now my simple arrival would make me the voice of the murdered.


Once
I felt my head clear enough to concentrate on my surroundings, I cautiously
made my way back to my bedroom.  It took me an exhausting, nerve-wracking
ten minutes to close the gate.  I slept soundly, however, and woke with
more confidence than I had any of the other nights.


 


We
left the next morning, and I endured Riven’s cold demeanor with significantly
more confidence.  What we hadn’t said cheered me as much as what we had
said.  Neither of us were willing to stay away from each other, but at
least we accepted there were significant challenges.  Kusay Vaal, not
Riven, Jack had said.  But what if they were one and the same?


The
carriage was almost identical to the one that burned on the Emor road.  As
soon as I saw it, I jerked, expecting it to explode at any moment.  It
didn’t, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of profound dread.  Two unarmored
elohi drove it, and another pair of kawoli, a cart with our tents
and gear.  Hands shaking, it took all my courage to get into the
carriage.  Riven’s mouth was a hard line as he watched me struggle, but
successfully kept himself apart.  I nodded to him, determined.  He
returned the gesture and called out for us to depart, swinging himself onto a
thickly-built bay stallion.  We rolled out, Riven riding comfortably next
to the carriage.  A mounted amayi alternated between scouting ahead
and behind, checking in with Riven at each interval.  I carefully noted
that all the fey with us – with the exception of their Kusay leader – wore the
beads of adail.


I
stuck my head out of the window to peer up at him.  “Aren’t six adail
kind of overkill? I thought you handled five assassins with just Hazel
before.  Are you expecting twenty assassins this time?  Just to kill
one human?”  I had sort of hoped that it would be a small contingent, and
not an entire squad of fey.


“I
have to honor my vow.  Any less and I would not be doing my utmost,” he
told me stiffly.  He refused to make eye contact and nudged his horse
forward.


“This
is gonna be such fun.” I growled and flopped back down onto the
cushioned seat.  I grabbed the cushion at the far end and tossed it to the
other side, intending to take a nap.  As soon as I moved it, however, a
book fell out from behind it.  I blinked in surprise before I whisked it
into my lap.  It was in Anowir.  Shit.  Julip hadn’t even taught
me enough for me to spell my own name, let alone read a book.


The
wind out of my sails, I opened it anyway to the front page.  Maybe I could
at least sound out the title so I could figure out what Riven – I assume
it was Riven – had given me.  My eyes widened.


“Oh.
My. God.” I whispered, and turned the page to make
sure what I was seeing was real.


Riven
had transcribed the characters into English.  He hadn’t actually
translated it, but I could sound it out.  He’d done it for the first full
five pages, enough of an example I was sure I could figure out the rest.


And
the best part?  The title.  ‘Theories on Gates.’


I
was going to kiss that man so hard.


 


The
fey guards had no problem creating a comfortable atmosphere at our random
campsites with the supplies we had.  Using simple hand gestures, the two elohi
worked in unison to shake the earth, dirt boiling in an area large enough for
our campsite.  Once they had broken up the ground, they set about evening
out the terrain, sweeping piles of dirt here and there until it was perfectly
level.  They reached out once more, and the ground settled into place, all
twigs, stones, and roots expunged from our site.


The
amayi coaxed fresh water from the ground as needed, or pointed us to the
nearest stream if he was feeling lazy.  All of the fey said little in my
earshot, and it was always in hushed Anowir.  Riven’s infuriatingly cocky
attitude had returned, but at least he treated the adail with respect.
In return, they deferred to him, accepting his leadership willingly.  I
gave him as much sass as I dared without pissing him off too much. 
Trading barbs became a way of life, especially when it was exceedingly
difficult to hurt my feelings.  The more he harassed me, the more I knew
he was trying to protect me.


We
steered clear of the small villages we passed along the way, and barely greeted
the travelers we passed.  Riven always steered his horse to shield me from
any curious eyes.  My challenge was not letting my memories overwhelm
me.  Once, I was forced to put my head between my knees to keep from
passing out from quiet hyperventilation.  I hated myself for it.  It
felt weak.  But at least no one saw me.


No
one attacked us.  Perhaps they didn’t bother.  Or, perhaps, they saw
six adail and a formidable atsili and decided it was
suicide.  Either way, our journey went unremarked.  My other
challenge, when the panic lay dormant, was keeping my focus off of Riven
(both literally and figuratively) and keeping the boredom at bay.  I’d
never before had a road trip with so little conversation.


I
distracted myself as best I could with the book.  Each page was a struggle
to translate.  I kept it hidden behind the cushion, carefully pulling it
out when I was certain I had my privacy.  Then I would set to work, slowly
referencing each character to the pages Riven had already completed for
me.  It was excruciatingly slow.  Yet, I soon learned three
invaluable facts.


First,
hellstones were found randomly, sometimes just lying on the ground.  Most
interestingly, very often they were found in craters. Judging by the
description of the rocks, I started to believe they were actually meteorites. 
The hellstones the author described were all larger than a fey’s head, so I
assumed a $20 souvenir meteorite from my local observatory wouldn’t cut
it.  What was it about outer space – or impossibly high speeds – that made
them tools of interdimensional travel?


Second,
gatewrights suddenly appeared only 400 years ago.  They were foreigners
‘from across the sea’, but the book offered no indication which sea or whether
they looked remotely human.  Just a lot of language about how dangerous
the gatewrights were to the fabric of society and how to potentially identify
one by mysterious absences and unusual habits.


Third,
the fey had a really low opinion of humankind.  The book continued
to circle back to abhor the latest human mistakes.  The author’s
information was sketchy and seriously outdated, illustrating earth as a real
hell.  It took me some time, but I deduced its latest info was from
shortly after World War II, as the Holocaust and the nuclear bomb were obsessed
over in excessive detail.  I wish I could say we’d progressed beyond that
utter horror, but it was always there, demons in our history and in the
forgotten places of the world, consuming the beauty of life like so much
tinder.


 


By
the time we began our approach into Emor, I’d gotten halfway decent at
reading.  I no longer needed to reference the more common symbols. 
Yet, my rising nerves cut short my ambitions.  Perhaps one day I’d get to
read the rest of the book, but it certainly wouldn’t be for a while.


My
companions became tense and terse the closer we came.  Riven instructed
me, quite forcefully, to be careful and defend myself “by any means
necessary.”  I stayed on my toes, as much as I could within the carriage
and with the curtains drawn.  I bent all of my energy listening, but all I
picked up was the ambient noise of the city and the plodding of the horses’
hooves.


I
remained nervous and hypersensitive for the two hours it took us to travel from
the outskirts of Emor to its crystalline center.  When we finally stopped,
Riven opened the door and guided me from the carriage
into the now-familiar fanciful entryway.  His guards took up positions on
either side of us, to the front and to the back.  A second contingent of
fey fell into step behind us as we headed down the glass halls toward Emor’s
gate.  Ping-pong balls instead of butterflies bounced around in my
stomach.


“Jack’s
gift to me is with your gift to me,” I whispered.  I’d reluctantly tucked
the knife next to Theories on Gates in its hiding spot behind the
pillow.  I had no idea what sort of situation I would be walking into on
the other side, and I wanted to give the humans one less reason to overreact.


We
entered the gate’s impressive chamber, and I swallowed hard.  I’d never
seen so many fey in one room; I had never felt so vulnerable.  Over forty
fey turned from milling with each other as one to evaluate me with hard,
emotionless eyes.


One
brunette fey, probably about Jack’s age, separated from the crowd to meet Riven
at the entrance.  I noted a single braid running down the side of his
head, and my eyes widened.  Was I supposed to bow?  Was I supposed to
even know what the braid meant?


Riven
bowed his head slightly, hands wide at his sides.  I eavesdropped freely.
“Kusay Vaal, I am pleased to see you and your charge.”


“The
pleasure is my own, Toran Elir.”  Riven’s voice was smooth and
respectful.  It jarred with my own experience of him.  “On behalf of
my aunt and cousins, we thank you for handling this delicate situation and
representing the best interests of Anowir.”


Elir
chuckled a little.  “Well, it could have gone better.  No fey is
currently permitted to enter the human realm on pain of death.  But, there
has been no outward display of an intent to cross to our realm to exact their
blood price.”


“Perhaps
the return of the human will allow for negotiations to resume,” Riven – no,
Kusay Vaal – offered.


“We
can only hope,” Elir admitted.  “Jan Leeman, we ask you to convey our
deepest, most sincere apologies for what transpired.”


I
was no Kusay Vaal.  “Um. Yes.  I’ll, uhh, try to make sure people
know.”


Toran
Elir nodded to Riven, vaguely amused by my reply.  I prayed he’d just
assume I wasn’t a fluent speaker, and not hopelessly uncouth.


Riven
turned to look me in the eye.  “Be careful.”  Impulsively, despite
all the eyes on him, he reached out to take my hand, squeezing it firmly. 
A stupid move, if he was trying to convince anyone in this audience I
was just ‘the human’.  We’d gotten so close to getting me through the gate
without wrecking this charade.


My
thought stalled as a powerful wave of his warm magic crashed through me, more
than he’d ever shared with me before.  Then a flicker of something
else.  The odd feeling lodged itself in my chest.  Riven’s eyes
widened slightly, and he released my hand as if I’d burned him.  What
the hell?  Whatever just happened, this wasn’t the time or place to
deal with it.


“I’ll
miss your infuriating face,” I told him in English.  Riven’s face was steeled
against barely concealed horror.  As bewildered as I was, I didn’t have
time to puzzle it out without putting him under more suspicion.


I
deliberately left his side, braved the remaining fifteen feet to home.  I
felt the crowd’s eyes on me the whole way, and most of all, I felt Riven’s
presence.  I paused before entering the portal, gripped the amber stone
around my neck, steeled myself, and stepped through to home.


And
Riven’s oath was done.











Chapter Twenty


 


Immediately
chaos assaulted my senses, shouts for me to put my hands in the air.  Like
any good suburban girl, I threw my hands in the air in panic.  Through the
blinding spotlight I pieced out the trampled fey garden and crouched men in
black body armor aiming rifles.  I shouldn’t have been surprised at their
carelessness for the beauty of his place, but the destruction still stung.


Orders
rang out as they recognized me, the guns lowered, and another team of
black-armored operatives materialized from the shadows to surround me. 
Gently guiding me with a hand on my back and another on my arm, they hustled me
away from the portal as fast as I could walk without falling.  One of
them, a short, fit, middle-aged man with pale blue eyes, introduced himself in
a rush.  “I’m Agent Porter with the Special Investigations Unit of
DIDA.  Are you in any pain?”


“No. 
I’m ok.” I attempted a reassuring smile.


“Did
they hurt you in any way?” he insisted.


“No,
really, the fey took every last precaution they could-“ I
was cut off as more men swarmed me, showing me into a small agency that looked
like it had been turned into a triage center by all the medical equipment and
people on standby.  The florescent lights reinforced my impression. 
“Seriously, guys, relax!”


They
guided me firmly to the single hospital bed in the room, where Doc Newell, a
spritely woman well into her 60s, introduced herself while peering into my
eyes.  She didn’t hesitate to bark at the men to be quiet so she could
listen to my heart.  My senses reeled with the sudden silence.  After
a moment, Doc nodded.  “A more in-depth exam and blood tests will be
needed, but she seems as healthy as she claims.”


Would
being a gatewright show up on a blood test?  Possibly.  Was I willing
to take that chance?  More importantly, did I have a choice?


“Transport
is standing by,” another uniformed man reported at the door.


“I
want to see my family,” I told them firmly and moved toward the exit and the
fading daylight.  “Now. And I’m sure they want to see me.”


“We
do need to ask you some questions first.  In light of recent events, we
are taking you to a secure location.   Your parents will meet you
there.”  Porter sounded apologetic.


I
reluctantly followed them out of the exam room, through the narrow city streets
to a comic stereotype of a government vehicle, a black SUV with deeply tinted
windows.  It wasn’t the sketchy type with doors in the back, but a more
comfortable version that would have been a soccer mom’s dream.  Porter
guided me to the middle seat, and three other agents piled into the car with
us.


We
left the Inner Circle driving slowly, around numerous blockades, and I spotted
even a military presence.  National Guard?  Who was running this
show?  Whoever it was, our driver kept a running stream of jargon and
commentary through his radio that I couldn’t follow.


The
Outer Circle was profoundly empty except for agency vehicles, some small
desert-painted tanks, and a black helicopter standing by, blades roaring
through the air.  We stopped, and young men in green camouflage uniforms
opened the door to the SUV, helping me out and hustling me across the open
space to the chopper.  The wind blew my hair wildly around my face, and
half-blinded, I let myself be guided.  They bodily lifted me up and in,
and helped me with the seatbelt, yanking on the straps to ensure I was
secure.  Agent Porter sat across from me, Doc Newell next to him, and one
of the older soldiers next to me.


They
shut the helicopter door and I breathed a sigh of relief, scraping my hair off
of my face and mouth, away from my eyes.  It must have been less than five
minutes since I walked through the portal, and my body still tingled.  I
reflexively gripped my harness as we lurched unsteadily into the air. 
Outside the window, the ground quickly receded, but I could still pick out the
game store, closed, windows dark.  Not closed for good, I hoped. 
Just how much money did my “rescue” cost?  Probably more than I’d ever
make in my lifetime.


Once
I could see over the Outer Circle’s wall, the incredible size of the gathered
crowd amazed me.  Media vans stretched their satellite dishes and antennas
into the sky, surrounded on all sides by hundreds of men, women, and children
holding signs and shouting muffled slogans at each other.  I shrank a
little in my seat, suddenly much happier I was going to a “secure location.”


The
last time I’d flown, I’d been ten years old going on a summer vacation with
Nick, Mom, and a three-year-old Thomas.  I grinned as I leaned against the
window, enjoying the experience.  Virginia became a brown blur with
patches of scattered evergreens.  Most likely, I’d never have this
opportunity again.


My
new guardians seemed slightly bewildered by my good spirits.  They
informed me we were on our way to Fort Belvoir, an Army base between DC and
Quantico, VA.  Doc Newell seemed to be the chattiest, and asked me a few
general questions about where I’d grown up and went to school.  I
suspected she knew the answers but was checking for amnesia or head
injury.  If she knew about nagali, she’d be a lot more concerned.


When
we landed little less than an hour later at the hospital at Fort Belvoir, I
sighed in disappointment that my ride was over.  As silly as it seemed,
they insisted that I stay in the wheelchair that was provided on the helicopter
pad at the top of the hospital.  I wasn’t about to argue with these folks,
since they seemed to be taking everything so seriously.  Riven’s guard of adail
no longer seemed like overkill.  Although, Riven
alone made me feel as secure as the SIU of DIDA.  For one thing, I’d seen
him in action.  I knew what he was capable of.  And what I
was capable of.  I shuddered.


As
they wheeled me through the sterile, quiet back halls of the hospital to a
private room, the nurses that caught up with us gently asked me if I was in any
pain or had suffered any trauma.  I continued to insist that I was fine,
but they still had me change into a hospital gown and hooked me up to an IV.


“If
you’ll give me your right arm, we’ll take some blood samples.”


Well,
if gatewrighting was in my blood, they were about to find out.  No excuse
I could think of made me sound less suspicious.


I
refused to part with my necklace, despite their consistent coaxing. 
Doctors in white coats came in and listened to my heart, poking and prodding
me.  “Does it hurt when I do this?” they would ask.  They did notice
that my feet were excessively calloused, and seemed suspicious of my
explanation that I’d had to walk a lot.


Once
they were convinced I was physically healthy and the commotion finally died
down, I took stock of my surroundings.  The hospital room was small, with
two chairs, and a single window that was closed and curtained.  One
thoughtful individual had attempted to add some décor, by the Thanksgiving
decals stuck on the small window on the door.  A slightly crooked, framed
picture of a forest scene caught my eye, reminding me of Jack and his gift to
me in years past.  


I
poked at the IV, and hoped they hadn’t put anything weird into the saline.
 As a kid, I’d been rather good at staying out of the hospital.  I’d
sprained my ankle, dislocated my shoulder, and had pneumonia twice, but luckily
never enough to land me in the ER.  Thomas, on the other hand, had made up
for it.  Doctors assumed he was a skateboarder or daredevil, by the number
of breaks.  Nope.  Accident magnet.


Eventually,
after I’d inspected and figured out how to reposition the bed, boredom and
curiosity drove me to turn on the TV.


I
really shouldn’t have.


I
watched recorded footage of myself being hustled to the helicopter, then
close-ups of the crowd I’d seen from afar.  The protesters held signs,
which varied from “Welcome Home Jan!” to a lazily-drawn fey with a giant red X
over it, to “FACIST CONSPIRACY”. I turned up the volume on the news anchor.


“…can
confirm that Jan Leeman is now at the Fort Belvoir hospital, where she is
undergoing evaluation.  Mark, I’d say from the footage we’ve seen so far
she seemed unharmed.  Some folks we talked to were afraid that even if the
fey released her, we’d be carrying her out on a gurney.  It’s a relief
that they seem to have upheld their end of the bargain.”


The
other anchor replied, “The question is, how did she survive?”


I
turned it off abruptly, my breath catching, just as Agent Porter came in. 
“How are you feeling?” he asked, friendly.


For
the 1000th time, “Good.” 


“Well,
Doctor Brandt will be here shortly to talk to you about your experience,” he
informed me. “I will come back in the morning to start the debriefing process,
and then, if Doctor Brandt feels you are well enough for visitors, we will
bring in your immediate family.”


“Okay.”


“Do
you need anything?” he asked, concerned.  My calmness this whole time
seemed to confuse him to no end.  What had his past rescues been
like?  


Newfound
gratitude at the fey – other than those who’d tried to murder me – filled
me.  “I’m fine, thank you,” I replied.


Yet,
I was trapped, with no way of ducking out to communicate to Jack or my parents.
 Gates were out of the question; I was on the second or third floor. 
It would be rather ironic to fall out of a hospital and die.  And worst of
all, there was no way to tell Riven I was ok… although I had the sneaking
suspicion he knew.


Something
had happened between us as I’d left Azry, I’d felt it.  I closed my
eyes and took a deep breath.  If I concentrated, I could still feel the
odd sensation in my chest.  The more I thought on it, my confidence grew
that Riven was ok.  Reassuring yet profoundly unsettling.


Dr.
Brandt was a tall, gangly fellow with a greying beard, who introduced himself
in gentle tones and took a few notes on my vitals.  “I can’t imagine the
ordeal you must have endured,” he told me seriously, pulling up a chair.


“It
really didn’t go as planned, that’s for sure.  But I’m handling it
ok.”  I bet he was the psychiatrist.


“I
want you to know this is a safe space,” Brandt reassured me.  “How have
you been sleeping?”  He leaned forward, clasping his hands in rapt
attention.


“I
had a few nightmares at first, but then they went away.”  I wasn’t going
to tell him that magic had a role in that, and when it wore off, the nightmares
came back with a vengeance.  Or that I killed a fey and kept thinking I
had blood under my fingernails.  Or that I was dealing with superpowers
that people would want to kill me for, or that I might be falling for the
entirely wrong non-human.  I took a breath to clear my head.   I
didn’t have much use for a shrink right now.  But what else could I
say?  If I didn’t tell him anything, he might be suspicious and hold up my
release.  


Brandt
forged ahead.  “The nurses tell me that your necklace is very important to
you.  Can you tell me why?”


I
gripped it reflexively.  If I let it go, everything would go to
shit.  The stone’s magical protection had kept me alive. Otherwise,
wouldn’t I have gotten in the carriages, too?  Would I be dead?  “I
guess I feel like it’s my security blanket.  Call me superstitious,” I
mumbled.


“May
I see it?” he asked.


I
handed it over tentatively.  Did it have settings?  Would giving it
to him mess them up?  He turned it over in his hand, inspecting it
closely, before returning it to me.   I secured it on my neck again,
relieved.  I felt a little like a Baggins with the One Ring. 
Technically, I shouldn’t need it now that I was back in the human world, but it
was bad enough being without Jack’s knife.  Hell, I didn’t even know if
the stone worked here.  But in this instance, I’d rather be safe than
sorry.


“Do
you mind if I ask you a few questions?” Brandt continued.


And
thus, the psych screening began, all questions about my well-being, none of
them about my actual experiences in Anowir.  My answers varied between “oh
GOD no” and “absolutely”.  I felt confident by the end I’d fooled him into
thinking I was entirely in possession of all of my senses.


“Lastly,”
he shifted, and I had the feeling this part of the conversation may not have
been his idea, “Can you describe the attack?”


I
expected this from Agent Porter and Co., not him, and it threw me off a
little.  I guess this wasn’t just a psych screening after all, was
it?  “Um.”  Hell, where did I even start?  I’d planned it all
out in my mind during the lengthy carriage ride, but now that I had to speak,
my version of the story seemed paper-thin.  “We were on the road, having
lunch, when we were approached by five riders.  They shouted something at
us, and then they attacked with fireballs and earthquakes.  I was too
scared to move, but everyone else except the fey ran to the carriages. 
The fey tried to fight them off, but it was five against two, and they managed
to not only kill Hazel, but also destroy the carriages.  Riven managed to
kill the remaining attackers, who must not have seen me, considering how I was
cowering in the bushes.  Once everyone was dead, Riven
put me under his protection and took me to the safest place he knew, his
home.”  Even this simplistic version made me feel vulnerable and raw, but
it covered all the main points I wanted people to know.  


“Thank
you for sharing.”  Brandt told me, and he sounded genuine. 


Other
than Riven, my companions were dead.  The news anchor had been
right.  Why was I alive?  There had to be a reason, right? 
“I’m worried that the terrorists who attacked us on the fey side might have
been trying to instigate a conflict with humans,” I told him earnestly. 
“I feel like the only reason I’m alive right now is to make sure we don’t let
them succeed.  The deaths of Isabel, Kim, Neville, Erikah, Peter, Hazel,
and Meadow will all be in vain if we let hot-heads run us into a
bloodbath.”  The whole truth, for the first time.


Brandt
met my eyes and nodded in understanding.  “I see that’s very important to
you.”


I
didn’t elaborate further.  My imagination was already overexcited
exploring what a fey-human bloodbath might look like.


He
read my expression.  “I’ll let you rest now.”  He squeezed my
shoulder, and left me alone in the hospital room.


I
found a Sailor Moon marathon on the Cartoon Network, and cozied up to
watch until I was ready to pass out.  The familiarity of the shows
distracted me from the dangerous whirlwind of my own mind.  At least,
while I was conscious.  The second time I woke with a hoarse cry from a
nightmare, the nurse put something into my IV.  Only then did I sleep
solidly.


The
next morning, I couldn’t shake off the effects of whatever it was they’d given
me.  My eyes kept wanting to close and my limbs felt heavy.  The weak
coffee they provided did little to remedy the situation.  But, it was coffee,
a medicine I’d been too long without.  I was considering hitting the call
button to see if I could get one of the cute uniformed corpsmen to bring me
more when Porter greeted me.  The agent, sharply dressed in a suit and
tie, was followed by two others.  It reminded me of Men in Black. 
“How are you this morning?” he inquired.


“Fine. 
Do you think you might know where I could get more coffee?  Like, the good
stuff?”


Porter
looked to one of the men, and jerked his head.  The younger man’s
shoulders slumped.  “Cream or sugar?”


“Black,”
I responded enthusiastically.


“The
gentleman taking care of your coffee is Eric Lashley.  As you know, I’m
Agent Porter, this is Agent Baragona.  I hear you had trouble
sleeping?”  Porter asked as his assistant left, pulling up one chair, the
other agent pulling up the other.


Did
HIPAA patient privacy not apply here?  Thanks, nurses.  “Not
really.  But that’s not unusual for me,” I lied.


Porter
nodded sympathetically.  “I hope you don’t mind if we ask you some
questions.”


Nothing
unexpected.  “Go ahead.”


For
all of that day, giving me only a chance to watch snippets of movies and eat
meals in peace, Porter and Baragona asked me every imaginable question about
the fey world, the fey themselves, and the attack.  They asked for an
incredible level of detail, and much of it I couldn’t even remember.  Some
aspects they should have known already, and I suppose they were
cross-referencing it against other sources, but it gave me a chance to talk
about something where I was already an expert.  Twice, they brought in
experts of such-and-such fey thing, and I’d have to repeat my story all over
again.  The Agents tried to disguise their interrogations as polite
conversation, but not well enough that I didn’t feel like a criminal.


I
carefully left out the part about mind control, and the fact I was a
gatewright.  I wanted to defuse a war, not start a panic.  Riven and
Jack would have been very peeved with me for sharing so many of the fey’s
secrets, but I wanted to make sure the Agents thought I was an open book. 
I even ratted out the existence of hellstones, but didn’t tell them my
suspicion they were meteorites.  Nevertheless, I couldn’t bring myself to
tell anyone – least of all Porter – that I’d killed a fey.  I had a hard
enough time keeping myself from scouring my hands and picking at my nails.


The
second night I slept well, helped by a dose of the meds.  Getting it at
bedtime – and not in the middle of the night – made a world of difference when
I woke up, finally refreshed.  Porter and Baragona joined me an hour after
my breakfast of decidedly unhealthy hospital food, but instead of more
questions, they offered to help me craft a public statement. 
“Absolutely.” I grinned at them.


Porter
had always seemed distant from me, a guardian and an interrogator, until we got
working together on the statement.  We were still far from friends, but
our fast exchange of ideas and considerations began to build a partnership
between us.  Baragona sat back, interjecting only here and there, letting
us build a case that would survive the close inspection of the media.


We
agreed on four key elements.  First, my heartfelt condolences for the
friends and families of the deceased.  Second, that outside of the attack
(the actions of a few), we had been welcomed and cared for.  Third, I
begged the world not to judge the fey on the actions of a few criminals.  Hazel
and Meadow died protecting my companions.  Respect and remember their
sacrifice.  Fourth, I reassured the world as a whole that the fey
actively sought any others who might have been connected to the attacks and
would be certain to bring them to justice.


We
exchanged a grin when we called it done around noon, finishing up the tasty
chicken sandwiches that Lashley had fetched for us.  “Of course, this has
to be run by all the folks at DIDA,” Porter admitted, “but I doubt they’ll see
much to edit.  You’re good at this.”


“Thank
you,” I blushed.  Maybe a career at DIDA wasn’t out of the question after
all.


Baragona
waved a piece of paper at Porter.  “We still have all of these to
go over,” he reminded his partner.  Grudgingly, Porter leaned back, and
thus the exhaustive questions resumed once more.


A
few hours after lunch, a nurse passed Porter a note.  He smiled broadly at
me and informed me that my family was finally cleared to see me.  “Your
father is here, so that you know,” he added.  “If you don’t want to see
him, that’s ok.”


Nick
had probably been ever so respectful and had given them the impression that he
wasn’t my favorite person.  I loved him, but awkwardly, and I still hadn’t
been able to shake the rebellious teen from my voice when I spoke. 
“Great!  Are they here right now?”


The
agents left, and I hurriedly tried to make myself more presentable.  I’d
been unchained from the IV and had been given a pair of hospital scrubs and
deodorant as a gesture of kindness.


My
mother, as soon as she came through the door, rushed me and practically winded
me as she hugged me tightly.  “I missed you,” she whispered.  “I’m so
glad you’re ok.”


When
she peeled herself off me, Thomas was next.  I swear, he got taller every
day.  “I can’t wait to hear all about your adventures.”  Now that was
the truth.


I
looked up and thought I was seeing double.  There was Nick, and there was…


“Holy
shit.”  I murmured.  Your father is here finally
registered.  I really needed to start listening.


 











Chapter Twenty-One


 


Nick,
bless him, invaded my personal space and gave me a bear hug, breaking my
focus.  “We were so worried about you.”  He brushed an offending
stray hair from my face.  “Did the fey take good care of you?”


“Yeah.” 
My eyes drifted back to my dad, who was staying as far from the rest of the
family as he could.  Hell, I only identified Ishmael as my dad because of
vague memories and my own reflection.  I wasn’t sure how to process
that.  I forced my focus back on Nick.  “The fey have a few loose
nuts who want to create chaos.  Just like humans.”  I gently pulled
away from Nick and my dad moved toward the hospital bed.  Ishmael
Leeman.  At a loss, I offered my hand for him to shake.  Was it
possible to have a more awkward moment?  “Hi.”  He did not get
to be called ‘dad’.


“Hi
Jan.”  He shook it, almost shy.  My hand tingled.  “We’ll talk
elsewhere, I’m sure.”


Not
‘later’.  ‘Elsewhere’.  Oh boy, were we going to have one hell of a
talk.  My jaw clenched and steeled my face, for the sake of Nick and Mom.


“For
now,” he continued, “I’m just so happy to see that you are ok.”


I
bit my tongue.


My
father was practically invisible through most of the family’s visit, and my mother
pointedly ignored his existence. I wondered what had happened when he had
originally turned up.  On second thought, I’d rather not know.  How
many awkward waiting-room hours had they been forced to spend with each
other?  Nick was probably keeping her in check.  Thomas seemed
dubious yet curious about the newcomer.


After
a few hours, the nurses insisted everyone leave me alone to sleep.  I
thanked everyone and saw them out of my room.  Ishmael lagged behind the
others, but I glared at him and he followed them out.  I needed some time
to figure out exactly what I was going to crucify him for first.


After
everyone left, I turned on the TV, vaguely unsatisfied, and was rewarded with
seeing my face and the headline: “Breaking News: Jan Leeman Unharmed”.  I
turned it off with a growl.  The chances of returning to a normal life
diminished by the day.


 


Rose
visited the next morning.  She opened the door carefully, as if afraid
what she would find inside.


“Rose!” 
I scrambled up from where I’d sat cross-legged on the bed and almost tripped
over myself in my haste to bull-rush her and squeeze her in a hug.  She
squeaked.


“Well,
you seem just fine,” she grinned at me, relieved, blonde hair slightly
askew.  “Jack wanted to be here too, but they wouldn’t let him through
because he’s fey.  He’s pissed.  Cooling off in the car outside the
gate.”  She grimaced at the memory.


“How
has he been?” I asked.  Angry Jack?  I felt bad for the guards who’d
had to deal with that.


“Dodging
protesters,” Rose growled.  “Before you came back, it got a little ugly.”


“Is
it bad in Cville?”  Cville was a common nickname for Charlottesville.


“Slightly
better here than most elsewhere.”  Rose moved into the room, inspecting
the equipment and pushing buttons as she saw fit.  “At least these folk
are generally used to having fey close by.”  The bed went up and
down.  “A couple more Exiles were beaten to death yesterday in
Albuquerque.”


“A
couple more?” Sick dread lodged in my stomach.


She
met my eyes.  “So far, the tally is up to 35.”


“Shit,”
I breathed.


Rose
moved on, peeking out the window to take in the view.  “Jack told me to
tell you not to worry, that he has a ‘full tank’…?  What does that mean?”


I
shrugged.  “You know how fey are.”  She raised her eyebrow at me so I
changed the subject to something that would hold her attention.  “So, my
dad showed up.  You know, the one who ran off?”


She
frowned.  “Yeah, I’m not surprised, with all this media attention on
you.  Have you gotten a chance to talk?”


“No,
and that’s intentional.  I don’t want an audience when I rip him a new
one.”


She
nodded, about as much a fan of Ishmael as I was.  “When are you allowed to
go home?”


“Tomorrow.” 
That had been the best news I’d heard all of yesterday.  They’d finally
run out of questions, blood tests, xrays, and MRIs.


Rose
hesitated, scanning my face.  “So, I’ve been talking with Jack,” she said
slowly.  “And we think we should move in together.”


I
burst out laughing.  “Wait, what?  Seriously?”  A second
thought: did he mess with Rose’s head?  That sobered me a little.


“All
of us, dumbass.”  Rose rolled her eyes and grinned at me.  “Think
about it.  Jack’s suspected to be an Exile, and too many people know where
he lives.  It’s safer for him to set up somewhere new, especially living
with other people.  I’m beyond ready to move out of my parent’s
place, and I was already talking about moving in with Emma.  Jack’s not
willing to let you out of his sight once you’re off this base, and he keeps
saying something about you wanting to live on the first floor, which beats
me.  And, hate to tell you this, but… I don’t think you have a job right
now. Plus, with all the media attention, it might be a good idea to move you
anyway.”


I
stared at her in stunned silence before I could find my answer.  “You and
Jack are the actual best.  Except, I won’t be able to pay the rent right
away.  I’ll pay you back but right now I owe my mother every dime in my
checking account.”


“Jack
told me.  How he knows, beats me.” She cocked her head. “I really don’t
get you two.  But we’ve got you covered for a while.”


Unexpected
tears stung my eyes.  “How did I get such awesome friends?”


She
walked up to me and clasped my hand in hers.  Concern lingered in her
eyes. “Just hang in there.”


I
gave her a lopsided smile and squeezed her hand. “I don’t know what you’ve been
hearing on the news,” I whispered, “but before the attack, being in Anowir was
actually really cool.”


“I’m
here if you want to talk about it.”  I knew she meant the attack, not
Anowir.


I
decided it was better to give her some information rather than to let her
believe whatever the media was making up.  “Well, it was rather
sudden.  Riven saved my life.”


“Riven?” 
She clearly thought it was an odd name.


I
smiled at the memory of my first reaction to his name, and I winked as
unobtrusively as I could.  I was sure there was at least one camera in
here, monitoring me, but I doubted whoever was watching would pick up on a tiny
wink.  Her eyes widened ever so slightly.  Her self-control was
pretty good, otherwise I’m sure she would have been prodding me to give her all
the details.  I continued.  “Yeah, he’s the fey who finished off the
attackers and protected me until I was able to return here.”


“Uh-HUH.”
Now she just sounded like Jack.


Speaking
of which… “Jack’s still waiting in the car for you, isn’t he?”


Before
she left, Rose had me sign two pieces of paper: one that got me out of my
current housing lease with no penalty, and another, the lease for the new
house.  I asked her how they managed to wrangle that.  My landlady
was not the kind to stretch the rules.


Rose
frowned.  “I’m not entirely sure.  I swear, Jack did a Jedi mind
trick on her.”  She mimicked waving her hand and lowered her voice. 
“You shall free Ms. Leeman from her lease,” she intoned.


“Mmm.” 
I wasn’t sure if I approved of Jack’s use of his returned nagali abilities,
but I wasn’t going to complain about it in this case.


Her
eyes danced.  “And just wait till you see the new place!”


 


The
discharge paperwork was extensive, and I was glad that I’d told Rose to pick me
up in the late afternoon.  Out of curiosity, I requested a copy of my
medical record, and piled it into the large plastic bag they gave me to carry
everything out.  Teeth brushed, I felt as human as I could without having
had a proper shower since… oh God, was it a week?


Rose
brought some of my own clothes with her.  As much as I appreciated the
borrowed scrubs, getting back into my worn jeans felt like I was stepping back
into my old life.  I clung to the tiny sense of normalcy.


We
negotiated the maze of Ft. Belvoir’s hospital, out into the fresh air. 
Emma, a tall blonde that most dudes tripped over themselves for, was waiting in
the car.  She’d been dating Rose for not quite six months, and so far,
I approved.  I hadn’t spent that much time with her, but from what I’d
heard from Rose, she had a promising career at the Virginia Department of
Emergency Management and was a wickedly good cook.  My personal
impression?  She was graceful, kind, and head over heels for my friend.


Emma
brightened when she saw me.  “Jan!  I’m so glad you’re ok!”


I
grinned at her.  “Me too.  Now let’s get me home, eh?” 


Getting
back to Charlottesville was a two-and-a-half-hour drive, and while Rose and
Emma sang along to pop songs on the radio, I dug out my medical record, paging
through it to find my test results.  Good to see that my cholesterol was
normal, although my sugar levels hinted at pre-diabetes.  Iron levels were
low, but the fey hadn’t been feeding me much meat or spinach, so that was to be
expected.  There.


“Fucking
hell,” I breathed.


Rose
snapped off the radio almost instantly.  She had the wicked ability to
multitask and eavesdrop.  “What is it?”


“I
do have fey blood.”  I struggled with the strange emotions that
threatened.  Grief?  Joy?  Dread?  Relief?


“Seriously?” 
Rose was confused.  “I thought you always wanted that.”


I
sighed heavily.  “Right now it just… muddies things.”  I peered at
the paper.  Sample is positive for Azry Beta markers, negative for Azry
Alpha, Azry Gamma, Azry Delta, or Azry Omega markers.  Sample is also
positive for Azry Beta variant of unknown significance.


Unknown
significance.  Well, there was all the proof I needed that being a
gatewright was in my blood.  What I found most interesting was that I
tested for Azry Beta markers.  Alpha markers were connected to the fey of
the African continent, Beta to the European, Delta to the Asian, Gamma to the
American, and Omega only in Exiles (a recessive gene that is wiped out in human
descendants).


If
the gatewright gene was a European variant, did this mean that gatewrights
sprang up there?  Could this be why Europe had an overwhelming number of
fey legends compared to the rest of the world?  If a number of gatewrights
suddenly appeared, why?  Did something happen?


 


I
fell in love with my new home at first sight.  As usual, Rose had
immaculate taste.  She, Emma, and Jack had found a real home, not
an apartment or townhouse.  It was a little off the beaten path, on the
opposite side of town from the university. Blue shutters framed each of the two
broad windows that looked out on the front lawn, on each side of an aged
concrete porch with wrought-iron railings.  On the far side of the house
from the rough asphalt driveway, a series of bushes threatened to swallow the
house.  Two smaller windows stuck out from the pitched roof, promising a
roomy loft.  


When
we pulled up, Jack, Darren, and Shawn were unloading a rental truck with a
number of boxes.  “Wow, who’s already moving in?” I commented.  I’d
expected us to be living out of sleeping bags for a few days until all the
paperwork got settled.


“You
are.”  Rose grinned at me, parking the car.  “It didn’t make sense to
rent a truck more than once.  Emma’s the mastermind behind all this. 
She could explain it all in a color-coded spreadsheet.  Essentially, we
packed everything ahead of time, and we’ve spent the last day and a half just
moving everything over.”


“You
packed all my stuff?”  I wasn’t sure whether to be grateful or horrified.
Oh, the blackmail material that Rose must have snagged… “Thank you,” I told
them belatedly, and exited the car before I could hear any more details about
the process.


Darren
and Shawn had both put down their boxes and sprinted to see me, each wrapping
me in an enthusiastic hug.  “We’re so glad you’re back!”  Darren
ruffled my greasy hair.


“I’m
sorry about the store.”


“Me
too.  But we got to stick together, right?” He nodded to me as if that was
that.


“Most
of us managed to get jobs at the mall,” Shawn clarified.  “But some folks
went back home, since they didn’t want to be around the gate anymore.”


That
was to be expected.  “I’m glad you’re both ok.” I breathed a sigh of
relief.  I hadn’t even realized I’d been worrying about them.


“Help
us carry in the couch?”  Shawn suggested.


Darren
scowled at his former employee and waved me inside. “Go in and take care of
yourself.”  He gave my shoulder an encouraging squeeze.  “You’ve got
the downstairs master bedroom.  We’ve got this.”


“I’m
fine, really.”


Jack
appeared from the house, dusting off his hands.  {Knew you’d made it back,
little wright.}  He winked, but I could tell from the set of his shoulders
he was relieved to see me.


“Let’s
clear out the rest of the truck,” Emma suggested, luring me away.


 


Many
hands made very light work.  Granted, most of it had been done
before I arrived, but with Darren, Shawn, Jack, Emma, Rose, and me, we cleared
out the rest in under 30 minutes.  Darren and Shawn left with the other
women to get Emma’s stuff, and I dove into the shower with barely concealed
glee.  A vague sense of déjà vu hit me.  I’d made far too much of a
habit in the past month of going on adventures with no showers.  I really
hoped those adventures had ended.


Jack
gave me a tour of the house as we waited for the team to return.  The
living room overflowed with boxes, but I could still see patches of the lightly
colored wood floor.  I learned with vague disappointment that the
fireplace wasn’t in working order, but we could talk with the landlord and see
if that could be changed.  A narrow hall led to a kitchen with tidy
black-and-white tiled floors, white cabinetry, and black countertops.


“I
made sure you had the bedroom at ground level,” Jack explained as I
explored.  “In case you need to gate in or out.”


“Thank
you.  That was thoughtful of you.”


“I
can be a gentleman upon occasion,” he told me defensively.


“Considering
all the work you must have done to make this happen, I think you’ve proved your
gentlemanly-ness for at least a year,” I teased him.


“Glad
to know I got at least that out of it.” His eyes hinted at mischief.


The
loft was divided neatly into two bedrooms and one bathroom.  Rose and Emma
got the first bedroom, and Jack got the second.


“What
about your studio?”  I asked.  Few of Jack’s possessions had made it
up here yet, giving it a bright, airy feeling.


“I’ll
work outside when I can, or I’ll work on smaller-scale canvases here. 
Plus, there’s all the work of actually selling the pieces once I make
them.  This will be good motivation for me to concentrate on that
more.  Besides, we’ll need to spend a good amount of time getting back and
forth from Azry.”


“You
think Riven’s found your family yet?” I asked hopefully.


He
grimaced.  “If he’s survived so far, yes.”


“Oh,
I’m sure he’s fine,” I waved my hand at him, although I couldn’t say how I knew
that.


Jack
squinted at me.  “Jan?” he said in a warning tone.


“What?” 
I blinked at him.


“You’re
sure he’s fine because…”


I
shrugged.  “He just is.”


Jack
hissed something in Anowir and gripped my arm.  “May I?” he asked, after
the fact.


“May
you what?” I was entirely bewildered.


Jack
didn’t reply, but instead, I felt the poke of his magic.  That was the
best way I could describe it, a mental prodding that nudged the odd feeling in
my heart.


He
exploded.


His
eyes went fully black immediately, while he let loose a stream of nearly
incoherent curses in Anowir.  I shrank back while he pounded past me, down
the stairs, and slammed open the back door.  The screen door bounced
loudly until I shut it softly.


I’d
never seen Jack so angry before.  


I
followed on his heels.  “What is it?”  I insisted.


He
smashed his hand against a tree in response, and gripped it for a long minute
before he finally made eye contact.  His irises were still conspicuously
absent.  “When did this happen?” he growled.


“When
did what happen?” I exhaled in frustration.  “What the fuck is
going on?”


“I’m
going to rip that Kusay’s head right off.  He made you lianyos, and
not only didn’t ask your permission, but didn’t even tell you he’d done it?”


“What’s
lianyos?”


Jack
took a deep breath, on the verge on losing his temper entirely once
again.  “It’s a permanent, magical connection between you both.  It
ties your fey –or in your case, human – essences together.  Your lianti. 
Soul.  Whatever you want to call it.  Generally, it goes along
with marriage.”


That
sounded a lot like commitment, and a wave of fear went through me.  “Oh,
shit.”  What had Riven done to me?  When had it happened?


Oh.


“I
don’t think he meant to,” I tried to reassure Jack.  “I think I know what you’re
talking about.  He was doing this thing with his magic to help me relax
and I think it got away from him when we were saying goodbye.”


Jack
was certainly suspicious, but no longer livid.  “Did something happen
between you two while you were in Anowir?”


I
shifted.  “Not that it’s any of your business.  And it’s not like
we’re going to see very much of each other.”


“This
gets better and better,” Jack drawled sarcastically.  “Did I or did I not
warn you about him?”


“Hey,
it’s not like we’re together.  What, this lianyos thing just gives
me a status update on him or something?”  Please let that be it.


Jack
snorted.  “So much more than that.  I’ll let Riven share all that
with you, just so he gets to know how much he fucked up, if he doesn’t
already.”


“I
think he knows,” I murmured.  Especially if it was a two-way street. 
Lianyos seemed like a big deal, and he’d accidentally just harnessed
himself to a human/gatewright creature with whom he couldn’t possibly share a
future.  He probably hated himself for slipping up like that.


“Either
way, he’s going to have to live with it.” Jack grimaced.  “At least the
good news is that his marriage prospects were already poor.  My illusions
don’t hold up to close scrutiny that well.”


“Why
would marriage have anything to do with this?”  I was allergic to
commitment.


“Try
explaining to a woman that you’ve already lianyos to another. 
Believe me, that goes over real well,” he said
bitterly.


I
couldn’t help raising my eyebrows.  “Jack?”


He
turned away, and I got the distinct impression he hadn’t meant to share
that.  “Let’s go inside and try to make room for Emma’s things, shall
we?  This whole conversation is fucking depressing.”  He strode past
me, forcing me to follow with all my unasked questions in tow.


 











Chapter
Twenty-Two


 


We
sent enough boxes to their homes in the bedrooms or kitchen that when our
roommates finally returned with the U-Haul, the living room was ready. 
Emma hustled us as quickly as she could to empty the truck, then sped off to
the rental office just in time for us not to get hit with late fees. 
Shawn followed in an old Saturn to give her a ride home.


They
came back with beer and pizza, and we cleared a space in the maze of boxes to
chow down and toast our grand effort.  Emma and Rose were adorable, fondly
gazing at each other with puppy dog eyes, gently cuddling each other or at
least holding hands.  Darren drove home an inebriated Shawn late that
night, and Emma and Rose disappeared into their bedroom, leaving me with Jack
surrounded by the fortress of our possessions.


“This
was a really good idea,” I told him.  “Thank you for doing all this. 
I love the house.”


“It’ll
be a good change of pace.”  He leaned back and took a sip of his beer.


I
waffled a moment before continuing.  “Um, as much as I hate to bring it up-“


“Riven’s
two weeks is up the day after tomorrow.  I know.”  Jack scowled at
me.


“I
should also probably close that gate.  I did leave it wide open.”


He
nodded.  “Speaking of which, did the fey ever find the gate you made when you
popped over here the first time?”


“No. 
It’s weird.  It’s like it’s just gone.”


Jack
leaned over to crack open another beer.  “Peculiar.  Did Riven learn
who was behind the attack?”


I
shook my head.  “He seemed to think someone named Jetay might do something
like that, but we’re not sure why.”


“Jetay’s
the youngest child of Queen Essint.  He’s a spoiled c-“ 
Jack thought better of what he was about to say.  “He strikes me as
the type to hire assassins just to spite his brother, or to retaliate against
Riven at some perceived slight.  Especially if he hasn’t matured since I
last had word of him.”  I could hear indecision in his voice.


“But…?”
I prodded.  


“But
he’s not that creative, and he doesn’t have the family funds yet, at least I
would assume not.”


“Great.” 
I sighed, and opened another beer myself.  “To us, and surviving.”


“Odhla,”
Jack toasted, and clinked his beer to mine.


 


I
still hadn’t acquired a replacement for my driver’s license, so Jack took the
wheel when we left in the morning for Explore Park yet again.  However,
this time I could use my cellphone, and I grabbed an old notebook for good
measure.  I plugged my phone into the car and spent the next few hours making
a to-do list of people I needed to call, listening to voice mails, churning
through hundreds of emails, and rifling through text messages.


The
hills sped by as I eliminated the most pressing matters: my credit card bill,
overdue utility bill, and student loan payment.  A text from my mother
caught my attention: [your father wants you to call him], followed by a phone
number.  I sighed.  I’d have to make this call sooner or later. 
I dialed.


It
rang four times before Ishmael picked up.  “Ishmael Leeman,” he answered
brusquely.


“This
is Jan,” I told him flatly.


“Jan! 
Thank you for calling.”


“Mom
told me you wanted me to.  What is it?” I didn’t even attempt to keep the
chill from my voice.


“I’d
prefer to speak in person.  Can we meet today?”


“No,
I’m busy.”  It was even true.


“Tomorrow
then.  You can’t ignore what you are.”


I
almost swore at him then and there.  The nerve.  “Fine.”


“What’s
your address?”


“No,
you don’t get my address.  I’ll meet you at the Ahromah coffeehouse.”


“On
the Azry side.  We will need privacy.  Noon?”


“Ish.” 
I hung up.


Jack
raised his eyebrow at me.  “Watch the road,” I growled.


“Do
you want me to come with you?” he offered.  “I could have some real fun
mucking around in his head.”


I
exhaled some of my anger.  “Thanks.  Not this time, but I’ll
definitely keep your offer in mind.”


 


Our
first objective was closing the portal in the middle of the park.  Another
three-mile round trip.  While we walked, Jack brought me up to date on the
newest spike in anti-Exile sentiment.  The death of the humans had
destroyed much of the trust that had built up over years of trade.


Our
second objective, finding the construction site that mirrored Riven’s bedroom,
was easier than I could have hoped.  Even better, we had the lot to
ourselves.  Still, we grabbed a late lunch from the local deli and waited
until dusk to be on the safe side.  Only once we knew we weren’t horribly
visible did we park several blocks away and amble over.  I furtively
glanced around before I opened a portal, and Jack confirmed no one was
watching.  Just one benefit of having a psychic on hand.


I
poked my head through the portal first, and breathed out.  I’d remembered
correctly… it was Riven’s bedroom.  But one foot to the left, and I would
have been in the next room.  Riven was here; I knew it instantly, and by
the book hitting the floor as he lunged to his feet, he sensed my
presence.  I snapped the gate shut behind me before Jack could
follow.  Riven and I needed to have a private conversation first.


“Jack
tells me that you made me lianyos,” I stated calmly.


Riven
closed his eyes and nodded.  “I cannot express how appalled I am at my own
behavior.  I beg your forgiveness, although there is nothing I can do to
fix this grave mistake.” He sounded rehearsed.  How much had it been
bothering him?


“I
don’t understand why it’s so appalling.”  I wasn’t ready to pass judgement
on whether he’d done something terrible to me or not until I got the whole
story.  It’s not like he’d abused me… had he?


Confusion
flashed across his face.  “You said that Jack…”


“Told
me what you did, but not what it was.”


He
looked vaguely ill and gestured to a seat near the fireplace.  I took it,
steeling myself for an unpleasant conversation.  He sank into the one
across from me, and I briefly imagined the tantrum that Jack must have been
having stuck on Earth in the meantime before I refocused on the conversation at
hand.


Riven
leaned forward, elbows on knees, knitting his hands together.  Indigo eyes
met mine, his expression open and vulnerable.  “Lianyos is the fey
spiritual equivalent to marriage.  It is a permanent, unbreakable bond
between two people.  For the rest of our lives, we will be aware of the
general location, emotional state, and health of the other.”


I
cocked my head slightly, as I caught tiny expressions that never before would
have carried any meaning to me.  He was wracked with guilt. 
Underneath that, he was hopeful, and he cared for me, perhaps more than he
meant to let on.  I tried to smile reassuringly, and his eyes brightened
slightly.  “Just a general status on the other person?  That doesn’t
seem so bad.”


He
raised his eyebrow, amused.  “Saying it is a general status is like
calling a fire ‘red’.”  The right idea, but a poor reflection of the real
thing.  Ah, shit.


“You
said it was permanent?”  This was getting worse.


“Yes. 
And neither of us will ever be able to bond with another.”  He sounded
like he didn’t want to ever bond again, which bothered me even
more.  Was he happy to be my lianyos?  I hated
commitment.  Fled from it like the plague.


I
held his gaze and weighed my future.  I could either hold his mistake
against him or try to see the bright side.  If I held on to the anger, he
would feel it every time I thought of him or the bond, for the rest of his
life.  My other choice?  Forgiveness and commitment were both new to
me.


He
was worth it.


I
consciously relaxed my shoulders.  “Well, if it wasn’t for you, I’d have
never gotten to experience lianyos.  Humans don’t do that.”


He
smiled crookedly and offered his palm.  “Can’t do any harm now, can
it?”  His eyes danced.


I
raised my eyebrow, daring him, and clasped his warm hand, then sucked in a
breath.  The hairs on my arms stood on end, and for the first time in my
life, I felt the presence of magic, like an after-image in my vision, a torrent
of red waves flowing from him to me, illuminating a thick, bright cord that
stretched between us.  Joyous warmth followed it, chasing out the worry
and fear and darkness that lurked in my heart.  I gripped his hand tightly
against the onslaught, until it died as suddenly as it began.


“You
definitely get the worse end of the bargain,” I told him, slightly
winded.  I was going to start calling that ‘mage sex’.  I felt
amazing.  “I wish I could return the favor.”


His
mouth set in a crooked line.  “One reason I didn’t think lianyos
was possible with you. I probably wouldn’t have toed the line so closely
otherwise.  But don’t sell yourself short, either.  You have a far
more practical and useful skill than I do.”


I
paused.  I didn’t want to let Jack in but he was likely having an aneurism
by now.  Riven read my expression again and nodded reluctantly, and I
squinted.  Was he secretly a nagali?


“If
you’re wondering if I can read your mind, I can’t.  I’m sure you’ve
noticed it’s easier to understand me.  Luckily, that applies for both
verbal and non-verbal communication.”


He
was right.  Damn, that was useful.  I bet that significantly
increased fey marriage longevity.  And probably was useful in other arenas
as well.  My cheeks colored and I decided now was a great time to make a
gate, but not before Riven caught my eye and started laughing.


 


And
that is what Jack walked in to.  Riven, laughing, and me, happy but
slightly embarrassed.  Jack had been ready to rip into Riven and was
clearly thrown off.


“It’s
ok, Jack,” I assured him.  “We talked about lianyos and we have an
understanding.”


“Pretty
hard for you not to have an understanding,” Jack snapped, but our good
humor had mollified him somewhat.


“I
did provide a proper apology,” Riven informed him.


Jack
harrumphed.  “If Jan accepts it, then I abide by her decision.  But only
then.”  Danger glinted in his eye, promising bloody retribution.


“I
accept his apology!” I jumped in hastily, although Riven looked a little too
pleased with himself.  I caught his eye and scowled, and he lowered
his gaze, but couldn’t wipe the smirk from his face.  Ulg, this lianyos
was permanent, wasn’t it?


Jack
crossed his arms.  “Then did you fulfill your vow to me?”


“They
live in Becot lands, near your former family holdings.  The mirror would
be in ‘Charles Town’, I believe it is called.  The more specific location
I could find would be the high grounds on the southwest side of the Lasharin
River. I’m certain if you come through a gate in there, you’ll be able to find
them… you are lianyos, right?”  Sudden concern flitted across
Riven’s face.


This
time it was Jack’s turn to look ill.  “No, I’m not.”


If
Riven had even a shred less maturity, he would have laughed and pointed at the
other fey.  “Oh?” was all he said, but due to my new communication
super-powers, I knew all he wanted was to rub it in Jack’s face.


“No. 
I’m not.  That location will be enough. I’ll just pick out the specifics
from someone’s brain,” he muttered.


“I
need a refresher of the binding you put on me,” Riven reminded him.  “I’m
not sure if it’s entirely fooling my mother any longer.”


“I
can do that.” Jack seemed happy for us to change the subject, and readily
grasped Riven’s head in his hands to fix his illusion.


“We’ll
be back before two weeks are out,” I promised Riven as we moved toward the
still-open gate.


Riven
nodded to Jack, then took my hands in his own and raised them to his
lips.  “Until we meet again.”  He smiled, and a hint of mage warmth tickled
my hands as he kissed them.  I hated blushing, and I was doing it too
goddamned much around him.


“See
you soon,” I answered, and as soon as he let go, I ducked back through my
portal after Jack and snapped it shut.


 


“You’re
both shecoa,” Jack muttered as we walked back to the car.


“What
does that mean?”


“A
less polite word for moron.”


“What’s
nagayos?” While we were on the topic of words I didn’t understand.


Jack
missed a step.  “What?”


“Nagayos.”


“Where
did you hear that?”


“Riven
called you that, right after I made that first gate.”


“Great,”
he sighed.  “Nagayos are nagali known for their ability to
actually break a mind open and root around.  It’s like the difference
between a neurologist and a brain surgeon, metaphorically speaking.”


I
opened my mouth, about to ask another question, but Jack shook his head
angrily.  “I don’t want to talk about it.  I’ve answered your
question; let that be enough.”


I
knew how that felt.  I couldn’t help but glance at my hands, fearful of
finding the telltale blue tint under my fingernails.  I’d scrubbed them
clean many days ago, but picking at them had become a nervous habit. 
Through force of will, I put my hands back at my sides and tried to focus on
something else.


Of
course, my mind immediately cycled back to Riven.  I wondered how far the
link stretched, and how much of a clear signal I could get here on Earth. 
I concentrated on the odd feeling in my chest I’d grown accustomed to
ignoring.  Certainty filled me: Riven was healthy, safe, and relatively
content.  I could get behind the whole magic-status-update ability.











Chapter
Twenty-Three


 


The
miles sped by in dark silence.  I leaned on the window, mind dancing in
the whirlwind of the last week alone.  The helicopter ride, the protests,
DIDA, my mother, Nick, Ishmael, the new house, becoming lianyos. 
Being a gatewright.  I needed to get back to my normal life, or some
semblance of it, before I crashed headfirst into something I couldn’t
survive.  I’d take Jack back to his family, deal with my father, get settled
into the new place, maybe even start looking for a job again.  Was that a
light at the end of the tunnel?


My
stomach growled loudly.


Jack
growled back.


“What’s
your problem?” I snapped.  He’d had plenty of time to cool off since we
got in the car, and he seemed more on edge, if possible.  Was he
nervous about seeing his wife?  That, I would understand, but he needn’t
get so irritable with me.


“We
have to get gas,” he noted angrily.


It
wasn’t Sadie’s fault.  I took offense on her behalf.  “I haven’t
maxed out my credit card yet, Jack.  We can afford it.  And
frankly, I’m starving.”


He
just gave me a chilling glare and said nothing.


“Who
spit in his bean curd?” I asked the universe, quoting Mulan.


He
took the next exit off 81, and we followed the road for a mile before we hit
the token rural gas station, next to the token rural bar.  Apparently no
one wanted to think about Monday morning: the parking lot was full to the brim
with trucks and motorcycles.  An aging sign caught my eye:  “SU DAY NIGHT FOOTB LL.”


Jack
pulled up to the pump, parked, and gestured impatiently for my wallet.  I
handed it over, and got out to stretch my legs.  The game must have ended
a short time ago, judging by the thin stream of DUI-eligible men and a few
women strolling out and wishing their buddies a good night.  One of them
peered over toward us and whistled at me.  I rolled my eyes as obviously
as possible, got my wallet back from Jack, and ambled over to the station’s
store in search of food.


Inside
the gas station was eerily quiet, except for the chime of the door and the hum
of the refrigerators.  An acne-pocked teen behind the counter watched me
from the corner of his eye and muttered something incoherent.  A welcome,
perhaps?  I troubled myself to nod in his direction before I tried to find
something edible.  Jack might be hungry too, so I grabbed a handful of
jerky, some granola bars, and a pair of chocolate bars to satisfy his sweet
tooth.


“Hey,
girl, I think you should com’ere,” the teen told me nervously from the
front.  Alarmed, I hurried to dump my findings on the checkout counter and
leaned to follow his gaze out of the station, to where Jack stood, surrounded
by a good half dozen bar patrons.


Oh,
fuck.  I’d forgotten he looked so fey right now, with his recent trip and
all.  I put my hand on the door, about to charge out, but Jack caught my
eye from twenty feet away.  {Stay there,} he commanded.  {If we need
to gate out, I’ll let you know.}


Hating
myself for it, I did as he asked.  I gripped the metal bar across the
glass door until my knuckles turned white.  The men, dressed casually, one
still in a Redskins football jersey, circled him slowly, drifting in and out of
his personal space.  Jack had returned the nozzle to its perch, and now
casually leaned against the pump with his arms crossed.  I couldn’t make
out what they were saying, but Jack seemed entirely unperturbed.  Perhaps
they would get their insults out of their system and leave?


That
was not to be the case.  Having failed to get a reaction from the fey
who’d so rudely invaded his world, Redskin Fan shoved him, more a gesture of
dominance than an attempt to injure him.  Jack was not as gentle, and like
lightning, had his assailant by the throat.  Redskin Fan’s terrified,
choked scream had me outside of the safety of the gas station in two seconds
flat.


Instead
of putting the fear of God into the other five men, his cry propelled them
toward Jack.  Two collapsed almost instantly, wailing and holding their
heads.  Jack moved fluidly, dropping Redskins Fan, easily evading the
strikes from two others.  The third found his mark in the Exile’s ribcage
before Jack broke his arm with a sickening crunch.


We
could have left then, if we hadn’t had men whimpering in the fetal position in
front of the car, and a gathering mob behind Sadie.  Redskins’ shriek had
emptied the bar, and I swallowed.


“Thirty
angry drunks is a bit much even for me,” Jack observed
cheerily.  Oh, now he was in a good mood?


“Should
we gate out?”  Fuck the implications of making a gate in the middle of a
gas station on a Sunday night.  Jack was one of mine.


A
slow chuckle started from deep within him, startling and disturbing. 
“Nope.  I think I’ll let this one play out.”  He ducked as a stone
hurtled for his head.  The crowd moved closer, shouting obscenities but
not in any hurry to get too close.


“Uhh…
Jack?”  I considered shoving him through a gate anyway.  This was
only going to get uglier.


No
sooner had his name left my lips then a bright yellow sportscar came roaring
down the road.  Black racing stripes ran down its length, all the way to
the large spoiler at its rear.  Oversized rims glinted in the harsh light
of the gas station as it screeched to a stop between us and the approaching
crowd, leaving tire marks across the old asphalt.


“Jan,
may I introduce you to the cavalry?” Jack gloated.


The
driver’s door opened, lifting up, and a sturdy brunette stormed out.  Two
things struck me: first, that she didn’t even look at Jack, and the second,
she was packing.  Not a suitcase.  A petite Uzi with an oversized
clip.


The
utterly fearless woman casually strolled toward them, pointing a short-barreled
semi-automatic gun at the ground.  She grasped a handle on the side of the
weapon, pulling it back and letting it ride forward with an audible snap. “Get
the fuck back in the bar, now, before I fill you all full of these little bits
of metal.  I hear they hurt.”  Her voice was throaty, low, and
slightly terrifying.


The
crowd wavered at the unexpected development.  “Devil-worshipper! 
Freak!”  A few yells went out, but the dynamic of the violence was quickly
shifting.


“Devil-worshipper? 
Oh, he only wishes I worshipped him.” She turned her head to wink at
Jack.  “Don’t you, dear?”


Those
at the edges of the crowd decided now was a good time to leave.  A few
left hurriedly in their cars.  Others hid behind vehicles, digging out
their own pistols.  “If you fucking even think about shooting my
car, I promise, I will kill you,” she warned, then turned back to Jack
again.  “I missed you too,” she smiled at him.  “I would have come so
much earlier if I’d realized you were in the clutches of the Apostate.”


He
only blinked at her, and her eyes narrowed.


“What? 
Then how did you-“  Pause.  “Then who the
fuck is-“  Pause.  “FINE.  We’ll talk
there.  Don’t bother me while I drive,” she snarled finally.  With a
few warning shots at her hostile human audience, sending the bravest of them
flat on their stomachs, he swung herself back into her low-clearance beauty.


And
as quickly as she had come, the car pelted out of the lot.  I stared after
her in wonder.  That sure as hell wasn’t Jack’s wife.


“Let’s
go before they decide she’s the only scary one around here,” Jack advised,
dragging one of the limp men out of Sadie’s way.  I carefully stepped
around another to climb into the passenger seat.


Jack
didn’t waste time getting us back on the highway.  I kept an eye on my
side mirror until I was certain we’d made a clean getaway.  I sighed and
leaned back.  I still hadn’t gotten any dinner.  I crossed my fingers
Emma had cooked and put leftovers in the new fridge.  Rose had always
raved about her culinary talents, and I was eager to see what the excitement
was all about.  Otherwise, pizza it would be.  Which wasn’t such
a bad thing.


“Who
was that?” I asked as Sadie strained past the speed limit.


“She
goes by Cheryl here.  Her actual name is Riancil Sharal.”  He tapped
his fingers in a rapid pattern against the steering wheel.  “You’ll talk
to her soon enough.  She’s meeting us at the house.”


“You
gave the crazy lady our address?” Couldn’t they have met somewhere else?


“Crazy
lady?”  Jack laughed.  “I suppose everyone deals with Exile in their
own way.  She was just having a bit of fun.”


“Fun!?” 
Cheryl was clearly a bad influence on my friend.


 


When
we finally arrived at the house, the tricked-out sports car was already cooling
in the driveway.  I let Jack lead, but he paused before opening the front
door.  A freshly hand-painted wooden sign hung artistically askew. “Clan
Xantae” had been painstakingly stenciled in bright blue.  I made a mental
note to ask my roommates how they made up the odd name.


Emma
and Rose had been busy.  Half of the living room had transformed from a
makeshift loading dock.  A semblance of civilization was taking root, my
floral-print couch against one wall, Emma’s Persian rug and coffee table in the
center of the room.  Cheryl had kicked off her leather boots by the door,
leaving them a good three feet from each other.  I placed them carefully
together and removed my sneakers before I tread on the rug.


Cheryl
sat cross-legged in the paint-spotted recliner we’d brought from Jack’s
house.  I guessed her to be in her mid-forties, and while I’d thought she
was stocky before, now I recognized the weight as powerful muscles.  Her
black hair – nagali? – was tied back in a ponytail, except for a lock
that she left alone to frame her face.  Stonewashed jeans hugged her legs
and an equally tight tank showed off her rather generous cleavage.  Emma
and Rose sat close together on the couch, keeping a wary eye on the
newcomer.  I suppose I should have thought to call them, but it had been a
while since I’d had roommates, and goddammit, I was starving.


“You
kept the name, Ashad?”  Cheryl grinned broadly at Jack, who stiffly took
up a position across the room from her.


“Yes,
I go by Jack,” he admitted reluctantly.


“I
love it.  And you lived alone all this time, and now you’ve finally
decided to move in with these ladies?” Her lips tightened.


“Yes.”
His eyes sparked as he met her intensity, not giving up anything else.


Cheryl
squinted at him, then zeroed in on me.  “Shit.  You’re Jan Leeman,
aren’t you?”


“Yup. 
That’s me.  Famous and everything.”


She
jabbed a finger at Jack without breaking eye contact with me.  “So will
you please explain to me how he’s been to Azry twice in the past few
weeks?”


My
mouth flapped like a fish.  Could I trust her?  How did she know
that?  Was this a nagali-nagali thing?  “I. Um.  What?” 
I stalled.


“He’s
been to Azry?” Rose cut in.  “How?  When?  I can’t imagine
they’d let him in, when they wouldn’t even let him on base.”


Cheryl
raised her eyebrow.  “A stroke of genius from the peanut gallery. 
Some time ago, the Apostate was trying to find a way in.  Jack, please
tell me you’re not working with him.”


Jack’s
mouth twisted with anger.  “I would never sink that low.”


“Goodie
for you.  Has your precious code of honor made you happy yet?”


The
anger drained from his face, something distant and sad taking its place. 
By Cheryl’s changing expression, I knew Jack had told her something private.


“Fuck
it, Jack, stop emoting!”  Cheryl told him in a choked voice.


“I
think we’ll excuse ourselves,” Emma announced carefully, clearly uncomfortable.


As
Emma rose to her feet, Rose shook her head.  “Jack, who is this woman, why
is she here, and how were you in Azry?”


“This
‘woman’ is Riancil Sharal, Exile since ’97, and lianyos to your nagali
friend Jack here.”  Cheryl offered brightly, recovered from whatever
emotion Jack had been projecting.


My
eyes about dropped out of my head.  Various conversations clicked into
place like an optical illusion that only makes sense from a certain
angle.  Stunned, I didn’t have time to analyze further.  Rose was
talking.


“…and
what’s nagali, anyway?”  She crossed her arms and frowned at him
with her best attempt at intimidation.


Jack
was utterly motionless, calculating as if how best to strangle Cheryl.  He
finally took a breath and replied.  “When I’m in Azry, I can read
minds.  When I have my magic back, I can also do a bit of
telepathy.”  Well, it wasn’t the whole truth, but it would keep Rose and
Emma happy for now.  How many times had he given me partial truths just
like that?  I didn’t want to know.


“Yeah,
I learned about that not too long ago,” I affirmed, hoping Rose wouldn’t think
I was holding out on her.


Jack
didn’t look at me, but I heard him loud and clear in my head.  {If you
want to control your version of the truth, you’re the one who’s going to have
to tell them you’re a gatewright.}


He
was right.  I took a breath and plunged onwards.  “I also learned,
slightly after that, that there are some humans and fey who can just naturally
make gates.  They are called gatewrights, but keep a very low
profile.  Think about it: humans would probably panic, the fey see them as
a giant security risk, and I’m pretty sure you can assume that some Exiles
would try to use them for their own ends.”  I gave Cheryl a sideways
glance, and her eyes narrowed at my veiled accusation.


Rose
nodded.  “Makes sense.  Did you meet one of those?”


I
hesitated once more.  “Turns out, I am one of those.”


Chaos. 
Rose and Cheryl both leaped to their feet.  Jack lunged to restrain Cheryl
as she moved toward me, demanding I make a gate then and there, while Rose
shrieked about why I hadn’t told her sooner and how hard it must be for
me.  Emma took it in with stunned, wide eyes.   I could only
assume she was deeply regretting her decision to move in with us.


“Silence!” 
Jack finally roared at both of the shouting women.  Rose’s mouth shut with
a click and Cheryl yanked her arm free, expression promising bloody
murder.  Jack continued regardless.  “Understand, if you fail to keep
this a secret, you will not only be putting Jan’s life in mortal danger but
you’ll also hold the key to causing true panic for human society.  If you
tell anyone, I will know, I will find you, and I will make
you wish for death.”


That
was extreme.  I opened my mouth, about to protest his treatment of my
friends, but Rose spoke first, calmly and accepting.  “I vow to protect
Jan’s secret.”


“Are
you part fey?” Cheryl wondered.  “Cause you
certainly sound like one.”


Rose
gave her an enigmatic smile.  “Yes.  And thank you.”


“Can
I please go to Azry now?  I vow to protect Jan’s secret – only if you
actually let me go back.  At least this once.”  Tears welled in the
corners of Cheryl’s eyes.  “Don’t make me beg, Jack.”


{Please
do it,} Jack asked.  {Her desperation is messing with my reason.}


“Jack’s
not the boss of me,” I said out loud.  “But I won’t deny you.”  I
turned slightly and put both hands in front of me, concentrating.  It was
easier if I just threw myself through it, but couldn’t shake the nagging sense
that was a bad habit.  The gate ripped open, shimmering in the light.


Cheryl
didn’t hesitate, but rushed the gate, letting it swallow her whole.


Jack
gasped, hands clenching, eyes wide. I moved to stick my head through the gate,
terrified I’d accidentally killed her. “Don’t,” Jack advised.


“What’s
happening?”


“If
you thought I had a dramatic reaction to being back in Azry, remember, she’s
been in the human world almost twice as long.”  Jack struggled to
speak.  “Stay here.  I’ll bring her back as soon as she’s reasonable
again.”


I
nodded uncertainly.  Following Jack’s advice seemed like the best course
of action.  He moved stiffly to the gate, paused just a moment, then
stepped through and disappeared.


I
stared at the gate for a minute then decided I’d leave it open for the
moment.  Safe enough inside the house.  If they weren’t back in an
hour or so I’d stick my head through and make sure they were ok.


Emma
approached me carefully, as if I were a wild animal, then offered me a hug, to
my surprise.  I blinked in bewilderment before I gladly accepted, holding
on tight like I was adrift in a storm.  “Does anyone other than Jack
know?”  Emma asked.


“Um. 
Riven.  Other than that, no.”  I released her.


“I’m
so sorry.  This must be so difficult for you.” Emma reassured me, guiding
me to the couch to plop me between her and Rose.  Rose was still frozen,
eyes fixed on the gate.  “Rose?”  Emma prodded her girlfriend.


Rose
shook herself free of the gate’s spell.  I could see the little fey
changes all over her face.  No wonder she was still in shock,
I’d accidentally blasted her with a high dose of Azry magic.  “Jan, this
is fucking incredible,” she concluded.  “I can feel magic.”


“Let’s
not do magic indoors,” Emma instructed.  “Our deposit was two months’ rent
and we’ve been here two days.”


Rose
nodded, still distracted.


“Rose? 
What did I say?”


It
took her a moment to remember.  “No magic indoors,” she repeated,
disappointed.


 


I
brought them up to speed as much as I could, leaving out the details of nagali
power, the fact Riven had taken up Exile characteristics, and the entire lianyos
fiasco.  I wouldn’t have believed it would have felt so good to get the
experience off my chest, but it did.  Both the women had more questions
than I could shake a stick at, and I did my best to answer them.  Emma
surprised me.  She recovered from her momentary shock with uncanny
alacrity.  Her reserved nature, under the circumstances, transformed into
level-headed resolve to understand the situation and address potential
dangers.  


Rose
predictably wanted to know more about Riven.  Back at Fort Belvoir, I’d
been ready to tell her all about him.  Now… I wasn’t.  How could I
explain our relationship without getting into lianyos?  She sensed
my hesitation and her eyes narrowed.  “Did something happen?”


“No,”
I lied.


“Jan,”
her voice rose in speculation.


Dammit.
She knew me too well.


Jack
saved me by coming back through the portal, eyes downcast in troubled
thought.  Cheryl emerged half a second later.  “You can close the
gate now,” she informed me with a tinge of regret.


Rose
made a slight puppy whine.


“We’ll
get you somewhere in Azry later,” I reassured her, and closed the gate with an
effort.  This was my third gate just today, and I felt tired in my bones.


I
thought Jack and Cheryl’s silence was odd before I realized they were
communicating as nagali.  That was going to get annoying really fast.



“I’m
going to go now,” Cheryl finally offered, breaking the awkward silence. 
“I’ve left my phone number with Jack in case one of you needs to reach
me.  I’ve got some contacts in the Exile community that would probably cut
off their right hand if it meant a visit back to Azry.  Let me know if we
can help you in any way, Jan.  I can’t tell you how grateful I am that you
gave me this chance.”  Her eyes were clear and, for the first time, she had
a semblance of peace. {Thank you.}


If
I’d thought her totally transformed, I was wrong.  She picked up her boots
and winked at Jack as she left.  “You don’t even need my
number, Ash.”


The
door clicked shut behind her, and Jack waited until the roar of her car had
faded before he slumped into his recliner.


“Now
we’ll excuse ourselves.” Emma hauled Rose upstairs with her.


I
let the silence settle and waited for Jack to speak first.


“You
have no idea how much I regret marrying my wife.”  Jack still hadn’t
moved, even to open his eyes.  “And how much I hate myself that I can’t be
the husband she deserves.”


“Want
a drink?”











Chapter
Twenty-Four


 


Maybe
alcohol wasn’t the ideal way to deal with this, but it kept him from the harder
stuff I suspected he kept stashed in his room.  We rummaged through the
moving boxes until we found the Xbox, hooked up the TV, and let loose on some
good old fashioned electronic mayhem.  The Captain Morgan had survived the
trip from my apartment, partially because it was still hidden at the bottom of
my laundry bin.  I tried to imagine Shawn’s confusion and curiosity
carrying the mysteriously heavy wicker basket, but not daring to actually
venture through my dirty underthings.


Five
drinks (three for me) and several first-person shooters later, Jack finally let
loose.


“We
were in love,” he emphasized.  “But since Sharal was from a minor
clan – even one of our allies – my father destroyed any chance we
had.  He had her exiled on ridiculous charges.  I still can’t believe
I accepted it at face value.  That’s why Sharal made me lianyos,
right before she went to trial.  She needed to make sure that I knew she
was telling the truth.”


“Did
she ask you first?”  I finished my drink, crossed my legs under me and
turned to face him on the couch.


“I
said yes,” he moaned.  “Stupid, stupid thing for me to do.  I thought
I was being romantic.”  He raked his hands through his hair. 
“Nagali, when also lianyos, have a unique and rather… powerful
connection.  I felt her panic and fear when she was first exiled. 
Keeping my mouth shut – that I knew she was innocent – was one of the hardest
things I’d ever done.  I obeyed my father.  I thought if I got
married, things would get better.  That I wouldn’t feel her here anymore.” 
He pointed to his heart.  “I thought if I became a judge and refused to
let anyone else go through that, the pain would go away.”


“But
when they held the threat of Exile over me, I caved, like a coward.  Like
their pet nagayos, I broke open minds and made the accused my
puppets.  Until I couldn’t imagine the pain of Exile being any worse than
the hate I felt for myself.”  Jack put aside the controller and leaned
back, studying the ceiling.  “My wife couldn’t understand what was
happening.  She knew I was lianyos to another, but despite that,
despite everything, still loved me.  I can’t even comprehend what I’ve put
her through.”


Silence
fell and I couldn’t find the words to fill it.  What reassurance could I
offer?  I knew nothing of his wife or of what she felt.  So I
propelled him forward instead.  “How did you get exiled, then?”


Jack
pinched his nose, squinting his eyes shut for a moment before he answered
slowly.  “Half a year into my term as judge, the Queens were considering
exiling a young kawoli.  She’d pissed off Becot, saying the Council
of Elders ought to elect a new Queen before Ulion – the Queen at the time –
died and left the clan to Mikiril.  I can’t remember the kawoli’s
name, only that she reminded me so much of Sharal.  I stood up for
her.  I told them she was innocent of treason, instead of the made-up
nonsense they’d accused her of.  They closed the trial from witnesses, and
made good on their threat.  They exiled both me and the kawoli.”


A
sad smile flickered across his face as he poured us another round. “Sharal
found us.  She sent the kawoli to the Apostate, as was her
command.  Sharal gave me my freedom, a name, and a week of
happiness.  Like a dream, I forgot everything I was and every vow I’d
made.”  Jack tossed the Captain back with ease.  “Then I remembered I
had a choice.  To honor my vows from there on, or to reinvent
myself.  I chose honor.”  He leaned forward, putting his head in his
hands.  “I’ve failed my wife in every way I possibly could.  How am I
going to face her after all this time?”


I
chewed on my lip, trying and failing to put myself in her shoes.  “I think
she’d be really surprised if you’d been celibate for eleven years,” I
hedged.  “She’s probably figured out who your lianyos was, and that
Sharal’s an Exile too.  I think she’d be really impressed you came back
for her in the first place.  You said you had a son, right?  How you
treat him will matter more than anything else.”  I crossed my fingers that
this was indeed the case.


Jack
nodded, sighed, and drained half a glass of water.  “I guess I’ll find out. 
We’ll leave tomorrow?”


“After
I meet with Ishmael Leeman,” I grumbled, taking another sip of my own rum and
coke.  It was already half-empty again.


“Let
me know if you want me to break his mind,” Jack offered, his cheer
returning.  “I could make him apologize to your mother, for example.”


I
sat my glass down.  “Frankly, Jack, that’s terrifying.”


“Didn’t
do much good against the Council of Queens,” he reminded me.


I
wholeheartedly agreed with the injustice of the situation.  “Fuck the
royals!”  I raised my glass.  “Except Riven.”


Jack
laughed and toasted me, and I finished my glass.  He bent in to prod
me.  “I’m surprised lianyos took to you.  What is Riven’s
intent now?  Is he going to try to follow in my shecoa footsteps
and ignore the bond?”


I
sighed dramatically.  “His intent seems rather singular.  And
permanent.  Like nothing – not the fact we live on different worlds or are
different species – bothers him.”


“And
you?”


“Me
what?”


“What
is your intent?”


I
glared at Jack, the buzz of alcohol muddying my thoughts and loosening my
lips.  “I want him in every sense of the word.  But… Jack, I’m kind
of scared.”


“Of
him?” Jack tensed, ready to beat the living shit out of Riven if he’d harmed
me.


“No,
no.”  I waved my arms, forgetting the empty cup, and a few drops scattered
across the room.  “I can’t let him get any closer.  For both our
sakes.  Because there’s no way there’s a happy ending to all this.”


Jack
sucked on his cheek in thought.  “Has he courted you, or did he just make
you lianyos?”


“Sort
of?  We kissed, but that’s it.”  I set my cup down heavily on the
table.  “He does seem dead set on the idea there’s a way, but I’m a hell
of a lot more skeptical.”


“You
feel this through the bond?  Not just words?”


“Yeah.” 
I peered at Jack.  “Why?”


“Nothing,”
he murmured.


“You’re
thinking things again!” I warned him.


He
gave me a sly half-smile.  “I just think there actually might be more to
this Kusay than meets the eye.  What is his plan right now?”


“Finding
out who killed our friends.  Someone needs to go rain some mayhem on those
murderers.  And humans are really good at fucking shit up.  I’ll fuck
them all up!”  I declared.  “Just like I did before with your
knife, Jack.”


“I’m
sorry you had to use it,” he apologized.  “But don’t for a second think
you weren’t absolutely in the right to kill that assassin.  I would have
killed him in a much more painful fashion if I’d been there.  Anyone who
messes with you, little wright, will have to answer to me.”


“Thank
you for being my friend.”  I leaned over to awkwardly hug him. “You’re the
bestest friend a wright could ever have.  Fuck my dad.  You were
there all those times he wasn’t.  You’re the best.”  I might have
been rambling.


“I
think you should probably go to bed,” Jack suggested.


“I
probably should,” I slurred, but instead slowly slid down until my head was
resting on Jack’s leg, and closed my eyes.  His leg was a rather bony
pillow.  Damn fey.  “But I’d rather be here with you.”


He
gently stroked my hair back from my face.  “We’ll figure this out, little
wright.  One day at a time.”


I
didn’t wake when he carefully scooped me up and carried me toward my bed.


 


I
woke with a splitting headache, but Captain Morgan had successfully warded off
my nightmares.  Emma and Rose had both left for work.  Jack was gone,
but so was my car.  I wondered where he’d gone off to, and downed an Advil
and two glasses of water before I tried to clean up the living room.  We’d
gone through my collection of video games during the night, and I carefully
organized them on the shelf (Emma’s?) while I snacked on toasted waffles. 
Jack came back with groceries, and I thanked him profusely, although
quietly.  Loud noises hurt.


“I’ll
pay you back for all this,” I promised as we put away the last of the fresh
fruit.  It should have been no surprise to me that Jack’s idea of a
balanced diet was fruit, bread, cheese, bacon, and frozen pizzas.


“No
need.  When’s your appointment with Ishmael?”


“Ulg,
don’t remind me,” I muttered. “Noon.”


“It’s
eleven thirty,” Jack informed me.


All
I wanted to do was go back to bed and hide from the world until it stopped
being crazy and my headache went away.


Only
one of those two things happened.  The Advil worked.


I
showered, and although I didn’t spend any time trying to improve my appearance,
I didn’t hustle either.  Ishmael could wait.  In fact, I rather
enjoyed the idea of him waiting.


I
used the ladies’ room in Ahromah to make my gate, not without grabbing a
high-voltage espresso first.  Ishmael was indeed waiting, almost fifty
feet away, sitting cross-legged in the long grass of the field.  As soon
as he noticed me, he rose to his feet and approached.  He had a wiry
build, with brown hair that matched my own and high cheekbones.  I could almost
see traces of fey lineage.


Silence. 
I had so many questions, but no idea where to start.


“You’re
late,” he observed.


“Yup.”


“You’re
angry with me.”


“Yeah,
that’s putting it mildly,” I replied, an edge to my voice.


He
exhaled loudly and tugged on his ear absentmindedly.  “Where should I
start?”


“How
about from the beginning.” My voice dripped with sarcasm.


His
eye twitched.  “Okay.  Well, not all Exiles are good people. 
Some of them truly are criminals.  Your mother says an Exile named
Jack is helping you.  Do you know how far that will go?  I found out
I couldn’t trust them the hard way.”


I
waited for him to continue as he shifted, looking for words.


“The
Exiles laid a trap specifically designed to lure other Exiles.  They got
me instead of their kin.  Curiosity killed the cat, so they say.  I
couldn’t gate out since it was on the third floor of a building, and there was
a nagali with them.  She promised if I did as they said, she’d
leave me and my family alone.  I had no choice.”


“There’s
always a choice.  She didn’t have any magic.  How was she supposed to
do it?”


He
shook his head at me.  “She did have magic.  The bait was a
gate.  I don’t know who made it or how, but someone on this side did
it.  And remember, even a fey can pull the trigger of a gun.  And the
tasks they set for me were small at first.  But eventually it took
days.  Your mother couldn’t understand it, and I would never share
it.  The curse of being a gatewright is never telling anyone.  I did
it all to protect you.”


“Newsflash:
you did a pretty shitty job of protecting me.”


“You’re
alive, aren’t you?” he shot back, then collected himself.  “I didn’t have
much choice.”


“Except
where the part where you abandoned me and Mom, and, oh yeah, just failed to
mention that I was a fucking gatewright!” I almost screamed.


He
didn’t shrink from me at all but matched my volume.  “If you hadn’t been a
bloody idiot and volunteered to go on a suicide mission to Azry, you
would have never needed to know!  You would have lived a happy,
normal life, something I never had a chance at.”


“My
happy, normal life got blown to fucking pieces.  I don’t have my
home or my job anymore.  There is nothing normal about my life now,
thanks to your secrets.”


We
stood there in the middle of the sunlit field, fuming at each other, and then
Ishmael started to laugh, which pissed me off even more.  “My god, you’re
so much like me…”  Another gale of laughter blew through him.


I
really wished I had Jack’s knife.  


He
collected himself.  “I’m very glad you’re safe, and I’d like to keep it
that way.  I’m here to help, however I can.  For example, closing
gates you accidentally leave open.”


No
way.  “How did you…”


“My
only daughter was walking into the hive’s nest.  If you knew what you
were, a nagali could have picked that up.  So I did what any
self-respecting father would do and kept an eye on you when you went to Azry.”


Conflicting
emotions warred in me.  He’d saved me, but rather late in the game.


“I
couldn’t find you on this side.  Just an open gate.  I looked,” he
continued.


Something
felt off, besides my own long-held fury with him, but I couldn’t put my finger
on it.


“I
know you might not be ready for a while, but I’ll teach you everything I know
about gates and the gatewright bloodline,” he finished.


I
bit back an insult and nodded instead.  “I’ll call you next week.  I
have an appointment later today.”  Driving to Charleston and making a gate
for Jack, I failed to add.  He’d love that.


He
bowed his head in acquiescence, and with curt farewells, I made a tiny gate to
ensure the restroom was still empty before enlarging it and crossed back to my
world. Ishmael, if he was telling the truth, had some very valuable
information.  Someone was willing to put a lot on the line to force a
gatewright into service in the first place.  If it had been me, I would
have either moved or just stabbed the nagali and popped her body through
a portal somewhere.  His willing obedience didn’t sit right with me. 
And then, suddenly, he’d stalked my movements through Azry and closed my
gate?  It wasn’t adding up, and I made a note to talk with Jack about it.
 Exile or not, Jack had a proven track record of looking after me.


One
thing did bother me.  Exiled, female nagali in this world were not
exactly common.  I did the math as I shut the gate behind me and left the
coffee shop.  Cheryl had arrived twenty years ago.  That’s when Ishmael
had left me and Mom.  Coincidence?


And
would Jack tell me the truth?











Chapter
Twenty-Five


 


I
was tired of packing up.


Jack
and I agreed we’d spend two nights in Charleston.  It was over a
seven-hour drive, and we’d need daylight to navigate Azry.  Flashlights
weren’t exactly an option.  My duffel bag got reloaded with the last of my
fresh clothes.  I hadn’t even had time to unpack from my last
adventure.  I ought to start keeping a “go bag” on standby, since this
looked like it was becoming a common occurrence.


The
attack on Jack nagged at my mind as I tried to concentrate on not missing
important items.  Everything had happened so quickly, but it bothered me
even more than Cheryl’s appearance.  I knew I was supposed to be defraying
tensions, but at this point, I wasn’t sure what I could do.   The
last thing I wanted to do was make it worse.  Kim would have had the media
eating out of the palm of his hand by now.  I’d escaped attention by
hiding in a military hospital, getting a new address, and abandoning my cell
phone for great periods of time.


I’d
never seen Jack nervous before, but he gripped the wheel tightly and attempted
poor jokes the entire drive down Interstate 95.  Halfway through North
Carolina’s endless parade of flat land and rows of trees, I finally demanded
that he let me drive.  Now with the authority of the driver, I blasted
country music to drown him out the rest of the way.


We
arrived after nine, crashing at the Hilton by the airport.  After last
night’s festivities, I was more than glad to get some extra sleep.


 


The
logistics of getting into Delque, one of the largest Becot cities, challenged
both of us.  We had to ensure we didn’t land on top of any fey, while
still hiding from human eyes.  Jack and I spent most of the morning
loitering suspiciously in neighborhoods, bickering over the appropriate spot.


We
finally agreed to make the jump behind an assisted living facility, a
sprawling, modern one-story complex that looked just right for a nice cup of
lemonade and a porch swing.  The woods directly behind it served as a
great screen, and we concluded we’d only be safe jumping back to Earth when
night had fallen and no one would spot us.  I crossed my fingers that
Sadie wouldn’t get towed by overzealous management.


The
sun beat down warmly, so much so that I took three steps before I turned back
and left my jacket in the car.  The fifteen degrees between here and
Charlottesville made a world of difference.  We tried to look
inconspicuous, as if we’d just visited a family member, and strolled to the
edge of the woods.  Behind a few trees, we looked both ways, suspicious as
hell, before I cracked open a small gate horizontally on the ground.  Jack
bent down underneath, then peeked through upwards.  If someone saw a face
hovering a foot off the floor, they’d probably have a heart attack before they
screamed for help.  In that time, Jack planned to intervene with his nagayos
power.


He
pulled his face out of the gate and nodded to me.  “All clear.”


I
closed our peek-a-boo gate and opened a proper one for us to step
through.  Jack went first, and as soon as I stepped into Azry behind him,
I closed it hastily.


“Keep
still,” Jack murmured, placing both hands on my head.


As
he worked the binding that would make the fey assume I was a perfectly normal
resident of the area, I took in my surroundings.  We’d landed between two
fey homes, conical wooden frames coated with plaster and shingled with
bark.  Judging by the quality, we were on the outskirts of the city. 
One predictable aspect of the fey… the most extravagant homes were always to
the center of town. 


Azry
was slightly cooler than Earth here, but not uncomfortable.   Perhaps
a study of Azry would finally lend irrefutable proof of global warming. 
The air smelled of dirt and swamp, with a vague hint of the sea. 
Children’s laughter drifted to me on the wind, followed by neighbors hollering
greetings to each other as they went about their errands.  Still, the
relative quiet was deafening.  No cars, no planes, no irritated humans
honking at each other in their desperate attempt to arrive home five minutes
earlier.


Jack
finished, squinted, tweaked something above my shoulder, then nodded in
satisfaction.  {It’s the best I can do, considering you’re not remotely
fey.  And don’t speak.  I can’t hide your terrible accent.}


I
opened my mouth to protest but remembered to shut it just in time.  I
glared instead.


Jack
gritted his teeth.  {Don’t worry, I’ll subject myself to listening to your
thoughts.  I hope there aren’t any nagali around, you’re like a car
horn that won’t turn off.}


Asshole.


{Just
doing what needs to be done.  Now let’s go and I’ll see if I can’t figure
out where Kestral is.}


How
had I not known her name before?


{Because
you didn’t need to know.}


Typical.


{Ok,
as soon as we get back, I am teaching you to learn to shut up.  Actually,
no.  Riven’s good at that.  We’ll make that his job.}


At
the thought of Riven, I instinctively felt for the connection at my
chest.  Being back in Azry brought it into focus.  Other than the
fact he was far to the north, I couldn’t make out much
more than vague confusion.  Oh well.


We
moseyed down the dirt road, Jack casually nodding to the fey we passed as if he
knew them.  All part of the charade.  I knew he had his own
“no-see-em” binding, too.


He
paused, as if listening, when we came to the main square, then veered to the
right, to pleasantly greet an older fey amayi.  “Good
afternoon.  I was wondering, have you seen Kestral today?  I meant to
deliver a package of fruit this afternoon but I must have missed her at her
house.”


The
fey shrugged.  “She’s been spending all her time at the temple. 
Can’t say why.”


Jack
thanked him, and steered us both away.  {This doesn’t sit well with
me.  Temples are for the poor and those seeking sanctuary.}


 


The
Temple was easy to find.  Imposing obsidian monoliths encircled the top of
one of the tallest hills in the city.  Small wooden and plaster buildings
clustered at the edges, leaving the interior of the Stonehenge-like design open
to the air.  Thin, deep channels of water had been laid out in a complicated
maze, which took me a minute to identify as a labyrinth. Was the earth or the
water the labyrinth?


A
few larger buildings with clean stone edifices on the outside of the labyrinth
caught our attention.  A young man in pale yellow fey attire, wearing a
gaudy amount of jewelry, stopped us hurriedly before we reached it.  A few
other, older, fey, likewise wearing a ridiculous number of necklaces and
bracelets, paused in their duties to watch.


“Hold,
hold!” he panted.  His hair was dyed bright green, by the obvious brown
roots that contrasted sharply.  “What’s your business?”


Jack
paused, opening his hands at his sides.  “Greeting in the name of the
Great Mage.”


“You
are a follower of Kaiyo.  Why are you here?”  He glared at us.


Gee,
Mary the Church Scribe was looking a hell of a lot friendlier than this
lot.  A sudden stab of inspiration.  I opened my mouth and tried to
form a word.  “Mah-ah-ager.”  I pretended anger and frustration.


Jack
figured it out instantly.  “I’ve been caring for her for the past year but
I can’t support both of us anymore,” he pleaded.  “I’ve been looking all
over the city for her father’s sister.  Her neighbor said that Kestral has
been spending a lot of time here?”


The
young priest’s eyes shifted warily and his guard remained up.  “Follow
me,” he ordered us.


We
obeyed.


{I
don’t want to have to break his mind, but there’s not a lot I can work with
right here.} Jack growled, frustrated.


Patience,
Jack, I thought.  Patience.


He
led us around the edge of the labyrinth, toward a smaller building off of the
main circle.  Thin window slits welcomed the Southern breeze, but obscured
my vision of anything inside.  Jack stumbled suddenly, grabbing for my
shoulder.  {She’s here, she’s right inside there.}


Calm
down, Jack.


{But
that’s not it.  There’s another in there.  No, I don’t believe
it.  I refuse to believe it.}


The
door opened as soon as the priest tapped on the slight wooden door, and a tall elohi
with dark robes and equally dark eyes quickly scanned past the priest and
settled on us.  He paused.  I stared.  If I’d ever wondered what
Jack looked like before he was exiled, I now had my answer in front of me.


“Return
to your duties,” Jack’s splitting image told the priest in a strangled voice.


Our
guide scowled at us and strode away.


Jack
and his mirror still hadn’t moved.


“You’re
the one looking for her?  They told me it was Kusay Vaal.  How
did you… it’s impossible.  But it’s you.”  Jack’s clone shook his
head, incredulity warring with joy.


“Calin.”
Jack’s voice was warm with affection.  “I’d never thought I’d see you
in the gems of the priesthood.  Certainly not as the ras of the elohi.”


“Who’s
there?” I heard a light, feminine voice call out from
the darkness.


“You’re
not going to believe this,” Calin warned her, stepping aside.  I followed
Jack inside, practically invisible.


The
interior of the wooden home was neat, illuminated by the streaming
sunlight.  The main room, with a simple couch and cabinetry, was spacious
enough for a single person, but a makeshift cot against the wall changed the
dynamic from cozy to cramped.


Kestral
was as delicate as Cheryl was sturdy.  Long blue hair hung well past her
shoulders in graceful waves.  Her eyes had a certain sharpness to them
that contradicted her soft mouth.  She stared at Jack as if he were a
stranger.


“Calin?”
she asked, slightly confused.


Jack
swore, and I could tell the moment he undid his binding.  She shrieked and
stumbled backwards, clutching the wall behind her.  “Ash?” her voice
cracked.  “I don’t believe it.  No.”  She started to weep.


Jack
said nothing, just stepped forward to wrap her in his arms as she
collapsed.  Ever so gently, he brushed her hair from her face, closing his
eyes.  He may not have been lianyos to her, but it was pretty damn
clear that he loved her.


Calin
finally seemed to notice me.  “Who are you?  You’re not what you seem
either.”


I
froze with indecision.  Jack, understandably, seemed rather
preoccupied.  What was I supposed to say?


Calin
frowned.  “You’re not even fey, are you?”  Then his eyes
widened.  “You’re a gatewright,” he breathed.


“How
did you know that?” I asked in consternation.


Calin
cocked his head.  “How else would Ash have gotten here?”


I
decided not to mention anything about the Apostate that Cheryl had
mentioned.  Jack hadn’t spoken very highly of his parents, and I wasn’t
sure how this new relative fit in.


“How
rude of me, I haven’t introduced myself.  I’m Becot Calin, Ashad’s younger
brother.”  He offered me a warm smile.  “Thank you so much for
bringing him back to us.  We are in your debt.”


Fey
debt?  I would definitely keep that in mind.


Another
fey, a lanky teen with dark brown hair and long, arched ears, rushed through
the door.  “Mom, I heard you had-“ he cut himself
short as he took in the situation.  “DAD?” Copper looked less like
his father than Jack’s brother.  A round face framed almond eyes.


“I
had the chance, I had to see you both.”  He offered his palm, and his son
cautiously took it.  Jack gazed as if memorizing Copper’s face, one arm
still wrapped tightly around Kestral.


How
the hell was I getting him home?


 


We
sat down, Calin and I sharing the limited space on the cot, Jack and Kestral
attached at the hip on the low couch, and Copper uneasily seated on a stool by
the door, cautiously keeping a lookout although Jack had already assured him
he’d know if anyone is coming.


Kestral
was fascinated by Jack’s human features, tracing her finger down his jawline or
stroking his arm in wonderment.  Not outright attraction, but a puzzled
study of her husband’s transformation.  “How long will you be here?” she
asked him, fearing the answer.


“Just
until nightfall.”


“Then
he turns into a pumpkin,” I joked lamely, but Jack’s family just stared at me
blankly.


“Sounds
like one of Ash’s jokes,” Calin graciously saved me.


Kestral
nodded with a sad smile.  “Until nightfall then.  You’ll come back
regularly, right?”


Jack
shifted uncomfortably, and I cut in.  “No.  He wants to be your
husband by rights.  Sneaking in like this could get you all hurt. 
So, we’re looking into ways to get his sentence reversed.”


Calin
whistled.  “Looking into ways?  Short of taking on all the Queens by
yourself, I don’t see it.”


“I
have a little help from my friends.” Jack grinned impishly.


“Ash…”
Calin warned.  “Mikiril is Queen now.  She’s destroyed every opponent
that came against her.  She’s trained against nagali harder than
anyone I know.  Don’t be shecoa.”


“Calin!”
Kestral scolded with a meaningful look at Copper.  Oh, so shecoa really
did mean what I thought it did.


“He’s
not taking on anyone,” I clarified. “First, we need to figure out who ordered
or hired the outcasts to kill the humans, Hazel, and Kusay Vaal.”


Calin
slowly cocked his head at me.  “So Kusay Vaal is involved.” He
suddenly laughed.  “You’re Jan Leeman!  That’s how you
survived!”  He was sharp, I’d give him that.  


 “The
Girl Who Lived,” I proclaimed. Sadly, my Harry Potter reference fell on
unappreciative, pointed ears.


“And
you’re telling me outcasts attempted the murder?”


Jack
confirmed it.  “No fey would ever choose to cut their own hair.  They
were outcasts.”


Calin
groaned and leaned backward.  “Oh, this is not good.”


Copper
interjected.  “Don’t you and the priests look after all the outcasts?”


“Except
for the ones who escape,” Calin clarified.


“But
then who would hire escaped outcasts?”  Kestral jumped in.  “Who
would know where they were, and why would an outcast ever jeopardize
themselves?”


“There’s
not an easy answer.  A few things I’ve seen might make more sense,
however.  I’ll nose around and see what I can discover.”  Calin
frowned, eyes distant in furious thought.


“Send
anything you find to Kusay Vaal at Peregare,” Jack instructed.  “I can’t
say when I’ll be back.  But I will be.  I promise.”


 


Jack’s
family spent the rest of the afternoon bringing him up to date on all their
adventures, from how Kestral navigated the tricky waters of Jack’s “treachery”,
to how Calin had signed up for the priesthood, to Copper’s disappointment that
he wouldn’t qualify to study to become adail.  Occasionally, Jack
would tell them a story about his human life, but he kept them short and to the
point.  He described his art, and how he had met me, and some of the more
confusing aspects of life on Earth.


“I
was so afraid it was going to be a hell for you.”  Kestral’s eyes were red
again.


Jack’s
face shuttered.  “It was.  And I have to go back.”


“I’ll
be here,” Calin reminded him softly.  “I vow I’ll protect them as if they
were my own.”


Their
goodbyes were painfully prolonged.  Eventually, Jack slowly tore himself
from the cramped home and all the family he had in either world, dragging his
feet across the full length of Delque until we managed to find our little
gate-making spot and hauled ourselves back through.  With heavy spirits,
we returned to our hotel room to sleep off the emotional rollercoaster of yet
another day.


 











Chapter
Twenty-Six


 


I
realized the next morning was Thanksgiving when Rose called me in a huff
shortly after Jack and I hit the road once again.  “Where the hell are you
both?” she demanded when I picked up.


“Coming
back from an impromptu road trip.”


“Uh
huh.  To where?”  Rose had enough attitude for us both.


“Jack
wanted to check in on some people he knows.”  Dammit, I was spending too
much time around Jack.  How had life become a series of what do they
actually need to knows?


“Well,
dinner is at four.  Your parents are coming too.  You better get here
on time; I’m not saving any of my mom’s stuffing for you.”


I
couldn’t help but smile at her indignation.  “Thanksgiving sounds
wonderful.  We’ll make it.”  By the skin of our teeth, as long as we
sped the whole way back.


“Okay. 
I’ll see you soon, sista from another mista.”


 


Rose’s
family had a lovely ranch house on the edges of Charlottesville.  The lawn
had been raked recently, the grass a vibrant shade of green.  Lawn gnomes
stood in various poses around bird baths and colorful pinwheels.  The
painted siding was an unblemished, cheery shade of pale yellow.  A white
picket fence completed the ensemble.


Rose
and I had met in our sophomore year of high school, when her dad, Giles
Savatier, got a job as a physics professor at UVA.  They’d come from the
University of Wisconsin, and while Rose’s northern accent had faded, both of
her parents still sounded (to my ears) like Canadians.


Nick’s
Jeep was parked in the gravel turn-around at the end of the driveway, where
five cars were already crowded together.  I recognized Rose’s car, two
older fixer-uppers, and a newer red coupe that I guessed was the professor’s.


Jack
and I were a few minutes late, but it wasn’t enough to interfere with my
stuffing consumption.   I opened the door of Rose’s home to a
cacophony.  Dogs barked, running to greet us.  The terrier and the
basset hound crowded my legs as I tried to shuffle deeper into the house. As I
peeled off my coat, Rose’s two older sisters presented their newest
boyfriends.  One was a lanky architect, the other, a thickly-built
personal trainer.   The three Savatier sisters had vastly different
tastes.


The
dining room table had been extended from their large 8-seater to make room for
a baker’s dozen, using a plastic fold-out table and a card table.  The
turkey in the oven smelled amazing, and Vivian, Rose’s mother, was naturally
multitasking, instructing her daughters to set the table and the men to carve
the turkey.  She chattered away at my mother, making her points
emphatically with her spoon.  Jack caught my eye and grinned.  Yes,
watching Vivian and my mother was like watching Rose and me in a few decades.


It
was oh-so-traditional, and I found some comfort in that.  When I tried to
help, Vivian gently scolded and seated me almost as if I was a guest of
honor.  Rose must have told them I was fine, but the media could
have gotten it into the Savatier’s heads that I was a victim that had gone
through some kind of ordeal.


I
did feel different, though.  I wasn’t like them… could never be like
them.  I wished they had accepted my help.  I wanted to be back in
that space where nothing had changed and I was just an extra daughter they’d
accidentally acquired.


I
felt a hand on my shoulder and looked up to see Jack standing behind me. 
{We’ve got your back,} he told me, and I consciously released the tension I’d
been holding, letting myself breathe.  I didn’t know if Jack was limiting
himself to the point where he couldn’t hear my thoughts, but I was
grateful.  Whatever I was, these folk were taking care of me.  And
Jack had my back.


We
all devoured the sweet potatoes, stuffing, turkey, gravy, and cranberry sauce
on festively themed dinnerware.  The boyfriends, whose names escaped me as
soon as I heard them, kept sneaking curious glances at me from the corner of
their eyes.  In between glances, they argued over football and next year’s
UVA basketball prospects with Giles and Nick.  Thomas attempted to
contribute, but as the youngest member, each of the other men took the
opportunity to educate him (much to his vexation).


I
paused in the middle of a bite of Vivian’s famous stuffing, distracted by a
sudden wave of apprehension.  I put my fork down, and took a breath,
bewildered.  Fuck.  I was NOT having a panic attack in the middle of
Thanksgiving dinner.  Why?  Nothing had triggered me. 
Nevertheless, it pulled directly at my heart.


“Eyes
too big for your stomach?”  Rose teased, but I could hear the concern in
her voice.


I
pushed my chair back, gripping the table, closing my eyes.  The wave ebbed
for a moment, but resurfaced, crashing against my consciousness.  I took
another breath, forcing myself to think through the anxiety and focus on the
source.  Nothing.  I was here, I was safe.  Not me.  It
wasn’t me.


Riven.


“I’m
really sorry, I think the fast food I ate for breakfast is disagreeing with
me.  Your food is so delicious, but I think I really ought to go
home.”  I looked up and did my best to smile at them.  I hoped Vivian
wouldn’t take any offence.  But this wasn’t about me.  This was about
someone that – shit – I cared about, in unspecified danger, over a
hundred miles and a world away.


Jack
rose immediately from the other side of the table.  “I’ll take you home.”


I
nodded mutely.  If Riven’s emotions got intense, I wasn’t entirely sure
I’d be able to stay on the road.  How far did this lianyos thing
go?


We
packed up as quickly and as unobtrusively as we could, the dogs confused and
underfoot.  My mother, understandably, fussed over me and offered to take
me home herself repeatedly.  I shook my head, trying to dispel the hazy
fear that was taking root. “I’ll be fine, Mom, I’ll call you in the morning.”


She
let me go reluctantly.


As
soon as we’d shut the door, I bolted for the car.  I hadn’t wanted to
alarm anyone, but time was of the essence.  I had no way of knowing what
was happening.  But if I could feel his emotions this far away, I wasn’t
going to take any chances.  I would never forgive myself if he was
harmed and I’d simply sat there eating turkey.


Jack
matched my pace, and sent gravel flying as he gunned Sadie down the
driveway.  “Let me guess, we’re going to Roanoke.”


“Something
is seriously wrong.  And I don’t know what.”  I couldn’t keep the
panic from my voice.


Jack
pressed down on the accelerator.


 


The
next two hours felt like an eternity.  I gripped the handle of the car,
gritting my teeth until my jaw ached.  Jack wove between cars, receiving
honks and glares from folks on their Thanksgiving holiday.  “How bad is
it?” he asked quietly.


“I
don’t know.  I’m still not familiar with being lianyos.” 


“What
exactly is he feeling?  I’d rather not poke around in your head while I’m
driving.”


“Fear?” 
I ‘listened’ harder to the bond between me and Riven.  “Anger.”  I
wrinkled my nose.  “Maybe…” Like any good Jedi, I searched my
feelings.  “Dread.”


“That
should give us some time,” Jack reassured me.  “So long as it’s not terror
or desperation.”


“That’s
a cheery thought,” I shot back, yet it was marginally comforting. 
“Any guess what’s happening?”


Jack
swerved again and a semi blared its horn.  “Any number of things.  My
binding might have been discovered by another nagali.  They may
have found out that he is lianyos to you.  Or something completely
different.  Perhaps assassins have attempted to strike again.”


As
we approached, I was able to separate myself from his emotions more
easily.  An odd inverse relationship developed… I could feel his emotions
more clearly, but confused them less with my own.


“Thank
you, Jack,” I murmured.  “You don’t have to do this.”


“What
you fail to realize is that I owe you a debt,” Jack grumbled.  “More than
you know.”  He spared me a smile.  “One day I’ll tell you.  For
the present, suffice to say, I’m in your service.”


What
had I done?  Was it because I’d brought him to his family?  It was
Jack.  Despite everything, a smile of my own twitched my lips. 
Answers from him never came easily.


 


As
we got off the highway, finally in Roanoke, the steady diet of fear I’d been
fed through the bond suddenly transformed into white-hot fury.  I cried
out in surprise, the whiplash unseating the little control I’d developed.


“What?” 
Jack asked, making a rolling right turn at a red light.


“I’m
going to fucking murder whoever is on the other side.”  Probably with
Riven’s help, from the feel of it.  Another breath, and I regained my
thoughts.  He was perfectly capable of defending himself.  Either he
was incapacitated, or he was roasting people alive this moment.  The
intensity of the emotion made anything else unlikely.


Jack
hurtled down the residential streets, and I commanded him to stop at the
construction site.  To my frustration, I couldn’t tell where in Peregare
Riven was, just that he was close.  I jumped out of the car before it
rolled to a full stop and dashed off across the uneven terrain.  Jack
followed a few steps behind me as soon as he’d locked it.  I didn’t waste
any time, but ripped open a portal in broad daylight and stepped through to
Riven’s bedroom.


Immediately
my sense of him was brought into focus, crystal clear compared to the blurry
impressions I had on Earth.  He was on the other side of the manor, and
not in the dimly lit, undisturbed bedroom where I stood, panting.  No clue
of what might be causing the chaos.  A flash of recognition through a
blaze of rage.  He knew I was here.  Hold on, Riven, I’m coming. 
I jumped back through my portal, slamming it shut, and ran into Jack.


“Don’t
follow till I know I’ve got the right spot!” I yelled at him, in panic more
than actual anger, and started sprinting across the neighborhood.  A tall
wooden fence reared up in my way, and without thinking, I simply made a gate,
almost tripping as I stumbled through the empty fey kitchen, closing the portal
behind me, then gating back to Earth three steps later.  Reckless, I
pelted around a house, across a street, gating around each fence or gully that
threatened to keep me from Riven.  I hated that closing each one slowed me
down, but it was still faster than attempting to navigate the obstacles on
Earth. I had enough presence of mind to close the gates, but not enough to
leave them open for Jack.


I
wielded gates left and right to move myself toward him as fast as I
could.  The few fey that saw me pass stared after me with wide eyes,
stunned.  Right now, I didn’t care who saw me, on either side. Each time I
jumped through, my sense of where he was refined my target.


My
last gate was in the middle of a street.  Riven was on the other side.


I
burst through to Azry and had only a second to take it all in.  The throne
room reminded me of the circular Judgement Hall in Emor.  A tall, stone
chair sat in the middle of a labyrinth made of small channels of water. 
Uniformed fey lined the chamber, watching the action in the center of the
room.  At my entrance, their focus swiveled to me in surprise.  A
male fey, the leader of the group judging by his elaborate clothes, stared at
me in bewilderment.  One half of his long, blue hair had been woven into a
thick braid.  Riven knelt not ten feet from him in the center of the
room.  Two red-headed atsili with iron expressions restrained him,
gripping his arms and shoulders.  A third atsili froze in
mid-action, primitive scissors motionless.


Riven’s
red hair lay butchered around him in a shining circle on the labyrinthine
floor.  His jewelry was nowhere to be seen.


No
time to think.  Any hesitation, and I would be as crispy as a chicken
nugget.  I bolted across the twenty feet between us, ignoring the cries of
alarm that rose around me, and threw myself against Riven like a
linebacker.  The force of my impact dislodged his two guards, and
reflexively, I gated us the hell out.


I
made the gate at an angle, and fell only two feet before we slammed into the
earth.  The wind rushed from my lungs.  I forced myself to keep
moving, and closed the portal with a choked yell of pure adrenaline.  Not
done yet.  Other gate.  I hauled myself to my feet, and dashed into
the street from the lawn we’d landed in to shut that gate as well.


Gasping
for breath, I stared at my shaking hands, beyond numb from buzzing.  I’d
done it.  I’d gotten Riven out.


I
turned and jogged back to where Riven lay on the ground, face scrunched in
either pain or concentration, or both.  His skin was even paler than
normal, coated with a thin sheen of sweat.  I knelt next to him and took his
hand, and hissed slightly.  It was hot.  “Riven, you’re out.”


He
didn’t respond, but I could still feel incoherent rage pouring from him.  


I
gripped his face and almost winced.  Any human would have died, with an
internal temperature this high.  “Look at me.  Open your eyes and
look at me.”  I was surprised how calm I sounded.


He
did, but his eyes were unfocused with a mad sheen.  I suppressed a
shudder.  If he’d let loose, everyone in that room would be dead. 
Why they weren’t already was beyond me.


A
car door slammed.  “Jan, move away from him,” Jack warned.  I hadn’t
even registered him pulling up.  “He’s not in control.  He doesn’t
even have his focus stones.  Jan, get back.”


Of
course.  I pulled my amber necklace off and placed it in his hand. 
“There.  You have a stone now.  Focus on it.”  His hand flared
white as he gripped it, hard, but his expression did not change.


“Jan,
for fuck’s sake, he is not safe!”


No
way in hell was I leaving Riven.  He was not a ticking time bomb, he was mine.
 I just needed to remind him of that fact.  I stroked his cheek,
the angles of his face too soft for a fey and too hard for a human.  His
indigo eyes slowly focused on me and I couldn’t help but smile with
relief.  Rage subsided, replaced by doubt and fear.  I struggled to
keep his emotions out of my own.  If I lost it, he might go over the edge.


His
gaze never left my face.  Despite the circumstances, I was still glad he
was here with me, and not off in Azry.  A faint smile touched his lips,
and my heart soared.  The bond echoed.


Jack
cleared his throat and I realized with embarrassment what we’d been sharing
through the bond.  Affection.  Its strength scared me.  If
affection like that wasn’t addressed promptly, it could grow into all sorts of
uncomfortable things that smelled like commitment.  I wasn’t touching the
L-word with a ten foot pole.


“Thank
you for saving my life.”  Riven’s voice was rough, as if he’d been
shouting.  With a groan, he pulled himself into a sitting position, close
enough to whisper to me, “Hiding emotions from me is rather pointless, you do
realize that?” 


If
– and that was a big IF – I ever fell in love with him, I was going to let him
know on my own terms.  Best to change the subject.  “Just because
you’re not wearing a couple of rocks doesn’t mean you’re out of control,” I
pointed out.


“It
makes it a hell of a lot harder, though,” he shot back.  He was exhausted,
even though he was trying to hide it.  


Jack
interrupted.  “Crafting a binding on Earth to hide you both is extremely
difficult.  Let’s go.”


I
helped Riven climb slowly to his feet.  He was still warm – so warm – but
no longer felt like he was going to catch on fire.  He leaned on me
heavily.


Jack
raised his eyebrow at me as we approached the car.  “I guess I’ll just be
your chauffer from now on,” he drawled.


“Welcome
to my world.”


I
helped Riven into the back seat, where he vainly attempted to stay in a roughly
upright position.  I got in the other side, and Riven pulled himself far
enough across the seat to use my thigh as a pillow.


 


As
we left Roanoke, I absently ran my hands through the few long locks of Riven’s
red hair that remained.  The rest had been brutally cut down to somewhere
between one and three inches.  He needed a haircut like nobody’s
business.  I surreptitious texted Rose to make sure she had a trimmer and
scissors at home.


Jack
was still tense.  “What happened?”


Couldn’t
he give him some time to recover?  I frowned at the back of Jack’s
head.  I certainly hadn’t wanted to talk about my experience in Azry the
moment I jumped home.  Riven must have sensed my irritation, and sent a
tendril of his magic through me.


“Careful,
you’re going to use it all up before we even get home,” I bitched.  As
nice as it was, I refused to let him placate me with a magical pat on the head.


In
response, he sent more, forcing me to close my eyes against the
sensation.  “I’ll just have you open up a gate to get more then.” He was
enjoying my reaction too much for my taste.


I
was going to strangle him.  But not right this second.


“You
know I can hear you,” Jack grumbled.


Riven
sobered and took a breath before speaking.  “They threatened my
mother.”  His hand still held the amber stone in an iron grip, and I
caught it glowing briefly from the corner of my eye.


“Who
did?” Jack pressed.


“Kusay
Jetay and Becot Mikiril.  Jetay claimed Peregare for himself, supposedly
with his mother’s consent.  Mikiril is clearly annexing Peregare and all
its lands to Becot.  I haven’t decided whether Jetay doesn’t realize it or
he doesn’t care.  I was in their way so they outcast me without trial in
my own home.  They’re holding my mother as a “guest”.  Pretty name
for a hostage.”


“Is
she in danger?” Jack asked calmly.


Riven
shook his head.  “There’s no place else safer for her in Anowir, and I’m
not making her an Exile.  They’ll keep her.  Not only would harming
her piss Queen Essint off, but it would forfeit their own advantage over me.”


Jack
suddenly swore.  “Calin’s supposed to send you information if he discovers
anything about the outcasts that attacked you on the road.”


“Calin?”


“Becot
Calin.  Elohi ras of the Temple in Delque, and my little brother.”


“You
found them.”  Riven smiled.  “You found your wife?”


“Who
was hiding, no thanks to you.”


“Jack,”
I warned.  This was not the time.


“We’re
taking the next exit and heading for Charleston,” Jack informed us.  “I
don’t need to explain myself, do I?”


“No. 
You don’t.  You have to protect those you love.”  Riven carefully
avoided looking at me.


“Good,”
Jack huffed, and moved Sadie into the right lane.


 











Chapter
Twenty-Seven


 


“Jan.” 
A voice said.


“Mmm?” 
Darkness.  Sleep tempted me back.


“Jan,
we’re here.”  The same voice, irritated now.


“Mmmrrhhh!” 
I frowned and hoped they’d get the message and go away.


“Lianyos,
we need you.”  A different voice.


My
eyes flew open immediately, and Riven’s indigo ones crinkled with amusement.
  His ragged hair reminded me of what he’d just endured, dampening my
joy at seeing him.


“Okay,
I’m up,” I grumbled.  Riven pushed himself into the seated position,
allowing me to shift, stuff my feet back into the shoes I’d kicked off at some
point during the drive, and slowly get out of the car.  Spots of soreness
exploded in my back and neck.  “What time is it, anyway?”


“A
little after 1am,” Jack informed me, draining a sugary energy drink and
crushing the can.


I
blinked slowly, as if that would wake me up.  “We’re not at the old folks’
home,” I observed.


“No,
the temple is actually fairly easy to find.”  Jack peered up at thin
sliver of the moon.  “At least there isn’t likely to be anything special
going on.  I’d be surprised if they were teaching any of the star’s
movements tonight.”


Feeling
more and more awake, I peered around the darkness at our surroundings.  We
stood at the far edge of a large parking lot that fanned out from a single
building that hid in the darkness cast by great, tall trees with stark, broad
limbs.  An owl hooted nearby over the sound of distant traffic.  I
shivered.  This place reminded me of some Southern Gothic murder mystery.


“Do
you want me to make a gate right here?” I asked Jack as Riven pulled himself
out of the car.


Jack
shrugged.  “Best idea as any.  Honestly, I find the construction of
the parking lot here to be interesting.  The Temple is constructed around
the circles of the labyrinth, yet here is a reflection of that, with no nearby
gate as an excuse.  Do you think that perhaps the Great Mage works here at
well?  That humans can sense her presence or she guides their hand?” he
chattered away.


“No
more caffeine for you,” I declared.  “And remind me about all this when
I’m fully conscious.”


Riven
smiled, and Jack sighed tolerantly as I rubbed my hands together, anticipating
the buzz. 


 
I opened a small gate and stuck my head through.  Jack’s instincts had
been spot on.  Not only were we right at the temple, we had one of the
obsidian pillars blocking the view of the rest of the space.  I pulled my
head back and nodded to them, enlarging the gate so we could come through
comfortably.


Jack
paused, holding up a hand at Riven.  “You don’t need to come.”


“Is
Jan going?” Riven asked, ever so politely.


“Yes.”


“Great. 
I’m coming.”  Riven kept moving.


Jack
exhaled.  “Great Mage save me from a stubborn Kusay.”


That
stopped Riven in his tracks.  “No.”


“What?”


“Whether
or not they were just to do so, the Kusay have made me outcast. Or Exile,
depending on how you look at it.”  My heart sank listening to him, his
pain visible in the corners of his eyes and the hard set of his mouth.


Jack
shook his head.  “It didn’t come from the Queen.”


He
gave a ragged laugh.  “You think that she’ll contradict her favorite
son?  You think he won’t find a reason?  Call me an Exile now or call
me an Exile later.  It makes no difference.  I have no braid, no
claim, no holdings, and my kin do not hold me as family.”


“Okay
then, Riven, we’ll deal with this later.  In the meantime, let’s
make sure my brother hasn’t painted a target on his back.”


I
followed them both, deep in thought.  Jack’s original words, Kusay
Vaal, not Riven, rang in my ears.  He may not have been wrong then,
but he certainly was wrong now.


Yet,
that didn’t mean I actually knew Riven that well.  I could understand him
better than I’d ever understood anyone before, and was frankly unsettled by how
much I cared about him after so short a time.  Granted, we’d shared some
unique experiences, but that didn’t make up for a lifetime of difference. 
He was still fey.  I was still human.  Sort of.


I
closed the gate behind me with an effort.  I’d lost count how many gates
I’d opened and closed to get Riven out of Peregare, and apparently, my
seven-hour nap hadn’t recharged me yet.


“I
don’t think I’ll ever get over what it’s like to come back,” Jack murmured,
stretching, and set off across the labyrinth toward the distant, small home
where Calin and his family stayed.  Riven and I hustled behind him, making
as little noise as we could.


Jack
took three steps before he stopped, peering into the center of the
labyrinth.  I followed his gaze to where a figure sat cross-legged with
their back to us, motionless.  He hissed slightly, and resumed making his
way to the home, gesturing for us to follow. 


Instead
of knocking on the door, he closed his eyes.  I heard shuffling and a
muffled cry.  The door flew open to reveal Kestral.


“Thank
the Great Mage you’re back.”


“How
long has Calin been in the trance?” Jack embraced her briefly, distracted.


She
beckoned us inside.  “Fourteen hours.”  Her eyes darted to
Riven.  “Great Mage save us all, what happened to you?”  She bowed
her head.  “My apologies.  My name is Kestral.  What may I call
you?”


“Has
anyone tried to release him?”  Jack ignored the question before Riven
could find an answer.


Kestral
shook her head.


“I’ve
got to try,” Jack murmured, more to himself than to us, pacing.


“Jack,
will you please tell me what’s going on?” I asked, irritated.  “Is Calin
the one out there in the labyrinth?”


Jack
nodded.  “He’s seeking the wisdom of the Great Mage.  Normally a
trance lasts between one and three hours at most.”


“Why
hasn’t anyone tried to pull him out?” 


Riven
reached over to squeeze my hand and speak quietly in my ear.  “Whoever
tries to pull him out might be sucked in too.  Especially the deeper and
longer trances.”


My
eyes snapped to Jack and my breath caught.  His face was set in grim
resolve.  Kestral hugged her arms to her chest, teeth gritted and her eyes
downcast.


“No.” 
I’d pulled Jack into this mess.  I wasn’t going to let him risk
himself.  “There has to be another way.  How do trances work?”


Jack
shook his head.  “Jan, you can’t even see magic.”


“How.
Does. It. Work.” I ground my teeth.


Jack
met my eyes and exhaled.  “The temple is built on an intersection of two
ley lines.  The labyrinth helps hold the energy from both.  If you
could feel magic, you’d feel it here.  Calin’s lianti is connected
to his body – like you are connected to Riven –when he dives into the flow of
magic.”


My
mind raced.  “So how would you pull him out?”


Jack
pressed his lips together. “Jan, you’re not a mage.”


“Dammit,
answer my fucking question!” I barked.  Riven tried to send me a thread of
warmth but I cut him off with a glare.


“How
will I pull him out?” Jack’s eyes flashed.  “I will seek his mind
as nagali.  When I find him, I will speak to him.  If he
doesn’t respond, I will be forced to let my own lianti follow him. 
To put it into simple human terms: He is drowning, and I will have to dive as
deep to find him.  If I run out of breath, or my own rope snaps, we will
both die.”


The
seconds ticked by.  I needed a solution.  “Is there a way to give you
more breath or another rope?  What do you mean by breath?”


Jack
growled.  “Explanations of magical theory aren’t-“


“Jack,
answer her questions.” Riven murmured, an edge to his voice.


{Cheryl
could provide another ‘rope’ for me, but she is not here and we don’t have
time.}  Out loud, he said, “No one can give me another rope.  That’s
not possible.  The amount of magic that the labyrinth holds is
overwhelming to those untrained, and the deeper you go, the more focus it
requires to hold on to your ‘rope’.  Jan…” his voice softened.  “I
appreciate what you are trying to do, but it’s not something you are capable
of.”


That
was the wrong thing to say.  My eyes narrowed, and still holding Riven’s
hand, I strode outside, pulling him behind me.


“Jan,
as much as I respect your abilities, I’m not sure how you can help with this
particular situation,” Riven kindly tried to dissuade me.


I
didn’t respond, but crossed to the center of the labyrinth.  Calin sat
there, peacefully, eyes shut and his hands on his knees.  His expression
held a slight element of confusion, his brows slightly furrowed.  I sensed
nothing, of course, but the night air caressing my face.  I sat myself
across from him and gently put my free hand over his.  My heart beat a
staccato in my chest.  “Riven,” I almost whispered, “I need you to pump as
much magic into me as you can.”


Embarrassment
rolled off of him.  “Out here?  Jack’s watching.”


I
raised my eyebrow.  “Seriously?”


He
shrugged.


I
reflexively inhaled the next moment as an overwhelming wave of warmth poured
into me.  Forcing my eyes to stay open, and not roll back in my head, I
peered at Calin.  I sensed the magic here, invisibly swirling in the
layers of the labyrinth like a giant whirlpool.  A thin, green tendril
stretched from Calin into the ground.


“More,”
I growled.  “You’ll know if it gets too much.”


The
warmth increased, reminding me of a sauna.  Breathing was a focused
effort, but now I could sense even more of the magic that surrounded me. 
Calin.  That was my goal.  Afraid to touch the delicate green thread
of Calin’s soul, I sent my awareness downward, instead, into the earth.  I
searched for him with senses not connected to my eyes.  I slipped down
into the whirlpool after him.  An ocean of magic beat a heavy rhythm
against my consciousness, muting my connection with Riven.  The underwater
analogy seemed rather on point, I mused.  I did feel like I’d jumped into
the ocean, magic beating a heavy rhythm against my senses.


Calin.


I
felt for the green thread of his life.  Perhaps because I was physically
touching him in the real world, perhaps because of something else, I sensed
him, drifting in the current.  I propelled myself deeper, taking a moment
to ensure I could still feel the connection with Riven.


I
found him.  Far from my body, I’d lost all physical sense of being,
wrapped in the torrent of red magic – I sensed it was red, rather than
saw it – that stretched from my mind to my body.  I reached out to touch
Calin’s spirit ever so gently.  His rope was dangerously thin.


He
grasped on to me with a desperation that terrified me.  One moment, I was
drifting in the waves, attempting to get his attention, then next, the current
ripped at him, trying to tear him away from me.  I felt as if I’d stepped
into a hurricane simulator.


Come
on, Calin, let’s get you back. I thought.  Could
he hear me?


Granted,
I had no idea how to return to my body.  Undiluted panic lanced through
me. In response, my connection with Riven increased in volume.  He sensed
me.  I had my rope.


{Jan,
can you hear me?}


Jack. 
Thank God.  I’ve got Calin.


{I
can’t hear you, so just listen to me.  You want to pull Riven’s magic
toward you.}


Not
helpful.  How would I know how to pull magic?  I gripped Calin harder
against me and tried to clear my head.  I just needed to get out the way I
got in.  And I had one massive tether to the real world in the form of
Riven’s bond.  I held on to Calin and reached for my lianyos, the
same way I had searched for Jack’s brother.  The bond pulsed into me, and
beyond that, I felt the flicker of his lianti.  Wonderment swept
over me as I realized I was looking directly into Riven’s soul.  I
stretched toward it.  Fighting against the magic that pulled at Calin, I
felt myself begin to rise ever so slowly toward consciousness.  I pulled
harder, and began to piece together Riven’s emotions.  Determination mixed
with protectiveness and respect.  Pride and fear.  And fierce love.


A
sudden new sensation.  {I’ve got Calin, Jan,} Jack murmured.


No,
he wasn’t supposed to come in after me!  Shecoa!


{Shut
up.  You did all the heavy lifting.  Getting him safely back in his
body is going to take some finesse.}


I
felt Calin drift from me and I held on stubbornly.  Did Jack really have
him?


{Dammit,
Jan, let go!}


I
released Calin with a little trepidation and Jack’s presence disappeared,
leaving me alone with the bond.  Reassurance surged down it and I pulled
closer to Riven.  A sudden pop as I came back from the magical
depths.  But for a bizarre moment, I heard his thoughts, saw through his
eyes.  …stupid, brave lianyos of mine… then a moment of
recognition.  Get back in your own body! A push, and the
world went dark.  Slowly physical sensation began to return.  I
licked my lips.  This felt like my body.  Except I hadn’t left
my body quite so sweaty when I left.


I
was still sitting cross legged, with one hand on Calin’s knee.  However,
Riven was not where I’d left him.  He was sitting directly behind me, arms
wrapped around my waist, legs straddling me.  He was almost unbearably
warm.  He leaned his head against mine affectionately.  “I’m crazy
proud of you,” he whispered.  “But don’t do that again.”


Calin’s
eyes finally opened and Jack stepped back from where he’d been tending
him.  He tried to say something, but it came out in a croak. 
Kestral, kneeling on his other side, handed him a cup of water, which he
immediately drained, then cleared his throat again.  “Thank you,” he told
her, then took in the scene.  “Thank you, all of you.  And Jan…” he
shook his head in wonder.  “I will give you proper thanks later.  But
right now…” he shuddered.


“Did
you send a letter to Peregare?” Jack asked him quietly.


He
nodded, then his eyes flicked to Riven, who still hadn’t moved from where he gripped
me.  I leaned into him, my sweaty clothes cooling quickly in the chilly
air.  I shivered slightly and Riven sent me a little warmth.  I
wasn’t sure if I had the lianyos thing down perfectly yet, but I tried
to send him gratitude in return.


I
could practically see the gears spinning in Calin’s head.  “That’s Kusay
Vaal.”  He sounded more surprised than anything else.  “You were
ousted from Peregare,” he slowly realized.  “You’re here to make sure that
I haven’t sent a message.”  He gave his brother a withering look. 
“I’m not shecoa, Ash.”  But he turned his attention back to
me, evaluating, and raised an eyebrow.  I belatedly realized Calin and
Kestral would know we were a thing.  Were we a thing?  Ulg, it was
too much to think about right now.


“Calin,
watch your language.  And let’s go inside, shall we?” Kestral pointedly
encouraged us.


Jack
helped his brother to his feet, and Riven extracted himself from me.  My
legs wobbled.  Riven reached out to either steady me or steady
himself.  More likely a combination of the two.  Nevertheless, we
followed the Becot family back to their house.


“The
letter can’t be traced to me.  It’s addressed from Hazel,” Calin added
irritably, leaning heavily on Jack.


“Oh,
that’s sneaky,” Riven murmured.  “I’d know she was dead but anyone else
might think she’d survived and is hiding somewhere.”


Jack
breathed a sigh of relief.  “I should have known better.  I apologize
for doubting you, brother.”  He searched Calin’s face, frowning.  If
I could see Calin’s frayed nerves, Jack certainly could.


Calin
rolled his eyes.  “It’s not like it’s the first time.  And I can’t
expect you to be as smart as I am.”


“No,
I just need you around so I can pull all the good ideas from your head,” Jack
teased.


“Just
try it.”  Calin’s eyes glinted in the darkness.  Was he trying to
pick a fight?  After what he’d just been through, he should have been
passing out, not testing his brother’s patience.


We
entered the house quietly, shutting the door softly behind us.  Calin lay
down on the cot, and Jack took the chair, leaving Riven and me on the
couch.  Kestral stayed in the shadows at the entrance to the adjoining
room, where if I listened, I could still hear Copper’s rude snores.  I
scooted over so she would have room on the couch, squishing myself against
Riven, but she didn’t take it.  “Is this the Kusay who wanted to find
me?”  Kestral asked.


Riven
nodded.


 “Were
you outcast because of it?”


Riven
blinked.  “I hadn’t considered it.”


“You
were really obvious trying to find her,” Calin informed him apologetically. 
“Do you even know the meaning of subtle?”  I knew he wasn’t just talking
about Riven’s efforts to find Kestral and Copper.


“Well,
Becot Ashad here was practically jumping from foot to foot to get back, so I
was trying to hurry it up,” Riven justified himself.  “But perhaps. 
Mikiril’s arrival at Peregare felt rushed but not unplanned.”


“Why? 
What importance would Kestral have to Mikiril?  No offence,” I hastened to
add.


“It’s
not common knowledge that Kestral and I are not lianyos.  And when I
was exiled, I was defending a woman who’d gravely insulted Mikiril,” Jack
mused.


“And
then, out of the blue, after surviving an assassination attempt and consorting
with humans, a random Kusay starts asking questions about the Exile’s wife,
likely lianyos.”  Calin added.  “A wife who is connected to
the temple, and me, and I’m connected to the outcast, and the outcast are
connected to the assassination.”  He turned away from us, hiding his face.


“That’s
a lot of jumps,” I pointed out. “Is there a way to talk to the outcast? 
They’re the missing link right now.”


“Calin
already knows all of them.  They’re in his care,” Kestral protested.


“Not
the ones who escaped.” Calin’s voice caught.


I
frowned and exchanged a glance with Riven.  His recent trance must have
left him particularly emotional.  I couldn’t imagine why else Calin would
be on the verge of tears.


“How
would you know where to find them?  Or do you need me to pull it from one
of the minds of those who remain?  Do they know?”  Jack offered,
trying to solve the problem.


Calin
braced himself, and turned back to give Jack a meaningful look.


Jack
stepped back, eyes widening in surprise.  “Well, that’s complicated.”


“Will
you at least speak so we can all hear?” Riven grumbled.


Calin’s
gaze fell to the ground, and Jack cleared his throat.  “A bit of
context.  Calin has always preferred the company of men.  Yet, he is
still expected to take a wife and produce heirs.  By joining the temple,
that burden is lessened, yet a duty that is still encouraged.  Becoming lianyos,
however, and mating for life with a single male, is not accepted among the
nobility.  Calin not only is lianyos to a male, but is lianyos to
an outcast under his charge who he then let escape.”


“Oh,
shit,” I exclaimed before I thought better of it.


Riven
stiffened with outrage, then relaxed.  “Let me guess – most of the outcast
here are not actual criminals, but those who angered a Queen.”


Calin
nodded.  “Actual criminals are usually sent home to be punished by their
clan.  I walk a fine line – I know the truth, but if I let them all
escape, their situation only worsens.  So I do my best to make them
comfortable, while creating an image of a fair master.”  He smiled. 
“Tyawon saw through me in about three seconds flat.  We have been lianyos
for five years.  He ‘escaped’ three years ago.  I have not seen
him since.”  He gripped the edge of the cot, knuckles white.


Kestral
put her hand on her heart.  “I know the feeling.  You have my
sympathy, Becot Calin.”


Calin
smiled wanly.  “Congratulations, you’re all the first to know. 
Tyawon certainly can’t share that his lianyos is a priest who is
technically supposed to chase after them and bring them all back.  Since,
of course, I know where he is.”


“We
have to contact them,” Riven declared.  “And see if they know who sent the
assassins.  For the sake of those who died.”


“But
Peregare…” I protested.  “Your mother.”


“And
what would I do about it?” Riven snapped.  “Invade by myself?  Throw
you or Jack into danger?  Any other fey will see me as outcast, or
Exile.  Take your pick.”


“I’m
sorry,” I murmured, and shifted away.  “You’re right.”


“Goddamned
right.  Otherwise I wouldn’t be sitting here making nice with a pair of
Becot brothers.”


Calin
and Jack let it slide.  Riven might still feel feisty, but he looked like
he’d run a marathon and then been attacked by Edward Scissorhands on a bad
day.  I shouldn’t have said anything.


Calin
inhaled deeply.  “This is why I went so deeply into the trance.  It
was not a meditation gone wrong.  I have sought the help of the Great
Mage, and she has answered.”











Chapter
Twenty-Eight


 


“What
did you seek?” Jack asked respectfully.  For the first time I saw him
speaking to a man who was not just his brother, but a leading priest.


“I
sought to answer Riven’s question and discover who planned to kill the
humans.”  He took a deep breath.  “I saw Queen Mikiril speaking with
a nagali adail, sending him to guard the gate in Emor when the humans
came through.


“Kaebris,”
Riven recalled.  I remembered him.  He’d scanned us when we’d come
through and I was clutching the floor.


Calin
continued.  “Later, that same adail – Kaebris – brought word of the
mission’s success.  When Mikiril discovered his error, she commanded him
to kill the outcasts who’d failed her.”  He gripped the edge of the cot so
hard that his forearms trembled.  “The Great Mage then pulled me from the
past and placed me in the future.  The outcast die at Kaebris’s
hand.  Tyawon dies.”  He looked down at his hands, voice wracked with
grief.  “Why would the Great Mage show me something I can do nothing about? 
Kaebris is already on his way with his warriors, on horseback.  Even if I
managed to find a way to get there before they do – which I can’t imagine –
they’d just kill me as well.  All I can do is wait until I feel the pain
of Tyawon’s death.”


“Perhaps
he will feel your alarm and will avoid death,” Kestral offered optimistically.


He
shook his head.  “I saw him die fighting.  I saw him die, Kestral.”


Grim
silence fell.


“How
far away is Tyawon?” Riven asked.


He
gestured vaguely.  “About sixty, seventy miles to the northwest.”


Riven
stood.  “Let’s go.”  He pointedly ignored me, and I knew without
doubt he was still angry at me for implying that he didn’t want to save his
mother.


Calin’s
head snapped up with a flash of hope.  “What?”


“That
shouldn’t be more than an hour’s drive,” Jack nodded in agreement.


“Drive? 
In what?  How?  Do you think we’d actually stand a chance?”


Riven
gave him a dark smile.  “I have a debt of revenge to pay the Queen of
Becot.  This seems like a wonderful opportunity.”


His
quiet words were at odds with his eyes.  I stood as well.  If we
meant to get there in time, we couldn’t waste another minute.  “Calin, let
me introduce you to my world.”  I reached out, and pushed apart the strands
of reality that separated our worlds.  Funny, I’d never thought of it
before like that.  Submerged in the flow of magic, perhaps I’d gotten a
step closer to understanding the how of being a gatewright.


Calin’s
jaw set with determination, a new aspect in his eyes.  To my surprise, he
bowed his head, one hand on his chest.  “For all things are done with a
reason.  I follow your guidance, Great Mage, even though it should result
in my death.”  Prayer over, he looked up, and a slow smile spread over his
face.  He reminded me so strongly of Jack in that moment that I couldn’t
help but smile in return.  “Take me to my lianyos, ras of Gates.”


 


My
gate landed us in the middle of the woods, and I groaned.  Why was it always
the woods?  Jack led the way back to the car after we made a large pile of
leaves to indicate the spot where we should jump back.  We weren’t very
far from Sadie, just enough to be out of sight of the buildings.


I
paused before I got in the car, caught by Calin’s reaction.  Fascinated,
he ran his hands over the car, leaving clean streaks, murmuring a prayer. 
At least he hadn’t written “clean me”.  He caught me watching him with
curiosity.  “How does it work?”


As
Riven got into the back seat, he grinned at the priest.  “I’m sure Jan
will introduce this thing called the ‘Internet’ at some point.  It holds
all the answers of humankind.”  I thought of 4Chan and some other message
boards, and winced.


Jack
had been awake for an ungodly number of hours, and neither Calin nor Riven
could drive, so I drew the metaphorical short stick.  I eased into the
driver’s seat, readjusting every mirror, the seat, and the steering
wheel.  Jack was tall enough that each setting had been shoved back to the
max.  No wonder he didn’t own a car, driving them must be uncomfortably
cramped.  I started the engine, and breathed a short sigh of relief. 
We had half a tank of gas left.  The clock glowed at me in green numbers,
“3:32 AM”.


That
couldn’t be right.  We’d been in Azry 30 minutes, max.


Jack
picked up my thought as he got into the passenger side.  {You were with
Calin for over an hour.}


I
sucked in a breath.  No, my thesis!  My entire premise was that time
ran the same in both realms.  Oh God, was I wrong?


Jack
chuckled at my reaction.  “Obviously, that’s the important thing right
now.”


I
sent him a dirty look.  Writing that thesis had been nine months of my
life.


“Now
if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to sleep.”  He cranked the seat back,
crowding Calin.  Neither Becot was short.


“Ashad,
I understand your need to sleep, but you’ve left me no room.”


Jack
answered by leaning his seat back.


“You
haven’t changed at all, have you?” Calin grumbled, vainly trying to shift to a
comfortable position.


This
was going to be a long night.


 


Calin
kept both Riven and me awake on the drive with a constant barrage of questions
and observations while Jack snored away.  “I’m not as powerful as Jack,
and I don’t rely on my power that much, so being here actually doesn’t bother
me as much as I was afraid it would,” he chattered away.  “This could
explain why fey tourists to Earth weren’t rattled by it, since the gate was
right there leaking magic.  How much exposure to Earth have you had,
Riven?  It looks like the human changes are complete on you.  Not a
bad look, if I may say so myself.”


We
stopped several times to let Calin jump back to Azry and orient himself. 
The first time he returned, he was laughing.  “Tya’s confused as hell. I
can’t imagine what he must be thinking. He sensed me leave Azry, and just now I
pop back, closer to him.”


With
each navigation check, Calin’s eyes shone with amusement and excitement. 
Three years, he’d said, since he saw his lianyos.  I couldn’t
imagine.  When we finally left the highway, Calin was practically
bursting, despite his fifteen-hour trial.  I took energy from that and
forced myself to keep opening and closing the gates, although I could feel the
exhaustion threatening to overwhelm.   In truth, I shouldn’t even
have been on the road, as tired as I was.


He
pointed us to a well-developed, suburban neighborhood.  I winced a
little.  Making a gate here would be… interesting.  At least it was
still dark, although the very first light of dawn was beginning to stain the
east.  My clock told me it was 4:52 AM.  Longest.  Night. 
Ever.


We
parked on the quiet street and I scanned the rows of modest homes for
concealment.  Calin woke Jack with some choice insults when Riven failed
to rouse him.  I gestured the fey to follow me, and trotted up a driveway
to hide in the deeper night of the space between the buildings.  I cracked
open a portal, and for a moment, black edged my vision and I wavered on my
feet.  How many gates was that today?  Riven’s rescue – getting Jack
to his brother – navigating our way here… a dozen gates in total? 
More?  Plus swimming in magic.


Strong
hands caught me.  “Close this one, we’ll take it from here.”


“But
that’ll take time,” I protested.


“If
you can’t close a gate…” Riven trailed off, leaving the consequences
unspoken.  Despite his logic, I made a good show of claiming I had enough
juice in me for at least a half dozen more.  Riven didn’t buy it. 
Instead, he half-carried me through the gate.  I shook him off and planted
myself, and tried to shut the gate through a wave of dizziness.  The gate
remained open.


Concern
radiated from Riven, which only served to piss me off.  I stood taller and
glared at the gate.  “Piece of shit gate, fucking close!” I yanked on it,
hard this time.  It snapped shut with a pop and I breathed a sigh of
relief, holding on to consciousness by the skin of my teeth.


Riven
picked me up, and I protested fiercely.  “I can walk!”


“Mhmm,”
Riven agreed, and ignored me.


I
had no choice but to relax and enjoy the comfort of his arms.  Wait,
weren’t we mad at each other?  Instead, I rested my head against his chest
and closed my eyes, listening to the beating of his heart, and slipped into
silky darkness.


 


When
I groggily came to, I lay on a cot, head propped on a rough pillow. Daylight
streamed through an open window of the simple shack.  Riven watched from a
nearby stool, an amused quirk to his lips.  “I’ve never seen someone drool
and snore their way so bravely through such serious conversation,” he told me,
offering me a plate of sliced fruit covered in walnuts with a glass of milk.


“You
should have woken me up.”  And not watched me while I slept, I added
silently, but took the food and drink.  


Riven
ignored my criticism.  “When Kaebris gets here, you need to be awake so
you can get yourself home.”


I
threw my small, lumpy pillow at him in response and drew myself up to eat
properly. “What time is it?”


He
caught it deftly, and smiled at me.  “A little after midday.”


His
smile was very distracting.  I forced myself to focus as I stuffed the
food down, washing it down with the rich, cream-like milk.  I was a long
way toward feeling rested, even if I still dragged. Once back in my proper
world, I planned to sleep for several days solid.  “What’s happened?”


“Tyawon
met us in the woods.  He and Calin were out of their minds with
happiness.  Eventually Calin got around to introducing us, then brought us
back to camp.  I’ve never seen a group of fey more on edge.  Calin
explained everything about three times before they decided that Kaebris was the
threat, and not us.”


“Do
we have a plan?  Does Calin know when Kaebris will get here?”


“In
Calin’s vision, the shadows were long.  So we’re on high alert in the
morning and evening.”  Riven’s expression tightened.  “But I think
you need to hear some things first.”


“They
know something about the murders,” I deduced.


He
didn’t need to answer me.  I rose, opened the wooden door to the shack and
stepped into the broad daylight.  The outcast camp, made of scattered
shacks and fire pits, hugged the banks of a lake.  Small, deep streams ran
through camp in a confusing maze that reminded me of the temple’s labyrinth.


The
fey turned their attention to me, and I couldn’t help but stare back. 
Perhaps thirty fey, with hair of a variety of short lengths, sat on logs and
earthenwork benches they’d crafted from the ground.  I spotted Calin
speaking animatedly with a smaller group of perhaps a dozen who watched me
approach.  Jack held himself slightly apart, arms crossed, frowning. 
Riven was right.  The tension in the air was palpable.  


“Good
morning,” I greeted them.  “Thank you for the accommodations.”


“The
human is polite, and speaks our language?”  An outcast with brown hair
mused, pleasantly surprised.


“Watch
your tongue, Frein,” another said, with thin blonde hair.  Kawoli? 
Calin rubbed the kawoli’s arm absentmindedly.  Ah, Tyawon.


“You
know about the murders.”  It wasn’t a question.  “Tell me why you
killed them.”


Riven
had followed me out of the hut, and placed his hand on my shoulder.  I
couldn’t decide if he was restraining me, supporting me, or sending a
protective warning to the outcasts.  Or all three.


The
fey drooped as one, slumping their shoulders and looking at their feet. 
Frein spoke reluctantly.  “Becot has been hunting us for some time. 
Finally, one of their scouts found us.  We expected to have to flee at any
moment, but no army came to root us out.  Instead, we received a
message.  It simply stated to be in Emor on a certain date, and kill any
humans before they arrived at the Citadel of Fountains.  Otherwise, our community
was forfeit.”  He paused, searching for the right words.  “You
understand, I was not doing this for myself, or out of any prejudice.  I
wanted to preserve the lives of the fifty fey that live and work here.”


“You?” 
Hadn’t Riven killed all our attackers?


He
gestured for me to wait.  “Our nagali learned, by some careful
conversation with Meadow, that you planned to ride out two days after the
festival.  So we celebrated the festival, expecting it to be our
last.”  Frein gave a sad smile.  “I became… distracted by a young
female for the night.  I was not with my fellows when they learned that
Kusay Vaal had changed plans, or when my companions stole horses in order to
chase you down.”


I
didn’t know whether to feel guilty we’d cut them down or hatred they’d attacked
in the first place.  Maybe both.  I said nothing.


“I
learned what had happened, and thought they were successful.  No survivors
reported.  I grieved for them, but hoped perhaps some of my friends even
then traveled south to our community here.  No one knew you
survived.  We only learned now we failed in our mission.”


“You
would have killed them.  Erikah and Peter and Isabel and Neville and Kim
and Meadow and Hazel.”  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.


“Yes. 
To protect those I love.  Did you and Riven not
kill them to protect your own?”


I
wanted blood.  I wanted revenge.  But his point was clear as day.


Riven
squeezed my shoulder.  “Give justice where justice is due.”


I
took a deep breath.  I wanted to wrap my hands around Frein’s neck and
squeeze until all life was gone.  He took a slight step backward at my
expression.  But even as I glared at Frein, I registered his chopped
hair.  The tiny village.  The sadness he carried.  He wasn’t
behind this; he’d just been manipulated into it.  A flash of white-hot
anger, but not for Frein.


“Who.
Did. This.”


“Mikiril,”
Calin answered. “If Kusay came to any agreements with humans, that would put
Becot at a disadvantage.  Moreover, Riven’s too strong and too close in
the line of Kusay succession to her husband, though he’s tried to hide his
talent all these years.  Becot scouts found the outcasts, and even if
Mikiril didn’t sign her name on her message to them, the implication is clear.”


“Then
we take her down.”


“Not
so fast!”  Calin warned me.  “She has over fifty Becot warriors with
her to hold Peregare, and that doesn’t count Peregare’s own Kusay guard that
likely hasn’t left yet because of the Lady Issad.  Mikiril knows you’re a
gatewright.  And she also has the Lady Issad as leverage.”


I
breathed out in frustration.  “There has to be a way!”


“Right
now, we’re more concerned with surviving the day, human,” Frein snapped. 
“We appreciate that you brought us three more fey, even if one was a member of
a royal family, but that’s not going to be enough to survive.”


I
considered offering to bring them through to Earth.


{Think
of the consequences, Jan,} Jack told me softly.  I’d almost forgotten he
was standing there.


I
wasn’t going to let them die.  I’d managed to save Riven.  I’d even
managed to save Calin.  How hard could another fifty fey be?


“The
odds are against us by how much?” I asked hesitantly.


“After
speaking with Calin, it sounds like there are three teams of adail war
bands.”  Tyawon told me calmly.  “Each team is led by one adail trained
in the arts of combat and is accompanied by two journeymen and two
apprentices.  This team lives together, works together, and has one
individual from each element.  One of their apprentices alone is worth three
of us.  You can imagine how their adail outclass us.”


“I
was adail, but didn’t specialize in combat,” Jack casually
revealed.  “At best, I could block Kaebris from moving against us. 
There will still remain two more nagali, and these outcast cannot even
block their own thoughts, let alone others.”


Adail? 
Jack was adail?  I huffed at him in irritation.  Would I ever
know the real Jack?


Frein
cast him a dirty look for insulting the outcast, and Jack gave him a pointed
look.  I wasn’t privy to whatever he’d told him, but Frein turned bright
red. 


“But
that’s only fifteen fey against over fifty,” I protested.


Riven
shook his head.  “Jan, you don’t understand.  We would have a chance
against two teams, maybe.  Not three.”


“We’ve
got the element of surprise.  Perhaps I could make a gate?”


“Jan. 
Let it alone this time,” Jack told me softly.  “Let us handle this. 
You’ve done more than enough.”


I
glared at him and stormed off, heading to the lake to clear my head.


 


The
lake was calm, small waves lapping at the muddy, grassy shore.  No
industry tainted the sweet air.  Trees lined the far edges of the water,
blue with reflection from the unclouded sky.  Today was too pretty for
there to be more death.  Yet, Kaebris’s mere fifteen fey were coming this
way, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it.


I
stuck my hands in my pockets, striding along the shore.  I reminded myself
I was in Azry, not Earth.  The outcasts were not warriors.  I forced
myself to accept the fact that the fey were right.  Hell, Calin had seen
it.  Last time a priest had a vision, my companions had been slaughtered.


What
had I learned from that?


Leaves
crunched underfoot as I thought furiously.  If I brought them all through
to Earth, it could cause an incident as bad as when the gates first remained
open.  This could be the final straw to destroy the trust humanity had in
the fey and send us on fear-fueled rampage.  But if I didn’t bring
them through to Earth, Kaebris would slaughter them.


I
took a breath.  This was not my world.  I’d studied it for years, but
I still felt like I’d barely scratched the surface.  How must the outcast
feel, abandoned by their respective clans?  Too bad they just couldn’t
form a clan of their own and give Kusay and Becot the finger.


I
stopped in my tracks.


Could
they?











Chapter
Twenty-Nine


 


The
hastily-erected earthenwork walls that surrounded the camp sent long shadows
over the small shacks in the fading light.  The outcasts clustered
together behind the walls, wearing whichever gemstones or jewels they’d managed
to either keep with them, steal, or find.  Tension hung thickly in the
air, closed faces and tense movements.  It was dinnertime, but only a few
fey had appetites.  The vegetable soup smelled amazing, but I shared their
trepidation and couldn’t eat more than a few bites.


I’d
changed into fresher clothes, a borrowed tunic and pants the fey had lent
me.  I’d needed to cuff the pants.  Still, it gave me the odd
sensation of being one of them, something I’d missed since I’d left Earth.


If
we fought, we were not going down easily.  We’d make them bleed first.


When
had I become a revolutionary?


I’d
promised Riven a dozen times if things went south – which they very well could,
rather quickly – I’d gate myself home.  I failed to mention I was taking
Riven and Jack with me, even if I had to shove them through myself.  Even
if they never forgave me.  I couldn’t save all these lives without
condemning more.  But I refused to let my friends die for the fey that had
killed my companions, even if they’d been manipulated into it.


 


Tyawon
sprinted into the camp through the single break in the walls.  “They’re
here!” he called.  “They’re finally here.”


At
his warning, the camp surged with quiet activity.  Everyone had been
waiting fearfully for this moment; nervous energy pent up with no outlet but to
stare into the darkness of the distant trees, imagining the shapes within. The amayi
inched closer to the lake, guarding their home waters to make sure the adail
didn’t try to flood us out.  The elohi remained near the walls
to keep them strong, and Jack and the single other nagali, an older man
well past his prime, stood in the center of camp, eyes closed in
concentration.  With a nagali as strong as Kaebris as our opponent,
Jack needed to focus entirely on defending the minds of the outcasts.


My
heart raced, and I met Riven’s eyes as I rose to my feet.  I hated this
part of the plan.  He nodded confidently, and I tried to smile. 
Something caught his attention, and he looked back to Jack.  Jack’s eyes
opened for a moment, and the shadow of a smile crossed his face.  He bowed
his head slightly in respect, and Riven returned the gesture before he began
walking away from the camp.  What was that about?  Jack glanced at me
briefly before he closed his eyes once more, expression unreadable. 
{Trust your lianyos.}


Jittery,
I took another breath, and followed Riven out of the gate.  Calin took up
a position at my left.  No one else joined us as we left the security of
the camp and slowly walked across the clearing toward the treeline.  


 


Calin
had described his vision in painstaking detail during the journey north. He had
witnessed the enemy appear from the western tree line, moving out of the
shadows, so that is where we planned to confront them. Hopefully they wouldn’t
attack a priest, a Kusay, and a “human”.  We just needed to get close
enough to talk to them.


Thirty
feet.  Twenty.


Any
moment we could be attacked.


Kaebris
suddenly emerged from the treeline, followed by two more adail, one a kawoli
and another an atsili.  My heart skipped a beat.  I should
have been able to see him.  Knowing that a nagali had already
messed with my mind before I’d even figured it out unnerved me.


“To
what do I owe the honor?” He didn’t smile, but cocked his head slightly. 
I remembered to breathe.


“I
should say, to what do I owe the honor?”  Riven smiled broadly at
him and I shivered. There was nothing friendly in his expression. 
“You trespass on my lands.”


This
was the part where Kaebris turned around to let the Queen deal with politics,
right?


He
laughed instead.  “Your hair alone declares you outcast.  And your
body declares you Exile.”


My
heart rate spiked, hammering loudly in my ears.


“He
is not.  This was a crime committed against him,” Calin clarified.


Kaebris
twitched slightly.  “You are of Becot?”


“Yes. 
I am the elohi ras of the Delque temple.  You are
trespassing.”  The normal playful temperament of Calin’s movements was
gone, replaced by a stern gaze and iron bearing. His confidence was infectious.


Kaebris
squinted at him, and Calin paled.  Shit.  Jack seemed to think his
brother could stand up to him.  Was he wrong?  I tensed, ready to
gate them both out if Kaebris made any type of aggressive move.


The
gaze broke, and Kaebris stepped back slightly. He took a moment to regain his
balance. “And well trained against nagali, I might add.”


I
let out the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.


Calin’s
posture straightened, bringing him to his full height. His eyes bored into the nagali.
“The Great Mage does not leave her disciples powerless to the
transgressions of the misguided.”


Silence
spread between the hosts; each calculating their next move. 


“Do
you declare these lands for Kusay, then?” Kaebris raised his eyebrow, strolling
forward.


Riven
struck a wide, ready stance directly in front of his encroaching foe. 
“No.  I declare it in the name of clan Xantae by right of
residency.”  


Kaebris
froze.  His adail companions gaped in shock.  A bird sang in
the trees nearby, the only sound breaking the profound silence.


This
was about the reaction I’d received when I’d first suggested they create their
own clan. Except the outcast’s shock had been followed by the mad hope that it
could possibly work.


As
the silence dragged on, Kaebris recovered first. Comprehension fought
disbelief, followed by a flash of inspiration crossing his face.  “Then I
challenge your claim.”  Kaebris grinned at Riven.  “Elohi ras,
you stand in witness.  I challenge your claim for the right to bring all
these outcasts home. We will put them back where they belong.  Do you
accept, Xantae Vaal?”


No,
no!  What was this?  No one had talked about a duel!  Jack said
that if Kaebris took the bait, that he’d give the problem back to the
Queen.  That perhaps it would become an issue for the Council. 
Sponsored by a priest, and a ras at that, we had some form of
legitimacy.  Kaebris wouldn’t want to report that he’d killed one of his
clan’s most prominent priests.  Single combat?  What was this,
medieval Europe?  Somehow, I wasn’t terribly surprised to find that Jack
had lied again.


Riven
bowed, with one hand over his heart.  “Accepted.”


Fuck
you, Riven!


Kaebris
eyes shot up suddenly.  “Your human is extremely loud.  She is not
pleased with our arrangement.”  That was an understatement.


Riven
shrugged.  “This shouldn’t have been unexpected,” he lied.


I
fumed in place.  I was going to kill him if he didn’t get himself killed
first.


“As
the challenged, I name the terms. I choose we fight here, and now.”


“My
adail may serve as our circle?” Kaebris asked formally.


“Yes,
so long as they serve honorably.”


Kaebris’s
eyes narrowed at the implication they would not.  He turned to the woods,
and jerked his head, and twelve more fey emerged from the woods.  They all
wore the beads of the adail, but not nearly as many as Kaebris and his
two companions did.


Calin
grabbed my arm and hauled me away from Riven.  “You have to stay calm,” he
hissed.


Calm? 
“Do not tell me he planned this.”


Calin
gave me an apologetic glance.  I forced myself to breathe.  He was
right. The balance was not in our favor.  If I made myself a liability for
Riven, I could get him killed.  All of us depended on him right now. 
I’d come up with this damn idea in the first place.  He’d known what it
meant, and he’d agreed.


Calin
continued to pull me until we were a good forty feet away from where Riven and
Kaebris turned their attention inward, preparing for their fight.  Riven
outweighed his opponent, but Kaebris moved with a practiced control I’d only
ever seen in fighters.  Age, experience, training, and talent heavily
favored the nagali.  I admired Riven’s courage – it wasn’t just a
show.  I felt no fear, just resolve and anticipation from my lianyos. 
The adail broke into two lines, which gracefully moved to form a
perfect circle. I tried not to think about the fact that it looked like they’d
done this many times before.  The three atsili looked slightly
nervous, and encouraged their companions to continue to back away until Calin and
I were only feet away from their perimeter.


Riven
met my eyes.  I gave him the only thing I could offer: my confidence and
respect.  I nodded once, and he returned the gesture in
acknowledgement.  I steeled myself as he turned away, stretching gently as
if preparing for a physical match.  Kaebris rolled his shoulders and neck.


“The
circle is formed.”  One of the adail signaled both combatants.


Riven
and Kaebris nodded.


“May
the Great Mage smile upon the worthy.”


 


Kaebris
shifted his weight, intently waiting for the first signs of the flame that
would inevitably erupt from Riven.  Well, I’d wanted to see a nagali match. 
But this wasn’t what I had in mind.  What if Kaebris was a nagayos? 
Could Jack reverse the damage?


“Calin,
is this to the death?”


He
didn’t answer.


The
host waited for the inferno that was the hallmark of the atsili. In
battle, their strength was passion, pure destructive force. As I’d learned
earlier today, a single atsili could destroy entire formations with the
roar of their flames, but I sensed none of this from Riven. His heart spoke to
me of patience and calm alertness. His mouth began to move silently. I could
not make out the words, but the movement was steady, repetitive, as if he was
reciting a mantra. 


Riven’s
movements changed drastically from when I had seen him fight before. Against nagali,
there were no columns of fire or shifting stone. Elaborate forms and timing
were secondary to the ability to keep his center. The battle was won or lost
inside his own mind.  


Riven
sent a few beautiful fireballs toward his opponent, but his heart spoke the
intent of control, not destruction. They were a fraction of what I knew he was
capable of, and intended only to draw his enemy in. Kaebris was
incredibly agile, dancing around the billowing flames. They did not damage him,
but each was one more motion, one more effort, that he had to make. Eventually,
if the nagali stayed on the defensive, he would slip. 


I
turned my attention inward, listening to the bond.  All I could sense was
intense focus and anticipation.


Kaebris
hissed, and planted his forward hand on the ground in front of him, springing
forward and letting a gout of flame pass over him, slowly working his way
closer to Riven.


As
the distance closed, Riven’s focus became more strained. His expression
contorted with the force of the words he was silently screaming. His fires
became staccato, larger eruptions alternating with weak flames.  Confusion
and alarm echoed through the bond from Kaebris’s invisible assault.  He
stumbled slightly, and the nagali sprinted for him, tackling him. 
Kaebris triumphantly grasped the atsili’s head as his eyes bored into
him.  


Time
seemed to slow; the anticipation I had sensed in my lianyos changed to
exultation in an instant. He had been waiting for this moment.  Nagali were
at their strongest when they could make physical contact, but none of us
expected that an atsili would attempt to channel his fire the same
way.  The amulet on Riven’s chest shone brightly, heat making the air
around him shimmer.  His lips stopped moving, and he smiled. His wrath
lanced through me, and I gripped Calin’s arm hard. I could not tell if it was
mine or his, it didn’t matter anymore. Everything I had felt from our bond
changed in that moment; instead of the warmth of his magic flowing into me, I
felt energy being pulled like the sea rushing out in a current.


The
adail transformed from immobile statues to exemplars of alarm in an
instant, as the rushing magic around Riven was channeled to his purpose. For a
terrifying breath, he hovered on the brink of transforming his own body into
the flames he controlled. Light shown in his eyes, barely contained fury
breaking down the barriers between his spirit and his fire. 


Riven
reached out, grasping Kaebris’s own head, and with a guttural cry of rage, his
hands flared white.  Kaebris screamed as white light and flame erupted
from his mouth and eyes.  Flames raced down the nagali’s body as if
he’d been covered in gasoline, exploding into a roaring inferno.  Riven
disappeared from my sight, and I felt desperately for the bond to ensure he was
alive.  What I found was cold satisfaction of his anger.


The
flames spent themselves nearly as quickly as they’d begun, leaving Riven
covered in a thick layer of ash with no sign of Kaebris.  I
shuddered.  He lay still, breathing slowly, reminding me of when I’d
pulled him out of Azry just yesterday.


I
moved to go toward him, but Calin pulled me back.  “They need to declare
the victor first.”


Calin’s
voice had broken the stunned silence of the adail.


“Xantae
Vaal has been shown favored of the Great Mage,” one of them finally said in a
choked voice.


I
ripped my arm out of Calin’s grasp and sprinted to Riven’s side.  He sat
up slowly, trying to wipe the ash from his face, but his sweat only made it
smear.  I shoved my horror down and offered my hand for him to help
himself up.  He quickly glanced at the still-motionless adail surrounding
us and rose to his feet without accepting my help.


“Did
you plan that?”  I demanded.  I’d come up with the idea of a new
clan.  Not the part where Riven would be forced to defend it.


“Yes
and no.” His mouth twitched in a poor attempt at a smile.  “Single combat,
yes.  Kaebris – the fire – no.”


One
of the atsili adail approached him cautiously.  “We accept your
right as King of Clan Xantae, and beg your forgiveness of our trespass.”


My
eyebrows shot up.  If the adail didn’t seem so authentic, I would
have thought he was mocking him.


“The
blood of Kaebris satisfies the crime,” Riven replied grimly.  “Leave and
do not return.”


The
adail gave him a wide berth, disappearing back into the forest.  We
waited a full minute after the last of them left before we released a
collective sigh of relief.  Honor was a fickle thing.  So long as
they held their honor higher than their regard of Mikiril, the outcasts were
safe.


Calin
laughed, a hint of hysteria in his voice.  “I can’t believe that
worked.  The Great Mage strike me down if I ever doubt her intent again.”


Riven
met my eyes, but no joy lurked there.  I’d just watched him burn a man
alive.  “Let’s get back,” I offered.


We
walked in silence.  A few of the outcast gave us ragged cheers when we
came through the gap in the wall, but they seemed as unsettled as the adail. 
Jack watched us, face unreadable.  I followed Riven as he crossed the
camp, a destination clearly in mind.  Without breaking stride, he walked
straight into the lake, fully clothed, immersing himself fully in the water.


I
waited patiently on the shore while he bathed, scrubbing his face until it was
raw and red.  He tossed me his shirt at some point, and I focused on
getting the last of the ash out.  I desperately tried not to think of it
as Kaebris’s remains.


When
he finally emerged, he took the sodden shirt and squeezed the rest of the water
out.  I couldn’t help but notice the raw burn where the amber necklace had
laid against his skin.  He tossed the shirt over his head and exhaled
slowly.  I took closer stock of him, and noticed for the first time that
his hands were as blistered as his chest.  Ow.


He
must have felt my concern, and seated himself next to me on the boulder I’d
claimed.  The peace of the forest welcomed us from the chaos of the past
hour.  The water lapped gently at the shore, and distant, giddy laughter
echoed from the camp.  Eventually, Riven broke
the quiet.  “I don’t know what happened.  Atsili don’t do
that.  Not even adail.”  He swallowed.


I
put my arm around him, and he closed his eyes, leaning against me.  “I
know the feeling.”


I
heard footsteps, and I looked up to see Jack’s approach.  He considered us
for a long moment before he spoke.  “The outcast here have
declared for Clan Xantae.  They will come to your aid to retake Peregare.”


Riven
straightened, and I let my arm fall from his back. He nodded slowly.


“Jan,
we need to return to the human realm,” Jack advised, a hint of apology in his
tone.


I
knew he was right.  To keep up my disguise as a normal human to the rest
of the world, I had to at least be present without disappearing for days at a
time.  My mother would be frantic by now.  The last thing I needed
was for her to call the cops.  I stood.


Riven
rose with me.  “I’m going with you.”


I
took a breath, about to argue.  I thought better of it and listened to our
bond instead.


I
wasn’t going to win that fight.  And frankly, I didn’t want to.


 


After
saying our goodbyes, we struck out for our portal.  The November light was
fading quickly and I hastened my pace.  I should have made a small gate to
peep through once I was confident we were in the right place, but I was
tired.  I just created a full size gate and stepped right through.


The
child that paused from pedaling on her bicycle stared at us with wide
eyes.  We were jumping through in the middle of her driveway. 
It didn’t seem nearly so concealed now that the sun glared harshly at us, even
as low in the sky as it was.


“Shit,
shit, shit.”  I waved my companions through the gate and shut it behind
me, then tried to give the child a winsome smile.  “We’re superheroes,” I
told her in way of explanation, and fled for the car before she could say
anything.  I crossed my fingers her parents would simply think she had an
overactive imagination.


I
narrowly avoided crashing twice on the drive back to Charlottesville.  My
head swam with exhaustion.  Gatewright survives attack, dies in car
crash.


 


“Clan
Xantae?”  Riven asked me, amused, on the doorstep to my home.  “So
that’s where you got the idea.”


I
nodded.  “Yeah, Emma and Rose came up with it.”  I held the door open
for him, expecting him to follow, but he didn’t.


His
eyes sparkled.  “I think I prefer Xantae Riven over Xantae Vaal. 
Jack, does this mean you’re done with Becot now, considering your holdings are
at Clan Xantae?  It is Xantae Jack now?”


Jack
twitched for a moment, then a slow, cold smile spread across his face. 
“Well, if I am, I hold seniority over you, Riven.”


“Where
the fuck have you been?”  Rose yelled at us,
sprinting down the stairs.  “Your mother has been frantic.  I lied
and told her you were sleeping off a stomach bug, but I think she finally won’t
listen to me and is on her way here.  Jack, why haven’t you picked
up your phone? Seriously!”


“Sleeping
actually sounds like an amazing idea.  I think I’ll go do that.” I left
the fey at the door, leaving Jack to introduce Riven.  As I closed the
door to my bedroom behind me, I could hear Rose exclaiming over Riven’s haircut
(“what demented stylist thought that haircut was a good idea?  Get in the
bathroom and let me fix it.”).


When
was the last time I’d slept in my own bed?  Last night I’d been driving
around North and South Carolina.  I stumbled toward my pillows and
collapsed into the welcome softness of my mattress.  The night before had
been… the day before Thanksgiving.  I’d slept in a hotel in Charleston. 
The night before that?  Yeah.  That was the night of the fight at the
gas station.  Had it really all happened so fast?


My
mother showed up five minutes later, and I kindly obliged Rose by pretending to
be asleep.  I let her fuss over me to her heart’s content, making me a
broth and toast for my “upset stomach”.  The smell got my stomach
rumbling, and I remembered I’d had nothing except the plate of food Riven had
given me and a few bites of soup since Thanksgiving dinner.  I begged for
more, and convinced her I was well enough to eat the plentiful Thanksgiving
leftovers Rose had brought back with her.  If nothing else, my sudden,
ravenous appetite convinced her I was on the mend.











Chapter
Thirty


 


My
mother gone, the food coma overtook me and I slept soundly.  Until the
nightmares returned.  The first time, I was able to shake my head, take a
breath, and fall back sleep.  Perhaps it was my own fault for
oversleeping, but when I woke with a muffled cry in the pitch blackness of my
strange bedroom, the panic had my heart hammering like I was going to die.


I
heard a thump from the living room, and my panic rose like a fever, distorting
thought.  Was there an intruder?  I started to scramble out of the
covers.  I had to be able to make a gate and escape.


The
door opened, and I took a reflexive step back.  If I hadn’t been lianyos,
and known it was Riven, I might not have recognized him.  His hair was
short, in a human style.  He’d lost his fey clothes again, and only wore a
pair of sweatpants likely borrowed from Jack, based on how loosely they fell on
his hips.  His hands were wrapped in cloth bandages,
a visual reminder of the destruction he’d wrought just this evening.


He
closed the door, moving carefully as if not to alarm me.  Like I was some
kind of wild animal.


“I
didn’t mean to wake you,” I protested.  “It was just a bad dream.”


“I
know,” he assured me.  “You have them almost every night.”


Shit,
did he feel all of them?  Even when he was in Peregare and I was
here?  “Riven, I’m sorry.”


“I
think it’s rather fair,” he contradicted me, moving closer.  His bone
structure had an odd beauty, not fey, but not human.  “I force a lianyos
bond on you; you wake me up in a panic numerous times.  Both
accidents?  The Great Mage is fair.”  He smiled at me, and my heart,
which had been doing a good job of slowing down, skipped a few beats.  His
eyes flickered down my body, and I realized I was only wearing an oversized
tshirt.  Want – no, need- flowed through me, but it wasn’t mine.  It
was his.  My breath caught.


We
paused, a stalemate of emotions.  My own needs, alerted to the situation,
sent a tingle through my body.  He saw it.  Perhaps felt it.  I
felt his own.


“I
know what you feel,” Riven breathed, “but not what you think.”


“I
don’t understand.”


“I
will leave if you think I should.”  I knew that was the last thing on
Earth he wanted to do right now.  It probably took all his self-control to
keep himself there, seven feet from where I stood.  I knew it took mine.
“I just came to help against the nightmares.  I didn’t mean to… confuse
things.”


I
took a breath and tried to think.  Was I doing this because of the
bond and his intense feelings, or because of Riven himself?  What a dumb
question.  This had always been about Riven, from the beginning.  I’d
challenged him to make his oath, chosen to ride in his carriage; I’d kissed
him, then chased him down to demand we break up instead of just minding my own
business; and in my heart, I’d accepted him as lianyos.


“I
think you should stay with me,” I answered, and we both knew I wasn’t just
talking about the here and now.


Like
he had in the forest after I’d made my first gate, he crossed the space between
us in just a few strides.  This time, instead planting me against a tree,
he gently held my face in his bandaged hands, as if reassuring himself one last
time this is what I wanted.  I didn’t wait for him to decide, but pulled
his head down and kissed him.  My heart sang through the bond, and his
echoed mine.  His kisses were gentle at first but quickly became hard and
urgent as he drew me tighter to himself, one hand knotting itself in my hair,
the other wrapped tightly around my waist. I was extremely conscious of his
bare chest as I caressed his soft skin.  My hands trailed down from his
chest, to gently brush the skin above his waistband, and he paused, eyes
closed, holding himself back from something.  A breath, and his eyes
opened, and his hands started moving, exploring my curves with delicate
fingertips as he gently kissed me.  I nibbled at his lip, and with a
growl, he pulled my shirt over my head.  Riven paused to appreciate before
resuming his advance, forcing me back until I sat on the bed, then pushed me
down.  He fell forward onto his hands to kiss me, and I arched my back,
trying to press myself against him.  Excitement rushed through me wherever
our bare skin touched.


His
kisses began to trail from my lips, to my neck, to my chest.  He ran his
tongue over my nipple, biting it gently, and I moaned quietly, and he was
forced to pause, gripping my sheets for dear life.


The
lianyos bond did have some definite advantages, and we enjoyed
every consequence of that.  A lifetime of preferences and secrets,
revealed with a kiss or a touch.  And there was something beyond the bond,
too.  Knowing how someone feels was different than caring how they
feel.  Any inhibitions we’d had were washed away by the happiness we felt
at the other’s pleasure.


Despite
his injured hands, it was the best sex I’d ever had.


 


The
light coming in through the windows told me it was well past sunrise when I
heard the knock on my door.


“Jan,
is Riven in there with you?” Rose sounded halfway amused and halfway alarmed.


“Why?”


“He’s
not out here.  Wanted to make sure I don’t need to chase him down and-“


I
heard Jack’s muffled voice from the other side of the door.


“Um. 
Never mind,” Rose called, but she sounded on the point of laughter.


I
rolled over and tried to hide under my pillow.  Whose idea had it been to
have Rose as a roommate?  Not mine.  Nope.  Riven chuckled and
pulled the pillow off me.


“Smell
that?” he asked, eyes bright.


Sex? 
Yes.  And also bacon.  I grinned in response.


“Want
me to bring you some?” he asked, hauling himself out of bed.  I admired
the view.  How had I possibly attracted the attention of this gorgeous
specimen?  As he headed for the door, I realized he’d forgotten some key
aspects of human culture.  “Don’t go out naked!” I squeaked.


He
paused, nodded to me, and went to find his sweatpants.  How did they end
up under the bed?  Oh, right.


Something
else I had meant to ask, too.  “Riven, wait.”


Waistband
tied, he lifted himself up back onto the bed to lay beside me.  I fumbled
for the right words.  If I’d found his indigo eyes distracting before, it
didn’t hold a candle to how my brain got derailed now.  “Last night, um…”
a flash of concern from him.  “No, I mean… why didn’t you share your magic?”


He
scanned my face.  “Because you don’t have that power.  I’m happy to
use it, but especially for the first time… I wanted to make sure you felt you
were my equal.  You make me happy just as you are.”


I
hadn’t known I was still capable of blushing.  “Ulg, that’s so romantic!”
I hit him with the pillow.


“I’m
going to need to take away your pillows from now on.  They tend to make
you violent.”


I
laughed and playfully kicked at him from under the covers.  He avoided my
strikes with fey-like agility and left to fetch breakfast.


I
hugged my weaponized pillow, caught between happiness and disbelief any of this
was happening.


 


I
finally emerged some time later, after a thorough shower (that was rudely but
gladly interrupted by a certain atsili).


Rose
tried – and failed – to hide her glee.  “Do you like his haircut?” she
asked with a wink.


“Yes,
Rose, you are just that good.”  I rolled my eyes at her and she
cackled.


Emma
took it all in with patient amusement.  Jack was hard to read, a flat expression
and tight lips.  Not angry.  Sad?  I was clueless.  I
caught Riven’s eye, and indicated Jack with a slight tip of my head.  His
slight expression told me he suspected what it was but wasn’t alarmed.


“So
what happened?” Rose finally burst out.  “You were eating dinner,
perfectly fine, then suddenly dash out, Jack hot on your heels, claiming to be
sick, and then when I get home you’re nowhere to be found.  You’re both
gone for over a day and then you show up with the fey that was originally Jan’s
tour guide, except someone attempted a disastrous haircut on him and his hands
have second degree burns.  What gives?”


Jack
and Riven both turned to me, clearly indicating that the ball was in my
court.  Thanks, guys.  I hadn’t wanted to have this conversation
quite yet, but I supposed it was inevitable.  I still hesitated. 
“It’s complicated.”


“I’ve
got time.”  She crossed her arms and waited.


“Um. 
Riven and I…” Why was it hard to tell her we were lianyos?  I
realized then I hadn’t told anyone voluntarily yet.  Jack and his family
knew because of how I’d survived rescuing Calin.  Other than that, it was
a secret.  I’d had the chance to tell Rose over and over again, but I
wasn’t sure how I felt about it yet, much less how she would react.  Other
options weren’t appealing, either.  I didn’t want to say ‘lover’, that was
way too personal.  And explicit.  ‘Boyfriend’ just sounded
weird.  “He’s my lianyos,” I conceded.


Rose
paused, looking between us both.  “Wait, isn’t lianyos a lifelong
thing?”  Her head swiveled to Jack.  “That’s why you told me
she would know if he’d left!”  A beat.  “Oh, that’s why you left
Thanksgiving dinner, too.  Riven was in trouble.”  Then she refocused
on me.  “So you both are, like, fey married, and you didn’t tell
me?”  Her green eyes grew dangerously sharp.


“Not
married, no!”  I waved my hands to placate her.  “It was the magical
equivalent of accidentally getting me pregnant.”


“So
you didn’t choose it?”  Her wrath refocused on Riven, who was gaping at
me, shock and guilt over the bond. 


Oh,
get over it, I thought.  We were fine. 
Right?  “It’s ok, we worked it out.” I reassured her.


“Obviously,”
she told me with more than a hint of snark.


“What
do you mean, get accidentally pregnant?”  Riven’s voice rose.


Jack
sighed, and heaved himself into a sitting position.  “Human women don’t
control their ovulation.”


“Fey
women do?”  No wonder fey were able to pass their holdings along
directly.  No accident bastards coming along to muck things up.


Riven
and I shared a long, meaningful look.  I had been on birth control
pills, but they’d gone up in flame during the initial attack.  Oops. 
I’d last had my period when I was at Peregare the first time, as the pills had
worn off.  I needed to see a calendar, ASAP.


“Just
to clarify, and I hope you’re not offended, but are you moving in, Riven?” Emma
asked politely.


He
started to shake his head, then frowned. “I don’t mean to.  However, I
don’t know how long it will take for me to get home.”


“Get
home?”  Jack inquired.  “If you establish yourself where the outcasts
are hiding, I think you’ll be in for an unpleasant surprise from Becot.”


Riven
grinned, and I caught the sense of something bloody and dangerous hiding under
the surface. “Peregare is mine.  It might have a temporary
unwelcome guest or two, but it’s mine.”


Jack
sucked in his breath.  “Becot, Toran, and Kusay have avoided war for
hundreds of years by respecting the claim of land.  There is no way you
can claim Clan Kusay, the line of descent is clear.  It’s not you.”


“I
don’t think you get it.”  Riven approached him.  “It’s mine. 
I’m taking it back.”


Jack’s
gaze was clear and steady.  “That is not fey.  That is human.”


Riven
nodded ever so slowly, in complete agreement, and my eyes rounded.  Maybe
he wasn’t taking his hair getting chopped off as well as I believed. 


Jack
let that sink in before he answered.  “You don’t have an army.”


“Can
you think of anyone who might appreciate an opportunity to have lands in
Anowir?”  Riven’s eyes danced.  He’d already thought this
through.  I felt his glee and anger, retribution in sight.


“You
want to enlist the outcasts and Exiles in kicking Mikiril out and setting up
your own rule?  What’s to stop her from coming back?”


“I
don’t plan on her ever leaving the grounds,” Riven replied coldly.


I
felt his resolve, and his hatred of her.  I shared it
wholeheartedly.  I’d killed one fey, but if any of them actually deserved
it, it was her.  She’d attempted to kill my lianyos.  End of
story.


“You
are talking about murdering my Queen–“


“Who
you never swore an oath to because she came into power after you left-“


“And
taking control of lands that could throw the clans into chaos-“


“And
you could be with Kestral, and Copper, and Calin.  Your own
holdings.  We have enough room.”


Jack
breathed in sharply.  “Your offer is cruelly tempting.  You’re as
dangerous as a nagali.”  He scanned the room, at the other three of
us watching them in rapt attention.  “How formal do we want to make this?”


“Oaths
will be necessary, especially from Exiles.  Absolute loyalty is
essential.”


Jack
rose from his chair to his full height, peering closely at Riven as if looking
for something, then nodded to himself.  “I swear on one condition.”


“Yes?” 
Riven was nervous.


“Defend
justice above your personal vendetta.”


I
could see Riven struggling before his shoulders sank.  “I accept.”


“Then
I, Xantae Jack, formally Becot Ashad, offer my loyalty and life to Clan
Xantae,” he declared in Anowir.


Riven
bowed his head and answered in kind.  “I, Xantae Riven, formally Kusay
Vaal, accept your oath. Further, to see to your interests of justice… you are
named Judge of clan Xantae.”


Jack’s
eyes widened.  “Well, I think we’ll get along just fine.”


Rose
immediately demanded to join the Clan.  She mangled the Anowir horribly
but Riven didn’t even twitch.  Emma followed suit, but asked straight-out
for the translation.  Then it was my turn.


I
took a breath and centered myself.  “I, Xantae Jan, formally Jan Leeman,
offer my loyalty and life to Clan Xantae.”  My formal Anowir wasn’t
perfect, but it was good enough.


Thus,
in an old house on the borders of Charlottesville, an Exile, an outcast, a
gatewright, a human, and a half-blood forged fated Xantae from bonds of loyalty
and the iron will of our oaths.
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